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      Introduction

      An Experiment of sorts…
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      The Long Saga of How an Auspicious Idea Spiraled Way Out of Control

      After many angst-riddled nights fraught with wailing and gnashing of teeth, (luckily, none of them ours) we’ve decided to launch SELEDA, a web page for young Ethiopian professionals in the US.

      The Idea

      Surely, we reasoned, with so many of us scattered throughout the corporate world, it would be sagacious, (hell, downright peachy) if we could congregate somewhere to exchange ideas and information on surviving and flourishing in corporate America.

      We are, after all, scientists and engineers; writers and philosophers; business owners, financiers, physicians, researchers, CEOs, educators, artists, computer geniuses, marketing whizs, mini-moguls and consultants to mini-moguls. (Then there are the lawyers, but anyway.) And with this kind of brainpower, couldn’t we use our resources to, er, make this world a better place? (Is that “Kum Ba Ya” we hear in the background?)

      Understand: insightful ideas (any ideas) don’t oft pass our way, so we’ve been fervently smitten by this one to carve out a niche on the web, where, as peers, we could better ourselves, our families, and ultimately, our country. Therefore, in a brazen flexing of our deductive reasoning muscles, we thought, yes. Yes, this could be a good thing. And at the point where Ethiopian pragmatism gave way to American impetuousness, SELEDA was born.

      The Glitch

      OK. We’ll admit to mild delusions of grandeur. And frankly, maybe not all our brain cells have thawed out from a harsh winter. But we don’t mind divulging that the initial results of a wholly gratuitous survey about starting SELEDA, were, well, less than nurturing.

      Reactions staggered from the cautiously tepid (“Wel-l, that could be nice… maybe”), to the wantonly dismissive (“Yeah, whatever, pass the ketchup”), to one unbridled enthusiasm (thanks, mom). Perhaps, we thought in hindsight, our research should have entailed more than cowering in dark corners and badgering people into forming an opinion.

      But that’s all hindsight. And despite the sirens of common sense howling at us, ladies and gentlemen, we proudly give you…SELEDA Version 1.0.

      Why SELEDA is Necessary

      Humm. Were we people who pontificate, (or even people who know people who pontificate) we would have had a succinct mission statement and tidy synopsis in this space. But we aren’t kidding about more or less winging this as we go along, so, we have but a series of woolly assumptions to offer you at this point.

      Truism #1: Longevity and distance have played havoc with our dreams of returning to live in Ethiopia. As the roots we set in America inevitably grow stronger, there are certain nuances of being the first generation of immigrant Ethiopians that could make for compelling discourse.

      Foremost being the conundrum faced by those of us in our mid-twenties to late-thirties, who, on the verge of making major professional and personal commitments, find ourselves bouncing wildly between staunch loyalty to our Ethiopian-ness and guilt for absorbing some ferenjie temperaments.

      Hopefully, through SELEDA, we will be able to explore ways of finding a comfortable medium between these two worlds; share the joys and predicaments of being Ethiopians climbing the wobbly corporate ladder; and, eventually, aim for higher and nobler goals of working for the prosperity of Ethiopia and Ethiopians.

      The Rules: So We Can Play Nice

      Which brings us to truism #2.

      Three decisive things make us Ethiopians: a) we don’t get the whole apple pie metaphor, b) we are bitter about figure skating being considered an Olympic sport, and, c) if our long-term plans include staying sane, we steer clear from overt discussions of politics. (And despite rabid accusations to the contrary, we at SELEDA intend on staying sane.)

      We realize this eschewing of subjects political hinges on the unheard of in Ethiopian circles, and may be even a tad controversial (read: wimpy, think: faint-hearted). But, trust us, you would be better off getting your political fixes at more weighty forums, and not from nimrods like us whose pedestrian foray into politics could very well spark off World War III. (Truth be told, we are still clumsily wading through all of them fancy new acronyms, and we wouldn’t want to cause anyone any disquietude lest we unwittingly transpose a letter here and there.)

      So, we’ve decided to suppress our urges (and yours, gentle reader) to issue-surf topics such as 'The Pedagogical Role of the Peasant Politico’ on this nascent forum, knowing full well how slap-happy those kinds of discussions can get. (Are those wails of protest we hear? Perhaps we will delve into pedagogical matters later on-- in our Valentine’s issue, maybe?-- until then…play nice.)

      Therefore, SELEDA will be a literary exploration into our lives through a series of personal essays and discussions. Pencils sharpened and sleeves rolled, we are primed to sagely opine on less incendiary subjects: our work ethic, our struggles and triumphs with family, social relationships, spirituality and financial management matters.

      How All This Will Work

      Welcome to the bucolic world of “Wodet Alen” : The mother of all databases.

      This writer was recently very frustrated by the lack of means to make ye hager ledgioch aware of a cushy position with CNN Public Relations.

      Similarly, let’s say you are in the field of, er, Micro Managing and Decoding of Stray and Unruly Satellites in Super Galaxies. (It could happen.) And let’s say you are looking to relocate to Maxbass, North Dakota (and ultimately, don’t we all?). At its optimum, we would like SELEDA to enable you to find the other lone Ethiopian and upright citizen of “Wodet Alen” in burgeoning Maxbass, who could walk you though the finer points of layer dressing and the hidden joys of ice fishing.

      You get the point. A strong database will foster an effective infrastructure on which to build a thriving community. SELEDA, though Wodet Alen, could be a conduit to establishing this solid networking tool.

      So, join!

      In Conclusion

      Initially, we are setting very smallish goals, (is this a good time to mention the notoriously under-achieving and hellishly commitment-phobic side of us?) aiming for perhaps a core membership of about 30-40 people. A manageable group will enable us to comfortably work out the kinks and feel out the machinations of this undertaking, without it getting so overwhelming that we promptly abandon all semblace of logic and return to pruning Japanese Maple trees.

      Therefore, we have not linked our page en masse to other sights, (did we mention lazy?) but will rely on good word-of-mouth to sustain us through infanthood.

      SELEDA will be audacious and salient. But it is also new, and will inevitably make mistakes. So, bear with us. Of course, your suggestions are sought, and your advice coveted, but keep in mind that we are direly sensitive creatures when you reach for your Mont Blancs to verbally emaciate us.

      If all of this sounds haphazard to you, then welcome to our world. SELEDA will be whatever we all make it to be. Truthfully, it has gnawed on our spiritual calm that there might not be a market for something like it. Nevertheless, even if we fold tomorrow (do you catch the thinly veiled threat here?) we will be richer for the experience.

      Now that we have gotten the niceties out of the way… carry on, carry on.

      Initiation
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      By: Blaine…

      I sat there, mesmerized. There we were, three generations of Ethiopian women, sitting on the floor of a small New York City apartment, in a lull from laughing hysterically at a joke. It would have remained an unremarkable event. Except, on that humid New York summer afternoon, without the benefit and fanfare of esoteric rituals, I was initiated into an ancient sorority of Ethiopian womanhood to which my foremothers belong.

      In the ennui of a long summer day, my grandmother, my mother and myself had congregated in my aunt’s living room, reminiscing about Ethiopia and rehashing old family stories. And in between sips of coffee, my grandmother started telling jokes.

      I am unable to recall the specifics of one joke that made my grandmother and my mother throw back their heads in laughter. But it happened then, and rather startlingly, because when I finally looked straight into my grandmother’s eyes, it was as if the sands of time stood choked at the neck of the hourglass.

      Eight decades could not rob her eyes of their youth. They danced mischievously through a mist of tears, their brown-ness still traceable over a curious tint of green that coated them. They were complex, those eyes: juxtaposing her fierce spiritedness with her resplendent tranquility.

      I hadn’t seen my grandmother for ten years, but I remembered she and I as having an affectionate yet cordial relationship. My three brothers, my sister and I didn’t know much about her, except that she was ardently loyal to the family, she loved her animals and you never, ever crossed her. Until that day, she was the matriarch of the family, and as such commanded absolute respect and awe.

      Now, sitting cross-legged in front of her as she breathlessly tried re-telling her joke, I saw a gentleness in her eyes which had always been there. Tears were streaming down her elaborate cheekbones and disappearing into the delicate folds of skin at the corner of her thin, severe lips. Her hands, which only on close observation betrayed the scars of a woman who has had to fight for dignity, had aged elegantly, and were now fumbling with her netela to find a suitable corner on it to wipe her eyes.

      At that particular moment, she was not just the person who comforted me when I fell from the heap of rocks in her back yard; and she was more than the person who explained to me why she had ‘nekesat’ on her neck. At that moment, my grandmother was a woman. And a conduit to connecting me to the past.

      I was in my early twenties, and like most immigrants, on a cusp of an identity crisis. In college, I had taken endless Women’s Studies and Political Science classes which inculcated into many young women that no, we were not going to be like our mothers and our grandmothers.

      We were, after all, schooled in feminism.

      On that fateful day, laughing alongside the two stongest women I know, I felt a burden being lifted from me: I finally found a sense of belonging , and the innate peace that comes with it. Despite living thousands of miles away from the home of all my foremothers, I knew I still belonged to them. I realized what at the core of me made me an Ethiopian woman, and that neither distance, women’s studies classes nor certain predilections to Janice Joplin and Pearl Jam could change what coursed through my veins.

      That day, I also discovered that my grandmother was the first true feminist I knew. She had achieved her emancipation, not in the protected sanctums of university life or textbooks, but through a series of battles fought and won nobly. She was a widow, a mother of six, who at times fought fiercely and at times negotiated deftly the adversities of living in a time and place which was neither forgiving nor charitable towards independent women. She never learnt to read or write, but her visceral erudition filled volumes. This was my grandmother, and I etched the picture of a giggling woman into my heart and soul.

      On a lazy New York afternoon, through an innocuous joke-telling session, my grandmother passed onto me her legacy of strength, and the incalculably profound gift of dignity in not flinching when looking people in the eye. And speaking. And being heard.

      My grandmother stopped laughing for just a moment. She cleared her throat, adjusted her netela and dropped her eyes to the ground, slightly embarrassed by her outburst. She sighed and wistfully murmured “Ere gud eko new” the way she often did.

      It didn’t take long for her to succumb to another fit of laughter. My mother and I were waiting for her prompt.

      Life diaries
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      In “Life Diaries” we will get to know some of our peers through a series of email correspondences.

      Two people finally took pity on us and agreed to participate in “Life Diaries”. However, with a caveat… one of them, a shy soul she, agreed to do this only if we agreed not to disclose her real name. (Abet! Abet! These tempremental writers and all their provisos! )

      Well, no strangers to dysfunction ourselves, we begrudgingly agreed to this unseemly stipulation (hey, she is worth it!) but only if we chose her nom de plume: Zerfeshuwal “Zerfe” Shemelis-Shewankitaw . Alas, she was not in the least bit threatened by this prospect, so we reverted to the more innocuous, though infinitely**** ****less exciting ‘Rahel’.

      Therefore, inaugurating “Life Diaries” are, all around good gal and decipherer of bad cells, Rahel X, and Theodros Dagne, consummate Washington insider, and probably the only other person in the world who really knows what happened in the Oval Office

      If you would like to participate in this feature or know of a good candidate, please let us know. Contact us at seleda@yahoo.com. Put “Life Diaries” in the subject line.

      ENTRY 1

      Date: Thursday, Feb. 25, 1999 (7:37 p.m. EST)

      To: Ted

      From: Rahel

      Subject: Starting Adventurously

      Hi Ted,

      I called this e-mail ‘Starting Adventurously’, as we are the first SELEDA ‘Life Diaries’ “e-mail partners”.

      Thought I would take a few minutes break from work (actually I’m waiting on an experiment) and sort of write a few sentences of introduction. I’m sure that you’ve guessed by now, via my e-mail address, I work at UCLA. I’ve been here let’s see–one, two…five… never mind, let’s just say ____(blank) number of years. I’ve spent part of it working in the Dept. of Pediatrics doing pediatric AIDS research (explained in a nutshell). I have no patient contact (a lot of people think I do) but work with their blood, virus etc etc in what is known as basic immunology–analyzing the cells that fight the disease. I also work on how the whole immune system changes with the disease; etc etc. That’s all where the fun and interesting stuff is!

      Today has been sort of a semi-easy one–analyzing a lot of data (I’m almost 2 months behind on this). But, of course, blood shipment arrived from New York this afternoon (why, oh why, FedEx couldn’t you have brought it in this morning?) This, of course, means another 2 hours (it’s already 4:25pm) to set up the experiment (the cells are spinning hence my 15 minute break–oops, now its only 5 minutes).

      Our SELEDA editor told me you were on NPR-- what does that stands for? I understand you too are a researcher but I’m assuming far different from my field. Can’t wait to hear about you and what you do.

      Ted, my centrifuge just stopped so I must (with much regret) end the first of our many e-mails here. Duty calls.

      Will write soon.

      Rahel

      Date: Friday, February 26, 1999 (10:41 a.m. EST)

      To: Rahel

      From: Ted

      Re: Selam

      Rahel:

      Great to hear from you–I was hoping to write first but it has been a hellish week at work. Interestingly, I almost deleted your e-mail but was lured by the unusual heading. I had some 100 plus e-mails this morning --I usually delete most of them without opening them, especially if I do not recognize the name.

      What a coincidence that you are doing pediatric AIDS research. On the way to work, I was listening to a two-part piece from Zimbabwe on the AIDS epidemic with a special focus on pediatric AIDS. It was on National Public Radio (NPR)–answer to your question–on Morning Edition. You can listen to it on their web site.

      It is an interesting, yet controversial project undertaken by a scientist from Johns Hopkins University. The project aims to bring in 15,000 new-mothers and their kids and see the effect of a high dose of Vitamin A–you know the rest. I knew how things have gotten out of control in Zimbabwe, but did not pay attention about the consequences on kids–the next generation of leaders.

      As a brief introduction, let me say that I was born in Dire Dawa,-very few of us are here in a place dominated by the “civilized” people from Addis–just kidding–sensitivity check. I have been in the States since 81, a graduate of Howard University in International Relations. I was recruited while still in graduate school by the Congressional Research Service in 1989.

      I work on African issues for the U.S. Congress. My work entails a lot of interaction with committee staff from both in the Senate and House of Representatives; briefing members of Congress; and a lot of writing. I travel at least twice a year to a region in Africa. I spent two weeks last December in West Africa with two Members of Congress, one from California: Tom Campbell. I was in east Africa, including Ethiopia/Eritrea a year ago and visited Bahr Dar for the first time.

      My days at work are long–at least 10-11 hours. My workload is influenced by the crisis of the day. As I am sure you are well aware–we have plenty of crisis in Africa these days, including one of our own mess and senseless conflict. I am bombarded daily with propaganda from all sides, every one seeking to get endorsment or support their position, and everyone thinks their case is just.

      I have maintained my objectivity–and sanity–over the years in large part by maintaining a low profile, unless I am really pissed or outraged. I love what I do but sometimes it takes its toll: especially when you see a two year old die in front of you in southern Sudan or when you visit wounded soldiers with no medical attention given to them.

      It is also painful to learn–close to home–the number of casualties of young Ethiopians and Eritreans whose parents have no clue as to where they are. Yet you hear people here in this town–whose lifestyle will not be affected by anything that happens there-- beat the war drum… Sorry I am letting out steam. I was just informed a few hours ago that things have turned for the worst on the Bademe front.

      I hope you will educate me about what you are doing–it is a field I am totally ignorant about. I have a couple of colleagues at UCLA, and have had a couple of interns from there.

      Take Care

      Ted

      ENTRY 2

      Date: Friday, February 26, 1999 (3:26 p.m. EST)

      To: Ted

      From: Rahel

      Subject: Don’t Delete Me! It’s me again!

      Hi Ted…

      Good morning to you! (Afternoon as may be in your case). I didn’t think I would hear from you so promptly, but thanks.

      Gosh, what a highly wired (read: stressful) environment you work in! I’ve been thinking about it all morning: how different your daily routine is from mine! Here I am in my one-person lab (I work by myself) with my radio blaring (my wonderful companion) in a world of micro-organisms, and there you are in the bustling world of politics with the telephones calls, meetings, conferences, deadlines ….

      Politics has been a very difficult issue for me (I think especially as I’ve gotten older). It takes a special kind of person to be intensely interested and/or involved in it. I guess you can call me a “standby observer”. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not because I am not interested, but because I am the kind of person from whom politics drains so much energy.(I get too emotional and obsessed about it once I get started.) I’ve decided that there are other things in life I can pour that energy onto to make a difference and leave the governing to others!

      I am proud to see a fellow countryman (by the way, I beg to differ about Addis Ababians being “civilized”–no such concept in my vocabulary and…I was born and raised there) working on African issues to this extent. You surely have come a long way.

      I am interested in your work, but at the same time I do not want to engage you into a question and answer session about politics. I would like to get to know you as a person not you as a politician (at least at first, but feel free to share your opinions. I hope you know what I mean). What is a typical day for you? By the way, which building do you work in?

      Just as your sense of accomplishment comes from politics, mine comes from working in science. I guess I am one of those people who has always been scientifically inclined. My heart, ever since my undergraduate years, has been into cancer/HIV research.

      My PI (Principal Investigator, in other words, boss) is interested in looking at a special group of cells found in our blood which fight and kill HIV infected cells. In a broader picture, there is much interest in this cell type because it is the #1 defense mechanism against the virus . Unfortunately, it seems like it can never mount an aggressive enough attack to resist the virus (we still don’t know why). Sounds like war doesn’t it? In a biological sense it is truly war.

      So, some of the stuff we look into is to see how they are affected by pregnancy and if certain drug therapies help strengthen these cells. We also examine how this cell population is different in long-term survivors (kids who have been infected at birth but live beyond 8 years) versus rapid progressors (those who die within 2 years of life). This sort of puts what I do in layman’s term (without getting into the nitty-gritty, complicated scientific terms–I don’t want you to fall asleep here.)

      Working with infected blood and virus requires a special kind of discipline and environment but is not threatening as long as one is very careful (and after a while, taking care becomes a habit).

      Fridays are my s-l-o-w days (thank God), because the nurses do not schedule patients and I rarely get shipments from other places. That means I get to go home before the sun goes down!! A-N-D it’s the WEEKEND!! (although I have to work tomorrow afternoon).

      I am in the get-your-butt-up-and-get-physically-fit mood today, so I’ve packed my gym things (I haven’t been going for about 2 weeks and I feel flabby already). Now it’s matter of actually getting myself there (that will be the second feat).

      The weather is absolutely gorgeous. There is a beautiful pear tree just outside my window. (I can see it through the piles of lab supplies boxes.) It has beautiful white blossoms (though no fruit), and today it looks even more beautiful.

      Talk about outside, I think it’s lunch time already and I am thinking of walking to north campus to eat. (the food there is much better than the hospital cafeteria) so I’ll say adios here.

      Have a fabulous weekend!!

      Rahel

      Date: Friday, February 26, 1999. (6:43 p.m. EST)

      To: Rahel

      From: Ted

      Subject: My day in an email…

      Hey Rahel,

      Since we are being watched by the master (our SELEDA editor) I better behave and respond before the weekend. My typical day? Here goes:

      The Congressional Research Service (CRS) is mandated by the U.S. Congress to provide information and analysis on a wide range of issues–foreign and domestic–to the Senate, House, Republicans, Democrats, and all the congressional committees. There are about 600 people in the service and six major divisions: Government, Law, Environment, Education, Foreign Affairs and International Trade. My Division is called the Foreign Affairs Defense and Trade Division. It has about 80 people, 30 plus are regional and issue specialists. CRS is part of the Library of Congress but somewhat independent with its own budget and director.

      On average my day goes like this:

      Morning: Read e-mails. Go through six or so newspapers. Check out the wires–all in an hour or so. Then the phones start to ring–on average about 25 calls a day from ambassadors to sources, and of course congressional clients. I spend about 30% of my time on the phone, 20% keeping current, about 10% on long term projects, about 10-15% in meetings and conferences–and the rest working on short term projects.

      The service receives about half a million requests from Congress. We are also expected to inform and educate congress about upcoming issues. I recently wrote a paper on the humanitarian crisis in southern Sudan to alert Congress, another paper on the transition and elections in Nigeria etc…

      I am helping the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on a resolution on Sudan and perhaps a hearing on the same issue for next week. In between these “political” calls, I touch base at least twice with my family. A must call to my two daughters in the afternoon or I am dead meat. I usually avoid taking work home, unless I am under pressure to finish up a report or something. My weekends are spent doing kiddy stuff with my very–very–very active/demanding kids. You get the picture. Since they don’t get to see me during weekdays, they violently protect their weekends.

      I used to have time to read books not related to work --but no more. The only time I can indulge in such luxuries is during long flights to Africa. I love to play on computers–technology buff–exercise is a must, at least three times a week. I am a summer gardener as well–it helps with the daily stress at work.

      And that, Rahel, is my life in an email. Have a great weekend–you too master editor.

      Ted

      ENTRY 3

      Date: Friday, February 26, 1999. (10:13 p.m. EST)

      To: Ted

      From: Rahel

      Subject: Wow Indeed!

      Ted…

      Between my e-mail and yours, a mom with HIV delivered, so I have to stay late (should have kept quiet in the first place and this would not have happened, would it? A-N-D so much so for my gym plans).

      We have to get the mother’s blood and if possible the placenta (I couldn’t get a hold of this one) as soon as possible to do analysis. We sort of have an idea of expected dates of delivery for most of the moms we monitor, but when nature says it’s different, no way can we argue :) So, I figured in between waiting for the spinnings and incubations I can reply back.

      Wow, indeed!!! I’m amazed. You’ve really given me an eye-opening lesson here of how the government works. Do you have someone (or better still, a small army) helping you? Just scheduling your meetings and conferences would drive anyone a bit insane… Add to that keeping current with African politics (which I’m sure is unpredictable) and…. I don’t know how you do it.

      Meanwhile, I start off my days with a bus ride to work. (I don’t drive anymore–it’s been too insane. Besides, by the time I get to work I am so wired up and a little unpleasant to be around, I figured I would let someone else take care of the nasty part. I drive my car on weekends.) So, on the bus is where I get my readings done (I’m reading Ben Carson’s “The Big Picture”–really recommend it).

      Depending on what day it is, early mornings are occupied with either conference calls or meetings or setting up experiments (also called assays). Of the lot, I would like to think my experiments are the most interesting (the others are mundane–you know…the kind where you twirl a pen, jot down a note here and there, update info now and then).

      The rest of my day is then spent doing experiments and analyzing data. Some of my experiments are very long (the 8am to 9pm kind) so on those days I have to psych myself up. Others are short (3-5 hours) so I can run several back-to-back. Others require several hours incubation (where you put the experiments in an incubator and wait for them to react to something or kill each other), so to kill time I go take a dip at the pool in the gym on north campus. Or I go home and come back (I don’t live too far away).

      That’s one thing I love about my job. Although it requires me to devote odd and long hours (weekends and midnight hours) I have the flexibility of doing other stuff when I can afford to (swim, read, shop) and I never take work home.

      You must be connected to the Ethiopian community there because of your job (or is that a wrong assumption?). As for me…let me see…there are my siblings…then a few Ethiopian friends (read: you can count them using the fingers of one hand)…so-o-o-o-o I guess…in as many words as I can muster…(drum roll) I am not that well-connected. I’m not a prolific socialite, nor even an average one, preferring instead to do solitary things (I’m an amateur photographer and find great joy in it).

      OK Ted. Sorry to end the train of though here–but finally I am going to get out of here (soon!!!). Will continue next week.

      Ciao.

      Rahel

      Date: Tuesday, March 2, 1999. (3:30 p.m. EST)

      To: Rahel

      From: Ted

      Subject: I am Back

      Greetings from Washington–Congress is back from its brief break and it looks like we are going to be busy for the coming weeks. Committees are gearing up to hold hearings on a wide range of issues, including several on Africa.

      We sent a large delegation to observe the Nigerian elections–and I am sure you’ve heard that General Obasanjo has been declared the winner of the Presidential elections. So I am getting ready to update a report on the transition period, write a memo on Sudan for the upcoming hearing, and hopefully, write up my trip report from December. I have been pushing it aside for the last two months.

      I spent a great weekend with the kids–took them to a mall outside Washington. They love the junk food and the long drive. Most of the time they are great and they behave when they want to, but there are times when they can–literally–drive you nuts.

      Are you aware of a (recent) study on the AIDS epidemic in Africa? I am also interested the impact of AIDS on population growth. If you do, please let me know.

      Take Care for now–got to go!

      Ted.

      \

      ENTRY 4

      Date: Friday, March 12, 1999 (3:42 p.m. EST)

      To: Ted

      From: Rahel

      Subject: Catching my Breath

      Hi Ted,

      Has the fun come to an end already???

      I guess I was so caught up with the day-to-day things that I’ve been absent from our little social group for a few days. I am going to catch my breath for a while, and sit here and chat. My week has been great, hope yours was too. It’s always a pleasure when Friday comes along and I’m winding down. Looking forward to the weekend…and what a convenient time to talk about the social part of life. I’ve been thinking about the question of how I stay connected to the Ethiopian community here, trying to come up with more than the few people I mentioned in my earlier post that make my circle of friends (siblings also count!). I must confess, I’m not too good with the social part (unlike some people I know on the other end of the spectrum).

      I often plan my activities around things I can do on my own. If there are others to do it with, that’s fine; but if not (and most often not) it’s perfectly OK. I am into arts and craft (I’m forever taking one class or another, my last one was glass-staining), photography, cycling, swimming, teaching (I tutor high school kids), reading.

      The funny thing though is that in thinking about this “being connected” issue, I decided last week that I would try to sort of update myself with the war situation in Ethiopia (as I said, this is sort of a touchy subject with me). Before this, I had an absolute deaf ear. Then, voila!! I got on the internet, and there has been no stopping me. The person who goes to bed by 9pm is now staying up until the wee hours of the morning. I don’t know if I’m doing this for the better, but I feel I’m a little more informed (I’m sort of pausing here because I have to warn you that I haven’t reached the stage where I can comfortably have a full-fledged discussion here about the whole situation).

      My interest in Ethiopia is more with grass root, non-profit organizations. Maybe that’s because I can actually see the tangible results of grass-root efforts. In trying to make a change specifically in someone else’s life, I have been involved with a few non-profit organizations for several years now. I just finished supporting a college student (and his dependents) for 4 years and I think it was the most rewarding thing I’ve ever done in my life. (I’m trying to arrange to do the same for another family.) Hopefully, eventually, this will not be just a single person’s effort, but a community effort to help each other.

      Coming back to this weekend, a whole bunch of us from UCLA (several labs) are going to go eat Injera tonight (15-20 people). I am in desperate need of my overdue dose of the glorious food anyway. Once every 6 months or so, I arrange for us to go eat Injera (often by the constant reminder of everyone else who thinks it’s about time). It’s quite fun actually. People I don’t know who get wind of our outing show up too, so I get to meet a lot of people.

      Well, our last entry! I must say, this interlude on SELEDA has been a pleasant experience, to say the least. (I hope it was for you too, Ted.) It was very educational–helped me understand a bit about the US government, and at the same time gave me an insider’s view of what it is like to work there. I guess this insight (and my brother’s constant talk of what’s happening at home) has rekindled my curiosity in politics. I know we had asked each other a few questions that have not been answered, so maybe SELEDA might give us the opportunity to do so?

      It was great to meet you and two thumbs up for what you’re doing. If you can, keep in touch once in a while and I will try to do the same.

      Anyway, I should go out and get something to eat (the weather seems to have cleared up, so this is a good opportunity).

      Take care and best wishes,

      Rahel

      Date: Monday, March 15, 1999 (9:49 a.m. EST)

      To: Rahel

      From: Ted

      Subject: Waving Goodbye!

      I hope you will forgive me for getting back to you late–I have been extremely busy last week and even had to work on Sunday.

      Like you, I have also learned a lot from our brief, yet educational, exchanges over the past few weeks. I am deeply impressed and proud to see a fellow Ethiopian engaged in such important work. You are the kind of role model we need and promote, especially in our male-dominated society. I always try to encourage my two girls to be independent thinkers and to pursue their dreams aggressively.

      I had hoped my week would be light. Unfortunately it turned out to be extremely busy and intense. I did not go home until very late on Friday after a series of back-to-back meetings and briefings. Despite the long, frustrating hours, I had a very interesting meeting with a bunch of Ethiopian academics from Addis Ababa University. They are in town to brief the Ethiopian community, American officials and Congress about the ongoing conflict.

      I do not have many interactions with the Ethiopian community, except with political elements–government and opposition types. I do not participate in community meetings or gatherings as a policy so that my attendance is not seen as an endorsement of one group or another. I also avoid the growing Ethiopian restaurants, except on occasion–once a year or so–with family members. My relations with the Ethiopian community are complex, to say the least. My desire to keep my interaction strictly professional sometimes is not well received by some. I strongly believe that if I cross the line and establish personal friendships, I would compromise my objectivity and neutrality. I hope this makes sense to you.

      I am so impressed and delighted to hear about your assistance to the college student and his dependents. What a generosity and foresight–I always thought somebody else did that kind of stuff. I volunteer and donate to charities, but have never assisted someone outside of my family in such a direct way.

      Well, that ends it. It has been a joyful ride. Please keep in touch. I will do the same.

      Take care.

      Ted

      Top ten
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      If it’s good enough for Letterman, then by God, it’s good enough for us…
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      10. You’ve lobbied the Ethiopian church to shorten its Sunday services by a

      ‘couple of hours’.

      9. You still don’t know when a ‘kesat be-wala ketero’ is.

      8. Your first car was NOT a Honda, Nissan or Toyota.

      7. You ask to see a beer list instead of automatically ordering a Heinekein.

      6. You still get bewildered by the slow service at Ethiopian restaurants.

      5. You own one or more of the following: a breadmaker, a Calphalon set, a Big Green Egg or anything from Pottery Barn.

      4. You’ve described Enjera as ‘those spongy burritos’… or haven’t instinctively slapped silly anyone who has.

      3. You’ve ever waxed poetry about the dangers of carcinogens when the etan is fired up the at an Ethiopian coffee ceremony.

      2. You have any kind of tattoo that is not ‘nekisat’.

      And the number one sign that you have edged oh-so-close to oblivion…

      1. You have abbreviated your name in any way.

      SCORING:

      0-2… Respectably ferenje-ized, yet gallantly holding to your Ethiopian-ness.

      3-5… Dangerously teetering on the brink of taking a date to a drive-in, catching an ice hockey game and/or drinking flavored coffee.

      6+…Beseme Ab! Minew, minew!

      Next issues
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        	*What we want you to think we are working on*

        	How black am I? Ethiopians struggling with race.

        	Compilation of Ethiopian Community Associations in North America. (*)

        	Corporate Savvy: The Fine Art of Success in Corporate America.

        	The Battle of the Sexes: Ethiopian Men and Women Speak.

        	Settling Down… “The next thing you know, you are signing up your kids to Little League.” New Ethiopian parents discuss parenthood.

      

      *************We were chagrined to find out that there does not exist a master list of Ethiopian Community Asssociations in North America. Please forward us information (address/phone/fax/email) of an association in your area. While you are at it… volunteer there! Most need people to work in the offices for a couple of hours a day/week. Or donate office supplies. Up and at 'em!

      Seleda@yahoo.com
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      Special thanks to Dane Greene and Scott Burkey, who were many a times had to be hastily summoned to our sides to calmly assure us that no, we haven’t “lost everything on the hard drive.” SELEDA would not have happened without their patience! Thanks guys!
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      The mail
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      We didn’t know what we would find in our “In Box” in the aftermath of unleashing SELEDA, and breathed a sigh of relief at the overwhelmingly positive feedback bestowed upon our sensitive selves by equally sensitive readers. Even your criticisms were so benevolent that, as they say in circles we frequent, “Yenanteh sidib eko ende kibat new meto litif yemilebgn”. We are humbled beyond recognition, and cashing in our "Bertu, bertu" chips_,_ we have come back at you with the second edition…much to the distaste of all of our significantly better other halves, who had hoped we would get over this little fancy and resume regular happy lives. Ahh, were it that easy.

      The Mail…

      Maneuvering through our emails, we were happy to find Samuel Kidanu’s message, “Ere Ye SELEDA Amlak Yaleh!”, in which he made his despair apparent at having scored an 8 on “Top Ten Signs You Have Become a Ferenjie”. (Eight?!? We would have thought even George Washington would have plateaued at 7!) However, not one to take on this kind of an affront lightly, we were happy to find out about his plans to seek out the services of one Yeneta Gebremeskel, who, we assume, is schooled in reformations of Ethiopians gone awry. You go Sammy! And not that we are experts or nothin’, but we have a feeling the good Yeneta might not take too kindly to you referring to yourself as “the Sam Man”. But that could just be us. Lemaniyawoom, entuf entuf belegnale.

      Abiy Desta, on the other hand, who was equally disturbed at his own high score, saw no reason to take such radical steps. Instead, he politely asked us if we could adjust the Top Ten questions “so I can score a little better. At least I drive the right car.” Abiy, meet the Sam Man. The Sam Man, Abiy.

      Tewodros and Rahel’s email exchanges in “Life Diaries” by far seemed to be the most popular feature, although Y. Menelik spoke for the lot of you in decrying SELEDA’s decision to let Rahel use a pseudonym. “Do the esteemed SELEDA editors, in their wisdom, not see the contradiction in trying to build an open forum, while hiding the identity of its writers?” he chided. “Negeru endimeremerilign ke akbrot gar eniteyekalen.” (Wait a second… Esteemed? Wisdom? Us? Ayteganim.) Point well taken, Yodit? Yohannes? Yergalem? Yeshi? And, ere min mirmera yasfelegewal? Huletegna aylemdenim.

      Given that erudition in any form throws us off-kilter, we found ourselves startled yet delighted Yitbarek Baharu picked up on what he called “the ironic incongruity” of Rahel and Ted’s interaction with societal woes. “As a scientist working in the field of HIV research, conventional wisdom would have Rahel interacting more with issues of life and death than Ted, a politico in D.C. It was that irony, their insight and the easy exchange between this Ethiopian sister and brother which made reading ‘Life Diaries’ an immeasurable delight. Bravo!”

      Meanwhile, K. Dawit, who seemed to have missed Yitbarek’s poignant observation entirely, first admitted (perhaps a little too eagerly?) that he almost felt like a voyeur in the “Rahel and Ted Chronicles”, then put forth a blue print on how SELEDA could be a forum to “hook up” single Ethiopian professionals. "Neger eko endezi new yemijemirew."

      Uh-huh…

      Moving right along…

      The award for “Best Charmer of Egomaniac SELEDA Editors” goes to Abiy Hailu, who ingratiated himself by comparing the words in SELEDA to “Sebeta’s waterfall - smooth as silk.” We wasted little time deploying peons (we are not yet presidential enough to have interns) to find out just how formidable this metaphor was, and have been assured that Sebeta is no pansy trickling brook. Abet anjet meblat, abet anjet meblat!

      The runner-up in the Department of Charm is Beamlak, who we can tell possesses impeccable taste in literature and is a proponent of our kind of math. After generously propelling SELEDA to “most interesting and fun Ethiopian site” status, he slapped it with an 11 rating on a scale of 1-10. (Ewnetim Beamlak!) Hopefully, he will never run into that Ethiopian mail-order-bride web page, which might make our numero uno eminence with him very short lived.

      In the “Alrighty Then!” file goes Tedla Imeru’s terse letter telling us that while he liked our “little venture”, he hoped future issues will try to “appeal more to us men”. Apparently, the first (or as Negash put it, the ‘maiden’) issue of SELEDA had a distinctly “femme overtone that [was] plaguing it.” Ouch! And unfortunately for us, Amazon.com is freshly out of the latest edition of Webster’s “Testosterone-to-English Dictionary”. Our loss.

      On the international front, Mahlet Mulugeta from Ontario, who, thankfully, made no mention of being plauged by our tone, wanted to encourage us not to be so provincial as to limit SELEDA’s appeal to Ethiopian professionals in the US. Similar requests came in from Sefanit in London, Stephanios in Rome and D. Amha in Sweden (what? No one from Quatar?), prompting us to daydream about the day when we will be able to throw around zingy repartee in all the romance languages. Hang in there guys.

      “Since you had me entertained for hours,” wrote Iyob Melaku, “I will refrain from addressing you as ‘Dear Snobbish Editors’ as you suggested those of us with free email accounts do.” Shhhh! A gentleman in our midst. He then went on to butter us up more, before slipping in an appeal for us to lay off our “million dollar words.” Iyob, Iyob, Iyob. You must have known we are total push-overs for flattery and smiley faces, so whatever you want, guy… even if it means we can’t throw around ‘obsequious’ in some form or another.

      A few people pointed out that the background we chose for the introduction page made the text a little difficult to read. Unfortunately, despite our best efforts to bribe our webmasters into coming back to work to fix this glitch, (they continue to observe a work slow-down thing, ostensibly to protest maltreatment from unnamed SELEDA upper-management bullies… blah… blah…) we were not able to remedy this problem right away. We apologize for the inconvenience.

      Speaking of imperceptive and callous disregard for creativity, we were dismayed that some of you (mostly people in California) did not know what the word SELEDA meant. (Is the Yeneta fully booked?) Now, if we were the sarcastic, revelers-in-bombast types, we would have seized this opportunity to zing out snappish retorts about the brainpower of Californians. Alas, we are cursed with the whole chewa, asadagi YALbedelew burden, so… SELEDA = Blackboard in Amharic. (That loud thundering noise? That was y’alls parents’ hearts breaking.)

      The vociferous NYC/DC contingent made its displeasure known that our closing Wodet Alen to new members was behavior that was seriously courting derision. Not even our thickest, sturdiest dictionary could deflect the barbed arrows of friendly venom some of you fired our way. Fasil Ambachew, who has been “waiting for a forum like this forever”, was outraged, we tell you, outraged, about “the great Ethiopian shut-out.” “The ‘issues’ I had about filling out surveys had finally subsided,” he let us know, “until I was cruelly rebuffed by SELEDA and its ‘abiot astebakis’.”

      Metchal Zerberga (a pseudonym, you think?) said it was “cliquish”; Ermias condemned it as a “sera” to exclude lawyers like him (as if they had a chance!); Mirafe G. Marcos asked what the protocol was to be pushed to the front of the line (ha! Just like pushy ivy-leaguer to think nothing of rules and regulations); and Mulugeta Assefa, spoiler of the little fun we are trying to have, threatened that unless we opened up a spot for him, he will start spreading rumors that we are a “bizarre, intellectual, pagan cult, whose members sacrifice virgins to appease the computer gods.” Hey, hey, hey! Watch who you call bizarre!!!

      On the future of SELEDA, Amha in DC (those people again!) first commended us on “quite a unique and refreshing approach to promoting dialogue”, but forewarned us about how “future installments will determine whether we will truly witness something worthwhile, or whether it will all revert back to mind-numbing dribble.” Ereg, ereg, ereg. Akaki zeraf! You mean this issue was not? And we worked so hard…

      Finally, suggestions as to what to cover in future SELEDA issues poured in generously… everything from soccer updates (yeeach!) to book clubs, to running personal classified ads. (Humm. “Derbaba professional male looking for shenkorit princess for walks on the beach and quiet dinners.” ???)

      For now, we have stuck to subjects we know something about, and have taken into consideration Getamessay Melaku’s suggestion on providing internship information to our readers; and Robel Yersa’s new feature idea, the SELEDA Survey. …

      …("Lielt-mesaye konjo, looking for the right goremsa to pamper and spoil." ???)…

      We would like to thank our readers for their enthusiastic and touching response to SELEDA. Slowly but surely, we are building a strong foundation, and will always strive to bring you exceptional issues. We hope we can continue to depend on your support. Depending on our reader’s participation, (there we go again threatening the very fabric of this forum) we have plans for SELEDA to be a monthly 'zine, so check out the next issue on June 1st.

      The Editors.

      My best career move

      Ethiopian professionals speak on: 
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      The best career move I made involves sacrificing two summers during my Collegiate career to intern with a large CPA firm. I say sacrifice because the pay was considerably less than a much more lucrative job as a doorman at one of New York’s hoity toity 5-star hotels (having worked there the summer for my freshman year, I had a chance to go back for succeeding summers.) In addition, it was a sacrifice because I ended up spending the entire year away from my family, whom I missed terribly (except for a certain pesky little sister!!) [Who we are sure is a very lovely person/The Editors]

      The experience exposed me to the world I’d be ultimately join, and gave me a real competitive advantage because I had a very good understanding of the political landscape of the business right out of the chute. Having the firm’s brand on my resume also helped tremendously in getting multiple offers of employment my senior year of school.

      I seriously advise all young Ethiopians (especially business, engineering and Computer Science/MIS majors) to do an internship. An organization called INROADS specifically obtains summer internship opportunities for minority students. It has affiliates throughout the country, and definitely has a presence in most major cities. This organization is a proven entity and has connections to most Fortune 500 companies and various other industry leaders.

      Yefatewoo, Banker, Ke Kola Hager
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      My best career move was to leave the client side of the business and get into the consulting environment. I basically worked on one plan (Chase Manhattan Bank ) for six long years. Even though I gained valuable experience by working for the bank’s benefit plan and its predecessor banks , I wasn’t exposed to different plans and the latest technology in this field. In the past year with the new firm, I was able work on benefit plans of several fortune 500 companies. It has been a great working experience for me. I think the consulting environment and change of assignments throughout the year makes it challenging and rewarding.

      Yossef, Human Resource/Defined Contribution Plan Consultant, Connecticut
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      Maybe it is being Ethiopian, but until recently I had a hard time asking for a raise. I always thought if I worked hard, I would be eventually noticed. However, it was easy to get lost in the massive bureaucracy of the investment firm I work for. I finally prepared a memo of all my achievements and contributions to making our department a success, made an appointment with my boss (on neutral territory!) and explained gently but firmly why I deserved a new title, and a raise. He was surprisingly amicable and agreed to everything except that clause about my own parking spot… but next time! The moral of the story being, as they say, “Hageru America new”, and even though aggressiveness might not be in our nature as Ethiopians (especially us women) often times we have to make our presence known!

      Sewite, Personal Wealth Management, New York City
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      My mentor in college always told me that “They have to know that you will always be able to walk.” I think the biggest career move I made might also be the biggest risk I’ve taken. I let it leak out that I was getting offers from our competitors. Luckily I work in an industry that is still young and highly competitive for talent. I got a call a few days later from “the man” moving me higher up on the pecking order.

      Robel, Software Programmer, Orlando
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      There are always strategic allegiances in the corporate world. (OK… “sucking up to the right people” might be another term.) It is a delicate game… Do it too much, and you lose respect… never do it, and you will stay out of the loop. I try to treat every one equally, but I also have learnt that sometimes some people need… a little more attention.

      Eskinder, Financial Analyst, Los Angeles
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      My best career and personal move was to get out of the corporate environment. After spending years in HMOs, I found the work in managed care increasingly being run by MBAs and not MDs. I woke up one day and signed up to a six month assignment with Doctors without Borders, and I have never looked back!

      Makeda, Physician, San Diego (for now)
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      I’ve always known that I wanted to work for myself, so the best career move I’ve made was to survive in the corporate world just long enough to know it’s ins and outs, especially its weaknesses. When I finally figured out what I wanted to do when I grew up, the skills I acquired in big corporations helped me find a niche. Besides, it’s not bad having a corporate brand name associated with your business.

      Awraris, CEO of a Sports Marketing firm, Atlanta
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      I didn’t drink the spiked punch at the office Christmas party.

      Dawit, Engineer, Washington D.C.
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      My best career move… moving to a city to be near my family & friends (DC). I Love my current job, but hate the location.

      Lulit, Powerplant Engineer, Cheshire (CT)
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      Learning to network has been my greatest career move. You never know who you end up giving your card to at conventions and meetings. I got an offer from a start-up computer firm after starting a conversation with a few fellows at Comdex. If I hadn’t taken advantage of that chance meeting and given them my card, they would never have called me when they were looking for a marketing director when the firm grew unexpectedly. So, network, people.

      Yemi, Marketing Director, Seattle
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      A lot of people (especially my parents) were not too pleased I took a job as a lowly production assistant after toiling away for four years in college. But I knew that that was the only way to understand our business. So for another four years I toiled away at one unrewarding gig after another, although I made sure I learnt the business side as well as the creative side of film production. Eventually, I made my pitch to a studio, and with a combination of sheer luck, force of nature and the right skills, I managed to land my dream job. Don’t be afraid to start at the bottom. Just be careful not to stay there!

      Wondosen, Production Manager, Atlanta
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      Best career move I ever made! In 1989 I was working at a dead end job, i.e., very limited, if not nonexistent, upward mobility, which paid really well. I got suckered by the amount of money I was making and stayed with the company for over 4 years! It finally dawned on me that this was not something I wanted to do for the rest of my life or any part thereof! I made the decision to join the military here in the US. Although my income level was cut by almost 70%, I have gotten experiences and various opportunities for self improvement and personal satisfaction that no amount of money could ever buy! It also gave me a road map and focused me on goals that has made living just a dandy experience.

      Alula, Meteorologist, USAF Officer Cadet, 1st year law student, Santa Clara.
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      Best career move: Deciding to part ways with corporate America to work for myself. Rough, dangerous and unpredictable it certainly is. Satisfaction: 87%. (13% of me misses the pampering institutions generally provide).

      Yemane, Filmmaker, Los Angeles
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      One of the best career moves I’ve made is deciding to pin-point the company I wanted to work for, and “temping” within the company until I got offered a position. Especially for young Ethiopians interested in broadcasting, where getting an entry is so difficult, I would advise finding out which temp agency the company uses, and

      starting with week-long assignments within the company’s different departments. Temping offers you to “try out” the company/department without committing to life-long servitude. It also offers you access to the company’s Intranet, where most full-time positions are posted. If you do a great job and start getting ‘requests’ from department heads, your name/work will be known around the company, and you are in! The disadvantage, of course, is working with no benefits, and some less than inspiring assignments, not to mention no expense account (the humanity!).But it pays off eventually.

      Yenantew, Broadcasting, Ke Dega Hager
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      My best career move was to study a subject and find a profession which matched by interests and natural inclinations.My work involves conducting analytical work on business cases. I find my work challenging, thought-provoking and quite satisfying. However, the hours are long (9-12 hours), there are always pressing deadlines and since the results of every analysis do not always match people’s expectations, meetings can sometimes be very confrontational. So enjoying what I do compensates for all of the other short-comings of my job. Therefore, controlling one of the more important variables in directing my career was, in fact, has been the best career move I 've made. I think the following quote by William Faulkner says it the best, “One of the saddest things is that the thing a man can do for eight hours a day, day after day, is work. You can’t eat for eight hours a day, nor drink for eight hours a day, nor make love for eight hours a day. All you can do for eight hours is work.” - therefore it is important to likewhat you do.

      Amha,Financial Analyst, Washington DC
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      I married my boss!

      Woleta, Graphic Designer, Palm Springs

      

      NEXT ISSUE…

      Sound off: For the next SELEDA SURVEY we would like to know the advantages of living in your city. (Quality of life, culture, education, access to the Ethiopian community, having JesseVentura as Governor… and so on.) We want to hear from Ethiopians everywhere… From Nome, Alaska to Key West, Florida. Help us break the DC stranglehold.

      Please email your responses to Seleda@yahoo.com. Put “Survey” on the subject line.

      Top ten
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      Been thinking about chucking it all to go back to Ethiopia, starting a nifty new business and being the next zillionaire? Can’t come up with a great scheme to inch you closer to financial excess? Fret not. Often times, knowing what NOT to get into is half the battle. As part of our community service sentence, SELEDA has provided the following list of top ten …
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        	Dennis Rodman’s 24-Hour Tattoo and Body Piercing Parlor: Our tattoo masters are bilingual.

        	Pork Products 'R Us: All Pork All the Time.

        	Tsehaye’s Ski Resort and Shoppe: We only use imported snow.

        	Cha-Chi’s Jet Set Pet Salon: Your Pets need manicures too.

        	Inter-Kilil baseball championships.

        	Enjera and Wot In-a-Can: just open, microwave, and m’…. m’…good!

        	Mengistu Haile Mariam’s Center for Spiritual Awakening and Healing.

        	The Big, Shiny, Happy Barney Store- Bole Branch: The next best thing to Ergo and fiftfit for your kids.

        	Parfum de McDonald: For when you miss America.

      

      And the number one business or product that will never fly in Ethiopia…

      
        	The Super Duper Nakfa-to-Birr changing machine.

      

      Life diaries
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      We will have you know, our self-touted editorialship prowess was seriously called into question in the process of cranking out a second edition of ‘Life Diaries.’

      Two days before we were slated to submit a final draft of all four entries, we kept drumming our fingers in crazed panic and murmuring to no one in particular, "Y’know, this month’s ‘Life Diaries’ would really be exciting…

      _

      if we actually HAD ,uh, writers!"

      _

      Yes, yes, T minus a couple of days to deadline, and we were still bereft of guest diarists.

      Days flew by, our calendars mocked us, and we still couldn’t round up a single soul. Our colleagues, who by this time had had enough of our grand posturing and dramatic ‘artists-in-crisis’ flare-ups, had no sympathy.

      Finally, on the verge of being banished to literary purgotary, we sat down to pen one of our "chico menchaka" emails pleading with potential scribes to bail us out, when the gods of literature smiled upon us.

      All this time, we had two most excellent candidates within striking distance, and we didn’t even know it. Tish tosh! Then came the begging, sitting vigil and bequeathing of our first born unto them, until they finally said yes. (Well, it was more like “Woye chikichik! We’ll do it already, if you promise to lose our email addresses forever!”… or something to that effect. But why regurgitate healing wounds?)

      Abiy Desta, a biochemist in Rockeville, MD, and Haeran Fisseha, a senior consultant in supply chain management in San Francisco, are not only further proof that there really is no"off" position on the genius switchplate, but they also happen to be stellar charter members of Wodet Alen.

      SELEDA is extremely lucky to have them on board, and will be eternally grateful for their role as our

      _

      “ye nefs derashoch”

      _

      .

      _

      (Abet! Ye engna batHonoo noro!)

      _

      Have a grudge against someone? Wanna get even? Nominate them to be the next diarist! Email us suggestions/nominations at Seleda@yahoo.com, and vengeance shall be yours.

      ENTRY 1

      Date: Friday, April 16, 1999 (2:14 p.m. EST)

      To: Haeran

      From: Abiy

      Subject: And the beat goes on

      Good Morning Haeran,

      I guess we are the two guinea pigs for round two of “Life Stories”. I hope this works out as well as the fist one.

      As I’m sure you’ve gathered from the bio our esteemed editor sent out, I’m out here on the right coast (sometimes referred to as the East Coast). I live, work and spend about 99% of my time in Rockville Maryland, a suburb of D.C. I work at the FDA in the Radiation Biology Branch doing basic research. Most people are not aware “The Food and Drug Administration” regulates more than food and drugs. FDA also regulates medical devices and any device that emits radiation. And this is where I come in. I’m involved in doing research in support of the agencies regulatory activities in this area.

      Living in the DC area is fairly interesting. Not only is it the center of American politics but because of the many federal agencies headquartered here it’s also becoming a hot spot for high-tech firms. The Rockville area has earned the name “Biotech Alley” because of the many firms that have sprung around the National Institute of Health campus.

      DC is also a cultural melting pot, with many large ethnic populations settled in the area. Prominent among these is the Ethiopian population. One result of this is running into Ethiopians during the course of a day, which is not an unexpected occurrence. A side effect of this (and one I’m guilty of), is it’s real easy to ignore the fact that you have a common bond with the person in front of you.

      This, in a nutshell, is the environment I navigate each day. Hope to hear your side soon.

      Abiy

      Date: Tuesday, April 20, 1999 (9:38 p.m. EST)

      To: Abiy

      From: Harean

      Subject: The Right coast???

      Selam Abiy :

      Bemejemerya my apologies for the delayed response. Use my work email as I definitely check it more often … I can’t say I have ever done anything like “Life Diaries” before, but since our editor has managed to convince us to do this, here goes …

      Since you’ve told me about life on the East Coast, I guess I’ll start by giving you a glimpse of life on the West Coast. I live in San Francisco, certainly the most beautiful city I have ever lived in (ok with the exception of Addis !!) I work about 35 miles south of where I live. With Silicon Valley traffic that translates to about an hour commute each way, sometimes more. On days when I just can’t handle the nerve-racking traffic, I take the train which extends my commute, but preserves my sanity !! The commute really does eat up more of my free time than I’d like, so I try to make the most of it by using my time in my car to eat breakfast, listen to the news, learn Spanish (very important in California), or listen to music. No, I’ve never caused an accident, I always have at least one hand on the steering wheel.

      I currently work as a supply chain consultant in the high-tech industry. I will spare you the details until you ask. You mentioned that you work with FDA regulations around radiation from medical devices. This sounds somewhat similar to a job I had in my past life in the auto industry. I used to work in electromagnetic compatibility (EMC) of vehicle electronics. Basically making sure that radiation from an external source (e.g. transmission stations) or an electronic component (say, the ABS controller) does not interfere with another component like the Engine Control Module.

      We did sometimes test with our own relatively high powered antennas. You must tell me about what potential effects this radiation may have had on … say my brain !!!

      As for life in general, as much as I love the Bay Area it would be foolish for me to argue that it is as culturally dynamic as DC, at least as far as African culture goes. I moved here more for the sunshine, the palm trees and the eucalyptus (which always reminds me of home). I don’t usually randomly bump into Ethiopians in my day-to-day life. But I do go to church (not every Sunday, I won’t lie) and know enough Ethiopians in the area to keep myself from totally losing touch. More on that later …

      Ok gotta run, it’s time to face that traffic … Write back and let me know what’s up !

      ENTRY 2

      Date: Wednesday, April 21, 1999 (2:37 p.m. EST)

      To: Haeran

      From: Abiy

      Subject: “Work, Space Creatures or Peanut Butter”

      I’ll address one of the above topics in this e-mail. (We are supposed to come up with clever subject headers, unfortunately this is about as clever as I get).

      Good Morning (or Afternoon) Haeran,

      Great hearing from you. Hope you survived your commute. Used to be a time, not to long ago, when I had to endure a similar commute. One of the smartest things I did after starting my current gig was move into a place three blocks from my lab. Nice of the FDA to build its research facility in the middle of a residential community! :-)

      Having already mentioned work once, I think I’ll go ahead and discuss it as a topic. For the record, I’m not opposed to space creatures and I like peanut butter (or is it the other way around?)

      I’ve recently started the fourth year of what I initially envisioned to be a three-year stint in a government lab. In fact things have gone so well that I’m starting to consider five years as a nice round number to aim for. You mentioned that in a past life you used to work on EMC issues. The FDA does address similar issues; classic example being making sure metal detectors do not interfere with pacemakers.

      The line of research I’m involved in is a little more speculative. The issue I try to address is the possibility of bio-effects (and eventually health effects) being associated with power line frequency EM fields. (I’ll eventually start looking at cell phone frequencies also). There are tones of studies out there on this subject, some showing bio-effect others not. The field is so muddled with conflicting results that the FDA, National Institute of Environmental Heath Sciences (NIEHS) and Department Of Energy (DOE), got together and started funding “replication studies” on some of the more interesting results. A lot of these replication studies are being done in university labs, but the FDA decided to fund a group internally to have some in-house expertise.

      Unfortunately in a previous life I used to do the exact same research at a university, so it was not a major career move to jump ship and join this outfit.

      >>“what potential effects this radiation may have had on … say my brain !!!”<<

      If I had a definitive answer to this question I’d be done with my current research to busily reincarnate myself as a used car salesman. This is a long-winded way of saying, “we really don’t know”.

      So what exactly is “a supply chain consultant”? Work on EMC you described from your previous life sounds a lot like engineering, is your current field in a similar line or did you choose another career path along the way?

      On a different topic, I do agree with you, San Francisco is a beautiful city. I’ve only had a chance to visit a few times, each time for no more than a couple of days. Last time I was there, it was so chilly I had to go buy a sweatshirt in the middle of August! So, I’m not ready to endorse it as the most beautiful city in the western world.

      Well let me go off and try to be productive.

      Have a great day.

      Abiy

      Date: Wednesday, April 21, 1999 (10:47 p.m. EST)

      To: Abiy

      From: Haeran

      Subject: Of Brain Cells and Iras Mitats

      Tadyas Abiy :

      I was waiting for your analysis on the state of my brain . Alas, all I got was “we don’t know.” I guess that is better than “I’m sorry but you have lost some serious grey matter”.

      I’m emailing you at the end of the day so I get to vent on you… Hey, I like this conversation in cyberspace thing…

      Actually my day wasn’t really that bad. It started out with a phone call that gave me a “kifugna iras mitat” but it ended with a follow-up conference call that went surprisingly well, so luckily for you, I am in a much better mood. I had planned to get out for lunch and catch some sun to help improve my mood but that was not to be, so I settled for reading some amarigna magazines on the web as I chomped on some cafeteria food. It gives me great satisfaction to read print material in amarigna. I have a Japanese friend who always has japanese printouts on his desk. Well, when he stopped by my desk one day I had some amarigna articles I had printed out. It sure raised some eyebrows !! Small things like that ( … and talking in amharic on the phone and not one person being able to eavesdrop on my conversation) give me great comfort in a work environment that can sometimes be isolating. By the way, I do get some work done in between …

      I am green with envy over your 3 block commute to work! So do you usually walk or is that not always feasible in the blizzards and storms you all have on the “right” Coast !! Ok, we won’t go into that East Coast/West Coast rivalry, but I just had to throw that one in. By the way regarding your comment on needing a sweater in August in San Francisco:I don’t doubt it, but see, there are patches of sunny neighborhoods in the city (such as the one I live in) and you just have to find them.

      So I guess you have more time to do the stuff you really want to do. What do you do in your free time anyway? I was supposed to tutor tonight after work, but my con call ran so late it’s not going to happen. I tutor an African American girl who is now in the 7th grade. Unfortunately, with my schedule being as erratic as it has become, I don’t tutor as regularly as I used to. I wish we had a similar program for young Ethiopians in the area. But I think the community is more active out in your neck of the woods. Do you you have such programs for Ethiopian youth ?

      As for what a supply chain consultant does for a living, well … geez do you mind if we save that for next time ? (I do know the answer, really I do !) I am running late and my piece is running long so to be continued …

      Dehna Ider or Dehna Wal whatever the case may be …

      Haeran

      ENTRY 3

      Date: Thursday, April 22, 1999 (9:23 p.m. EST)

      To: Haeran

      From: Abiy

      Subject: Road Trip Ahead

      Hi Haeran,

      Hope the “Iras Mitat” dissipated and you were able to enjoy the rest of your evening. I think it’s a wonderful thing you do tutoring young kids. I wish I knew if such a program exists within the Ethiopian community here in the DC area. The truth is I’ve never really tried to find out. I don’t know how it happened but I seemed to have isolated myself in a virtual cocoon over the years. I wish I could say it was professional demand that led me in this direction but in all honesty it’s probably a reflection of my personality. I do have a more active involvement in the Ethiopian community in cyberspace, this happened because enough of my high school class got on the net that we decided to form a “mehaber”. This has led to a few worth while projects, including one that financially supporting a charitable organization back home. (Note: It’s probably through my activities in cyberspace I came to the attention of “our most honored editor”.)

      Friday in honor of the NATO summit here in DC I’m going to do one of my favorite activities. I’m going on a road trip :-) I’m driving out to Ohio to visit a few folks in Columbus and Cincinnati. I love long distance driving. Its something I’ve been able to do more and more the last few years. Last summer I drove from one coast to another, and for the most part it was a great experience. I enjoyed driving through the Colorado Rocky Mountains so much I hope to repeat that part of the trip this summer. Other things I enjoy doing tend to be more sedate (and probably geeky).

      I’m a computer junky, in the best sense of the word, I attend computer shows and collect parts in hopes of one day building a dream machine, I also try to write code in every obsolete computer language I come across. I’ve also recently discovered the joy of second hand bookstores. Now I buy books real cheep so I don’t feel too guilty about never reading them (actually I do plan on reading them all, it’s just going to take a few years).

      In answer to your question: do I drive or walk, the three blocks to work? I drive, that way I avoid any walking related injuries, one can never be too careful.

      Let me stop here… Its getting late and I’m not sure if what I’ve written so far makes any sense.

      Have a good Friday and a great weekend

      Abiy

      Date: Monday, April 26, 1999 (1:44 a.m. EST)

      To: Abiy

      From: Haeran

      Subject: Speaking of Ohio

      Abiy, Selamtta Besefiw.

      I meant to write yesterday but Saturday flew by before I knew it. Funny how that never seems to happen Monday to Friday !! Yes my “Iras Mitat” did indeed dissipate and the rest of the day went well.

      So I guess you must have left for Ohio already. Does this mean I won’t be hearing back from you for a few days ?! Oh no, and we’re supposed to wrap up our conversation by like tomorrow !! (I’m flying to Texas tomorrow afternoon for a couple of days with some clients, but I’ll have my laptop so I can email you from there.)

      Speaking of Ohio, I was in the Cincinnati area last weekend for a friend’s wedding. She was a friend from high school back home. Surprisingly there is supposed to be quite a big Ethiopian community in Columbus. They community has it’s own church there. At least you seem to be quite connected with the cyberspace community. I think it’s great your classmates support community organizations in Ethiopia. (I assume you went to St. Joseph.)Hopefully, we’ll see more of that comming together in cyberspace … By the way, I have never heard of alumni from different schools working together; we all kind of stick to our own, which is kind of weird, don’t you think, that decades later and thousands of miles away we have yet to cross those boundaries.

      It sounds like you do quite a bit of driving, and the road trip across the US sounds like a lot of fun.

      Anyways, I did promise to write about what a “global supply chain management consultant” does. Basically, if you have say a manufacturing company with suppliers and operations throughout the world, the supply chain is the network of suppliers and customers that this company interfaces with. With globalization and outsourcing (especially of manufacturing), this is becoming an important phenomenon. The consultant helps such a company structure their strategy and business processes such that it optimizes this supply chain to meet its customer’s needs by making the most efficient use of this global network.

      This can involve just strategy/business process optimization and/or use of software tools such as those used to manage the manufacturing planning and execution process. This is certainly different from the EMC work I used to do; that was a more hard core electrical engineering kind of job. I kind of switched gears after that by going to grad school in industrial engineering. While we’re on the topic of work, I just saw in the paper that the FDA is having to account for some infected sutures that were produced in Texas I believe. I don’t think this is your department though, but thought I’d mention it anyway in case someone says something when you’re back at the FDA come Monday.

      Well Abiy hope you enjoyed your visit in Ohio (hope it wasn’t as cold and rainy as it was last weekend) and we have one more correspondence before we’re done with our bit so back to you …

      Haeran.

      Battle of the sexes
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      A Simple Guide to Understanding Today’s Ethiopian Woman

      No, it did not have to get this ugly this early; and we at SELEDA take full responsibility for capitulating so easily to (choose one:) emotional blackmail/jeers/provocations and we think even thinly-veiled threats, which have resulted in us agreeing to address, er, “issues” between Ethiopian men and women. (Frankly, we are shocked, shocked that there even are any.) While we are anxious to foster peace and harmony between the genders, we must admit to feeling a little queasy, not to mention grossly ill-equipped, at being appointed the vanguards of such highly sensitive matters. (Apparently we are being mistaken for responsible adults, which must alarm at least some of you.)

      However, let it never be said that we shied away from a challenge. So, treading very carefully, we have risen to this one to recklessly go where no sane editors have gone.

      With the help of Ethiopian women throughout this fair land, we have hereby compiled The List. SELEDA, of course, righteously absolves itself from the wrath of chagrined Ethiopian men everywhere, and encourages them to come up with a counter-list for Battle of the Sexes: Part II.

      

      SELEDA Women Speak…

      OK, gentlemen. You’re confused. The line has blurred. The “relationship thing” between us used to be so much less… icky. Now, yebass bilachiu, we hear some of you are yearning for the ’bengna gizay’ days when it was perfectly acceptable to kidnap (‘metlef’) women and use us as bargaining chips in land deals. (“I’ll take four hectares and that pretty li’l thing right there.”)

      Unfortunately, these days, that little stunt might get you slapped with a restraining order or two. So, in the interest of welcoming in the new Millennium with all festering confusions purged, we, concerned SELEDA women, have compiled this little list for our husbands and the men we love… may they never meet. :-)

      Observe, if you will, the rules:

       Never, ever start any, any, ANY sentence with “Endet set lij wonesh…”.

      
        	We take affairs of the heart and bad hair days very, very seriously.

        	It is not your inalienable right to get first dibs at front section of the newspaper…always.

        	We let you win in Trivial Pursuit. What’s wrong with letting us win in sports?

        	Love your Veal Sauté Zurichoise. Can’t understand why the kitchen ends up resembling Jan Meda in the aftermath of a Timket celebration whenever you cook.

        	“No” means: “Not on your life, buster!”

        	You like Hobbes. We think he is a misanthropic moron. It’s called a difference of opinion, and not a supreme affront to your manhood. We don’t always have to agree on intellectual matters.

        	We want soulmates.

        	Please, no sudden moves. Some of us are kick boxers.

        	One more time: Golf is a colossal waste of time. And every chance we get, we will use your nine iron as a door wedge.

        	We exercise post-feminist double standards when it comes to car troubles, getting rid of vermin and ROTH IRAs: the last vestiges of AMD (All Man Duties).

        	James Bond is a dork.

        	Kenny G is a bigger dork.

        	We don’t care what you’ve read: intelligent women know when you are playing the “When-in-doubt-buy-her-stuff” card.

        	Starting a fight because someone dissed ‘your’ woman is the lowest, creepiest and most repelling courting protocol ever! If you want to fight for women’s honor, volunteer at a shelter.

        	Handle it with grace when we pick up the check. We just think it’s fair… especially if we make more than you.

        	No, it is not fair that Valentine’s day is geared to us. But neither is 36 hours of labor.

        	Yes, we think that men driving ridiculously expensive cars are trying to compensate for something.

        	Don’t refer to us as “eswa” or “ledjetwa”. Suitable alternatives are "yene emebet", “yene konjo” or “hodaye”.

        	If you can’t remember the day you asked us to marry you, don’t expect us to remember when we had the oil last changed.

        	While we are at it…Definitions 101. “The Sensitive Man:” Noun. It’s when you trust us enough to be vulnerable with your inner-most soul. Begrudgingly admitting that you once let a Geo cut you off-- that’s a symptom of a sociopath. Try not to confuse the two.

        	If you want strong, independent women, seek out strong, independent women. If you want vacuous, self-centered women, seek out vacuous, self-centered women. Never confuse the two.

        	We say what we mean, and mean what we say. If you think that’s a bluff, call us on it.

        	Honor, respect and love will infinitely get you further with us than your skill to tell apart a Bordeaux from and a Burgundy.

        	It’s a quirk we have: we would rather get there in one piece than 5 minutes early.

        	Misogyny, along with silk suits, black sneakers and CK briefs are unacceptable.

        	Learn the words to Muluken’s song, “Sewinetwa”.

        	Don’t ask if you don’t want to be told.

        	A good pair of Salvatore Ferragamo shoes say a lot about you.

        	Under penalty of a slow and painful death, thou shalt not order a single more gadget from the Hammacher Schlemmer catalog.

        	Our credo… “Negerin ende Derg jeep gelit-lit argo mawrat new”.

        	No, no, for the last time: no, we did not mess with the sound equilibrium thingy on your stereo. We have yet to figure out which one of those million buttons turn the darn thing on!

        	Don’t pay attention to nefarious rumors that chivalry is dead. We find it charming.

        	Despite our cute little temper tantrums, and by gosh they are cute, know that we love our Ethiopian men: we love your unique sense of humor, your dedication to family, your work ethic and the way you mashkormem us.

        	We want to make you happy.

        	We want you to make us happy.

      

      And…

      
        	Chin up, guys! You are playing in the Big Leagues. We assume we are playing with Big Boys.

      

      

      "Ko-ko-ko-ko-ko! Wonde yetedeferebet hager!" Men, we feel your pain. Unite and send in your annonymous contributions for “Battle of the Sexes: Part 2” to Seleda@yahoo.com.

      Internship
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      _(This page is regularly updated. So check back often.)_

      Remember the good ol’ days when Internship used to be an enterprising and honorable leap into the corporate world? Until, of course, that woman, Miss Lewinsky sullied its noble name by, er, extending her duties at the White House? Well, in an effort to restore the proud tradition of internship, SELEDA asked some Wodet Aleners and friends of Wodet Aleners to provide internship information for their respective companies. (If you want information on your company added to this list, please email to us at Seleda@yahoo.com)

      Note: While most summer internship positions are already filled, this is a good start to fish for ideas for the future. And kids, if someone asks you to deliver pizza to their office, and you just happen to be wearing thongs… run!

      

      
        	Public Health

      

      Commissioned Officer Student Training and Extern Program (COSTEP). COSTEP is an on-the-job training program for Public Health Service employees and/or college students in health-related majors. Applicants must be a U.S. citizen under 44 years of age and must meet certain physical standards. Students must have a minimum of one year’s study in medical, dental, or veterinary school, or have completed a minimum of two years in dietetics, engineering, nursing, pharmacy, therapy, sanitary science, physician assistant, computer science, or medical record administration; or be enrolled in a masters or doctoral program in a health-related field. Appointments range from 31 to 120 days during any fiscal year but cannot exceed 120 days in any fiscal year Application Process Call for an application: (800) 279-1605 or (301) 594-3484 in Maryland or write: Division of Commissioned Personnel ATTN: JRCOSTEP

      5600 Fishers Lane, Rm 4A-05

      Rockville, MD 20857-0001

      or EMail JRCOSTEP@PSC.GOV

      
        	Broadcasting

      

      Turner Broadcasting System, Inc. and CNN provide 3-month internships in their Atlanta, Washington DC , New York and London offices. Internship is open to college seniors and juniors, and is unpaid. There is a set internship schedule, but special arrangements could be made through respective department heads. Normally, the schedule is as follows:

      Fall Quarter: September-December

      Winter Quarter: January-April

      Spring Quarter: April-June

      Summer Quarter: June-September

      The criteria varies on the department. Some of the divisions within TBS Inc. are: Accounting, Corporate Affairs, Entertainment, Public Relations, International Business, Legal, Media/Advertising, News Divisions (CNN, CNN International, CNN in Spanish, CNNfn and CNN SI), Photography Services, Risk Management, Sales and Sports and Sports Teams. For an application, write to Yvonne Townsend, Internship Coordinator, Turner Broadcasting System, Inc., One CNN Center, Box 105366, Atlanta, GA 30348-5366.

      Contacts in:

      Washington DC: Ginny Umrani 202-515-2916

      New York City: Meredith Mason-Gambel 212-714-3378

      London: 011-44-1-71-637-6787

      International Relations

      The Center for Public Research in Washington DC provides a couple of options: For all, candidates must be in graduate school with an International Relations background. There is a 2-3 month commitment, and it is an unpaid internship. General internship has division-wide responsibility and may require candidates to work on a wide range of foreign policy, trade or defense issues for Congress. Summer internship are difficult to obtain, but not impossible. The other kind of internship is for graduate students who are interested in international relations and Africa in particular. There are one or two internship opportunities available, and interns are assigned to work on both short-term and long-term projects on African issues ONLY.

      Resumes with cover letters can be faxed to Warren Lenhart at 202-707-2615. For more information go to the CRS website at www.loc.gov/crs/info.

      Banking

      College students who have previously interned at Bank of America are given priority to return. However, accounting and business majors can fax a cover letter and a resume to 704-388-4317.

      Film/Entertainment

      HBO and Time Warner Inc. have a Summer Jobs Program for students ages 16-21 in various paid positions throughout the company. Although these are paid positions, the Program is mainly a chance to gain experience and first-hand knowledge of the business side of the entertainment industry. The deadline for 1999 has passed, but for future inquiries the contact person is Lauren Levine, Home Box Office Summer Jobs Program, 1100 Avenue of the Americas, H-3-33a, New York, NY 10036.

      The HBO Credit Internship Program offers college students an opportunity to work in a corporate environment and enables them to learn how a premier cable company operates, while allowing them to gain hands-on experience, give them a head start on their prospective career paths, and provide them with an opportunity to develop contacts for their job search after graduation.

      There are internship opportunities in Production (HBO NYC and Sports), Original and Film Programming, Photo Services, Advertising, Marketing, Media Relations, Finance, Accounting, Human Resources and Journalism. Internships must be taken for course credit, and are unpaid. Upon successful completion of the internship, students are awarded a $500 stipend. Candidates must be able to work a minimum of three days a week for ten weeks.

      Cover letter and resumes should be sent to : HBO, Inc., 1100 Avenue of the Americas, H3-37A, New York, NY 10036. Also, more information can be found through HBO’s website at www.HBO.com.

      U.S. Congress

      Congressman Donald M. Payne’s office is presently looking for an intern. Congressman Payne (NJ) is the Ranking Member on the Africa Subcommittee of the House Committee on International Relations. We are looking for an Undergrad or Grad. student specializing in foreign affairs, international economics, international business, political science or foreign language studies. It is unpaid but has the potential to turn into something permanent if not in our office, in other offices.

      Duties would include light filing, answering phones, writing constituent letters, researching various foreign affairs topics and helping to organize hearings. Candidate really can get a lot of hands-on experience.

      Contact person:

      CHARISSE GLASSMAN

      Professional Staff

      Congressman Donald M. Payne

      2209 Rayburn House Office Building

      Washington, D.C. 20515

      (202) 225-3436

      (202) 225-4160 fax

      charisse.glassman@mail.house.gov

      or

      Subcommittee on Africa

      H1-704 O’Neill House Office Building

      (202) 226 - 4524

      (202) 225 - 7419 fax

      

      Please send your corporation’s internship opportunities to Seleda@yahoo.com.

      Seleda salutes
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      The People, products, ideas, places and stuff we like.
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      Shambel Belayneh "Hager [Ya-le-Hager]"

      OK. Maybe we are a little too new to the Amharic music scene. (Yes, yes, we hear your collective “Enezi demo, yemechay-achewin!” Fair enough.) But we haven’t been this smitten by all, as in every song on an album since, well, “Mother Goose Sings Nursery Rhymes”, and that was because our third grade music teacher was a throw back to the Nazi era.

      From the melodious “Amoraw”, to the profound “Ya-le Hager Ayamrim” , to the unrepentantly, devastatingly romantic “Ney-enna Kashigne”, we have worn out our first CD and are happily on the second. Even our non-Ethiopian acquaintances, who are on zero-tolerence policy for anything non-Grateful Dead, have started to rally behind Shambel, despite our reluctance to direct translate "Amognale deretaign tutish yewogagne/ yeshalegn ende hon, zarem digemingne."

      From AIT Records, about $16.00, available at most Ethiopian markets or on-line.
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      ******

      The Getachew Bolodia Foundation******

      There is a quiet revolution out there, where more and more Ethiopians are forming grass roots self-help outfits to assist other Ethiopians. “Mehabers” have out-grown their strictly social functions, and have branched out to book drives for higher education in Ethiopia, as well as to funding churches, schools and hospitals.

      At the helm of educational philanthropy, is the Getachew Bolodia Foundation, a scholarship fund in memory of the late Ethiopian biochemist. Established in 1994 to promote science studies in Ethiopia, the foundation has provided grants to deserving university students from Addis Ababa University, Gondar and Jimma Medical Colleges. It also sponsors a series of lectures by prominent Ethiopian scientist.

      For membership information: http://www.safemail.com/users/getacd/GBF/gbf.html
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      **Fatuma Roba**And she smiled that smile! Shy, yet strong and dignified. She broke Boston’s Heartbreak Hill’s heart as she sailed through the city’s streets to win the Marathon for the third concecutive year. She bought herself a place in history; she brought Ethiopia honor.

      For a moment, on April 19, 1999, everyone in Boston was Ethiopian.
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      Dinnerware by Afroart International

      Your potential in-laws are coming over for dinner; you’ve pretended to cook doro wat and dulet the whole day, all the while smuggling in goods from the local Merkato; your place has been waxed, cloroxed, and windexed to near oblivion. You sit down to eat, what do you serve the meal on? Your mother’s Villeroy and Boch?…noooooooooooo! (You see, that’s why you’re still single!) You whip out your fine porcelain dinnerware from Afroart International, and you watch the in-laws’ jaws drop.

      From dinner plates to soup tureens, from espresso sets to coffee pots, Afroart brings you all the accouterments of fine dining, Ethiopian style. Serving your guests on plates decorated with folk art rendition of the legend of King Solomon and Queen Sheba will definitely set you apart from all the other losers your future in-laws have been fending off.

      Available by mail order (1-888-997-8444) $56.99 to $249.99. http://www.afroartint.com

      

      Nominations for SELEDA SALUTES may be sent to Seleda@yahoo.com.
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      Editors’ note

      Note From the Editors

      Our third issue! And we SELEDA editors have managed to fend off whimsical intellections of coup d’etats, violent overthrows of each other and forming splinter SELEDA publications. (We figure this smugness about our cohesion will last… oh, until the fifth issue.) We’ve even managed not to booby trap each others homes… well, at least not successfully. OK, fine… it was a harmless little bomb.

      The point is, we are as excited about SELEDA now, as we were when we first launched it. Your feedback has sustained our enthusiasm even during our most darkest moments, when we found ourselves banging our heads against our monitors, muttering "Min gud wust geban?… Min gud wust geban?"

      But we trudge on, and in an effort to out do ourselves, we are introducing a couple of new features in the June issue.

      Corporate Arbegna: we hope will be a mainstay column where Ethiopian professionals take an irreverent look at corporate life.

      Jebdu: Ethiopians on the Frontier: will ferret out people who have done/ are doing/are involved in careers and projects outside of, er, the ‘normal’ Ethiopian realm. (No offense to engineers, systems analysts and accountants everywhere.) It will be their stories in their own words, and in their own style.

      As always, we hope all of you will take an interactive role in making SELEDA a vibrant, innovative and dysfunction-free forum. We are always looking for writers, so, may we suggest SELEDA milmela komitayes all over this land to help us identify those amongst us who are doing great things and fighting for noble causes. (By noble causes we don’t mean concerted efforts everywhere to make us abeshas understand the concept of s’AT makber… That goes under “Noble yet Hopeless Causes.”)

      But we digress…

      The news is that with the July issue, SELEDA will be sporting a brand new look! No more will you have to suffer the indignity of fuddy-duddy, random acts of big graphic files.

      For the record, to those of you in the “endet sira atachiwu?” camp, believe us, we had no problem with the current front page. We just couldn’t take the relentless netreka by a core group of sergogeb computer aficionado SELEDA-ities, who used computer-speak that we want declared as hate speech to intimidate us into revamping our look.

      Abo! Selam situn! Fine. Whatever. What do we care what these snobs do with the front page… as long as they don’t mind getting verbally emaciated in “million dollar words” if the new do turns out to be a dud. (If you are one of those graphically/artistically adept computer types who would like to assist in this jihad, please let us know–in English!)-- how we can mooch off your considerable talents.)

      We, too, will be anxiously awaiting the new and improved look. We wish we could tell you what to expect, but, alas, we were not able to remain awake during the brainstorming session. (The only words we could pick up on were “frames… blah… maneuverability… blah… blah… less graphics… blah… color contrasts… blah, blah… man, you gotta kill all those ****-ing graphics!”

      Charming.

      For all we know, when you type in the address for SELEDA next month, you might a) be magically transported to one good looking page, or b) find yourself browsing through a not-so-family-friendly site… It all depends on how well we treat these bellicose computer types.

      For now, we hope you enjoy the June issue.

      We always welcome your feedback, suggestions and “demo endegena zarachiu tenesa” letters. Our email address is Seleda@yahoo.com

      See you in July.

      The mail

      Reaction to the May issue of SELEDA ran the gamut: from atwelwoolo yemidefa praise, to avuncular advice to, well, er, shall we say…wirgibgn… the likes of which that has left us still licking our fancied wounds.

      Our “In Box” overfloweth, of course, because of the voluminous ‘yazoongne lekekugns’ of Ethiopian men in the Western Hemisphere who just had to vent (some would say spew) well-spun hyperbole in response to “Battle of the Sexes: Part One.” (The kind people at yahoo.com had to remind us to delete some of our messages if we wanted to continue to remain in their good graces, and we were only too happy to oblige by deleting messages that had the words “tegab” and “defar” in them.)

      A sampling…

      Regarding the comment by Ethiopian women:

      "Now, yebass bilachiu, we hear some of you are yearning for the ‘bengna gizay’ days when it was perfectly acceptable to kidnap (‘metlef’) women and use us as bargaining chips in land deals. (“I’ll take four hectares and that pretty li’l thing right there.”)

      Adam M responded by firing off this Molotov cocktail “Enante setoch! Ere demo min honen bilachiu lekefa jemerachihu? OK, while I admit that what some of our women said was interesting, I object to the assumption that any self-respecting Ethiopian brother has ever traded four (count 'em four!) perfectly good hectares for any woman! We demand you apologize to all the good hectares of Ethiopia.”

      (Humm. That would be, what?, sarcasm, Adam? We gotta learn how to do that.)

      Kefa (we kept hoping his name was a reference to the Kifle Hager and not a derivation of the more ominous adjective ‘kifaT’), followed up with considerably less magnanimity. “Koy enji Ihits,” he wrote. “Who taught you how to atir mezlel and ansola megfef? That kind of male bashing brings to mind the ‘Set ena enkulal’ teret. (Just kidding, guys.) Hey, is it open season now?” (… Yep… definitely from ‘kifat’.)

      Peppered with several exclamation marks and plenty of other punctuation that we don’t expect to translate to “Yasadigachu… enjera AYA-satachihu”, Tebebe Maraki unshackled from the depth of his soul the kind of venom we usually reserve for ICS grads. "Eh! Wey kibtet. Ekul aregen, " he laments, his lips probably bleeding from acute kenfer memteting. "Ferenge alhonachiu abesha. Because of Nobless Oblige we will try not to come at you with the fury of Adowa. However, good job for at least getting our attention. We have taken note."

      And not that we thought anything good would come from anyone named “Kitachew”, but even we who have been numbed by cynicism were surprised by how supremely he managed to live up to his name. “Endet set lidgoch honacihu…?” he started off. Cute. "Ihitoch… Ms. Magazine went out of business for a reason. Arafachiu tegezu belegnal…" (Ooops, was that our delete button again?? Damn!)

      U! U! U! Ye gelagay yaleh!!

      Luckily, just as we were about to be swept away into the seas of oblivion by angry waves of testosterone, the literary gods sent us Hebret Haile in the form of a fetno derash warden of beleaguered SELEDA editors. “I was a little afraid “Battle” would end up being a cheesy abesha version of a Cosmo “How to Train and Keep Your Man” round-up,” she wrote. “I was pleasantly surprised to read humorous, un-catty and intelligent digs at Ethiopian men. I’m sure they will take it in the spirit it was written. Once again, great job!” (Hear THAT Kifat… we mean, Kefa?) … And, uh, Hebret, we’ll call you later about getting that issue of Cosmo.

      Thankfully, not all the mail was acrimonious volleys of “ke kurchimchimit betach” kill-the-messenger disdains. Proving that we had not managed to alienate all Ethiopian men, is Dawit Shifferaw’s message “Finally”. “It’s about time our women spoke their mind and [this is] the perfect time for us to listen carefully. Communication is the bottom line. Please keep it coming. All the more power to you !” Ahh, the sweet chimes of chewinet.

      On a decidedly less cerebral front, all that SELEDA friend and known provocateur, Araya, wanted to know was “Where are these women? And how can I date them? All of them!” E-Z, guy. Unhand our sisters, thine swine!

      “No, this did not bring world peace,” wrote P. Aga, effectively bringing to an end our persnickety attempt at world peace. “But how I chuckled when I read BOTS Part 1. Congratulations on a humorous approach to what is an often-taboo subject for us Ethiopians. I can’t wait for part 2.”

      Finally, putting an end to this matter, Mettasebia wanted us to know that one very important entry was left out. “ET men need to know that ‘feminism’ is not THE ‘F’ word,” she pointed out. “Can you add that in?” Hell yes, we can! … Listen you ne’er-do-well ET men who think you can make omelets out of our sisters: Feminism is not the ‘F’ word! (Er, we think ‘fundamentalist’ is.) So there!

      We are giddy with joy to report that unwittingly (and believe us, any good we do is unwittingly), the May issue of “Life Diaries” seems to have started a trend of sorts. Several of you informed us that guest diarists Harean and Abiy’s email exchanges on reading and displaying Amharic print outs in their offices, has ostensibly inspired you to “cut/paste/print/post” Amharic sayings all over your work places.

      We at SELEDA ourselves, who have not had an original thought like that in, like, well… never, jumped on the bandwagon and siphoned off a lovely waterfall image with the words “Selam” written on it in Amharic alphabets to use as wallpaper on our computer screens. No biggie, we thought, until our ferenjie tech support people kept commenting about the “cute little birds” on our monitors. “Uh, no, that reads “peace” in our language,” we’d try explaining. Eyes squinted, they’d look closely at the monitor. "Nope, looks like cute little birds to us, " they’d insist … which is why our screen saver now scrolls the words “Get the fundamentalist out of this office!”

      We heard from several wholesome young co-eds, who took a break from piercing body parts the Good Lord never mant to be pierced, (hummm… that was uncalled for) to tell us how much they grooved on “SELEDA Careers” and the internship information we provided. “It’s great you guys haven’t forgotten what it was like in college,” gushed Dawit Belete. “Thanks for creating a forum to include those of us who aspire to enter the corporate world. This gives us great insight.”

      Echoing Dawit’s sentiments, Sewasew relates to us how she too was contemplating “just another summer job”, but thought better of it and has taken on a temp position at an architectural firm. “That way I can start making connections even as an I enter my sophomore year. I’m glad I run into SELEDA.” One soul at a time, folks, one soul at a time.

      Which brings us to some of our favorite “You go on with your bad selves” rhapsodies from people who love to love us:

      Mesfin Reta, who strikes us as being one of those rare SELEDA readers who also happens to be a harbinger of good taste and upper crust literary ilk, serenaded us in verse. “Enat yager lidjoch nacheu SELEDAwoch/ Tirsachin getete areghachihoon moygnoch,” starts off the first line. Eye, eye, eye. Gena ahoon kum neger meta. And we seriously contemplated responding in kind, except, being the intellectual pygmies that we are, the only sliver of haiku in our possession starts with “There was once a man from Nantucket…” and that might not seem so appropriate here. Thank you, Mesfin.

      Filed under “B” for the “Blatantly Sycophant”, is Desalegn’s declaration, “SELEDA is my mistress! And I am not worthy to walk through the gates of Wodet Alen…” Ere b’ngus! “I will be your ‘ashker’ , SELEDA people, if you let me. Thank you for bringing a little laughter into an over-worked computer programmer’s life.” (Desalegn was apparently AWOL during the little episode we call the Revolution in 70’s, when the ‘A-Word’ was systematically purged out of the land’s lexicon.) Thank you Des, but gosh-darn-it if we just didn’t fill the last available entry-level SELEDA, um, Woz Ader position… but we are in dire need of Zebegnas, if that should capture your muse.

      Continuing with the love fest, (and boy were we hurtin’ for some!) Tamerat Dagnachew made us flinch with his comment “SELEDA is the closest thing to genius. In these days where discourse about Ethiopia on the Internet is dominated by crass political rantings, I was very grateful to find an oasis of sanity. I’ll add one more big ‘bertu!’ to your brilliant repertoire. Thank you.” No, thank you, Tamerat. Although… closest to genius…? We dunno. That’s still Jerry Springer territory.

      Computer gurus throughout North America (who have proven themselves to be steadfast SELEDA supporters), were united in their contempt that such a “classy operation” like ours could sport such a mediocre front page. (Absence of ‘frames’, apparently, is enough to exile any operation, classy or otherwise, to the land of “the computer faras.”) But, just like the hager lidgoch you all are, it was extremely touching that not one of you made a “yelewetilgn” request without first offering your expertise to spruce up SELEDA’s look. Now that, our fellow Ethiopians, is class. Excuse us. May we? … "Errrrre goraw! Echick! Echick! Echick!"

      OK.

      Occasionally, we’ve noticed, some of you like to mess with our fragile minds… and for the love of Ledeta, stop it! Sam Aseffa will be delighted to know the havoc he caused with his loaded statement “You guys are interesting. I think”. We are sure clear thinkers and pragmatists alike are probably thinking, “Now, what’s so loaded about that statement?” Ah, pedestrians! We will have you know that SELEDA deconstuctionists and gatekeepers of our collective neurosis worked overtime to decipher Sam’s message: did he mean “I think you guys are interesting” (which is good) or “You guys are interesting, I think” ? (Hummm… uncertainty… not good.) Or did he mean “You guys are interesting, I think” (which of course we read as “I , Sam Aseffa, think you are interesting. Everybody else thinks you are delirious fustian dog poops.” Which is definitely not good.) Pardon us again while we crack open a fresh bottle of Asprin.

      We always love hearing from readers whose emails come bearing lavish advice. “I totally enjoyed the first and second issues of SELEDA,” wrote Mulusew Bekele. “It is great to have a site where Ethiopians living abroad can share their life experiences, their successes and I hope their failures as well. Oh, here comes pearls of wisdom, we need to learn from our mistakes.” Absolutely. And with a princely name such as “Mulusew Bekele”, he could have told us that we were insolent rapscallions and our humbled response would have been “Amen, degemoon”. “But,” he continued, “Your Wodet Alen is subtitled “Who’s Where in the Corporate World”. [This] excludes those of us toiling in the non-profit sector. Is it an oversight or are the editors interested only in those who are in Corporate America (i.e. a case of ‘Show Me the Money’)”? Mulusew… we love people in non-profit sectors. Some of our best friends are in non-profit sectors. Really. And no, we didn’t mean to exclude any of you. We just didn’t think we could ever impress any of you enough that you would want to be even remotely associated with peep-squeaks like us. Needless to say, we are revamping the whole thing. Degemoon.

      Sisay warned us about what untold pestilence would befall on us if we ever let SELEDA morph into a political forum. “I was hoping to be a stand-by-and-observe reader,” he said. “But I like what you have started and I just had to put in an early and unsolicited request that you maintain SELEDA’s witty and intelligent tone and leave the politicking to others. Bewhoalya neterik endaymeta.”

      In the same vein, Teshager Tesfaye wrote, “An e-mail list I started years ago has now become a political forum as opposed to its goal, to become a networking and experience sharing hub. Please make sure you don’t go down that path…”

      OK, now that we are wrought with guilt, we suppose it’s time for full disclosure: It’s not that ignoble, baronial, Aldous Huxley-esque thoughts of cashing in on the good name SELEDA to create a “Greater SELEDA State” has never crossed our minds… (complete with little SELEDA robot people controlling all of the world’s computers and brainwashing subjects into supporting our hidden agenda of creating a dictatorship based on sarcasm and irony… and selling millions of SELEDA Beanie Babies in the process) … but, given that we’ve just mastered using the ‘alt’ button on our keyboard without crashing down whole networks, we think that we are at least a couple of light years away from fulfilling any paltry dreams we might harbor of dominating the world.

      So, we get it. Poletika ena korenti be ruku new. Once again, all of us at SELEDA want to thank our readers for their support. May has certainly been an interesting month for “The Mail”. We look forward to June following suit. Drop us a line at Seleda@yahoo.comSeleda@yahoo.com with comments, suggestions and recipes for Quanta Fir Fir.

      On Saying Goodbye…
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      By Ermias GH.

      "On Saying Goodbye…"

      My new assistant was in my office, and as we were making small talk abot our families, she absent-mindedly picked up the framed picture on my crezenda of my brother and I taken at a hiking trip about two years ago.

      “Who’s that?” she said asked, pointing to Beniyam.

      “That’s my brother,” I answered matter-of-factly. “He died a year and a half ago.” It shocked her to hear it, but it shocked me even more that I was able to say it without my stomach turning into knots.

      “That’s my brother. He died a year and a half ago,” I repeated to myself, as if it was the first time I had heard it. I had always avoided saying those exact words, preferring instead self-eluding metaphors such as “passed on” or “arefe”. It was the first time in a year and a half that I actually uttered the word, “That’s my brother. He died a year and a half ago.”

      For a moment I felt awash in guilt, as if I had just defiled his memory.

      Ben was three years younger than I, the youngest of three children, and by all accounts, spoiled rotten. There were times when I was convinced he was a genius. There other times when I thought he was the devil incarnate. The truth might have laid somewhere in the middle. My older sister and I would complain bitterly that our parents exercised the kind of latitude with him that was unprecedented during our time.

      Growing up, I dutifully played my role as the man of the house when our father traveled. I was made for that role: and I relished being the protective older brother… and I played it well. Most times with nobility, but sometimes with so much self-righteousness that it bordered on overbearing.

      Ben, on the other hand, was the free spirit in the family. When we left Addis to live in France while our father was on assignment, he got into so much trouble with the school principal, that it was suggested his problems might be more, er, mental than anything else. When we came to the States, my parents thought that perhaps if they sent him to private school, he would be protected from the “elements”. (They didn’t count on him being “the elements”.) He knew parts of New York City I couldn’t find on a map, and he would always get away with all the mischief he got himself in by using his sheer wit and good looks.

      On the night of his high school graduation celebration dinner, when he calmly announced that he was deferring college to “go sailing”, my sister and I were salivating at the tongue-lashing we were sure he was about to get from our stickler father. “And about damn time!”

      We’re not sure how, but by the time dinner was over, Ben had managed to convince our sensible parents that turninghis back on Cornell and generally “heading out sea” was a perfectly splendid idea. My sister and I gave up.

      For all the contempt I made myself feel about Ben’s lifestyle, the truth is that I lived vicariously through him. While I was grunting through under-grad and grad schools, he was crewing on board prestigious sailing races such as Fastnet and the America’s Cup. I would get postcards from him from Newport to New Zealand, singing hosannas of the sea and of mother nature. He would tell me about his sea conquests; and about the latest woman who ’lebaygn yeza alekem yalechiu.' “I’m gonna marry this one, bro,” he’d say to me. “Ben, you said that about the last four women who ‘lebehen yatefoot’,” I would calmly remind him. A few months later, we would be having the same conversation.

      He could be whitewater rafting in Tanzania, skiing in Colorado or rock diving in Hawaii… but he would always find a way to call me regularly. “Ante adhari,” he would start off all his calls. “Ante duriye,” I would greet him back, and like a child being read a new bedtime story, I’d hang on to his every word.

      When he finally decided to go back to school, he finished in seven semesters with a 3.7 GPA. (He missed graduation exercises to go sailing.) At our sister’s wedding, (where he took aside our brother-in-law and implicitly threatened to kill him if she were ever unhappy, “But, welcome to the family, bro”), I asked him what his plans were. “Mom wants a lawyer in the family,” he stated casually. “I think I should be a lawyer.” I knew better than to bring forth any rational discussion that would have started with “But what would you like to do?” or “Uh, Ben, you hate lawyers.”

      That was the last time I saw my brother. In the end, what killed him was not the high sea he loved so much, but a Mack trailer whose driver had fallen asleep at the wheel. Ben was just about to turn 30.

      I was abroad on business when I heard about the accident, and that period is still hazy in my memory. I somewhat made it back to California, where my parents lived at that time. I remember Ethiopian “leksos” from back home. The whole “deret memtat” and “alkash malkes”, and all of a sudden it all seemed abhorrent to me. I wanted to be with my family, alone, and remember my brother without the frilly ‘ba’Hel’ we Ethiopians sometimes attach to stuff.

      To the annoyance of a lot of our extended family and drive-by “**lekso derashoc**h”, we mourned in private for my brother. (Is this the first stage of complete ‘ferengie-ization’?)

      A lot changed when I lost Ben. But I also made some discoveries I cherish. I first learnt just how strong Ethiopian women are. We all thought my mother would most certainly fall apart. But it was she who kept the family together, biting her lips and crying in private as she continued with dignity to take care of the details of Ben’s burial. My girlfriend at the time would stay up with me all night as I paced through the house half-unconscious and half-awake… either way, always in pain. She knew when words soothed me, and when they grated on me.

      But most importantly, I walked myself through the God-awful pain of never having said, “I love you” to my brother. It’s ironic that the one person who I could tell anything to, was the one person I couldn’t say those words to. We literally could talk about everything with such abandon, but, I failed to say those words to him. And I can’t figure out why.

      Is it that we Ethiopian men are conditioned to maintain that stiff upper lip even as we live so far away from home? Is it that we see these things as “Min yasfelegal? Fikir be sera new.” I know my brother knew that I loved him more than life itself. But I keep wondering if I failed in my brotherly duties by keeping the status quo. It would not have saved his life when that truck slammed onto him… it would not have eased his pain, but I wish I had told my brother that I loved him. I wish that instead of ending our phone calls with “Bel esti”, I had said, “Love you, man”. I pride myself as being a rational person, and maybe I am outing myself as a total “ferenje wannabe”, but I struggled with this more than I can comprehend.

      As I looked at that picture my assistant had carefully put back, I realized just how much I missed my brother. How the pain might not be so wrenching all the time… but how it could easily come flooding back.

      A year and a half after my brother… died, I told him what I most desperately wanted to tell him. I hope wherever he is, that he heard me.

      Battle of the Sexes II

      Here is why we hate democracy. The gals say cute little things, the men take it as unnecessary provocation, and then we find ourselves in the unenviable position of having to act as “astaraki azawintoch”. (As if we don’t have enough tata of our own to keep us busy well into the Millennium).

      It took an act of God to galvanize Ethiopian men to dust off their dictionaries, and return fire. And because we want to remain the ‘Switzerland’ in this little “chikucha”, we will leave it up to you readers to determine exactly who won this Battle.

      SELEDA MEN SPEAK

      We understand that a number of brazen Weizerits and Weizeros have been comparing the “Ato Attack” in “Battle of the Sexes: Part One” to Mussolini’s infamous December bombardment of Dessie in 1935. These few, vindictive maidens have been heard murmuring “Hiroshima!” with glee, but fortunately in post-revolutionary Ethiopia, at most, we jeer when extremists exhale (we’ve come a long way, baby!).

      The ferocity of the attack has, alas, splintered the once cohesive

      Atos. One or two feeble fellows have bolted in panic to the self-help section of Barnes & Noble. A few ascetic souls have petitioned for permanent cells at Waldeba and Debre Libanos. Many more have declared their pacifism and have not responded to the call-to-arms.

      Nevertheless, weary shiftas, armed with dimofters, gashas, chiko and

      Kolo have emerged out of their cyber foxholes. They scour the hostile but

      lush landscape and take aim…one…two… three…BANG!!!

      
        	The “Because we have to go through 36-hours of labor” clause can only be used as sparingly as we use the “Because I am the man” clause.

        	“MAYBE” means “no”… as in “Yeah, maybe I’ll go see ‘Shakespeare in Love’ with you”.

        	True love is never having to say “endet tilresaleh?”

        	We will fight for our right for more closet space.

        	We declare one room in the house 100% potpourri-free zone.

        	We like protecting you… sue us!

        	We want an hour’s credit to watch sports per every pair of shoes you own… nah… even we can’t watch that much ESPN

        	Moving your perfume from our side of the vanity to yours is as much “getting in touch with our feminine side” as we wanna do.

        	WHAT is your perfume doing on our side of the vanity anyway?

        	Standing up for yourself does not make you less adorable.

        	Don’t ask again: It doesn’t matter how well you cook, our mothers always make better ‘wat’.

        	You don’t have to be either “all abesha” or “all ferenje” all the time. It’s that perfect combination that we are looking for.

        	Not wanting to solve ALL your problems doesn’t mean we don’t love you.

        	We can be sensitive men without having to admit it.

        	Uh… sensitive men are dorks.

        	Don’t start any, any ANY sentence with “Enante habasha wondoch sitibalu…”

        	We love women who agree to disagree and respect their man. It shows that you are neither self-centered nor selfish.

        	No one will make you happy unless you are happy with yourself first. It is not our duty, nor is it anyone else’s to make you happy. However, contributing to your happiness is, and that role we all accept.

        	Listen carefully to the words in the song by R. Kelly "When a Woman’s Fed Up" and change “Woman” to “Man”. No matter how cute we think you are, we can really get as fed up as you can.

        	We’re a couple, not clones. It’s OK for us to like different things.

        	Don’t ask us about past relationships! We are not going to tell you.

        	No, we don’t dream about super-models so stop asking!

        	If all the cars are behind us they can’t hit us! That’s why we drive fast.

        	True we don’t always notice your new dress or hairstyle, but we always notice you. (That should count for something).

        	We can say what you want to hear, or we can say what we believe. Which one do you want to hear?

        	We are not being chauvinists. We just know more.

        	Don’t start mind games you can’t finish.

        	We like seeing you in our clothes… we just like to get them back at some point.

        	“Open communication” has been declared a two-way street.

        	We love Ethiopian women: we like your proud sensibility, your thought process… and, (OK, don’t go crazy on us!) your beauty.

      

      …and…

      
        	We want to make you happy, too.

      

      Life Diaries

      We are proud to have as June’s Life Diarists two dynamic Ethiopians, who mercifully forgave our kit yata, leza yelelew lemena / invitation to participate in this forum.

      Since we can’t be ye lemagne meratchoch, we were in no position to negotiate with their outrageous demands to only use first names, and in the case of one of them, be geographically vague.

      Gizay yametawooh, Amen belo mekebel…

      Hailing in from bucolic New England (see what we mean about the endiyaw bedefenaw geographic specificity?) is Sofanit E., a former book editor who abandoned civilization to start her own publishing company. She’s paired off with Awraris-just call me ‘Gashe’, who is the CEO of his own ‘small, duriye-operation’ sports marketing firm in Atlanta.

      (If you would like to be a diarist, please contact us at Seleda@yahoo.com.)

      ENTRY 1

      Date: Tuesday, May 18, 1999 (11:07 a.m. EST)

      To: Awraris

      From: Sofanit

      Subject: “What am I doing here?”

      Ye kebere selamta, Awararis:

      That subject line is not meant to tease you about upcoming existentialist homilies. Really. What I meant to say is, “What am I doing here on ‘Life Diaries’?” I specifically remember respectfully declining this opportunity, but somehow, SELEDA bullies have gotten the better of me, so here I am. I assume you were the recipient of their plea-cum-psychological-blackmail message, too?

      I guess we should start off with polite introductions. Ahem. Greetings from New England, where I am on a self-imposed exile from the corporate rat race. Like every pimply-faced, Liberal Arts major right out of school, I headed to the Big City ready to conquer the publishing world. (Chick schools do that to you. But, we best leave matters of prissy, all-girl educational institutions to after we’ve known each other a little better.)

      Until about six months ago I lived in New York City, working at one of those mammoth-and-impersonal publishing firms as an editor. Mainly, I worked in what was the non-fiction “development shop”, where ideas for books are sorted out/screened, and then pushed on for further analysis (or “autopsy” as we call it). I spent about four years in non-fiction overlooking the travel and entertainment department before accepting a position in the more high-profile fiction side of the world. Ironically, that’s when things started to unravel. (I’ll spare you the sordid details.)

      Anyway, a total of seven years and change was all I could muster of working in a Big Shop. In January, I upped and quit. My friends think it’s a mid-life crisis come early and gone seriously haywire… (and that is one of their more charitable theories…), but the low down is a little more complicated (I hope): maybe it was a combination of realizing how banal an existence I was living; acute disgust with how the publishing world operates; and disillusionment with the very flimsy moral center of the corporate world, (piety comes my way easy)… I bailed.

      No matter. The end result being me running back to the relative safety of familiar New England. I’m working on opening my own little shop, which will focus on publishing short stories by women (especially African) writers.

      Work is out of my not-quite-renovated attic, so my commute is exactly how long it takes my lazy butt to amble on upstairs balancing a bowl of coffee, the New York Times and whatever left-over has not molded in my fridge.

      I spend a bulk of my time on the Internet and in musty library stacks researching ‘third world’ women writers, talking to agents and reading endless scripts. I either work 18-hour days, or, when the spirit does not move me, exactly zero hours. (On beautiful days like today, I am at the local college, reading on the library steps or at the gym.)

      I love New England. I live in what most people would think of as a typical New England town: pretty trees, prettier streets, even pretty street signs; with neurotic academics for neighbors to complete the picture. I’ve always wanted to live near water, so I fell in love with this house the minute I saw it. (It’s steps away from a beautiful lake and not much else.) Many a times, when I have been filled with trepidation, the water has been my solace. I find it calming and serene, and boy has it worked on these frayed, Manahattanite nerves!

      I am also a first-time homeowner, and with that spanky title comes the kind of responsibility I have no business undertaking. (What does a bratty Manhattanite know about copper plumbing and re-wiring fuse boxes? The most I ever did was pass a bulb to my Super while he was changing a burnt one in my hallway.) I am on first name basis with all the guys at the hardware store here, who must bet on what the stupidest question I’ve asked has been.

      Anyway, I know when to give up, so I’ve delegated all house matters to the local fix it guy/handyman, who, except for insisting on telling me all the painful details of my leaky faucet, is a remarkably able guy. In fact, I am writing to you as I wait for him to come back to fix the hardware on my claw-foot tub. Apparently, something is leaking somewhere… That’s all I know, and frankly, ALL I want to know. (I know I complain, but I think I secretly love it.)

      Has this been polite enough?

      Now, except for a year in college playing lacrosse, I have been out of the sports world for quite a while, so I can’t imagine what a ‘sports marketing person’ does all day. (That was how you were described to me by the editors, Awraris. I am not being trite.) I’m sure you’ll let me know.

      Hey, I am very worried about us going down in the annals of “Life Diaries” as the writers who nodded the most people to sleep, so pep it up, mister.

      I’ll talk to you soon.

      Patiently awaiting a handyman,

      Sofanit

      Date: Tuesday, May 18, 1999 (6:17 p.m.)

      To: Sofanit

      From: Awraris

      Subject: What SELEDA Bullies???

      Teynayestilign, Sofanit…

      (I did wonder about your subject line.) Yes, I was at the receiving end of the esteemed SELEDA editors’ email, which, um, persuaded (?) me with very convincing language that I should be a guest diarist. (And I’m sure you didn’t mean to call them ‘bullies’.)

      (Just between you and me, Sofanit, I run into one the editors around town, and I have been told that unless I want my tires slashed, and/or ticking packages delivered to my house, I will do as I am told. So, please, don’t get me into any trouble.)

      Salutations from downtown Atlanta… not quite the hub of life like New York City, but we try hard. (or is it try harder?… I’m not crazy about being paired off with an editor, whose life work it is to pick apart unconjugated verbs. Can I apologize in advance for all my grammatical faux pas?)

      Back to polite introductions… ‘A sports marketing person’ (well, at least THIS sports marketing person) works in promoting companies/products at different sporting events. Consumer product companies like Coca-Cola/Budweiser as well as service based clients like Merrill Lynch and John Hancock sponsor a lot of major sports events (marathons, track, golf… never thought of Lacrosse, but, er, I’m sure someone will). The marketing people come in to promote the product at the event, have the athletes/players wear our client’s gear, and basically have a schmooze fest. You’d be surprised at how methodically planned some of the more ‘spontaneous’ events in sports are: from the towels the athletes use, to the cola or water brands at the TV booth with announcers, there is always some marketing guy/gal manipulating the subconscious.

      It’s not always pretty, and the fierce competition is enough to drive a less sane person to binge drink, and there is a part of me that envies you enormously. A lot of us would like to drop everything and live in the alph-alpha fields yon wonder, but few of us have had the guts to do it, so, I commend you!

      I worked in the corporate world for a long time… all of my 20’s…, until, like you, I had to break loose. I decided to start my own little firm, and it was singularly THE most frightening experience I’ve been through. I am sure you’ve realized six months into this gig, working for yourself allows you to go to the office in flannel jammies, but all the responsibility being on me sometimes makes me wish I was still a hired gun somewhere. (What does a financial non-wizard like me know about other peoples 401ks? I still use a piggy bank.)

      It’s been a couple of years since I cut the corporate umbilical cord, and breathing with my own two lungs has progressively gotten a little easier. (On good days now, I actually get to sleep a solid four-five hours.) There are five of us in the firm. I went to college (a PUBLIC, co-ed university, mind you) with two of the guys. The others are the office manager and the receptionist. Everyone gets along, pretty much, except that they all get paranoid when I start talking in Amharic on the phone with my family, or, taking a clue from our predecessors, have Amharic print-outs on my desk. Then the whole “What was it like in Ethiopia?” interrogation starts, and there no coming back.

      Oddly enough, our days have some similarities… not that I dare compare my mindless, thoughtless, crass-commercial ventures with the piety of profound literary undertakings…I spend half my life on the phone with marketing ferrets/advertising and creative directors, as well as nervous special events firms people. I deal with some agents, though we have a guy at the office who is more adept at handling pre-Madonna athletes than I, so I leave it to his senses.

      (How many typos have you found so far?)

      After years of living in the cookie-cutter-no-personality Atlanta 'burbs, I finally came to my senses and moved closer in to downtown (nine blocks from the converted warehouse that is the office). I will try to commiserate with you on all the drama involved in homeownership, but I gotta tell ya, that chapter of my life where Saturdays cannot pass without a pilgrimage to Home Depot is over! I keep my apartment building’s maintenance office phone number on speed dial, and the only lawn I want to see is the one I am flopping on with a cold beer in hand.

      Downtown Atlanta is a great place to work, but a so-so place to live. Although the Olympics and the economic u-turn that usually occurs after hosting such an international event has been berry berry good to “the capital of the South”, downtown Atlanta is still nowhere close to what a thriving metropolis its size should be. Restaurants are pooping up, and the theater scene is acceptable, but it is still a ghost town on weekends. (I believe it was your very own neftegna ‘Yankee’ New York Times which compared our fair city to a urinal. No offense taken.)

      Atlanta offers a lot of opportunities for people of color, with the usual caveats, of course. Morehouse and Spelman colleges being here has helped build a solid black middle class. I’ve actually grown very fond of Atlanta, except that the mass and unbelievably rapid development has been the source of many headaches. Ask some of your friends about traffic on I285.

      I’m heading off to a late meeting so I’ll stop here. I hope I’ve touched on my work “briefly yet thoroughly” enough. (Have to do as the nice and gentle editors say. Tires are expensive.)

      I am sure we’ll do fine as Diarists. When in doubt add something steamy, is my rule of thumb.

      Have a great evening.

      Not worrying about whether my pipes will freeze or not,

      I remain ,

      Yours truly,

      Awraris

      ENTRY 2

      Date: Wednesday, May 19, 1999 (6:58 p.m. EST)

      To: Awraris

      From: Sofanit

      Subject: I am Ethiopian, Hear Me Roar!

      Endemin amesheh, Lij Awraris.

      I don’t think I will ever be able to look at a baseball game now without wondering if some marketing guy/gal is playing mind games with me. (Thanks for ruining the game for me.)

      I have a feeling, Awraris, that the only woman in your office is the receptionist. Why is that, and are the SELEDA editors sanguine with that?? (Why not drag them into this?) Humm. I hope you at least check the batteries on the testosterone-detector once in a while. Don’t want you GUYS (ho ho) to die of asphyxiation.

      Good to hear from you, and I will try not to get you into trouble with said editor, so I won’t go into the subjects we were told to avoid. Does this mean we can’t go into personal life dissections? Or analyzing the current war in the horn? What about your thoughts on pre-martial…oh, well. (he, he, he)

      As a point of reference, I believe the venerable New York Times pointed out that Centennial “Bomb Central” Park could potentially be a urinal. (I am assuming by your glowing dissertation of downtown that the NYT should not go into the “What-area-will-be-the-next-urinal” prediction business.) Bygones.

      I would like to touch upon the main reason why I took on this assignment: I am intrigued with exploring what it is that connects me to the community, and to being Ethiopian.

      In the inaugural SELEDA, the article “Initiation” mirrored a lot of what had happened with my grandmother and me.

      I’ve always had ambivalent feelings towards Ethiopia. My family’s memories of back home are not always fond. But perhaps it’s that mid- life crisis thing… I’ve been thinking a lot about what it means to be an Ethiopian and about finding what part of me exists because I am Ethiopian. (The “finding my identity” thing.)

      I loved growing up in Ethiopia. It has inculcated a moral and familial center in me, no question. I am still unsure about how, during those tumultuous post-revolution years, we could have done the things we did to ourselves. I was angry for a long time, although exactly at whom, I’m still not sure.

      Except for Christmas and Thanksgiving gatherings, when all of my nine brothers and sisters manage to make it to our parents’ home in Maine, I really have had limited interaction with ‘the community’ since I left Addis. (If you don’t count the once in a blue moon sojourns to Boston to eat at an abesha restaurant.) If it existed at all, my Ethiopianess existed in the periphery: I’ve always had Ethiopian artifacts lying around, and when our athletes won in the 1996 Olympics, I had the obligatory newspaper clippings on my notice board, but there was always, as they say, a disconnect. It is only recently that that disconnect became a full-fledged void.

      When my grandmother came to visit my parents from Addis a couple of years ago, I went to see her at the behest of my mother. We’d never been close, so I assumed this would be a quick and painless “hi how are you, yes I’ve grown” weekend visit.

      I ended up staying with her for over a week. The first few days were awkward, needless to say. But over teaching me how to ‘siga mezelzel’, (although I am a vegetarian) my grandmother and I bonded. We women bond over cooking. It is somewhat quaint, and many a secret has come spilling out over ‘shinkurt maQulalat’.

      With all that has happened to her and my grandfather in the seventies, my grandmother still has a profound love (almost reverence) for Ethiopia. We talked for what seem like days. I became privy to how she grew up in Asbe Teferi, how she married at ten, about her life in Addis, and, for the first time, about the horrors she went through during the revolution. She lost two sons and her only brother during those ‘kewti’ times, and she recalls them with such vivacity it’s as if it all just happened.

      But something in her eyes would change when talked about growing up around Harer, about her family, and about the traditions and customs imposed on Ethiopian women which she seemed to all at once shun and respect.

      Awararis… I think being Ethiopian is a spirit. Despite all the angst of today’s volcanic political climate, there is a history that I keep hanging on to. I think that over the past couple of years, I have started falling back in love with Ethiopia. It just seems to make sense, without REALLY making sense. I am still angry about the wasted lives and I often wonder about own little genocide which has had lasting repercussions. But I am trying to understand. Without forgiving.

      Now, every month or so, I drive to my parents house for Sunday dinner. I usually get there on Saturday night, and cook with the women. I love that part. That’s when I get to hear all the family gossip, and where I learn something new … last month it was making ‘chiko’, and I am in training for the coup de grace- I think August—when my mother’s famed Mariam feast commences.

      Wow… I’m late. I have to get going. It’s an absolutely stunning spring night, and my friend has offered to grill dinner outside… he gets cranky when I’m late. My tub has yet to be fixed, so I can’t even tell you about the nice baths I can take in my turn-of-the-century, cast iron, double-glazed claw foot tub. (Um. What did the SELEDA manifesto for Life Diarist say about flirting?)

      Good night, Awraris. (What do the ‘ferenjies’ call you? Awra? A-Man?)

      Sofanit.

      p.s. Don’t put pressure on me to find typos! Listen, you obviously haven’t read the part in the manifesto that clearly states Life Diaries is supposed to be casual in tone and style…Why can’t you follow simple directions? (Abet tenkol!) I have a feeling the editors (‘esteemed’, are they?) are busying themselves slashing your tires as we speak. (Ene endehon yelehubetim…) Sorry, A.

      Date: Thursday, May 20, 1999 (1:22 a.m. EST)

      To: Sofanit

      From: Awraris

      Subject: Checking the Manifesto on Flirting Rules and Regulations

      Emebaytaye…Gid yelem. Atsefa emelisalehu.

      Good evening… actually, it’s one in the morning, so good morning, as the case may be.

      I try to have the ferenjies call me Mr. Boss Man, but it has not caught on yet. So, I insist they call me Awraris. No abbreviated nothing. (At least I got that part right in the now-famous “Top Ten Signs You have Become a Ferenjie.”)

      I was waiting for a tart comment about the gender skew at my work. I realize there is nothing I can say to redeem myself, so I won’t try. Actually, marketing and PR are one of the few fields that tolerate a lot of women honchos. And I’m sure once we become a conglomerate, we will have at least one, no, TWO women big wigs–preferably from all –chick schools—join our sanctum. (You think I can get a better rate if I buy all four tires at once?...)

      I enjoyed reading you last post, and I’ve spent hours thinking about your conclusion about Ethiopian-ness being a spiritual connection. I’ve been trying to figure out how I fit into the community, myself. Like you, my interaction with Ethiopians has been limited to family, and lately, I’ve been taking into stock why. And why I still feel that, even after 20 plus years in this country, I still feel a part of me is missing.

      That connection to home was, for me, nurtured by my father, who now lives in Zaire. When we moved to the States, I was 14, full of hormones, and not too pleased I had left my friends and family back home. Boarding school was an absolute nightmare. (Multiply all the horror stories you’ve heard about them ten fold. While they offer you great opportunities, they all have built-in eccentricities that breed contempt.) I had a hell of a time adjusting, especially when I was very nearly the only person of color in the whole school/town. My father helped me hang on to the values of honor and ‘sine serat’ of back home, which kept me from a lot of the dregs of American high schools.

      I can honestly say I had close to zero contact with the Ethiopian community when I was in college and graduate school. (except for family once or twice a year.) So, you are right. There must be a spiritual kinship that we have with the country. Filed in the very rear of our psyche must be a reservoir where all childhood memories of ‘belonging’ are stored. So, what makes us want to keep ‘coming back home?’

      I have begun going to the Ethiopian Orthodox church here. (There are two, I only know the Mariam one.) There is a small group of us trying to understand the ‘kidasay’, so we have tapes and instruction books. The church, Sofanit, is shrouded with all kinds of mystery… very fascinating, and very difficult to understand sometimes. It’s a delicate balance of tradition and spirituality. I know I don’t understand all of it; all I know is the peace of mind I get when I am there.

      I’ve also started reading Ethiopian history (they forgot to cover that in high school), and continue to be amazed by our rich history. It has helped me focus on what aspects of being an Ethiopian I really like. We come from a long line of proud people. It’s hard to get lost in the current political mess; that in being mired in it will eventually lead to losing our souls. I have never had a full grasp on the political aspect of our culture, and may be it is time that I did. But I find comfort in the fact that we are a resilient people, and that one day we will be able to pragmatically go back to channel the spirit of our forefathers/mothers. I think that’s what happened to you with your grandmother, and with the author of “initiation”.

      Hopefully, the political climate in Ethiopia will be steady enough so that a lot more of us can invest in businesses there. There is a concern of young Ethiopian stockbrokers I’ve heard about who are drawing up plans to explore stock markets in Ethiopia. The last I talked to one of them, they were studying the Chinese market, and the characteristics of incorporating such a blatantly “free market” concept in a not-so-free economic and political environment. So, when I become despondent about the current mess we are in, and the seemingly endless warfare and desperation, I hold on to the practical economic oasis such as this and the legacy of leaders such as Atse Menelik to give me hope.

      I am a fan of SELEDA, (and not just because my windshields were not busted into last night by angered editors) and I am sure would have agreed to be a diarist even without any additional threats looming above me. Mostly because I believe it captures the new renaissance of Ethiopian-ness for a lot of us who have had that “disconnect.” But without the myopia of 70’s political fervor.

      I hope you get your tub fixed soon. (Ehem…hopefully before this assignment ends… May I remind you that we are also supposed to describe “every day activities” on this forum?) ;-) Can you put jet streams in it and transform it to a Jacuzzi? (See how the male mind works?) OK. I’m going to end this here before I get cyber slapped. It’s way past my bedtime. And I have a breakfast meeting I still have not prepared for.

      Tell me more about your wonderful life, (sans any descriptions of bath takings). Especially curious to hear more about prissy all-girl educational institutions.

      Breathlessly,

      Awraris

      ENTRY 3

      Date: Thursday, May 20, 1999 (11:08 a.m. EST)

      To: Awraris

      From: Sofanit

      Subject: My Tub is being fixed! Details to follow.

      Good morning Awraris.

      Down boy. I’m sure your imagination can spin more stories about the Seven Sisters than I could possibly do it justice.

      Harrison, the friendly handyman, is downstairs fixing my tub. He failed to notice the glaze that shuttered my eyes when he started explaining to me why/how my fixtures can/are affecting the water pressure. He wasn’t amused when I asked him about putting jet steams in the “turn-of-the-century, cast iron, and double glazed claw foot tub” to transform it into a Jacuzzi. Not amused at all. But I like your train of thought.

      I was fascinated by your take on connecting to the community via the Ethiopian Church. I remember going to church back home, and it is certainly the nerve center of our culture. (Well, at least the Christian culture.) I find the political role the church plays in Ethiopian culture, and the role it continues to play in our history absolutely, incredibly fascinating. You made a good point in that the Ethiopian church is steeped in a lot of culture outside of the religion. Where can I get the tapes of the Qidasay?

      I have spent the last couple of days reading up on a couple of women writers from India and the Middle East. The Internet has given women a new voice. The relative anonymity it offers has allowed women who would otherwise have very little chance of getting published (let alone escape punishment for agitating a patriarchal society) to chronicle their thoughts and observations.

      It has also served up stiff competition to the publishing world. Although I am nowhere near being persuaded that print is on it’s merry way out, (books will always be prevalent in civil society) I have also noticed a trend where editors are actively seeking out material they used to thoughtlessly reject. Women in the third world have traditionally been chroniclers of family history and preservers of customs through oral folklore. The Internet, amazingly enough, has created pockets of societies where women can tell their stories to a wider audience. Traditional publishers and historians might have ignored these women, but they have found a way to be heard.

      I, too, have started to read up on Ethiopian history, and have enjoyed discovering its diversity. (Go into http://www.webstories.co.nz/focus/etiopia/women.html when you get a breather from ruthlessly exploiting your workers.)

      I regret never having thought of going to Axum and Gondar and Bahr Dar and Jimma and all the places I’m reading about. God willing, I will act out my tourist fantasies when I go back home next.

      I’ve been thinking a lot about our individual struggles to find our identity, and it struck me that my own coming to terms with this issue is set in the middle of one of the whitest, most culturally hegemonic environments possible. Does that fact somehow adulterate my journey? Sometimes I think I should go back to “the real world”, but I more or less have resigned to the fact that really like life in New England, and will try to reconcile my two worlds. Is that being a coward? Or is it being disingenuous about truly connecting to the past while hanging on so tightly and defiantly to the present?

      I will be driving to MA this weekend to see some old, old college friends. The last one of us will be turning 32. (Does life start or end at 30? Two years into it myself, and I still can’t figure it out. J)

      I’ve managed to sustain a tight friendship with my college friends. It’s something I am proud of. (There ain’t that much to do in Northampton, so you get pretty tight, pretty fast.) I’ve always envied my mother’s generation: all of her closest friends still are from the notorious Menen days.

      Anyway, our little niche (five of us) has pretty much kept up with each other… through grad school, our first jobs, and the myriad of tumults and joys of life. We RARELY see eye to eye on most matters… but we all cherish our friendship, and I am grateful it’s there.

      Jeez, Awraris, I just realized my next entry is going to be my last. Time really does fly when you are having fun… (Please, I am allowed one cliché.) And I wanted to get you to confess all your sordid past so I could righteously tut-tut you and then make it a reflection on all you abesha men. J (I really enjoyed reading “Battle of the Sexes.” Were you busy ticking off all the things you’ve been doing wrong?)

      The labyrinthine that is social interaction between us Ethiopian women and you Ethiopian men is so… dauntingly complicated yet so endearing and sweet. Do you remember reading “Fikir eske mekabir” back home? Did we totally miss the whole point of that book or what???

      I’m going to check on Harrison. An eerie calm has been restored to the bathroom… I’m not hearing his tools making a racket… It could mean that I can take a long bath tonight and live to tell you all about it, or, Harry has fallen through the floor to the crawl space and is sitting in the middle of a rubble dialing his lawyer. Either way, I should go downstairs to face reality.

      I wanted to ask you if you ever get to enjoy a game without dissecting what product got how many milliseconds of exposure on national TV?

      What is the Ethiopian community like in Atlanta, anyway? Or is DC still the nerve center of coquettish “be gorit meteyayet” social scene?

      As I get the bath salts ready, I will bid you a good day, marketing guru/stud.

      S.

      Date: Thursday, May 20, 1999 (2:37 p.m. EST)

      To: Sofanit

      From: Awraris

      Subject: Ere bakish anchi setyo

      One marketing guru/stud (was that a come on?) reporting for duty.

      (So this won’t come as a surprise to you, Sofanit, I will be billing you for all bodily harm that might be inflicted upon me and/or my vehicle by SELEDA editors who feel they have lost control over this month’s Life Diaries. I am sure your cute feminist sisters at Smith will scrounge up the funds by having a bake sale or something equally domestic…Put me down for two boxes of triple fudge brownies.)

      Most of us who read “Battle of the Sexes” were convinced that there are no women like that, and perhaps the esteemed SELEDA editors (yes, they still remain esteemed) might have missed one too many AA meetings. (Hey, if my tires are going to be slashed, I might as well go for it!)

      Btw, you were right about the receptionist being the only woman in the office and we took the necessary steps to remedy that awful gaffe. Boy, were our faces red. We should have fired her a long time ago. Now it’s all-ho ho- men’s domain.

      I read the article by Rita Pankhurst. Thanks for turning me on to it. A friend of mine did a master’s thesis on women refugees in the Sudan, and after reading about the absolute madness of what displaced women go through in refugee camps, my apathetic comfort with a patriarchal society has forever been shattered. My friend was also on a UN initiative to make the tactic/campaign of using rape as a tool of ethnic cleansing a war crime. She was in Serbia and Croatia doing research a few years ago, but hasn’t had the stomach to go back during the Kosovo crisis.

      I read with envy (again) that you’ve been able to maintain a close friendship with your college buddies. My business partners and I went to school together, but we basically maintain a cordial “aynehin lafer” policy outside of work. No, that’s not true. They are my boyzzz. But I do wish I had been more diligent about keeping in touch with my classmates and friends from back home, and even some of my college friends here. I am sure reminiscing about the good old days and sustaining that continuity adds one more stone on the mosaic that is life. (Trying to score points with VERY displeased SELEDA editors by using profound alliteration.) …. [The editors respond: “Not working!”]

      My social circle is very small… mostly cousins and a few friends. I understand that there is a thriving Ethiopian social scene around Atlanta, although I yet to discover it. I would be happy to do research on the dynamics of Ethio men and women in Atlanta for you. (I can imagine it being at least a little livelier than that in places which sport pretty sign streets.) Whenever I get a taste for abesha food, I frequent the only restaurant I know, and according to the posters I see there, the live music scene is also quite impressive. I have to catch a show sometime soon.

      It has been a long day. Proposals for the Y2K Superbowl (which will be in Atlanta) are due in to the ACVB (Atlanta Convention and Visitors Bureau) next month, so I’ll be back to pulling 14/16 hour days. The trend I’m noticing in our business is that big clients are starting to look to smaller (‘boutique’) advertising and marketing agencies to serve their needs. (“Andandaym be Waldeba yezefenal.”) Which is great for small time, dime-and-nickel ‘duriyay’ operation like ours. But the big boys still dominate the huge sporting events. Luckily, we can still compete with them because the market is still large enough and growing. The National Hockey League is considering more expansion teams, so is Major League Baseball and the National Football League.

      You raised an excellent question about enjoying a game without thinking of missed opportunities to hawk beer and soda at unsuspecting viewers. To be honest, it is very difficult. Getting “face time” with the camera is very coveted. The tricks of the trade are endless. Even when I am not representing a client, I find myself asking who the firm is behind whatever I am seeing. It’s awful.

      Sports Marketing is a huge business. Think of the combined advertising dollars just giants like Nike and Reebok shell out. Most people think that 30-second spots are the only way companies promote their products. I am not in that aspect of marketing/advertising. We take the products to the actual event itself. The possibilities for promotion are endless… sponsoring half-time activities, freebies (giving away t-shirts/handkerchiefs etc), having a major athlete wear out client’s gear during post game interviews, having banners, overwriting sports camps where the youngsters get free sportswear… you get the picture. It keeps us on our toes, and we rarely get to really enjoy a game… unless we have someone take us to a lacrosse game… where it would be so, SO fascinating we can disarm. (What in God’s name made you take Lacrosse, anchi? Abeshanetish tiritir wist gebtwal!)

      If the SELEDA editors will oblige me this one thought: (I have been accused of “Ye monten feress medebdeb”) I want to address your point about going through a spiritual catharsis in surroundings that seem less than, well, culturally…–how shall we put this?—too white and un-Ethiopian. Even though I live and work in downtown Atlanta, you might be surprised to hear that I feel the same isolation. I often think I should be more involved in community affairs… as in PHYSICALLY be there. I might in the future, but for now I think this a private soul searching session and I have accepted that I don’t have to camp out on 18th street in DC to feel complete. (I know that is a gross over-simplification, but I hope you get my gist.) Eventually, I have to be more interactive, of course, but for now it’s all good. Finding serenity must take precedence, me thinks. And, I can’t kid you, may be there is a little cowardice in that.

      Drive safely heading to Massachusetts, and hope you enjoy your little get together with your college sistahs. So, kemir, do you guys do each other’s hair and stay up all night exchanging recipes and facials? That’s sweet. Do feminists still get to do fun stuff… other than stomping on men’s egos, that is???

      One more of these, and I will thankfully get back to the cultural and emotional barren land that is marketing. And, I will be free to burn the thesaurus I bought to impress you. The things we men do.

      And tell Harry to hurry about fixing the “cast iron…footed…whatever…” tub. It’s only one more entry.

      Smelling the bath salts already,

      Your good friend,

      Awraris

      ENTRY 4

      Date: Friday, May 21, 1999 (9:44 a.m.)

      To: Awraris

      From: Sofanit

      Subject: Was it good for you as it was for me?

      Mr. Boss Man:

      Yup, Awraris. You’ve smoked us out! That’s what we women do when we all get together… except you missed the hours we spend doing our toes, and the endless affected brain-storming sessions we have on how to nab ourselves one of you Dalton men. By the way, we also talk about spending summers on the Vineyard and turning our wombs into factories that churn out perfect little Kinnebunkport Driving Club kids.

      —Such insolence!—

      Anyway, marketing stud (you should have known if that was a come on or not… J ), I am writing this last entry from the front porch, listening to a sweet red robin chirping away. It’s another gorgeous day. I am trying not to look at my house too closely because I will inevitably find several things wrong with it, and before you know it, Harry will be a live-in handyman. People might start talking.

      Awraris… I have very few vices… and I don’t confess this easily… but I have become horrendously addicted to those “home fixing shows” on PBS. I could be in the middle of reading the most heart-wrenching chapter of a manuscript, but the minute I hear the opening music to “This Old House”, all breathing stops for 28 minutes. Transfixed by Steve and Norm, I’ve watched bay windows being re-glazed; fireplaces dismantled, stripped of lead paint and stained; 18th century barns restored; plaster walls patched; intricate crown moldings replicated; and English gardens emerge from dirt land.

      Please don’t mistake this for profound knowledge meksem mefeleg. I have exactly zero interest in actually doing these things, which is why I am concerned about this am’eHro metawek.

      It pains me to tell you that we are SOL regarding the tub situation. I found Harrison scribbling furiously on a notebook when I went galloping downstairs yesterday. He was making a list of parts he needed to complete the project. He can’t come this weekend because it’s one of his grandchildren’s birthday … (I say he has his priorities all wrong here)… and the next time he thinks he can come back is on Wednesday. What is a girl to do?? 'Till then, I can only use the shower in the other bathroom. ("'Till then, l’il lady, you gonna havta use the shower.")

      Besides, you were mean to me, so I see no reason to use the tub. (Did you really buy a thesaurus to impress me?)

      I feel nervous that you have actually fired the receptionist. One never knows with you plebeian corporate types. Strange things happen in that environment, Awraris. Don’t let them steal your dreams.

      Despite your occasional and pathetic attempts at self-deprecation (‘duriye’ operation? Awraris, please!), you have proven yourself to be a worthy cyber pal. I’ve enjoyed sharing this time with you, and I’m proud of you for taking matters into your own hands vis-à-vis your career. I hope to make it on my own too, although even if I DO go back to corporate America, I hope it will be on my terms. For now, I am busy loving life.

      Let me know the progress on the Ethiopian stockbrokers. (I will borrow some of my money from Harry to go in on this project.) I am sending you the fudge brownies you signed up for. The total comes to $1,436.23. I hope you enjoy them.

      I had to consult my parents on what “Andandaym be Waldeba yezefenal”, meant… and I like THAT alliteration/saying/venture into “alu-isms”. I guess it is a legacy to your Dad that you still speak Amharic so fluently. That was one thing my parents insisted on too. They couldn’t give us a childhood in Ethiopia, but they were darned if they didn’t try to hang on to the culture as long as they could. I will always be grateful for that.

      I am outta here, Awraris. What a strange long trip is has been.

      I hope we keep in touch.

      XXX

      Sofanit

      Date: Friday, May 21, 1999 (11:17 a.m. EST)

      To: Sofanit

      From: Awraris

      Subject: OK, Ramblin’ Rose

      I was reveling in having the last word, Sofanit, until I got your sweet posting, and I’ve decided to behave. (Besides, I get the impression that the editors are solidly on your side, --why is that?–and whatever I say might be easily edited to make me look like a spineless, greedy corporate hound. I know when I am beaten too.)

      In all seriousness, this has been a very rewarding exercise, and it was worth every hot breath down my neck by brutish but still esteemed editors. I can’t tell you how much I admire your guts at trying your hand at self-employment. It takes a lot of discipline and focus. But the dream is there to be got. If ever you need advise please don’t hesitate to ask. (About setting up your own ‘shop’, not about untenable and outlandish remodeling projects! Why don’t you just use Crazy Glue like the rest of society?) Lemaneyawoom, you go girl!

      I especially enjoyed our discourse on connecting to what makes us Ethiopian. I was moved by the story of you and your grandmother. There are moments in our lives which define us, and I appreciate you sharing yours with me. At what point do you think we will be happy with the degree of our abeshanet? I’d quit once I am able to get the main point of “Fikir eske Mekabir”.

      I really did get a new thesaurus… well, on CD ROM. I was going to have a ceremonial “Burning of the CD” bonfire, but I would like to keep in touch, so maybe I’ll hang on to it. It might help my record with all-chick school educated chicks.

      Have a great time with your pals…I am literally being dragged into a meeting, so I will have to end this here. Just wanted to drop you a quick note before you got going.

      All the best,

      Awraris

      p.s. I’ve written the check for the fudge brownies. But since they are perishable (unless you laced them with toxins), I suggest you deliver them in person. Or I can get them straight from the oven.

      Jebdu

      Jebdu: Ethiopians on the Frontier

      On Art and Math

      By: Selemon Getachew

      To be honest, i’m kinda high at the moment. Had to get up early to give a make-up exam to one of my students, and that kinda had put me down… But then i ran over to the nearest Starbucks, a shrine to the local coffee cult for which i evangelize, and the result is what you are witnessing! i can’t control my fingers… and my brain cycle is waaaaay out of phase in its own supersonic orbit. But all this euphoria and hyperactivity and deluge of wisdom is merely chemically induced, and so i know in a matter of an hour i’ll be down crawling in the sewage… again…

      This project that they call ‘dissertation’, is a blessing wrapped in a pocket of doubt and loneliness, topped with occasional fits of madness. It is a pilgrimage I trudge, in search of a squirt of dopamine. You’d think there’s something glamorous or profound about the pursuit… well, yes there is, but it isn’t all that grand and selfless at times… Either way, it’s been one long 20-some years of schooling, a third of it away from the breezy highlands of a beautiful home… many light tears away… Dissertation is where it all culminates, it gives way to the next chapter of what i do…

      What i do, (well, promise not say ‘oooh’… or ‘ouch!’… or ‘geez, how dry’… or not to suck your lips and beat your chest in sympathy— _wuy afer sihon minnew, minnew…_MATH. That’s what i do… Here’s where you say, _-wuy, ene enna heessab eko wuhanna zeit nen"_or, _eko Abebe besso belto Challa chube saychebit new heessab yangefegefegn"_and then, go ahead and picture my inch-thick glasses, my ruffled unkempt arbegna-size afro, my month’s worth of unshaven stubble… my slightly stooping back, my fading t-shirt with rainbow colors forming around the armpits, my skinny and awkwardly clumsy limbs hanging lazily like the leaves on a beqolo gind that’s ODed on nitorgen. Picture me… and then lift your fingers to your cheeks and pinch yourself a couple of times for having such a poor, mean, and stereotypical imagination… i look nothing like that… ok, only a bit.

      Now, what if i told you it’s also Art that i do… or what if i told you that the Math i do is Art…

      Then, you will’ve figured out exactly what i do, and you’d be reeling mental slides of all those fancy, flashy, patterned fractal images you’ve seen on the Net… Or, you’d be thinking Escher… Escher… Escher with your mind locked in an infinite loop of self-repeating, space-warping, perspective-distorting drawings… either way, YOU ARE WRONG!!!

      That is not why the Math that i do is Art. In fact, physically, the relationship between the two extends little beyond the inevitable doodles of a hampered progress. The relationship is in the thought process; it’s in the sense of elegance and emphasis on aesthetics. Because, what i do is Pure Mathematics.

      I do it right here in a basement office of the Mathematics Department at Brown… a department which, depending on my mood (or blood/caffeine ratio), i call either a maximum security correctional center where they send you to serve time if you glide through college still cocky and belligerent… or a shrine of mathematical worship, where you scribble and mutter prayers to the math gods until you publish a work, cherish a Ph.D., or perish in the face of the giants…

      The “pure” in Pure Math encodes art-for-art’s-sake. It implies theoretical and non-utilitarian, but it also serves to distinguish it from Applied Mathematics, a whole other department where people solve concrete, physical problems and have their research funded by NASA, the Navy, the Airforce, etc… Pure Math is much less expensive cuz all we really use is paper, pencil, and trash cans. Especially trash cans.

      Of course, i dramatize the difference a bit, but, despite the theory/application divide, we rarely have any denominational animosity… even when we blatantly disagree in the culture and manner of worship and the philosophy and principle of the teachings.

      Unlike Applied Mathematics, which is driven by utility and physical problems, Pure Math is driven mainly by the pursuit of mathematical truth. Even when the truth sought appears to have no known significance to the known world. It’s driven by the pursuit of the structure underlying such truth, and the desire to give a simple, direct, non-redundant justification for it; to explain it as more than just a haphazard freak of nature. Such justification is often hard to come by, but when achieved, it’s elegant. And beautiful.

      In simplistic terms: at any one time, there’s a vast sea of mathematical facts that we haven’t yet observed, and it’s scattered with islands of established knowledge. Sparsely scattered. A justification of a mathematical truth is a sequence of bridges that connects the new fact to the islands of established knowledge. An “elegant” proof is one that does so via a “direct” path. Therein, in the hierarchy of “elegance”, lies the sense of aesthetics.

      Ignore for a moment the left/right hemisphere theories of the brain. I can’t for the life of me remember the distinction. Then, it isn’t just the sense of aesthetics that links Pure Math with Art. It’s also the mechanism of the creative process; the churning over in the mind of amorphous concepts and images until they solidify into a sequence of familiar structures… the meticulous plotting of a scheme… the sorting and searching through the mental filing system mixing and matching structures… the obsessive manner with which this is done, and the hand gesturing, the faint muttering, the scratching and doodling that accompanies it… all these stand testimony to the common nature of the creative processes.

      God knows how much of this self-declared filsifina you actually buy as you sit there obediently clicking away, haunted still by the demons of a one-time mathematical stunt a few hundred strands of gray hairs ago. In case you remain plagued by recurrent memories of long hours into the night munching on chat and sipping on stale tea while cramming Trig Tables and Differentiation rules, well, you’re just suffering a relapse of a past Calculus or Trig trauma… This other math, Pure Math, is in fact, about minimizing the amount of random info you employ to memory and instead about understanding the underlying structure … and THAT’s part of what makes it Art… and why i dabble in both, even as i grant you the arramba-enna-qobbo difference in the language and medium of Art and Math…

      Lest you think i reign alone in this paganism of caffeine worship, Paul Erdos, one of the giants of Pure Mathematics is supposed to have once said: "A mathematician is a machine for turning coffee into theorems. Endafih ya’rgew.

      Amen and Q.E.D

      Disclaimer: These views are mine and do not reflect those of other persons in the arts, in Math, in the government, or in the graveyard. Be sime-ab yiqir yibelen.

      The Corporate Arbegna

      The Corporate Arbegna

      On Swinging Up the Corporate Ladder

      I’ve always considered myself to be a fairly athletic person. Since I was a youngster, I dabbled in many of your “standard” sports - your track and field, tennis, basketball, volleyball, table tennis, and even played on my high-school’s football (yes, the American version) team. Mind you, I had neither the aspiration nor skill level to participate in any of the aforementioned sports on a professional level, but held my own in the strictly-for-fun-or-money weekend-warrior level.

      Upon entering the “corporate world” as a college intern, I was exposed to many new, different and exciting things. I learned the fine art of office politics, came to understand the importance of substance and form, and also for the first time ever, was introduced to the notion of golf as a sport. You cannot comprehend how foreign this concept was to me at the time. I remember being mildly amused back in those days watching people on television wearing funny clothes, hats and shoes and chasing a little white ball all across some long field. It always bewildered me that people would consider this even in the least bit athletic in nature and that they would also want to waste their day doing it. I didn’t get the appeal, nor could imagine myself ever participating in such an immensely boring and tedious activity.

      My perception of golf as a sport did not change for quite some time, even after my initial exposure to it as an intern. I saw many of the people in the office get together early on weekend mornings and knock off early on the occasional Friday afternoon to “hit the links.” This still struck me as somewhat bizarre, as many of the people were young, several of them only a few years older than myself. My definition of fun in those days included anything but an afternoon or God-awful early morning golf. I had the perception that golf was for much older people who no longer had the physical ability to partake in more rigorous sports.

      Over time, I also noticed a curious thing related to golf and my office - those who played golf with the more senior members of the firm tended to be in the inner-most circle in the office. They had access to a whole lot more information than those of us who were not (need I mention the old adage about the power of information?) They knew who was getting promoted first, what offers were going to be extended, which clients were being assigned to whom, who was going to be fired, which partner was leaving the firm, what new clients were coming on board, who the new recruits were, on and on and on. Of course, this information came very handy from the standpoint of enhancing one’s own career and shaping it the “right” ways. It also gave one the all-important exposure to all the movers and shakers in the office.

      It became very clear that playing golf was the unwritten prerequisite to developing one’s career in the firm that I worked. As many of the readers of this article may feel, I chose to reject this notion and to buck the power structure. I mocked the people who went out for the periodic golf get-togethers. I resolved to build my base of support within the firm through other means - seeking out mentors, forming genuine friendships with those who had access to information, doing my homework, and doing good work. I didn’t want to capitulate to what I saw as a very superficial approach to career development. I developed an even greater disdain for the game of golf, and vowed to myself that if I ever attained a position of power, that I would ban all future golfing activities around the firm. I would also outlaw any golf talk, golf attire and golf paraphernalia from entering the halls of the firm.

      Well, I continued down this path of resistance for quite a while. I even subsequently left the first firm that I worked for and joined another one. It was in this second firm where I developed a strong friendship with another brother. He and I shared a lot in common and developed a respect and kinship with each other very quickly. We worked out together and played basketball on the weekends. He also played golf with some other buddies. Needless to say, the first time he mentioned that he enjoyed golfing, my immediate reaction was, of course, “You big sellout!!” It took a fair amount of convincing that golf could indeed be a fun game and one that challenges one’s mind as well as body.

      To make a long story short, I decided to give golf a shot (no pun intended.) It turned out to be an interesting (yeah, that’s the term) game from the start. Although it’s not really the mental gymnastics that some make it out to be, golf is indeed a cerebral exercise as much as it is anything else. I really enjoyed that challenge. I continued to develop my game, and yes, even bought those funny shoes (no nifty little hats or nickers for me, thank you.) I now play on a very regular basis, and have enjoyed playing with many good friends.

      Now, you may naturally deduce the moral of my story to be, “Well, golf’s not a bad game, and I can get used to it, and even use it to my advantage in a career setting.” You could deduce that, but you’d be wrong. I still hold on to my somewhat idealistic views that what should get me ahead of the pack in my career is not my golf swing or score, but my innate abilities and performance.

      I still do not consider myself part of the “inner circle”, and rarely play with that crowd on fancy courses and hang out in expensive country clubs. Yet I humbly believe that I’m doing OK in my career. I’m the youngest Senior Vice-President in my group, and have broad-ranging responsibility for important projects in the company. If there’s a moral to the story, it’s that you should be more open-minded about golf than I was, and that if, by chance you get the opportunity to pick it up, you will more than likely enjoy it. You should continue to play, and if so inclined, make it pay for you in the office. Whatever you do, don’t pick it up for the purely superficial goal of joining the in-crowd in the office. I think we’ll all be the better off for it.

      Top ten

      Top Ten Things Not to Say or Do When You Visit Ethiopia.

      
        	10: Refer to your grandfather as “my dope grand daddy pops”, or your abro adegs as “The Arat Kilo Posse/Homeslices”

        	9: When in a “woyeyit” taxi, comment that “Hey, this is just like a Limo… except without the minibar.”

        	8: In the middle of a heated political discussion shake your head and whisper “Can’t we all just get along?”

        	7: When ordered to be searched by the police, yell out “Have you people heard of the 14th Amendment around here???”

        	6: On seeing Jan Meda again, wistfully say, "THIS would be a great spot to build great, huge Baby Gap.

        	5: Not generously tip local government officials for their “fast and polite” service.

        	4: Wear shorts with matching sandals and try to negotiate your taxi fare.

        	3: On route to Merkato, request that the driver take the scenic route.

        	2: When ordering ‘kitfo’ demand that it be prepared “Medium, medium rare, but a little to the medium side… I don’t want to die of Ebola before seeing Sodere again.”

      

      And the number one thing not to say or do when visiting Ethiopia…

      
        	1: “What did you guys do with that great statue of Lenin?”
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      Welcome to the new and improved SELEDA! Unnecessary graphics-free, and with 100% more frames!

      Despite our aggrieved cries of asheshay gedamay, we have been dragged unceremoniously into these modern cyber-gizays. With the sage intervention of the Hulun Chaye, and some heavy-duty brow beating from self declared computer nabobs, we have shed the old SELEDA for the slick new one. And under cover of darkness, we will admit that the transformation has, not unlike fungus, grown on us. (…OK, fine, we are ga-ga! Minew etay!)

      What can we say? Our detractors must have gotten us at a particularly weak time (right after our cappuccino machine malfunctioned and we were desperately weighing the indignity involved in munching on a spoonful of Maxwell House dukeayet), because before we knew it, we were even shelling out cash to register our own domain. Endddaay! New’ir yelem enday?

      But what is done is done, and we capitulate gracefully. We’ve chalked it up to being yet more victims of a bloody cyber-abiot/hostile takeover by meanie techies (and, we suspect, a little afiz adengiz hanky panky). Deepest gratitude to all those who rallied behind this cause. We thank you. Our mothers thank you.

      While we offer you that as a meager menderderia, we are proud to bring you this double issue of SELEDA. Yes, that would mean the July AND August issue. But before we get slapped with the “Ay derom bilenal” speech, (promptly followed by the “Minew kemechew senfachiu?” admonishment), we beg your indulgence for a few more paragraphs.

      With the exception of seeing St. Joseph athletes being soundly beaten by ANY team, few other things in life give us greater pleasure than bringing you SELEDA every month. However, as awkward and kifu coincidence would have it, we, members of the editorial staff, just recently discovered that, well, apparently we have lives… (who put it there!) … Not only that, but we were shocked, shocked to find ourselves in serious danger of being hurled in front of a judge, fervently pleading mea culpa to a series of complaints lodged by our neglected family members and friends.

      Also, while we won’t bore you with details of what it takes to bring you SELEDA every month, (the netreka, the angst, the thesaurus thumping… ere zim new!) suffice it to say it is an involved process. We need to replenish. (Besides, isn’t there an abesha ordinance somewhere that makes it illegal to work four straight months without a two-month vacation? We’re checking the books.) And unless we snap shut our lap tops and tinish tsehai kalmetan, we might end up cranky and belligerent. And that just won’t do.

      And… and… it’s summer! We have DC weddings to crash, see-and-be seen vacations to plan, SELEDA beanie babies to churn out.

      Therefore, please be gentle with the pitiless hate mail. (We can just see it coming…“Minew enante? Ayat yasadewachew molQakoch honachiu?”) Otherwise, you’ll force us to play the “family values” card…which, as Mr. Newt can testify, can get a little dicey.

      We will return in September, freshly exorcised out of all known wuQabi’s and ready to tackle fresh Sarcasm Territory.

      Lest you think all we’ll be doing is lounge around 18th Street taking copious notes, be assured we will be working hard to bring you a dazzling September issue. Which brings us to one be mar yetelewese request: in resurrecting our feature, the “SELEDA Survey”, we are looking for contributions from parents (especially new ones) to give us insight into rearing Ethiopian children in America. What are your dreams for the new generation? How do you plan to tackle the ‘preserving the culture’ issue? What will you pass on to them? What will you abandon? What will you miss about not raising your children in Ethiopia? Scribble down your thoughts in a couple of paragraphs and send it in. Please include your first name, and from whence you hail.

      Now that we have gotten that out of the way…

      Again, we would like to thank you, our readers, for the unwavering support you have lent us. Needless to say, your encouragement has sustained us through infancy and le kum neger mebQat. Without it, we would have cowered back to our respective corners, all bitter and chagrined, and without a morsel of triumph show for it.

      We love hearing from you… your opinions on what you’ve read, your leza yalew critisims, and outright “tselot yasfelegachiuwals” are always welcome. Our new cyber-silTun address is editors@seleda.com.

      Be meskerem enegenagne!

      -The Humble Editors-

      The Mail
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      The Mail

      We summoned our collective zar’s and braced ourselves to tackle the June Mail. (As it happens our zar’s were feeling particularly restless, so we were primed for mischief.)

      At first glance it seemed that this month’s mail was, well, odes to Sofanit and Awraris, our June Life Diarist… The feckless zar’s started feeling veeerry dejected. (They thrive on criticisms and debasements… Dysfunction runs rampant around here.)

      One after the other, Awraris this… Sofanit that…tata eko new…

      Fekade from Boston threw out this morsel of poignancy, which, by the way, very much startles the zar’s : “On reading [Life Diaries] the first time, I ‘miskin’-ed Awraris and Sofanit. How can Ethiopians be this ‘disconnected’ from the community at large?…Baletfa abesha parties? Baltefa the Mecca of Ethiopianwinet that is DC?? On reading it a second time though, Sofanit’s conclusion about there being a deeper, SPIRITUAL connection to Ethiopia halted my ego trip. A lot of us have neglected to take on and make that connection. (Mine I chose to neglect, therefore making the errors my ways even more egregious.) Whatever “connection” I had concocted, (staying in touch with friends; surrounding myself with Ethiopian accoutrements/literature/my precious mesob) suddenly felt very shallow. Realizing that I was way behind Awraris and Sofanit (the “miskin ferenjies”) when it comes to a deeper sense of identity was a HUGE blow to my ego. I’m not sure if I should be thanking SELEDA for this enlightenment or, ende feredebatchew, employing the Yeneta you mentioned in an earlier issue to put a digimt on you.”

      Uh, if we may be so bold as to choose our own fate, Fekade, may we suggest Option #1. From what we can gather, the wait list to put a digimit on us is rather daunting. You have journeys to take; you are pressed for time… No?

      [Note to ourselves: check on exactly how long the digimt line is.]

      Accepting the task of further confusing the now glib zar’s, Meseret continued to fuel the erudition train. “Like Awraris, after X (it’s impolite to count after ten) number of years away from Ethiopia, I thought I would buckle down to full-fledged ferenge-ization. But, his question ‘Why do we always want to come back home?’ kept resonating in my ears. I, too, have long been out of love with Ethiopia after she broke my heart during those horrific times. So, WHY do I keep wanting to come back home? I guess home will always be home, warts and all. If Sofanit’s grandmother can forgive Ethiopia, the least I could do is try.”

      Humm. Is that Meseret we see standing right behind Fekade from Boston on the digimt line? Why, yes! Yes it is!

      Just as we thought the zar’s would not be getting any exercise, we got B. Adagne’s message. “Would it be uncouth of me to ask SELEDA editors to act as my conduits in asking the hand of Sofanit,” he queried with enviable difret. “What a gal! What fire! Ereg, ereg!”

      Uh-huh.

      And we would be delighted to play cyber-aTabashoch, B. But may we first offer the following to help you endear yourself even more: start off by calling her “One helluva broad!” She’d like that. While you’re at it, offer a dawari–goats, sheep, whatever. We’re certain guys who send moshlaka editors as cyber-shimagelays would so enchant her. Compose a letter, (make sure you include directions to your house) and… duck!

      (In case we never mentioned it, ludicrousness runs even more rampant around here.)

      Thankfully, Lillu Tesfa has better command over her facilities than we do. “OK. I really only meant to just GLANCE at SELEDA, skim it quickly and get back to work. One hour later, I find myself writing in a comment to you. I started with the Life Diaries section…I felt I had stumbled upon a couple of kindred spirits, both of whom imbued me with a sense of ‘lekas le bichaye aydelehum.’ After being mired in endless electronic diatribe on Ethiopian politics - or what passes for it these days - which leaves me feeling like an impotent fist and somehow sullied- SELEDA is to me like a much needed breath of Spearmint-fresh air. Did I say thank you already??”

      People…make way… make way…one person on the ‘Thank You’ line.

      Ermias’ account of dealing with the loss of his brother in “My Story” garnered mail such as this. “…[T]he best piece was My Story --exceptionally beautifully written and so vulnerable, particularly for a man,” wrote Lilly from D.C. “Although i have never lost a sibling, and don’t even want to think about it, I could certainly relate to the emotions. Kudos again. You certainly have my number with this e-zine… I’m just starved for this type of stuff…there’s obviously no accounting for taste.” None at all. We prove that everyday when we try to eat enjera with peanut butter. Don’t ask for elucidation.

      Yonatan, who we will assume has all his tastes accounted for, also had Qum neger to dole out, this time about Selemon Getachew’s piece, “On Art and Math”. "'Endet bigemitun new? Ahoon man yemoot, who are they trying to convince math is art, ’ was what was going through my mind when I started reading Jebdu. It turned out that Selemon’s article was one of the most enjoyable things I’ve read in a looong time. I think we, SELEDA-addicts, and not you, SELEDA editors, should be asking "Min gud wist geban?"

      In the same vein, Michael S. intoned, “GOLF? If I wasn’t trying impress my girlfriend’s brother, I would have 'ere wodezia’ed the golf and Ethiopian professionals article from the get-go. But you sly SELEDA people had me not only wholly enjoying it, but ruminating on how many of us are out there doing so much outside of the ‘normal abesha realm.’ Hope you keep up the career stuff as well as all the cornocopia of musings that are uniquely SELEDA. At least no one can say you are boring.” No, they can’t. “Pedantic ye azawintoch kibeb”? Yes. “Negeregna secret society”? Several times. Boring? At least not to our faces… we don’t think. Ah, maybe once or twice.

      “I hate math… I don’t care for art, and I think I would readily go through a rejuvenating “be berebere metaten” session before I watch a second of golf,” snapped illegitimate SELEDA soul mate, Hebret, effectively knocking the wind out of us. (Guess if you’re going to Qelb megfef, you might as well do it one sentence.) “So why I am reading SELEDA beginning to bitter end? Front to back? Again and again? I am in deep, guys.” (Ahh… the ol’ switcheroo. Talk among yourselves while we scrape our self-esteems off the floor.)

      Meeeeaanwhile, Kuribachew, (and we are thinking, nah, can’t be a pseudonym) summarized the general sentiment from Ethiopian women on the men’s rejoinder to Battle of the Sexes. “M’ts! Ay yewendoch neger. That was all they could come up with? Demo, “man ansola megfef astemarachiew?…”!! While they get Great Distinction marks for top- notch “mooartegna”-ness, we say their lame come back deserves only a passing grade.” (And that, Kuri, is assuming you were grading on a curve.)

      Speaking of failing grades, that’s what SELEDA friend and Ashkormami #1, Metchal Z.,would have gotten if he were ever accepted into the Kidist Mariam School of Charm and Etiquette. His brusque salvo on June’s Top Ten list reads, “[It] was interesting. Can I be honest? It sucked. Sorry…” Ye dagna yaleh! Demo, ‘sorry’! No, really. Tell us what you really thought.

      Fortunately for us, the Kidist Mariam School of Charm and Etiquette has gentlemen in its midst. Captain of the Debate Team and Crushed Ego Tegagn Extraordinaire, Admas, came to our rescue. Prefacing that he missed David Letterman to read SELEDA, he let us know that “[Your] Top Ten topped his. Especially asking for the scenic drive to Merkato. Must be the ever greenery of “Chat Sefer” or the coreographed medosha beats of old shoe repair shops. Hummm. Brings back sweet memories of my childhood.” Yep! Definitely someone who passed the “Advanced Theory in Irony and Sarcasm” class at the venerable KMSCE.

      Continuing with our deleterious habit of running metaphors to the ground… The Valedictorian of the Class of '99 at KMSCE would no doubt be Sewit A., whose ye temare sew observations more than made up for Metchal’s dereliction. “What can you say about SELEDA? What can’t you say?… Ah, the clarity of style, the humor, the sarcasm. Besmeab, besmeab, gedelachugne… Be assured of my highest regards.” Thank you, Sewit. (By the way, SELEDA will be funding all of Sewit’s post-graduate work at the Giorgis School of Advanced Studies in Supportive and Encouraging Behavioral Sciences.)

      Let’s see… Voted “Most Likely to Succeed Because He Has Great Siblings” would be Nablis S., who only lost out to Admas for Homecoming King by a hair. “Is it my imagination or do y’all get better every time?” he asked. “Yihem hono, yemelekmew atint alegne.” [Uh, oh.] “If I said anything close to ‘Your cute feminist sisters at Smith’ or ‘Do feminists still get to do fun stuff…’ to MY sister, it would not be my tires that she would be slashing.” What, Nablis? Are you saying that feminists are not cute? Huh? Huh?

      Safely ensconced on the KMSCE 8-Year-Graduation track would be our friend Selemon Getachew, who might have to extend that date a little longer lest he have to re-take “Purging Snippety Feelings and Returning to Nicety 101”. “btw,” he wrote, rendering Futile Punctuation 101. “why do u always insist on spelling seleda, SELEDA? is it a mehetsare-qal for Self Engrossed League of Esoteric Dollar Aspirants? either way, no amount of whiny insistence is gonna change my vow to never locate the caps lock key on keyboard. so there. seleda! wey eda!” (Hum, Selew… does your zar know our zar?)

      Of course, our favorite letters are ones that have gracious suggestions and information snugly sewn in their gebers.

      Tigist Seleshi approached the idea gebeta gingerly, literary gems safely Quatra. “Ethiopians like myself in the Diaspora appreciate what you are trying to do,” she pointed out. “SELEDA offers what I am looking for–an intelligent forum on what life is like for Ethiopians in the Diaspora.” And after levitating us with such mashmonmon, she then threw in the miriqquats…New feature ideas: roundtable discussions, a health section, a He said/She Said column… ere sintu tekotro. Thank you, Tigist. Er, you aren’t by any chance looking for a day job running a cyber-negarit, are ya?

      On Sofanit’s inquiry into obtaining Qidasay tapes, Yitbarek Afere-Aine came swooping down in chivalrous stratagem. “There is a beautiful recording, on CD no less, with excellent liner notes to boot. The CD is entitled “L’EgliseOrthodoxe Ethiopienne de Jerusalem-L’Assomption a Dabra Gannat”, recorded at Kidane Mihret in Jerusalem, and is a ‘must own’ for any self-respecting Ethiopian Orthodox. I’m not sure if it’s still in production though. If it will help, here’s the catalog number:C560027.28.” Eh! Wey deginet! We will maraud our Blockbuster catalog. (Hopefully, the ‘self-respecting’ part is not a pre-requisite… because that could be a problem around here.)

      Our the ever prickly issue of our use of English,–which some of you have corrected as being Amari-English, Guramayle, and even ferundoos–which is apparently still irking some of you. Selamawit’s abetoota reads: “Although I look forward to the next new SELEDA, I have one suggestion… The content is great, BUT you may want to utilize every [day] English vocabulary in your writing. Sometimes I wonder, do the staff at SELEDA talk the same language that they write???” No, we don’t Selamawit… mostly because we try not to talk to each other. When we do, well, we try to use monosyllabic curse words.

      And, finally…

      We were hoping no one would notice we were a day late with the June issue, and we deftly avoided mentioning it when we sent out mailers. But our buddy Daniel Yohannes was having none of that. “SELEDA… who needs a reminder from the editor when you got me? To be exact you were about 15 hours late,” he reminded us. (Ouch! Yemin tsegur mesenteQ meta?) “You guys should think about doing this BI-monthly. It’s OK to lose your day jobs as long as you have supporters like me. Remember, contribution to charity is itemizable.” …Day jobs? What day jobs?

      Oh, those day jobs.

      Ah, perhaps we should go back to our day jobs. But first, we at SELEDA, ourselves KMSCE alums… (and one day we’ll go into why we were unfairly kicked out right before graduation) would like to thank our esteemed readers for yet another great month of witty repartee, lucid thoughts and eloquent insights.

      We love hearing from you. Send us your thoughts at editors@seleda.com.

      See you in September.

      Bochu
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      "Bochu"

      Upon partial recovery from jet lag, homesickness, hunger and related misadventures of COMING TO AMERICA, my lifelong mentors and home-boys-at-large Teek and Seel hurriedly escorted me to what would be my dorm room and Ground Zero of my hiwot bamerica.

      Sensing I might be hungry (poor guys probably mistook my hormone and preservative free, 126 pound body for “Feed the Children” appeal), these two great souls led me to a great hall, where a rather large food fest was under way. The party seemed to be in full swing, bustling with energized young people darting back and forth between food stations, soda fountains, milk machines and a perpetually in motion conveyor belt.

      Overwhelmed by the incoherent fiesta, I began to wonder… “Hmmm… Now this is a Tuesday, not to mention the second day of school. What is this digis all about?” Before I could complete my train of thought, I was motioned to keep moving by my handlers. I hesitantly followed my all-knowing mentors down the long cafeteria aisle, hypnotized by the sheer quantity and variety of the foodstuff around me. Keeping close distance to Teek and Seel, I began to discreetly mimic each and every one of their moves- all the while saying to myself, “Abo! This must be some serious digis. To top the three types of main courses, what kind of occasion would possibly prompt them to serve five types of sodas, bertukan ena weien chemaki, and three types of milk??!!”

      After a few more minutes of dreamy observation, it suddenly occurred to me …wait a minute, this ain’t no serge, but some sort of a back-to-school celebration to mark the beginning of the school year. Sort of an enquan dhena metachew lunch!!! “Aye ferenje, yakebetal eko!” Satisfied with my acumen (“ene yarada lij”), and eager to get on with my meal, I sat down to devour all my servings-- giddy with the idea of raiding the pile of donuts and some of the ice-cream I had eyed at the corner of my eyes.

      The next day, after the conclusion of my first day of classes, I found myself solo-fending for myself. My TEBakiwoch had gone about their business but had left me with precise instructions on how to get lunch.

      However, the directions to what I thought would be to a modest lunch led me directly to the same digis from the previous day. Much to my pleasant surprise, it seemed like the digis was still in full swing!!! Peering through the tall windows, I could see encore performance of the previous day’s festivities. “Now,” I reasoned with myself, “Something’s not right. They can’t keep celebrating forever. Salegabez mechem alkelawtem.” So I decided to skip lunch and return for dinner under the auspices of my mentors.

      But, hungry and unable to wait for my them, I finally had to go it alone for dinner. When I got to the mess hall I could not believe my eyes! …Besemam! The damn digis was still on!!!. “Eyemetash tegne yemin yefernge kelde new!” Confused, hungry and homesick, I gave up and went to bed without a meal for almost 24 hours. It took twenty-four hours of pinching hunger before I could swallow my yelegunta and call for an explanation. In going so, I was able to earn a special spot among the yarn spinners for several happy and meaningful years to come. And with that, also, begun my sedet life of perpetual vacillation between hope and despair, joy and dejection, farce and pathos.

      Now, umpteen years later, that eager innocence has been overtaken by sly adult wisdom; the “Ye Saint Joe arbegna gofere” has been replaced by a receding hairline (pronouncing the trademark ET pear shaped head); the one-time fragile frame has been buffered by a shapely borche. Moreover, with the passage of time, I have come to accept the curious ways of “green-card” life. Through a carefully stitched cultural assimilation lifejacket I have since learned to keep my head above water. From time to time, however, my neatly stitched lifejacket begins to chafe…as evidenced in a recent parody.

      One early weekday morning, I got up to my routine of peddling my ware. My plans called for a day trip to Atlanta to meet with a prospective client. Before boarding the plane though, I had an important mission to accomplish…For the past several days, my beautiful wife, friends and foes alike had been making varying comments on the not-so-presentable quality of my shoes. Being the only black pair of dress shoes I own, I had to get them professionally shined before stepping into my client’s lobby. After all, friends, I am heading to downtown Atlanta where refined attire and a prestigious degree (preferably from a historically black institution) are the prerequisites to employment. So, this particular morning I promised myself to get to the airport not my usual two minutes before the final boarding call, but early enough to find one of those airport shoeshine spots and get the job done.

      Much to my surprise, I did manage to get to the airport 20 minutes before take-off. As I hurriedly walked down the terminal glancing side to side in search of a shine stand, I passed another Ethiopian guy with whom I delicately exchanged the standard “ET packaged greeting”. (The packaged public abesha greeting, of course, being the abbreviated form of ij mensat-a 30 degrees head drop forward, while maintaining a wry smile.)

      I giddily spotted a stand and hurriedly stepped into the kitty corner where I suddenly found myself in a state of shock and frozen with horror. Weyew! I was caught off guard. This can’t happen to me!!! Egzeabherye, not today… I need to have these damned shoes shined!! How was I going to get out of this?

      Instead of the standard issue American male- y’know, the bored macho type with a queasy smile who rifles through wise cracks–I was faced with a middle aged abesha woman, complete with one of those red aprons and a brush in hand…open for business.

      While I am no stranger to being caught between my two worlds, this current incident had taken a reverse twist …I suddenly found myself in a dilemma unlike another. Caught between Adam Smith and abesha yeleugenta! I could not imagine sitting high up one of those relic mortuary chairs (why do they always have red velvet covers?), looking down on an abesha lady. A NICE abesha lady with all her middle-age grace, beauty and that trademark Ethiopian demeanor —shining MY tired-ass shoes!! Ahhh, the day had obviously gotten off to a bad start. Bytereg aykerem ende! But, but… it’s Atlanta not San Jose. I am meeting Charles Shelton, a rather finicky client and a decorated dress fiend who would probably catalog me as a second rate peddler with even less desirable offerings.

      Standing there in a state of emotional haze, oscillating between my two worlds, a good minute elapsed before I started to register the “sit down” gestures from the lady. Still, all I could do was shift my weight side to side, and pull back into position the two bags hanging on each side of my shoulders. But soon enough, I composed myself enough to break a smile and bow my head sending that "abeshoch nen" signal with hopes to get a green light to converse in Amarigna.

      I then heard the newfound agent of my dilemma saying, “Tekemet”, pointing to that ungodly high CHAIR. That was when I impulsively proceeded to take off my shoes to avoid The CHAIR!! The CHAIR that would knock out the last remaining bit of Ethiopian dignity left in me. Imagine, having this poor “setio”, a “setio” with a few years on me, shine my shoes while I sit way HIGH up at the expense of my ET sensibility. No, a thousand times no!

      That was when my years of cultural survival instinct took over and I quickly reasoned that if I took off my shoes, I could avoid the cultural hazard, AND abide by the laws of yeluegneta, AND retain my age-old ET respect. Yep, who said I couldn’t triumph?

      After meticulously taking off my shoes and handing them over, I looked around to find a place and a position to pass awkward time. Since the base of The CHAIR was not in use, I took a seat there between two worn off steel shoe rests. Within minutes, my emotional roller coaster had given way to pleasant conversation with my new host. Conversation which traversed the usual course: general complaints about life in America, followed by innocuous personal data exchange.

      By then, comfortable and in my element, I started to relax while my shoes were shined to kibur zebegna specs. When she finally placed the shoes under my feet, I was filled with a sense of childish joy and triumph. I had successfully overcome this latest impasse with old-school ET finesse. Satisfied, I began to stand up from the base of The CHAIR while muttering endless words of appreciation and gratitude.

      It was then that I heard the unmistakable ripping sound of fabric. Feeling a strange sensation of cool gust up my bottom, I quickly turned around to see a piece of my suit pant caught by the end of a nail that was ominously sticking out of the wooden platform. All I could think of was my mother’s favorite saying: Aterf baye aguday!

      And so went my day, where every cold gust up my butt became a poignant reminder of the zero-sum game of assimilation…

      Top ten
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      On July 4th, thousands of Ethiopians will gather in Dallas for a great tradition: the culture… the music…the men… the women… the potential for dibign yale fiQir… Oh, and there’s some football thing happening too.

      In case you are rusty in the “breaking the ice” category, we at SELEDA, public servants that we are, have compiled this modest refresher course. Use with caution, and in any combination…

      

      TOP TEN ABESHA PICK-UP LINES and PROTOCOLS

      10. "I’m wubkonjo.aynama@yagerlij.com. You must be teyem-zelgaga@derbaba.com.

      9. "Excuse me, hewanye, I believe one of your ribs belongs to me. Beye tolo enerekakeb!"

      8: He: "Ere bedenb awkishalew. Where did you go to school?"

      She: “Nazret”

      He: "Min alku!** I knew it. Me, too!"

      She: [impatiently] “Ante ayn awta chiko! Nazret was an all-girl’s school!”

      He: “I went to the night school, yene emebet. Atikochi!”**

      7. Stop a kora yalech shenkhorit and exclaim: "Anchi! Demo behuwala selam alalegnim belesh simegn endatatefi!"****

      6. GelmeT-gelmeT… deretin leTeT…Tsegurin dab-ess, dab-ess… Tega, ende zebet… gira-gira eyayu ejin wede Q’egn seded… keziya mizlig a’rgo qunTiT… zewer sil tadiya… “Enezih balege wurgatoch…And-and setoch eko…” eyallu were mejemer…

      5. Look deeply in her eyes, and profoundly whisper, “Le set lij teru aymero alesh!” (Please have your insurance card handy for the emergency room.)

      4. Recalling old courting traditions is back in style. Try: eteqemeTichbet lomi werwuro deretwan memtat… (If she is a Californian, make sure the lemon is organically grown.) Keziya ye goriT eyayu fegeg-fegeg… bichawan kehonech degmo Tega bilo ejuan Temzez… (Again, insurance card… handy…)

      3. For use at church: Post-Saturday night revelry, and pre-breakfast…"Eshi… tsomu endet yizoshal?.. Lemin abren anfessikim…? Yemin tsome? Le Los Angels budin ye te tsomew newa!"****

      2. "Yene wondim… yemawkih meselegn…hager bet nech** Volkswagen tineda neber?"**

      and the number one abesha pick up line …

      1. "Come wedezi, yene konjo. Put your hands that have never held a muqecha on mine. I want to closely see your gesho yalweqetu, berbere yaldelezu, gebs yalfetegu, ebbet yalzaqu fingers."

      Life diaries
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      Ju-u-ust when we think we’ve reached new thresholds in iconoclasm,… just when we start getting deliciously arrogant,… and right about when we think we’ve finally earned the right to use appallingly dubious phrases such as “We’ll have our people call your people”, it never fails that our egos get promptly and mercilessly pulverized by the people we invite to be guest Diarists.

      Let’s just say this issue’s Diarist did not think twice about playing us like a velvety masinko while they perfected the art of “tenetifachiu leminun”. Well armed with urban literati guerilla tactics, they threw demand grenade after demand grenade at us until we waved our shemmas in defeat. (Abet giff! Abet giff! And ena hulet yelelew giff.)

      But we would gladly do it again for the good of SELEDA, and because we have seriously complex issues of not taking rejection like healthy adults. But don’t let’s go there.

      SELEDA is proud to bring you our diarist… both using pseudonyms and both fixated on geographical ambiguity: Makeda, an educational policy wonk living on the East Coast, has graciously agreed to go toe-to-toe with the shadowy Gelawdios…; the Artist Gelawdios, if you may. And after seriously upgrading our gubos, we managed to squeeze an extra entry out of them. (Ah… vivè a la teeny victories!)

      (Do you feel our pain?)

      ENTRY 1

      Date: Tuesday, June 15, 1999 (8:15 p.m. EST)

      To: Gelawdios

      From: Makeda

      Subject:"And so it starts…"

      Dear Gelawdios,

      Impressed as I was with your choice of pseudonym (my Ethiopian history is not great, but I HAVE heard of the great Gelawdios), I’ve decided to choose an equally auspicious one – so for the purposes of this chronicle of our lives, you may call me Makeda.

      So where to begin? I, too, was asked by our persuasive SELEDA Editors to participate in Life Diaries, and in retrospect, I wonder if I was wrong in not holding out for more than the gift certificate to Macy’s, the free weekend in New York City and the gold Lalibela cross were offered to me as incentive. (I’m curious: what did you get?)

      I live on the East Coast and work in what is generally known as “Development”: I work in education, often traveling to different developing countries in a valiant attempt to help improve both the quantity and quality of education. It’s rewarding work, but also a tremendous challenge – I can’t complain, though, since I adore it.

      Thanks to the wonders of electronic media, I write to you today from the shores of a sea far from the East Coast of the US where, looking out the window, I see more shades of blue in the sea than I can find words to describe. It is perhaps poetic justice that all I do is look at that sea, since each day is spent in the bureaucratic meetings of ministries of education, regional departments and school administrations. Oh, well, can’t have everything (where would I put it?).

      I was impressed when our tortur….um…… I mean, our hosts from SELEDA told me that you were an artist. If I were ever to come into some unexpected fortune (it can happen, you know; sometimes life does imitate art – even movies), I would love to spend my days taking black and white photographs of people and landscapes. On alternate days, I dream of sitting by the sea and writing satirical fiction – could be that’s what I’m doing now ;-)). Unfortunately, those dreams will have to wait while those damn bills get paid (are we allowed to say that?) [The Editors respond: Makeda, please. This is a respectable forum. You can’t say ‘bills’.] In any case, all this to say that I admire anyone willing and able to work on their art, so hopefully over these next few exchanges you will be willing to share insights about your particular passion.

      So what else can I tell you about myself? I was born and raised in Addis in a family of five, joined the exodus of those of us who were both lucky and unlucky enough to leave, finished my studies in the US, and have now been here long enough to answer the inevitable question of “Lemehonu, sint amet honesh?” with the noncommittal “Ay, Qoyehu”. I was thrilled when I read the first issue of SELEDA, and then the second. Though I didn’t know anything about it, didn’t know the people working on it, it responded to my thirst for a magazine, e-zine, whatever, that spoke to the hybrid I have become over time – always an Ethiopian but also someone who has had the time and luxury to incorporate into my identity those elements of American life that have appealed to me. At times, I feel at home in both environments, and I thank my stars. At other times, it’s as though neither side appreciates what else I bring, and I end up feeling alienated from both. Overall, though, I am at peace with the person I’ve become, and have learned to seek out those who are equally tolerant of the new me – a self-made person who has come into being over the years.

      Wow, I just realized I’ve been writing on and on. To tell you the truth, i am using this as the perfect excuse to procrastinate – every minute I spend writing here means avoiding writing my official reports. It’s all about tradeoffs in the end. Sometimes, it feels like all of life is about tradeoffs…but that philosophizing I’ll leave for later.

      So, Gelawdios (may I call you Gelaw, Gill, Dios? Just kidding – my pet peeve in the States is how many people are fixated on abbreviating so-called foreign names)….so Artist Gelawdios, the pressure from our venerable Editors to be witty and clever has been huge and I fear I may have failed – over to you now for the save.

      Ke akbirot gar,

      Makeda

      Date: Wednesday, June 16, 1999 (4:09 p.m. EST)

      To: MakedaFrom: Gelawdios

      Subject:"What’s a nice girl like you doing in a century like this?"

      Dear Makeda,

      Before I venture forth, permit me to compliment you on your selection of an indeed most auspicious pseudonym. The symbolic significance of “Makeda” and “Gelawdios” chronicling tidbits of their lives on the internet across time and azure seas blew my mind. Pray forgive the following brazen and incredibly pompous digression. I hope to soon perform the introductory rites.

      Lucky girl that she was, Makeda, daughter of a dragon slayer, didn’t have to confront past and present demons as Papa had slain them all before she was born. Well, what can I say? The temporary absence of chiraks (a necessary ingredient that has, alas, eluded us) afforded stability, tranquility and prosperity to her reign. In that most enviable of environments, an insatiable lust for knowledge and self-discovery burgeoned in her bosom. Thenceforth, Makeda became an extremely rare (perhaps, unique) example in history and ancient and medieval literature of a young woman on a quest for wisdom (Gilgamesh, Buddha, Ulysses and Galahad…wede gon!). After the celebrated visit to the sage of Jerusalem—like Makeda from the East Coast in Development—she incorporated “foreign” elements into her identity and became Azeb for Ethiopians, Bilqis for Arabs and Sheba in the Hebrew Bible. During her journey, she too must have felt at once alienated and at home. Potomac or the Red Sea…is there really a difference?

      Gelawdios (son of Emperor Lebne-Dengel) on the other hand, grew up witnessing his father’s and his country’s humiliation, despair and near defeat. The Emperor, fled—most of the time, incognito—from amba to amba from the invincible Ahmed Gragn and his army. By the time Lebne-Dengel died on Amba Debre Damo, Gelawdios’ patrimony was almost non-existent. And yet, within a short time, Gelawdios and his supporters miraculously vanquished their foe with the support of Gelawdios’ mother, the Dowager Empress Seble-Wongel, and 400 well-armed Portuguese soldiers. Then, in order to piece together his fractured self, he salvaged and repaired the charred chronicles of his illustrious ancestors. The loss and destruction that he saw throughout his life strengthened his resolve to regain and restore his inheritance to its former glory.

      It is therefore befitting that as Makeda sails toward the horizon seeking Enlightenment, and as Gelawdios rummages the dark caverns rescuing neglected heirlooms, they nevertheless manage to crisscross paths in cybermeda. Three cheers and a toast for Makeda and Gelawdios (and for the Editors of SELEDA, while we’re at it)!

      Unfortunately, all this backward leaping across millennia has taxed my rather ancient processor (not to mention my 1960s hard disk)! I will therefore sign out before I crash. And, yes, you may call me Dios.

      Ij enesalehu,

      Gelawdios

      P.S. Just realized that the entire entry turned out to be a digression. Oh, Makeda, deliver me from the wrath of the SELEDA seif.

      ENTRY 2

      Date: Tuesday, June 15, 1999 (8:15 p.m. EST)

      To: Gelawdios

      From: Makeda

      Subject:"Salt-induced Thirst, Demon Slayings and other bed time stories."

      Dear Atse Gelawdios Libne-Dingil,

      I stand in awe of your knowledge of history – were I not on the banks of the Mediterranean, I, too, would whip out my Ethiopian history books (ok, book – I’ll admit it) and throw in some references. Alas, I shall have to depend on my flawed memory. Am I right in thinking that at some point Gelawdios ruled over parts of present-day Yemen? Given the (I claim, mistaken) belief held by Yemenis that Makeda is theirs, those two great personalities were obviously meant to share space (be it the Horn of Africa or in Cyber-sefer). It certainly gives our little exchange more significance than perhaps it deserves. (Oh, the pressure!)

      Yes, I noticed how you avoided “venturing forth” into the introductory rites – clever, clever man. Personally, I’m lending my trusty mored to sharpen the seif you mention in hopes that the SELEDA people are readying themselves to mete out the necessary punishment – or at least threaten you with it. Let the lesson begin……

      To tell you the truth, I found the digression neither brazen nor pompous. Though I’d thought some about Makeda’s admirable qualities (a woman after my own heart in many respects, though I can’t believe she fell for that ol’ “salty-food-but-no-water-or-else-sex” trick), I liked very much the more direct links you drew between her situation and mine (as well as that of all of us in Diaspora, I suppose). As I said – clever, clever man.

      I thoroughly enjoyed your mention of those demons slain by Makeda’s father. Unfortunately, he left a few – and boy, did they multiply! How about some free association re: the CHiraQs currently plaguing our time? Well, let’s see, aside from the usual ones (war, pestilence, hunger, the religious right, etc.), my own personal CHiraQs include: immigration officers (drawn from the same pool, I am convinced, as school registrars, prison wardens, and old Qebele-staff), televangelists (where the hell – and I use the word deliberately – did they crawl out of?), TV talk show hosts of all kinds (ok, I don’t watch all that much TV, but it seems it spawns quite a few demons; then there’s the fact that the first movie house in Addis A’ba was called SeiTan bet – hmmm, coincidence?), loud, brassy complainers at abesha weddings (who really cares whether the aliCHa didn’t have enough salt, or if that forest green taffeta did not match the bridesmaids’ PayLess lime green shoes?), malicious engineers who created both Close Door buttons on elevators and Cross Street buttons at street intersections (I am sure neither is even wired to anything – they just sit there, taunting us), and last, but not least, e-zine editors on your back at all times to divulge more, bare your soul, share your innermos……er……let’s just forget I added that last one. [The Editors respond: Er, as an FYI: Our ‘seifs’ are professionaly ‘mesal’-ed. Thought we would share. ]

      So, though I see the obvious bond between MY persona and the Makeda alter ego, I remain in the dark regarding how much you identify with that Emperor of post Ahmed-Gragn Ethiopia, the one, the only, son of Libne-Dingil – Gelawdios! (the crowd roars). Are you a sea-faring discoverer of buried treasure? An architect restoring old buildings to near-forgotten beauty? A vendor of recovered Selvaj (“salvage” clothing to the uninitiated) in the bustling markets of our own Merkato? Come on, now….'fess up!

      Respectfully yours in history, and raising a glass, too, to our foreparents,

      Makeda

      p.s. as for calling you Dios – I respond with no mercy, “Hmmm, how surprising – a man who would be God.”

      Date: Thursday, June 17, 1999 (6:11 p.m. EST)

      To: MakedaFrom: Gelawdios

      Subject:"My Dynasty or Yours?"

      Dear Maki (avec your gracious permission?),

      If only it were just the Yemenis who were fighting over you… Maki, you are a popular gal. Apparently–according to a claim that has recently surfaced on the cyber-godanas–you were not only the Queen of the South, but of the West as well. I did not know that your dominions extended as far west as… Nigeria?

      Check out the following website:

      http://news2.thdo.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/world/africa/newsid_353000/353462.stm

      To tell you the truth, I will not be in the least bit concerned as long as you promise to keep your seat of power in my neck of the woods (yes, you will have to wait another century before my Epicurean descendant Fasiladas builds his winter palace yonder). For would I not, as your direct descendent, inherit the far flung gizats across the sea in the east and across the continent to the west? Now, the Nigerians didn’t know that their oil wells really belonged to…Ethiopia, did they? Of course, petroleum is of no use to me as my kingdom relies on mules and donkeys. But my descendants in the 20th century are rubbing their hands with anticipation at this very moment. I hope the imminent gib-gib will not spill outside this cyber-aterghibi. Warfare, Madam, is no longer what it used to be. But, as you shall see, I am partly to blame.

      In the days of my great-great-grandfather, the Emperor Zar’a Yaqob’s (yes, history books on one’s bookshelf do come in handy) contending armies would march to a battlefield and slaughter one another with spears, swords and daggers until one side prevailed (or until the sun set, whichever came first). Let’s gallop ahead by several decades to the regency of Zar’a Yaqob’s wife, the Empress Illeni and the minority of my father, Libne-Dingil (Madam, since you showed up in history books first, I’ll let you decide how to spell my father’s name).

      The clairvoyant Empress from Hadiya encouraged my father to send for Portuguese mercenaries, armed with firepower (at that point, a fairly recent innovation) to help with the fight against Ahmad ibn Ibrahim (aka “Gragn”). Well, Madam, in those days they were still using sailboats and horses so by the time the Portuguese contingent arrived, my father and the Empress Illeni had already died. At that point, in order for me to retain my inheritance (of the tidbits that remained) I had to (er…chose to) make a bargain with the #1 CHiraQ*: firepower (along with the supplier). I asked for a demonstration: the mercenaries blasted their guns and canons. I was ecstatic. Fool that I was, I thought that I was going to wage a war to end all wars. I told my chronicler that my reign was going to be remembered for the permanent restoration of peace, prosperity, tolerance and wisdom to the ravished Empire. But, as soon as my mercenaries blew off the heads of Ahmad’s men, Ahmad decided to reciprocate the honor and obtain guns from his Turkish suppliers. Since then, the arms import floodgates have never closed.

      Madam, my salvation turned out to be a centuries old curse that even plagues the present cyber kefle-zemen. Some of my descendants (and many upstarts who We shall not deign to recognize) cut deals with new arms suppliers (alas, the imperial sparkle from Lisbon dimmed not long after my death) and used the #1 CHiraQ not for the defense but the subjugation of their subjects.

      Am I to blame? Did not Ahmad slaughter my subjects when I was not in a position to defend them? Should I have been less concerned with the immediate and reflected on the precedent that I would set? Would it not have been just a question of time before one of my wayward descendants negotiated a disastrous deal with the #1 CHiraQ? Had I inherited Empress Illeni’s ability to foresee the more than 400 year (and still counting) curse, would I have still made the bargain with the #1 CHiraQ? Well, before I had a chance to tackle those questions, I was, Madam, slain on the battlefield, in my prime, at age 37. I will let students of history (as they are not confronted with ethical and moral dilemmas in their own lives) sit in judgement.

      I always suspected you of being too smart to fall for the ol’ “salty-food-but-no-water-or-else-sex trick.” Yes, Solomon the Sly must have tied a medhanit on his arm. But still, were you not able to negotiate a sex-for-magic deal from him before you capitulated? If so, could you not conjure up and duplicate your dragon devoid reign to give respite to our weary late 20th century subjects?

      Regarding your CHiraQ list… Immigration officers: Worldwide. Arrogant, ignorant, malicious, petty, zombies (I was actually going to make use of the entire alphabet but I decided to spare you). You can’t blame their behavior on their genetic make-up for they are the same, wherever you go. That is why I suspect that they must have an underground union. Otherwise, the only explanation that I can think of is the layout of the ports of entry. I wonder how Immigration officers would behave if passengers from the “third world” were allowed to jump off the airplane, with baggage in hand, onto a slide all the way to the taxi queue. Can you imagine the faces of the officers as they chase the merry passengers on the slide?

      As to my identity. All three of your guesses (sea-faring discoverer, an architect, a vendor of recovered Selvaj?) are very close to the truth. But, Madam, what will I write about in my next letter, if I bare it all in letter #2?

      Salute!

      Gelawdios (aka Dios, yes, in spite of your appended scoff!)

      *Were you not a Queen in your own right, I would have commanded you to be my scribe. I am so much impressed with your spelling!

      ENTRY 3

      Date: Friday, June 18, 1999 (6:14 a.m. EST)

      To: Gelawdios

      From: Makeda

      Subject:"Hmm… My Dynasty, please. And here, have some saltine crackers…"

      Kibur Gelawdios,

      Impressed by my spelling, you say? Why so… parsimonious with your puny praise? (You see? My alliteration ain’t bad, neither!) A man with such lofty achievements and even loftier goals (Nigerian oil wells? Ha!) should be more legas with his compliments…or are compliments these days, like warfare, not what they used to be?

      Again, I’m in awe of your historical knowledge. Rather than risk ridicule by sliding into tarik nek inka-selantia with a learn’d historian without my reference book or the internet, (or risk the inevitable digression into geopolitics), why not drag this conversation kicking and screaming into the 20th century – or, better yet, the 21st, which will soon be upon us.

      It is true that we, and our ancestors, have much to look back on (and answer for), but the time has come to look to the future and take responsibility for our own actions. It’s well past time we took our lives into our own hands and made them what we will. I know, I know – there is so much we cannot change. But what little we can change, dammit, should look like what we want. (Did you hear the zeraf in there, somewhere?)

      I’m looking forward to the time when I’ll finally be voted into my deserved Goddess status (hey, Queen has been done, and rather than wretched and fickle subjects, I’d like to have eternally loyal devotees). Yes, it is ambitious, but as they say, "kalemeTeyeQ, etc. etc.………" I think I could do much in the new Millennium, and, frankly, I couldn’t really do much worse than what has already been done. Perhaps, if you’re good, I’ll let you be my Salvager (ok, I’ll upgrade the title to Recoverer) of treasures, of beauty, of selvaj. But first……

      I am still looking for the Artist Formerly Not Known as Gelawdios – where are you, the elusive arteeeste who so skillfully cloaks himself in the smoke and mirrors of alter egos and historical villains? Surely, you would not continue to cavalierly provoke the wrath of SELEDA editors, not to mention my own, which can reach epic proportions even before the Goddess Upgrade is downloaded (any moment now). What special trick do you have hidden in your bernos? (What, you know people on the Board?) Come on, it is ungallant to make a woman ask twice. Mysterious is good, and evasive is enticing up to a certain point, but eventually even a veiled woman reveals a shapely ankle, or a slender wrist. Can’t you find an acceptable (and G-rated) equivalent?

      So, back to the present… If I could conjure up the special medicine that would banish all CHiraQs, I would have done so already – believe me. Maybe Negus Selemon was not as forthcoming about his magic as he should have been. So, I guess I better stop here and stay CHiraQ-friendly until that Upgrade…

      I’ve been working like a madwoman, but yesterday, unlike every other day this week, I actually took a walk on the beach. The sun was shining, the water clean and warm, and the people welcoming and friendly. It gave me a bit of time to think – to reflect on what I see and what it all means.

      I’ve been lucky enough to have traveled to numerous countries, both for work and play. And though each place has its own charm, I am struck more by how much all of them have in common. It is incredible to think that a little boy clear across the globe can have the same mischievous smile, the same entrepreneurial spirit, and the same look of fatalistic terror when faced with an aggressor as does his Arat Kilo liistiro counterpart. It makes me wonder at what point we all become immune to the similarities between us and become so ignorantly focused on our differences (oops….almost slipped into that geopolitical quicksand – phew, that was close).

      In any case, a smile and a respectful hello will almost always get you the same – for example, do you know that if you smile while you talk on the phone the other person can hear it? (I got that off of one of those infernal email chain letters). It works, though.

      As soon as I take up my new Position, I am going to make everyone leave their home and live somewhere else (a village, a country or a continent away) for a short period of time, so that, first, they would appreciate what they left behind and cherish it when they return, and second, so that they see how we are all the same in many ways. Not a bad move for my first 100 days as Goddess, don’t you think?

      Boy, do I miss home. I miss the weather (the air, the sun, the total lack of humidity, even the smells), I miss the memories that are triggered every time I see something that everyone else there takes for granted (a bale-suQ selling two cigarettes from a pack makes me smile, convincing everyone that I’m yeleyelat ibd).

      But most of all, Gelawdios, I miss the mountains. If you stand at the bottom of the slope near Mazegajia-bet, behind the Piassa stores at the top of the climb up Churchill Godana, you can see the mountains that have always been my talisman. Yerer, whose three peaks I looked for everyday on the playground of my school growing up; ZiQwala, the most beautiful volcano in the world (unbiased opinion, of course), and the funny little scoop of earth to the far right that I think is Menagesha (please correct me if I’m wrong). If I lived back there again, these are the three of the things I would never take for granted. When I left for the jeans-lined streets of America, I knew I’d miss the significant things – house and home, family, friends, etc. But nothing could have prepared me for the nafQot I still feel for the little things.

      I’ve been home a few times now: the first time, I went back with big expectations and returned convinced I could never live there. The second time, I went back with fewer expectations and even they were not really met. The third time, I went with no expectations but with plans to travel around, and that was the astaraQi visit – I traveled outside of Addis, and I had a wonderful time. That third time, too, I knew what to expect in the Big City, so I was actually pleasantly surprised at how much fun I had. But over time, for social and intellectual reasons (see?..no talk of politics), I am less and less convinced that I can go back home to live. Yet it will always be my point of reference – my compass North will always point to Addis Abeba.

      OK, so far I’ve put in a bit of neger, a dash of introspection, a pinch of inquiry, a slice of my day, and a platitude worthy of an email chain letter, ending with a drop of poignant nostalgia.-- what more can there be in the recipe for a Diary Entry? And where is the twist, you ask? Well, as usual, that’ll come at the end.

      Although I’ve been warned by ….you know who…, there’s no way I can do more than two pages. But let’s see, if I change the font……hey, it worked! I’ve now just squeaked over to page 3! Over to you now…

      Most respectfully,

      Makeda

      p.s. I did not miss the inflammatory contraction of my chosen (rather than given) name in the opening of your entry, and I WILL have the last word, of course: Fellow cyber-mengedegna, beware, lest the Dios you seek to be, becomes Adios.

      Date: Monday, June 21, 1999 (3:40 a.m. EST)

      To: MakedaFrom: Gelawdios

      Subject:"Water… I need water!"

      Immebet Makeda,

      It was when I read the first few sentences of your last letter that, for the first time, I understood Cain’s pain when the Good Lord, filet-friendly that He was, favored Abel’s sheep over Cain’s vegetarian offerings. Mind you, if Cain’s corn hadn’t fattened Abel’s scrawny sheep, Abel wouldn’t have dreamed of offering his sheep as ij mensha.

      In the same way, Madam, your exceptional, and at times unconventional spelling were, in my humble opinion, part of the building blocks of your witty, passionate, wry, coy, and gutsy prose. And here I thought I was being ye legasosh legas. Twentieth century (Heavens! Did I slip into the present?) awakis urge us to crave more for vegetables and less for meat. Do not make the same mistake the Good Lord made when He turned His nose down at vegetables. Madam, on the contrary, unconventional spelling does make a huge difference!

      If you are still suspicious about my sincere admiration of your… spelling…

      -INTERRUPTION-

      I just felt your vibe…

      Makeda: "Ere bekah, chiko menchaka!"

      All right. I will move along (got six lines out of that one, eh? Didn’t even have to do the ol’ 14 point font trick.) It was neither your fury nor SELEDA’s sil seif that chased me out of 16th century Ethiopia. Madam…I was lured. When that veiled woman in your last letter flashed her exquisite ankle (didn’t even have to see her wrist), I could not help but blow my cover. Please remember, during Gelawdios’ zemene mengist, such revelations were reserved for the elfign. Yeah, yeah, yeah. I heard what you just said. “Men!” (I’m not gonna even go there!)

      G-rated, indeed! If my clergymen, nefsachewun yimarewuna, saw late 20th century G-rated films, they wouldn’t have bothered to rate the flicks. After the first five minutes, the outraged prelates would have immediately burned the films along with the SeiTan Bet and hurled the filmmakers into the flames! How I pine for the good old days.

      Your reflection on humanity’s immunities to similarities was quite moving. I agree with your assessment. I believe that we as human beings, consciously or unconsciously have an innate urge and need to see ourselves as unique beings. However, whether it is Ato Andargachew, an elderly farmer who has never stepped beyond his remote village in Begemeder, or Dr. Beliyu, a seasoned United Nations technocrat who has long become weary of circling the globe, when confronted with matters close to his/her identity, both may have an identical reaction.

      There is no doubt that education and exposure modifies one’s outlook. For example, Ato Andargachew and Dr. Beliyu do not see eye-to-eye about the shape of the earth. As far as Ato Andargachew is concerned, apart from the bump at Ras Dashen and the depression at the Tekeze, the earth is flat. Dr. Beliyu on the other hand, knows that she would have fallen off the edge of the earth—in spite of her first class ticket and her to-die-for position at WHO—the first time she flew from Geneva to Brussels via Honolulu had the world not been round.

      Dr. Beliyu, a resident of Geneva, may entertain—yes, Madam, the exposure to ticks and lice are indeed very real—the idea of sending Shiberu, her somewhat confused teenage son to “summer camp” at a Qes school near Debre Tabor. Ato Andargachew, may cautiously agree—Satan has steered too many unsupervised incipient souls away from the True Faith—to send Woderyelesh, his bright and hard-working daughter to the University in Addis Abeba.

      And yet, Madam, when you and I commanded them to have dinner at a local tavern in Debre Tabor, both Dr. Beliyu and Ato Andargachew discovered, while eating ye-mashila injera with azifa, ye-sama wet and ye-shimbera assa, the similarities and overlaps on each of their hate lists.

      ATO ANDARGACHEW

      DR. BELIYU

      Telat*

      Telat*

      tax assessors

      bi-annual performance reviewers

      droughts

      layoffs

      guards at check points

      immigration officers

      juntas

      juntas

      pests

      computer viruses

      cadres

      cadres

      locusts

      downsizing

      conscription

      conscription

      * They got dizzy trying to keep up: last year’s enemy, yesterday’s friend; yesterday’s friend, today’s enemy; today’s enemy, tomorrow’s acquaintance; tomorrow’s acquaintance, next year’s partner; next year’s partner…

      As they were both respectable members of their respective communities, Ato Andargachew and Dr. Beliyu did not talk about the items that were registered under the lebet sew bicha heading on both of their hate lists. However, Shiberu and Woderyelesh, bored over their parents’ safe and polite conversation, blurted out the items that their parents had vehemently guarded against yewich sew.

      ATO ANDARGACHEW

      DR. BELIYU

      urban know-it-alls

      backward country folks

      chika shums

      Kebele officials

      viragos

      male chauvinist pigs

      eating on separate plates

      chewing with a mouthful of injera and making

      a helluva noise

      short skirts

      male head wraps

      Adharis

      Teramajes

      Dr. Beliyu and Ato Andargachew soon began to snarl at one another. However, the pious tavern owner reminded them to take heed, as it was the middle of Lent. Dr. Beliyu and Ato Andargachew immediately regained their composure, but threw killer glances at both of their children. At that moment, Shiberu and Woderyelesh, oblivious to the repressed hostility that surrounded them, fell in love.

      I, of course, unbeknownst to both of our guests, had completely planned the menu and the Megabit meeting. It’s an old palace trick that I learned when I was a little boy [this will be the last time I will go back to the 16th century, I promise] from Empress Illeni’s last surviving councilor, Leqeliqawint Aragawi. A few days before his death, he had beckoned me to his cot to tell me furtively about the wisdom of arranging meetings between rivals or potential enemies during Lent. His cryptic words were: “To compromise during Lent, to ascend on the Sabbath.”

      Madam, Dr. Beliyu, with all of her training and exposure was not able to control herself when her lebet sew bicha list was exposed. In my opinion, if we want to cross the river that has been polluted with hatred, bitterness, debasement, grudges, ignorance, humiliation, betrayals, and violations we need to build a bridge that is constructed with three elusive but indispensable materials: Love, Respect and Forgiveness. Let’s order the court jester to amuse the MBA’s and the politicians while we build the bridge under the moonlight glow. Otherwise, the MBA’s will try to find a bargain and eliminate one of the three components of the bridge, while the politicians will try to sabotage the plan, ‘coz, hey, once we cross that bridge we will be immune to differences (i.e. we grab the remote control from the politicians’, point, and press the buttons in their direction! he! he, he!)

      Over to you,

      Gelawdios

      p.s. I think I will wait until Entry #5 before I sign off with “Adios”.

      ENTRY 4

      Date: Tuesday, June 22, 1999 (6:27 a.m. EST)

      To: Gelawdios

      From: Makeda

      Subject:"A Glass of Cold Water, for His Majesty."

      Geta Gelawdios,

      I’ve never been so soundly yet gently reproached, at the mercy at once of Biblical references and scripted personalities. Please accept my humble apologies for both my carnivorous tendencies and my insensitivity regarding unique lo-cal offerings. My only consolation is that, in so hastily embracing these bad tendencies of mine, I’m obviously in excellent company.

      {INTERRUPTION: the commercial-break vibe you felt was surely pulsing the message “Ereg! bemotkut!” which in cyber-Tidfya may have sounded like “Ere beQah, chiko menchaka”.}

      In their intolerant burning of demonic ideas captured on film, our wegenoch may have missed the point in the past, and are missing it still: killing the medium does nothing more than render the message that much more intriguing. Why not take it a step further and kill the film-maker? S/he who delivers the message to our supposedly untainted souls is surely at least as much to blame. But why stop there? – there is the author whose thoughts infest the script, the muse who inspires and/or leads the author into temptation, the parent who bears the muse? No end in sight, no end in sight……

      I say let the seiTan-bet be, and work instead on the viewers’ consciousness – their ability to say gosh! or kiff! to the ideas they are fed. Let any evil messages deemed unworthy die where they must: languishing rejected and powerless at the feet of the enlightened.

      I wish I could take credit for the amaringlish spelling – alas, it is neither unique nor mine. At some point, someone (also in cyber-werei) had put forward the idea of taking all the sounds that the Western tongue cannot wrap around (the Q and T in QwanTa, the CH in CHinQet, etc.) and capitalizing them. I liked the idea and now use it – the rest of my spelling basically applies the rules of phonics such as I learned them as a kid. (Ok, maybe liistiro is my own creation, but it felt right.)

      So to come to the star-crossed lovers, Shiberu and Woderyelesh, and their beleaguered parents, Dr. Beliyu and Ato Andargachew…(Ere ante! I just remembered how you stuck me with the bill for dinner at Debre Tabor that evening? Chivalry is indeed dead. I did appreciate, though, your including yeshimbira-assa, my all-time favorite yetsom-migib, on the menu.) Interestingly and not surprisingly, I remember the dinner totally differently.

      Contrary to your account, Ato Andargachew and Doctor Beliyu had immediately recognized a kindred soul in each other. They both knew that any effort on their part to directly influence their children’s quests for identity would be summarily rejected. But they could not stay out of the most important juncture in their children’s lives.

      Ato Andargachew (Gash’Andarge le zemed azmad) feared that Woderyelesh, in her efforts to shed all vestiges of her noble yet modest beginnings, would end up at the mercy of the wolves that awaited her in the Big City. She would feel ever incomplete if she didn’t experience all that the other world had to offer, but how could he help her stay focused on her goal to complete her studies without putting her beyond his reach, his protection?

      Shiberu, a petulant post-adolescent able to sulk in four languages, needed to be shaken from his absurd belief that he was the most forsaken of all beings, misunderstood, abused – unable to live one more second without his Internet access. Dr. Beliyu was at the end of her rope – when would he wake up to the realities of the world?

      So the two wise adults saw the perfect opportunity to achieve their ends, and wordlessly put into place the following strategy:

      Feign disagreement and hostility in an appropriately public place

      WHICH WOULD

      Elicit the perfectly predictable adolescent response of doing exactly the opposite

      AND, THEREBY

      Ensure both other-world exposure for the lovely Woderyelesh, and face-time at home for the errant Shiberu, now suddenly keenly interested in seeking higher learning. The latter would finally learn how to take care of himself and perhaps even of his beloved; the former would have a career veteran to help her navigate the minefields of foreign life (be it Addis or Geneva). And they are star-crossed no more. Not bad for an evening’s work.

      {By the way, do you think my special aTefaris brownies helped somewhat? But let that remain between us and speak of it no more…}

      So we come to two bridges, one that bypasses the noxious fumes of the river of hatred, bitterness and all things vile that you so eloquently describe, and another that traverses the halfway point of this absurdly complicated exchange between two cyber-debteras (if one accepts a female one). So where do we find these cyber-muTis (if one accepts a male one)?

      First, they stumbled around in the 16th century, seeking enlightenment and inheritance, even as their hapless descendents tried to figure out nuro-na bilihatun in the New World.

      Then came the top-40 CHiraQ list, with the gold medal going directly to that species apart, the Immigration Officer from Hell.

      And now, they’re at an intersection: having arrived at the shores of the river of madness, where will they venture? Will they march across at great speed, seeking to end this torturous voyage? Will they saunter along, slowly and with exaggerated steps, postponing as much as possible the inevitable end to the journey? Or will they, cantankerous and opinionated as they are, stand mid-bridge and build two separate exit ramps, each finding her/his own way? The sequel, Master Artist, over to you…

      With utmost respect,

      Makeda

      p.s. As the great thinker, Ibn Khaldoun, has so wisely written, “she who sits by the sea is often the wisest of the wise, and shall have the last word”. Thus, in your lite vegetarian offerings, perhaps I can convince you to think of that critical building block, the protein? As ol’ Ibn has been known to say, “Where’s the beef, man?”

      [May I add in a respectful aside that I am in awe of the spacing trick that enabled you to reach five pages. It must be said – I learn much from you.]

      Date: Saturday, June 26, 1999 (1:48 a.m. EST)

      To: MakedaFrom: Gelawdios

      Subject:"Make That Ice Water, and… Be Gentle with Me."

      Immebet Makeda Hoy,

      Madam, I would have accepted your apologies wholeheartedly (regarding Abel vs Cain) had it not been for the rather suspicious aside, tagged almost unnoticed, at the very end of your note. Your concluding almot bay tegaday attitude toward red meat invalidates the apologetic tone expressed in the first few paragraphs of your last letter. I almost believed that you had converted to vegetarianism until I read Ibn Khaldoun’s quote. Where is the beef indeed? I shall respond in the following paragraphs.

      Madam, chivalry is alive and well in Debre Tabor! However, misunderstandings oftentimes occur between Emperor and subject when one frequently jumps back and forth in time. Need I remind an Empress that it is beneath the dignity of personages such as us to carry moneybags? Old habits do die hard. Generally, my Bejerond always accompanies me when I step out of the palace and takes care of such matters. However, I have lately been deprived of my faithful retinue, as there is only room for one in the time machine’s capsule. Please remember that individuals who were raised in nuclear families designed these twentieth century inventions. (Aside: is there no room for those of us with a lot of baggage?)

      Please excuse the lapse in my time-warped manners. Will you kindly accept the several mesobs of yeshimbira-assa that I have already sent by a cavalry unit as a small token of my penitence? I have also sent the Debre Tabor tavern owner several feresulas of ye-gomen zer (yes, it is my duty and destiny to encourage the consumption of vegetables).

      By the way, did you realize that in your letter you revealed a secret held close to your bosom for millennia? We now know that it was not the spicy food in King Solomon’s sumptuous banquet that did the trick! It was your very own aTefaris brownies that gave him the courage to stand outside your bedroom quarters. And he thought he was seducing you…

      Madam, I will now tell you about the (marvel)ous visions that I saw after I ate some of your aTefaris brownies. While Shiberu and Woderyelesh were looking into each other’s eyes and sighing every other second, while the mock battle between Dr. Beliyu and Ato Andargachew raged, I was in seventh (literally, as you shall see) heaven. (Before I move on… As we are presently in a $$$ oriented age, I highly recommend that you copyright the phrase “petulant post-adolescent able to sulk in four languages.” What a brilliant distillation of character!)

      I must have eaten a few morsels of your aTefaris when somebody grabbed and pulled my right hand. As you probably know, an affront to my majesty instinctively causes me to grab my gorade (yes, old habits do indeed die hard). I looked up in fury and recognized the Apostle John standing in front of me. (Please don’t ask me how I knew. I knew.) My anger quickly turned to fear. Remember that this is the very John who bore witness to the Apocalypse in the Book of Revelation. I looked around in our corner of the tavern. Nobody seemed to be aware of his presence. I decided to resign myself to my fate with dignity. I stood up and took a step toward him. All of a sudden, I found myself standing next to the Apostle John on a paved road at the foothills of the Entoto. I looked up and was struck by what I saw. The upper section of the mountain chain was covered not only with eucalyptus but also with cypress, fir, and pine trees. The white and purple flowers of the numerous magnolias and jacarandas blanketed the lower section of the mountain chain. Madam, it was a sight to behold. I felt the Apostle John’s impatience (please don’t ask me how…I just did) and quickly followed him as he began the ascent. I ducked in panic (yes, it’s completely inappropriate for a person of my rank but I was unprepared) as the Apostle John walked through a sign! He stopped, turned and smiled (Was there a hint of condescension in that saintly smile? I cannot say. I didn’t feel it. I just saw it.) I stepped back around the sign and glanced at this unusual sight. On it, I read “Entoto National Park” and the date: 7 Meskerem 2045.

      The Apostle John told me that the sign was what was called a hologram, a three-dimensional image that floats in mid air. However, I was much more impressed by the lush and shimmering mountainscape than I was with the holo-sorcery. I don’t know if I told you, but Kidus Michael, a tiny chapel carved into the side of one of the Entoto mountains (now–that is 1999–almost in ruins) had provided my family and I temporary refuge when were fleeing from Gragn’s army. At that time (that is in the early part of the 16th century), the Entoto mountain chain, apart from the jacaranda and magnolia trees, looked exactly as it does now (that is 2045). Sometime ago (that is late 20th century) I was in utter despair when I saw the denuded mountain chains. I had also heard that $$$$ people were trying to grab the only green that was left around the capital. The Apostle John beckoned but I told him to wait. (Was that advisable?) I knelt and prayed to give thanks to the enlightened populace and leadership that prevented the destruction of this natural and national shrine.

      {INTERRUPTION: While I was still kneeling on the ground, I saw a woman by the shores of Lake Hora. She was roasting a bull on a skewer. I guess she’ll have all the beef she wants for quite some time.}

      After a moment of silence, I stood up and quietly followed the Apostle John up the incline. The welcoming reception by the gregarious flocks of alpine birds soothed my nerves. After all, I was climbing a mountain to an unknown destination with the chronicler of the Apocalypse. When we reached the top, I became euphoric (I still don’t know if it was the vision or your aTefaris that caused that rapturous tremor within.).

      About half a mile away, down in the crater, were thousands of Ethiopians surrounded by a dense and luxuriant carpet of meskel flowers in full bloom. In the center of the crater sat a woman who looked vaguely familiar .(Please don’t ask me how I could distinguish her appearance from the distance that separated us. I just did.) Twenty-four elderly men and women encircled her. Then, the voices of the multitude quieted down as all eyes turned toward us.

      Not one eye among the thousands blinked. In the silence, all I could hear was the sound of my own breathing. I followed the Apostle John as he advanced toward the center. His robe brushed against the meskel flowers as the sound rebounded in the crater.

      The vaguely familiar woman and the twenty-four elderly men and women all stood up as we entered the ring of the elderly. I recognized Shiberu and Woderyelesh among the elderly group. Noticing the flitter of recognition in their eyes, I smiled and bowed as I walked past them. I knew then that the woman at the center of the circle was their daughter (by now, you know not to ask how I know these things). Shiberu and Woderyelesh’s daughter bowed and kissed the ring on the Apostle John’s right hand. I overheard him whisper her name: Selamawit. His whisper echoed and reechoed for seven minutes.

      After the echoes had tapered off, the Apostle John untied a worn leather pouch tied around his waist. He then took out seven sealed digital disks and gave them to Selamawit. Suddenly, all the women in the crater ululated as a large group of musicians, wearing clothes representing all the regions of our country, descended from the top of the crater blowing their embiltas. Once they reached the bottom of the crater, the musicians circled the ring of the elderly seven times and then dispersed into the crowd as we all wept with joy.

      And I saw a LiQemeKwas proclaiming with a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals of the digital disks?” A boy and a girl of about six years of age, wearing necklaces of wildflowers, emerged from the crowd and walked toward Selamawit as the crowd clapped and ululated. The boy and the girl stopped in front of Selamawit and bowed. She kissed both of them on the cheeks as seven technicians set up the hologram player. Then, Selamawit took out the first sealed digital disk from the pouch and raised it up in the air. All eyes in the crater followed Selamawit’s hand. Then, she gave the first sealed digital disk to the boy and the girl. They broke the seal and took out the digital disk. A lullaby of wind chimes resounded in the crater. Then the boy and the girl inserted the first digital disk into the hologram player. We all looked up as a giant image flickered into life above our heads.

      And I saw, and beheld a white horse and he who was seated on him had a wreath of olive branches as a crown. He released a flock of white doves and went forth declaring peace over the entire country and region.

      And when the boy and girl had opened the second seal and inserted the second digital disk in the hologram player I saw and beheld a red horse. And she who was seated on it was given power to banish murderers and torturers from the realm.

      And when the boy and girl had opened the third seal and inserted the third digital disk in the hologram player I saw and beheld a black horse, and he who was seated on it had a pair of balances in his hand. He galloped ahead advocating justice in the land.

      And when the boy and girl had opened the fourth seal and inserted the fourth digital disk in the hologram player I saw and beheld a pale horse and she who sat on him was Life. And power was given to her to eliminate hunger, disease and despair in the republic.

      And when the boy and girl had opened the fifth seal and inserted the fifth digital disk in the hologram player I saw and beheld the souls of them who were slain for the testimony which they held. And they cried out, saying, “We forgive those who tortured and murdered us in order for us all to purge the venom from our hearts.”

      And when the boy and girl had opened the sixth seal and inserted the sixth digital disk in the hologram player I saw and beheld the hitherto denuded mountains and plains of the Empire re-covered with trees and re-populated with wild animals.

      And when the boy and girl had opened the seventh seal and inserted the seventh digital disk in the hologram there was silence for about the space of half an hour. And I heard the seven percussionists that stood next to Selamawit striking their negarits. The slow tempo raps of the negarits began to crescendo as images of those that had divided the country by race, class, gender, religion, nationality and doctrine flickered in slow succession. All of us wept, embraced one another, and cried in unison, “Never again!”

      At that exact moment, I found myself once again seated in the Debre Tabor tavern. Perplexed, I asked the Apostle John-as he was fading fast-if he wasn’t the one who had witnessed and written about the Apocalypse in the Book of Revelations. He nodded. I then asked about the discrepancy between what he had written and what I had just witnessed. He smiled-I could not understand the meaning of that saintly expression-and vanished. I wonder if another bite of your aTefaris brownies would help decipher that smile.

      Over to you,

      Gelawdios (Dios will be next)

      ENTRY 5

      Date: Sunday, July 27, 1999 (4:02 p.m. EST)

      To: Gelawdios

      From: Makeda

      Subject:"Who Said the Emperor Has No Clothes? Oh, I did."

      Kibur Atse Gelawdios hoy,

      I was enchanted by the tale of magical seals and of solitary time travel (though the nausea-inducing hairpin curves you took through time would have dissuaded a less intrepid traveler than I), and I will try to be equal to the task of responding. But before I engulf you with compliments, legass Gelawdios

      {INTERRUPTION: a hasty typo, Welgadios, was just as quickly deleted – you would have never forgiven me. ;o) }

      …I prepared myself for another twist in this teret-teret carried out over the new millennium’s version of the ol’ QeCHinu shibo – I am still amazed at how far computers have come, and have brought us with them. Do you think our elders were this intrigued with the telephone and the television? It’s hard to remember that all this technology is only one-generation deep, at best. But I stray off subject…

      …so, here I was, waiting for the next twist…, and when I’m distracted by the fact that you are naïve enough to believe that carrying money is beneath great people. I admit it’s true that, for monarchs, the early form of the Credit Card was indeed the trusty Bejirond… hard to fit in a wallet but useful to drag around when inviting others out to dinner. Thankfully, I came fully prepared to that fateful meal, and was even forewarned…but more on that later.

      Soooooo, speaking of compliments, let me begin by answering that overused question “Where’s the beef?”. Be it **kitfo, QwanTa, zilzil Tib**s, or even QurT (my least favorite), there is always room for beef, Your Vegetarianness, figuratively speaking, of course.

      I now know that your art is your mighty sword (not the goradei but the pen) that you wield so effortlessly. You take the reader by the hand, much as you yourself were led in the story, and escort us through a soul search that leaves me filled with hope and faith. Not an easy task in these times of disappointment and despair; for this, I thank you from the bottom of my heart.

      Your imagery is exquisite, using animals and people, men and women (I thank you especially for that) to get to the source of the pain we all feel during these hard times, and those we’ve already gone through. Even the reader who is a non-Christian or is not particularly religious can accept the images, and easily appreciate how desperately those seven gifts are needed. You successfully marry the traditional with the modern, not glorifying one or the other, but using the best of both. You bring back fond memories of church rituals (though, I’ll admit, as a kid I thought they were boring and backward) without beating us over the head with it – such restraint! Overall, Master Storyteller, a truly magnificent job.

      As you surely know by now, fellow traveler, there is another side to this story, but this is less of a twist than you might expect.

      The year is still 2045…

      While on that fateful journey you took, kind sir, did you not happen to see a white-haired woman, sitting straight and unbent on a mountain peak, cloaked with pride and (hopefully) with wisdom as surely as the gabi that one strong hand holds around her, the lines on her face telling of a life full of light, of love, and of courage in times of darkness? She would remember you, for you shared a meal in a tavern, and a journey across a bridge, so many years ago. Were you to approach her then, she would never look puzzled and ask, "Yemaneh, wendimei?"

      In her other hand, she holds a full bouquet of mesQel abeba, the flowers’ relatively short life perhaps symbolic of the fleeting nature of happiness, and their brilliant color reminding us of the intensity of that happiness, however short-lived.

      She watches fondly over the crowd, and over the key people assembled – Shiberu and Woderyelesh, and their daughter, Selamawit, all of whom she recognizes, but also her old friend and favorite co-conspirator, Gelawadios. He is accompanied by an unknown person with a timeless face and the look of forever about him. She watches intrigued as the seals are broken, and the people rejoice, and she has tears running down her face as she realizes that the journey, at least this one, is finally over. She carefully puts her flowers aside.

      Fondly, she watches the big changes begin, and lights a fire as she quickly realizes that perhaps a prayer was required for each of the changes to come. It is true that nothing can work without the big changes; however, as women the world over have known since the beginning of time (and even some wise men), it’s the little shifts that make the big changes endure.

      The flames of the newly lit fire die down, and in the buhei tradition of her foremothers and forefathers (even though it’s not Nehasei any longer), she makes the following requests to the Higher Power.

      The doves fly by, and she raises her voices to the heavens. “Now that peace has come, let each person learn again to smile at and greet each stranger he meets on the street, let each person learn again to invite a loner to join the warmth of her group in a cup of coffee. No more shall we refrain from extending our kindness to strangers because of the newfound inhospitable chic that is part timidity, part pride. Let us return to some of the old ways that had served us so well.”

      As she says these words, she gathers her skirts high and steps across the embers, sending her message on its way.

      The red horse thunders through the valley. “With the end to murder and torture, let the little unkindnesses in our daily lives also end. Let us no longer ridicule those with physical and mental disabilities or pretend they do not exist. Let us think twice before meting out physical or psychological punishment, especially on children. Let no one kill another’s spirit, or hope.”

      Another long step over the fire, another wish on its way.

      She watches the black horse and the balance. “As justice settles over the land, let the little injustices also end. Let no one be passed over in a store, ignored at a counter, mistreated in a classroom, lay untended in a hospital, because they were not dressed well enough, are not imposing enough, or fail to be impressive enough, to merit note. Let money, or its absence, play no part in settling differences, or in making difficult decisions.”

      The skirts swish over the glowing embers and herald the passing of the message.

      The horse that next flies by is the color of the ashes now collecting around the dying fire. Her eyes follow its passing until the last flash of its hooves, and she goes on with her self-appointed task. “With the elimination of hunger and disease, let us rejoice in our bodies. Let us no longer take them for granted, abuse them, or neglect them, be they ours or others’, but feed them well and make them strong. Let us love the unique vessels that God has made for our souls to reside in, each vessel in its own way a work of art.”

      Those below the woman on her mountain do not see this next step across the fire, and do not know of her small wishes, but she knows. And she continues.

      With the passing faces of all who were slain, she weeps. “Let no one ever fear again to speak their mind, to stand for good and right, to stop others from their evil deeds. Let us learn, too, to forgive those who have done us harm, big or small: the friend who betrayed a confidence, the step-mother or the in-law who treated us ill, the neighbor who bore false witness in a small matter not worthy of the lie. Let us no longer feel the acid burn of Qim in the center of our being.”

      Her step is no less firm or determined in spite of her trembling lips.

      Her tears are forgotten with the opening of the next seal, as the glorious mountains that she’s always claimed as hers are given back their former glory. “With the return of our natural riches, our trees, animals and birds (and bees?), let us learn how to keep them as resplendent. Let each person whose arm automatically extends to throw a cigarette butt, a foil mastika wrapper, a plastic bag, find his fingers unable to let go. Let those whose poverty forces them to overuse these resources find ways to gain a decent living, and to retain their dignity as well as their natural heritage. Let us no longer cut, burn and destroy all the plenty that has been given to us, so that 50, 100, 500 years hence, divine intervention will no longer be necessary.”

      The wish, another step, and a fire…and a woman with her job almost done.

      The sound of the kebero is a welcome end to the silence that was engulfing the valley. She sits still for yet another few minutes, and stands again to take the final step. “This seal needs no further tinkering. Let there be no more divisions.” As her final words go on their way, the fire finally dies.

      She looks back at the young woman she had been so long ago, and across the bridge of time and space, they smile at each other. “Yenei lij, in our hands and within our hearts, we all have the means to make this happen. Each of us will bring our perspectives, and with them our solutions. I pray that you, in your time, and we in ours, will know when to come together and reach the most important compromises.”

      Then a mischievous smile shines across her face, one I easily recognize, and she extends her hand, and a little something, across the void to the younger woman, standing in the tavern in Debre Tabor, “…and here’s arba-sidist birr t’amsa. If I know Gelawdios, he’ll stick you with the bill.”

      Just before she disappears in the distance, she turns back with one last word, “Go easy with the brownies.”

      And so the story ends, and I have to say, it irks me royally (pun?) that you get the last word. But perhaps that is best; otherwise, these poor readers may have to read yet more pontificating (could there be two bigger windbags anywhere else on earth?!!). Thank God we are unknown (we may need to ….ahem…… TAKE STEPS to ensure that our identities remain hidden). And remarkably, I also broke that 5 page barrier – what a way to end!

      Thanks for a great journey full of good-natured nitirik and loads of fun. May all of our future journeys be as twisted and as enjoyable…

      With my deepest regards,

      Makeda

      p.s. there is no post script. (Were you expecting one? I wouldn’t want to be that predictable….)

      Date: Monday, July 28, 1999 (4:02 p.m. EST)

      To: MakedaFrom: GelawdiosSubject: "It Was Good For Me Too"

      Girmawit Etege Makeda,

      Emebeté, thank you very much for your kind words and observations. You have also been a wonderful fellow traveler. On a few occasions, had you not decided to get off at a particular fermata and changed our route who knows where we might have headed? Your embi baye and ashafergn attitude toward despair and pessimism (remember how your perception of the Debre Tabor dinner was completely different than mine?) emboldened me to try to coax hope and faith out of the messenger of the Apocalypse.

      Madam, the seven gifts that leaped out of the seven digital disks would have been incomplete had it not been for the complementary ceremony that took place at the nearby mountain peak.

      Excuse the digression. At our age, Madam, I think it is important to be honest with one another. I will therefore abstain from any fugera. No, madam, I did not see you when the Apostle John and I arrived at the top of the crater. Since you and I have been travelling partners now for quite some time, I should have immediately looked for you when I arrived at the foothills of the Entoto. However, two things prevented me from looking around: the lush mountainscape and the Apostle John.

      The last time I had seen Entoto (late 20th century), it was in the process of being choked by the construction of new buildings. When I left Debre Tabor and landed straight on the foothills of the Entoto, I was dazzled and relieved by the sight of the robust mountainscape. It had struggled, shook off its stranglers and regained its former glory. What more I can say about the Apostle John? As I wrote earlier, when you are walking to an unknown destination with the author of the Apocalypse, you do not want to be too demanding.

      Nevertheless, I did see you once the first seal had been broken. I was looking up when I saw a giant shadow temporarily obscuring the rider of the white horse. I first thought it was an eclipse and therefore an evil omen. (Maki, notice how I stray toward pessimism when you are not around.)

      Then, I turned back and noticed the late afternoon sun that was hovering above Makeda’s peak. The smoke that arose from the fire that you had lit on the peak made the golden glow of the sunset sparkle. In mid air, leaping across the fire, you momentarily blocked the sun’s rays and cast immense shadows on the gathering in the crater.

      Madam, had a different person cast the shadow, I would have interpreted your apparition as a harbinger of doom. But, at the end of a teret, one must grasp not only the moral of the story but also the essence of each character in the story. You, Madam, are Meskerem, the Eternal Spring. The infinite hope for rejuvenation. Nay, Madam, the bouquet of mesQel abeba in your hand will remain forever brilliant.

      Oookay, I think it’s time to fast forward to the end. Well, once I noticed you on the peak, I waited until the seventh digital disk had been inserted. After I had carefully viewed the images of those that had divided our country and her people (phew, I’m glad I—that is Atse Gelawdios—was not one of them!), I decided to remain in 2045 but send my younger self back to Debra Tabor. Unbeknownst to you, I was limping—yes, gout always gets in the way when you’re trying to get the girl—toward the sunset when you wrote your last entry.

      Adios

      [Note to the Editors: I did reach the peak. Yes, I have walked into the sunset, hand-in-hand, with Makeda. No, I will not summarize my feelings about my phenomenal journey with her. Yes, I’ve decided to express them directly to her, in private. As mentioned in an earlier entry, some revelations are best left for the elfign. Yes, my Bejerond is right behind me: I don’t want to suffer additional indignities. By the way, Makeda has second thoughts about those brownies.]

      THE END

      Ye fikir mehader
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      By: mlm

      Bitamnum, batamnum, I have nothing against those of you who date people your own age – some of my best friends have been known to opt for that, and I say if it works for you, bertubet. But my personal preference is to seek out someone who is at least a few years younger, preferably eight to ten years. I know this approach, though hardly novel, will probably result in vast quantities of U-U-tay’s and dinQém’s. But it’s my chosen way, and I walk it with no apologies.

      You are probably imagining I’m some graying ababa-ladris going through a mid-life crisis–complete with a failed comb-across (if I’m lucky enough to have luCHa tsegur). Nothing could be further from the truth. I am in my 30s, in the prime of life, proud of where I am now, and looking forward to the future. And that future, if i have my say, will include someone (or ones) young and gorgeous.

      I hear your "Wiy, minew! minew!"s as you bemoan my choice (and, indeed, some have). After all, aren’t there important issues of compatibility to consider? Wouldn’t I rather be with someone who challenges me, who can be a partner as well as a mate, who is there to shoulder half my burden and share my joy? In theory, that’s probably true. Also in theory, you can also find someone younger who does challenge you, match you in every way, complete you, fulfill you (are you rolling your eyes, yet?). Teret, teret belu. However, in reality, there are always difficult tradeoffs, and I know what I’m willing to give to get what I want. You may still be unconvinced – well, I’ll try to share some insights with you, and only ask that you keep an open mind…

      Let’s take work: I take my career very seriously. I studied and worked hard to get to where I am, and I am finally in a position to reap its benefits. Not that I don’t think equality is cute and all, but if my mate is as driven as I am, and is someone whose decisions demand equal consideration as mine, well, yeah, maybe it’s a concept that could be a joy to behold (and to hold), but endless compromises to accommodate this cuteness have made me question whether it’s all even worth the bother. If, to better my career, I am required to move cities or countries, I want to be with someone whose career path is not yet fully paved, and who is flexible, willing and able enough to take that leap with me without the “ay-idilé’s”, the qim-laced gilmichas, the lemboCH-mezergat, the kurfia, and the tit-for-tat you-owe-me’s. I don’t want to have to eternally apologize for opportunities lost and fulfillments delayed. This is not to say that youth means flexibility – after all, there are some people in their 20s well on their way to establishing flourishing careers, but let’s face it, they’re not my target population – and to be fair, I’m probably not theirs.

      There are other qualities, like deginet, CHewinet, a good personality and sense of humor, that are much touted. But you are as likely to find them in the young as in the not-so-young. And frankly, sometimes they are grossly overrated, don’t you think?

      Even if, someday, I am still in the US and settle down in those dang-coulda-been-in-Bolé 'burbs, I’d like to think that this flexibility will also mean that, when I have other demands on my time, my children would be picked up, fed, and bathed without too much negotiation, without the endless trail of voicemail messages, cellphone conversations, and efforts to balance his-and-her calendars. Hey, sometimes I even go so far as to dream of home-cooked dulet (is there any other kind?), and a well-tended garden. Does this make me reactionary? Probably – but I bet many would (albeit secretly) agree.

      I know this next part is an unflattering vision to paint, but never shall it be said that I shy away from political incorrectness if it proves my point. I’ll admit it, I’ll even scream it from the highest roof-tops, I am easily seduced by youth in all of its physical manifestations (mechém CHefCHifachihugn yihonal). There is something very satisfying about being with someone who is young, attractive and energetic. There is no urgency about settling down, no limit to the amount of fun you can have – hanging out 'till the wee hours of the night, telling each other nonsensical stories that do not have to stand up to the glaring light of intellectual discourse, and dancing 'till you can barely move. There are, of course, other physical delights, but let me not venture too far into crass territory - balegé bitilugnis? There’s plenty here already to damn me in some of your eyes - ay kunené. Suffice it to say, being with someone younger brings out the youth in me. I ask you, should anyone pass that up?

      Sure, there are some disadvantages to being around someone who may not remember that the Derg is not a rap group, who might never get the fabulous double entendres of Mary Armidé’s words, or who might think Boney M is a battle-ship from back in the days of Caribbean piracy. There are certain topics that probably cannot be discussed beyond shallow parroting of what CNN or Jerry Springer had to say about them, if you’re lucky. Some of my work colleagues will doubtless find themselves in the awkward position of having to lower the level of their conversations in an effort to be minimally polite. But that’s fine, and idmé le-abro adeg, I always have somewhere to go for deep discourse should I thirst for it. I don’t need to have that at home – not when I can have so much more. You still don’t believe me? I dare you to try it – you never know, you might like it.

      I won’t belabor the point – ye of little faith may never see it the way I do, but I’m thinking there are a few readers who might be nodding along with me (awo, lijé, I hear them say). I would never have written this but for recent events that convinced me that the world was in on something that I thought was my little secret – I saw that movie with Angela Bassett and her young man…something about Stella’s Groove? You know, that could have been about me. Wait…

      .

      .

      .

      Minew? You look really puzzled.

      .

      .

      .

      Don’t tell me you thought I was a guy, now, did you?! Kemir?

      .

      .

      Well, like I said earlier, nothing could be further from the truth.

      Seleda salutes
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      Just when we thought we could not possibly add to our burgeoning Ethiopian CD collection, we ran into the Enchantress Hanna Shenkute… Ms. H, if you’re nasty. More haunting lyrics have not been scribed, more melodic music has not been composed, and no sweeter voice has crooned. This is the new Diva for all**_ Seledawyan. Especially a favorite of ours is track Number Two, Ajeb New, which superbly recalls the beauty of Wello. If eskista doesn’t mekegel you during this song, head straight to the nearest Qes timihirt bet, unfurl your keisha, and pay penitence to the chagrined gods of your foreparents. And don’t stop until you are able to mezref at least two Qinays!

      Proving that she is not only a phenomenal entertainer, The Divine Ms. H seems to also have sharp business acumen… She has Executive Producer credit, and the CD was produced by Hanna Productions. Beauty and brains? Unfair advantage.

      Available at most Ethiopian markets. Around $16.00. For more information contact Ethio Express at EthioExprEss@aol.com
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      Ethiopian Professional Association Network

      Who said youth was wasted on the young? Oh… we did. But not on these young’uns. In March of 1999, a group of young Ethiopian engineering students who met at the National Society of Black Engineers 25th annual convention, formed EPAN. This is a networking forum for Ethiopian professionals. EPAN posts internship opportunities, job openings and scholarship information.

      For more information, go to: http://www.yebbo.com/EPAN/index.htm

       Ethiopia@NYC

      When they are not busy dodging stray bullets and following insipid little “quality of life” edicts from Mayor Mussolini, we mean Gulliani, our fellow Ethiopians in New York City actually get to enjoy the ET scene in the Big Apple. Ethiopia@NYC is a “Guide to Ethiopian Culture in New York City”, providing thorough information on Ethiopian restaurants, gatherings, happenings, community associations, churches… you name it.

      Log on to: http://www.mindspring.com/~ethiopiaatnyc/

       Horn of Africa Services

      HOAS provides employment, housing, health and educational services to new immigrants from the Horn who have settled in the Seattle area. It offers community programs and social events to ease the adjustment.

      Check out HOAS at: http://www.HOAS.org/
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       Ethiopian Yellow Pages

      Who hasn’t gone to D.C and wanted…business cards printed? Someone, thank God, has finally summoned the considerable gumption necessary to compile businesses owned/affiliated with Ethiopians in the US and Europe. From insurance brokers to real estate agents; from limousine service to construction companies, doctors to lawyers (yeach!), Ethiopian Yellow Pages offers the only comprehensive listing of its kind.

      Go to: http://www.ethioyellowpages.com/

       Ethiosoft '96

      Are the kids not picking up Amharic quick enough? Do you see them rapidly falling into the same pitfalls kids you yourself used to make fun of when you were pre-mortgage and minus 2.4 bundles of joy? Well, weldew sayecherisu, besew lig ayesaku. However, the minute you hear your own chuchays pronounce QuanTA as “kuwanta, mommy”, hurl them in front of the computer and pop in Ethiosoft '96. This multimedia software will teach them Ethiopic languages (interactively!), listen to music and get in touch with the homeland.

      For more information, and to order, go to:** http://members.aol.com/ethiosoft/page2.htm**

      

      Jomo Designs

      You’ve finally bought yourself new digs! No, it might not be the estate you’ve always wanted in Bole, (abo!) but at least you could give it an Ethiopian flavor. How to decorate? You think the people at IKEA have any idea what an Axum chair is? Do you think the little salespeople at Storehouse care about Ethiopian crafted lampshades? (The answer here would be an emphatic “no!”) Listen, when you get over your little obsession about paying an exorbitant amount of money for pressed board furniture, see the good people at Jomo Designs. You want Ethiocentric picture frames? They got it. You want to lounge on a replica of a provincial loveseat? They got that too. You want to sleep in a bed befitting an ancient King/Queen? Endeyta! (And don’t forget home accessories that can transform a screen porch in Bickney, Nebraska to seem like a regal adarash in ancient Gondar.)

      Visit them at: http://www.grapevine.net/~jomodzn/g-af/cgi/g-af2.html

      The backpage
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      By: Yitbarek Arefe-Aine
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      Sometime in early April, unbeknownst to the innocent and unsuspecting, a new cyber-gazetta was being readied to insinuate itself into the social psyche of the Ethiopian population on the 'Net.

      From the get go, the writers/contributors/editors of SELEDA threw down the gauntlet and roused the Sefiw’in ye-interet hizb by using these $50, multi-syllabic words that would have given Webster a headache to spell much less to pronounce.

      Ahh, but the shimoot!

      I am sure this sort of unprecedented rise to popularity has been extremely encouraging to all the people involved in SELEDA. While I give 'em their props, and much love, the Ethiopian gene in me started asking a few angebgabi tiyakaywoch: “Manachew, keyet metu, timhirtachew mindinew” … etc.

      I decided to contact them to inquire into their identity, what their intentions were, etc: Questions most of us have endured at one time or another. “Man neh? Yeman lij neh? Le wedefeet min tasebaleh?” (Fellas, you know what I speak of.) When I finally got a reply from the editors it was in the form of a cleverly couched “no comment”, which, of course, triggered off my eleh instinct. (Echin yewedal!)

      So, for all of you who have ever wondered who the suits behind SELEDA are, I offer the following speculation…

      Time: 2200 Hours

      Date: June 22, 1999

      Location: Hussshh!

      Dear Diary:

      It’s been an interesting day!

      I didn’t want to have to resort to underhanded tactics to achieve my mission to infiltrate the SELEDA offices, observe the editors’ actions, record their words… but they asked for it. In the interest of public service, (“Don’t the people have a right to know?”) I have endeavored to break through the seemingly impenetrable wall of secrecy the editors have shrouded themselves in.

      Let it not be said that it was an easy task, trying to get information from these people. With smugness and insouciance, these SELEDAites yet again refused to satisfy my innate curiosity. What they did not take into account was the zeal with which I would take on my mission. I would be a ye lrgo zinb in their next meeting… the eyes and ears of the Sefiw Hizb, a veritable one man Hizb Dehninet Committee. (60 minutes… move over!)

      Having heard through various sources that a meeting of the next TOP TEN LIST was going to be held in _________ (I cannot divulge this information for fear of leaving unprotected those who might be innocent pawns in the hands of asferi SELEDA honchos), I posed as a new contributing writer to the fledgling cyberzine, and arrived at their unmarked building.

      I had spent a few days doing research-- and in case some other intrepid soul should decide to follow in my footsteps to infiltrate SELEDA, the tomes I used as preparation are readily obtainable at any bookstore: just ask for “the biggest dictionary and thesaurus you have”. Start with the letter A and stop when you’ve finished the Z’s. (Speed reading: helpful.)

      Thus prepared, I sallied forth, humming a delightful dirge, utility briefcase in hand.

      Evidence gathering is a very tedious and mind-numbing process. (Can I get an ‘Amen!’ from those who have attempted to reclaim real estate in Ethiopia?) Therefore, I had my trusty camcorder, cleverly concealed in my prescription glasses; my digital recorder in my hollowed-out Lion of Judah ring; my miniaturized scanner built into my Mont Blanc rollerball pen; and some other goodies in case of capture.

      As I entered “the building” my heart raced in anticipation. I noticed everyone was being frisked thoroughly before entering the elevator. The husky guard stationed by the elevator banks seemed to also be was on the lookout for some sort of secret handshake that involved intricate hand gesturing. But I had gone prepared. When no one was looking, I sidled into the ATM vestibule, and slid on my phony arm cast.

      As I approached the Sentinel of SELEDA, I recognized him as one of the former Posta Beyt fetashotch… obviously a step up in his career. He, however, ever alert, never bothered to even look at me and instead gestured at the Plaster of Paris on my arm and ruminated about how he’s going to let me up without performing the ritual secret handshake. I told him I would be happy to perform it with my left hand, but since I was out of practice, would he please go a little slow for me. He looked at me disdainfully, and waved me on. A bastion of security, he ain’t!

      As I entered the elevator, a lissome young lady who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere looked at me quizzically and demanded to know who I was. (Note the absence of ye egzayr selamta.) Could I bluff her as well? I explained I was “the new writer”, and that I had just arrived to attend the meeting.

      “How is it that I’m the last to hear about these things?” she ranted, spitting out the words. “Heads WILL roll.” AHA! First clue that maybe the good folks here aren’t quite the cohesive team I thought them to be. Hmmm. It only whetted my appetite.

      Deciding to continue my brazen subterfuge, I explained I was only informed of the meeting recently, and wasn’t sure where I should go. She glared at me as if it offended her that I was still speaking to her. Carelessly, she shrugged her shoulders in the direction of a long hallway that lead to two gargantuan oak doors–the kind you see in 16th century Spanish monasteries. The Boardroom! The SELEDA boardroom! Sweet success, I am in thy hands!

      I walked on air down the long hallway, the oak doors beckoning me. But, before I got through the fist verse of “Zarey new dileh”, I noticed one of those new fangled Retinal Scan security devices by the doors. Aych! How paranoid are these people, anyway? I HAD to overcome this last obstacle that stood between me and who knows what countless victories which lay behind those doors.

      On to hayteyat #2: out came the foldable walking stick, and contacts to give my eyes that milky white film across my eyes, and tinted clip-ons to cover up the ol’ specs. Voila! I was ready with my blind man’s bluff.

      As I shamelessly tap, tap, tapped my way to the door, a very kind and helpful intern offered to assist me to the room. I graciously accepted the proffered arm, and sauntered up to the oak doors. He did his thing with the retinal thing-a-ma-bobby, and I found myself in the inner sanctum of SELEDA faster than you could say Haile GebreSelassie! Victory to the oppressed masses! (Lefa yalew…)

      I carefully settled into one of those incredibly comfortable, ergonomically correct, lumbar supporting executive chairs around the conference table. (No wonder all those officials back home are never at their desks when you need to get a document signed… all they’ve got are those straight back wood chairs, with no lumbar support to boot! Miskins.)

      Boy, do these SELEDA people know how to call a meeting… I espied a small buffet table set up in one corner, and was just about to pour myself a cup of coffee from the silver carafe when I heard a youngish sounding voice behind me ask, “Gashe, buna weyess shai lametalot?” (The idea of being called “Gashe” rankled at my very being.) Realizing that I had very nearly blown my blind man’s cover, I replied “Buna, lije.” Might as well live it up as long as I could.

      Giant framed posters of Ethiopian scenery, obviously taken from one of the many Ethiopian Airlines calendars graced the mahogany-paneled walls. The heart-of-pine floors were glossy from fresh wax. The room-size antique Persian rug lay proudly over layers of padding. The pearl and ebony inlaid conference room table was lined with miniature Perrier bottles. And where did these people find so many orchids? I thought: “If my tax dollars are paying for any of this, I’m starting a revolution!”)

      The polite intern/errand boy placing a dainty Royal Dalton coffee cup in front of me broke my reverie. It also heralded the writers and editors of SELEDA entering the room to begin the meeting. Hmm. A truly veritable who’s who of nobodys. I could not recognize a single soul, except, of course, for that lissome young lass, who had quizzed me in the elevator. She was so busy berating someone over her cell phone that it did not register that I had transformed to a ‘blind man’.

      First impressions are unique-- you only get one chance to make or receive them. The single most striking impression I was left with as I scanned the room was how serious everyone looked. (Why? Who do they think they are? Abet gura!)

      Before the meeting was even called to order, an argument broke out as to what the topic of the next Top Ten List should be… Everyone screamed his/her opinions at the same time.

      
        	“Why David Letterman would never do a top ten list about SELEDA”

        	“Why Mekuria was not selected to play the part of Mufassa in the Lion King”

        	“Why you will never see the Luge become a popular sport in Ethiopia”

        	“Why we always refer to the stomach when referring to a loved one. i.e hodey, Are we so obsessed with food?!!!”

      

      The verbal battle got so intense that at one point the woman on my left began to pound the table with her Via Spiga pumps, a la Kruschev, demanding to be heard. This friendly gesture sent the coffee I had been called Gashe for flying out of my hands until it found a home on the lovely rug. No one paid attention-- especially to my agonized cry of pain. Left to my own devises, I looked down and was horrified to discover that my Lion of Judah ring, which, if you remember, housed the digital tape recorder, was soaked in Starbucks coffee. So, asides from giving me first-degree burns, the Big Spill had also effectively shorted out my electronic apparatus. Hmm. Was this all worth it???

      While I was distracted, one of the SELEDA boys stormed out of the meeting in a huff, furiously swinging a Polo man-purse about his shoulders. In so doing, he managed to slam the bag into my face, effectively ensuring the uselessness of my spectacle camcorder! (Who are these feral beasts?) Well, that meant I was truly blind. (Don’t forget these were prescription glasses with a pin hole video camera built into it.)

      At least I still had my Mont Blanc scanner pen, I comforted myself. All I had to do was pass it over any document I could get my hands on. I didn’t need to see to do this. All I needed were my ears and my pen.

      Finally, someone called out that order was needed and that an attendance sheet was going to be passed around… (What is this? A Kebele meeting??) And, the same person announced, would everyone please be more respectful of the Tileq Sew who was attending the meeting. They meant me, those twerps! I fumed quietly.

      …Yakety yak, yadda yadda yadda, blah, blah blah etc…

      Remember I initially said that they use $50, multi-syllabic, unpronounceable words in print? Well, in person it is even worse. It’s almost as if someone had condensed the dictionary into pill form and fed it to this batch. (“That’s a pulchritudinous tie? Armani?”… “I feel the second paragraph is enchantingly fulgent. Brava!”… “Skookum job on that piece on peripatetic Ethios and their dissonant dreams.”) Besimeab!

      AND THEN, the internal bickering: “No, I don’t want to write about the benefits of badminton as a means of socializing with coworkers”; “Hey, I already did the golf article last month”; “Can I get a larger expense account? I want to attend, I mean, cover the Ethiopian Soccer Tournament”; “…What do you mean when you say ‘there’s no such thing as barbecue kitfo’ ??!!”; “You know, I hated you in high school, and I hate you now!”

      The tenor of the meeting remained edgy until the final decision for the Top Ten List for July was finalized, but by then the whole room had become electrified as fodder for another month for the masses to chew and cud over was analyzed. Half chewed pencils flooded the table, over-moussed coiffs got mussed, tempers flared…

      Next topic up for discussion: upcoming planned vacation for the staff. VACATION?? Lemme see… April, May, June, July, four months and already they’re thinking VACATION??

      One editor-type announced he will be traveling to Washington DC to see first- hand if it was really Addis Abeba West. (It is.) Another was going camping in Yosemite. Yet another was heading off to a self-awareness retreat in the Berkshires in Massachusetts. (“I need to be one with myself again”.) THIS from people who brought us the first Top Ten list about being Ferenjies?? Wey alemawek!

      I hurried back to my cramped quarters, exhilarated to have returned back to real life, undetected, in one piece and with a few documents I had managed to pilfer from an open file cabinet. (My Mont Blanc pen was rendered useless as one of those nitwits, who, during a heated argument about the proper usage of “éclat”, had snatched it and stirred his coffee with it!" C’est ne pas possible! I’m exhausted, dear Diary. But exhilarated! I have finally broken SELEDA.

      Date: June 23, 1999

      Time: 1300 Hours

      Place: My cramped quarters

      Dear Diary:

      As sure as rain, there was yet another snide, smug, sarcastic, ego-bruising email from the editors awaiting me this morning. Pride prevents me from disclosing the contents verbatim. However, suffice it to say those Sultans of Loquacity have won this battle: apparently, they had been tipped off about my subterfuge! These insidiously devious SELEDA-ites knew of my coming and had played me for a fool!

      The war has just started! Heed my words: I will arise once again like the phoenix and retake the day. I still have a few resources yet, so who knows? For now, I’ll lick my wounds and in the words of Bob Marley ,"…He who run away, come back to fight another day".

      Or, in SELEDA-speak, “A derelict and prodigal infantryman who has exercised egregious profilgacy by once forsaking the war, shall inevitably and without equivocation recrudesce to the battlefield.”
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      Editors’ note

      We distinctly remember wearily posting the last SELEDA article in June, and the triumph we were awash in at having come up with such an astoundingly pious excuse for taking a two-month vacation-- the “spending time with our families” vision/thousand points of light thing. One small step for the editors, one giant, colossal step towards complete pomposity.

      Ahh, but the thoughts we had harbored of angelic family gatherings…the laughter, the 'wui afer sihon ande gures’s, the sounds of other people’s children throwing temper tantrums… Summer 1999 was going to be the mother of all summers.

      Alas, the bliss promptly ended halfway through the first week, which was exactly how long it took our loved ones to realize that, y’know, they really didn’t care all that much about having us hang around so much. (Some loved ones, we were horrified to discover, don’t even like us, period… which will be “Topic #1” at the next session with our designated SELEDA nefs abat.)

      By mid-July the SELEDA nafqot had became so trenchant, that we editors tried to seek comfort in each other. (Need we expound on how not a pretty picture that painted… not by any stretch of the imagination.)

      Well, the minutes crawled into hours, and the hours stirred into days, the days crept into weeks, and the weeks finally lagged into months. But by the time we had stopped listlessly marking off the days on our refrigerator calendars, we were exhausted and in need of a serious vacation… if, nothing else, to get in touch with out inner children …those imbeciles!

      All this to say that we missed being here and are delighted to be back! For those of you who sent us 'Gid yelem… SELEDAn enna ter-arra eyarefu new" condolences, we are much obliged. For the multitude who refused to be mollified by any of our cunningly orchestrated excuses, well, our Excuse Vat overfilleth, so we’d be happy to keep churning out more until we hit on the one that won’t make you squint your eyes in disgust, and ‘ak-entuf’ on your monitors.

      …

      So, two months off and what have we to show for it? Well, nothing, of course, … ('cept maybe a conspicuous beer belly) but we thought we would point out a couple of baby steps we’ve taken regarding the state of SELEDA (soon to be known as the Greater Undemocratic Republic of SELEDA).

      Hopefully, you will have taken note that the Shadowy Computer Cabal on the editorial board has been hard at work (or hardly working) at making SELEDA as aesthetically pleasing as possible. Considering that its members’ real-time profession includes, but is not limited to, re-splitting and tucking to bed various atoms and whatnot, we are grateful for any attention they give this page.

      It should also be pointed out that the “entirely-spazzed-out-on-one-too-many-triple-shot-cappuccino” writing crew made the occassional and feeble attempt to assist in this ye teQedese alama, but we always ended up being put abruptly back in our places by the flared nostrils and clenched jaws of the kibur Cabal. “You cyber-Taybas,” they’d snort at us with revulsion. “You are not fit to vacum our keyboards!”

      YameTaun mechase ‘Amen’ belo meqebel inji, especially when it comes to blasé SELEDA computer meqwanints, who vilify everyone on the editorial staff who is unable to pontificate on T0 Vector Microprocessors, or who has never been invited to a Theory of Virus Shell Assembly slumber party.)

      [A moment, please, to lament our empty, meaningless lives.]

      The point being, while we are encouraged by our readers’ response on the new SELEDA look, we just want to state that it is a work-in-progress, so bear with us until we find the right melk-to-qum-neger ratio.

      Also in the works, (as soon as the manQurit anQo, gorebet ‘Gud!’ estil meteramess that has become standard procedure at SELEDA board meetings subside) is a brand spanking new SELEDA forum where readers will be able to interact in a chewa manner. Stay tuned for details.

      Finally, in order to execute a proposed SELEDA mentorship program, we ask that professional Ethiopians willing to act as mentors to the young and the restless to contact us.

      As always, we extend our deepest gratitude to our September contributors, who weathered the usual paranoid prodding and friendly mekera masayet to bring you exceptional articles. Starting with this issue, we hope to have a three-part series on “Healing the Ethiopian Soul”, which will examine the weighty aspects of leaving home, forgiving the past and assimilation. We hope you find it insightful.

      We also hope that SELEDA can be a sounding board to as many varied points of views as possible, so we encourage our readers to participate by not only sending in reactions to articles, but also by submitting personal essays which chronicle different experiences, triumphs and failures.

      Beterefe, we have tried hard not to make the September issue betray our restless summer. After all, it was also plagued by nightmares of a splinter 'zine (aptly named, what else, ‘TiQur Seleda’) being launched by disgruntled editors who found the absence of the word “somnorific” in past SELEDA issues to be… abominable… just abominable! So, here it is…thrice. "Egzy’r somnorific**-kachiun yasayachiu!"; "Tsbai ena** somnorific mechase ayge’za!" (Chigir eko new!)

      Mekam Addis Amet!

      The (over-somnorificified) Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      The mail

      There are letters-to-the-editor, and there are letters-to-the-editor.

      But then there is The SELEDA Mail: a virtual bouquet of the strangely exotic, the thorny, the enchanting, the delicate, the annoyingly fragile, and the ‘What the heck is that?’ cornucopia of musings, observations and t’reba with the occasional marriage proposal/eternal servitude thrown in to keep us on our toes.

      And TWO months worth of mail…boy, were we unbearable! Take a deep breath… here is a sampling (edited for foul language).

      Our l’il jaunt outside of the SELEDA mender was, well, not taken too well by readers who complained about everything from vertigo because of whacked out “SELEDA equilibriums”, to dizzy spells caused by ‘TTD’ (Top Ten Deficiency’). That’s sweet.

      “Forfaywu demo mindinew?” chastised Ermias G.H., whose heartstrings must be made out of double re-enforced steel chains not be tugged at by our ‘we need a vacation/quality family time’ zibzeba. “I feel like a junkie, totally taken in by the SELEDA drug cartel. Sure, get me addicted and then leave me hanging. Bicha …”

      OK, Ermias. Unfortunately, the SELEDA suite at the Betty Ford Center is presently, er, occupied, so we can’t even sneak you in for a quick de-tox. However, we would like to offer you an astaraqi something if it’ll get us back into your graces: so, about the September issue… how would you like it? In crack or powder form?

      Meanwhile, it didn’t take a rocket scientist-- not that we have any on board–to discern that we had yet another unhappy camper in the dour Ato Y. “I’d like to formally log in my complaint about the so-called mega double-issue,” he declared, probably not realizing there’s no formal vs. informal complaint department at SELEDA. Miskin. “I’m certain that I’m not the only one who thinks that this month’s edition fell just slightly short of the hyped billing. Next time, instead of insulting your readership’s intelligence with cute-isms like “super-duper, collector’s edition, epic edition, etc.” just tell us, “Hey you’re getting this stuff for free, you’re not paying our salary, and we want to take a few days off to get together in DC … got a problem with that?!?”, and we’ll be much more receptive.”

      Hmm. Okey dokey. Except, here’s the quandary this puts us in. We get a feeling we should quickly re-write our “Getting one with our karma in 2000” soliloquy to excuse our upcoming December/January issue? (Er, did we mention that the December and January issues are, well, going to be combined–which, although no one bothered to tell us, apparently now means promises of epics AND collectors’ editions, and who knows what else.) But, Ato Y, not that we are that CHekangn to wanna make a sport out of insulting anybody’s intelligence, but feel free to write us again, and the minute we detect a modicum of intelligence, we’d be happy to insult it for you.

      But then again, we are not here to menetarek.

      The mail regarding SELEDA’s new look, we are happy to report, resembled a cyber-playground where the chewas and the ye-teQoneTetus frolicked and spread happiness. In fact, ehem, they leveled so much entuf entufs at us that we had to call on a medhanit qemami to concoct a chirt balm for us. Aw shucks…

      Solidly in the “we like” camp is Eshetu Molla, who concluded a paragraph of qilit yale mashkormem with “Bravo on the face lift! But I hope that you leave SELEDA Volumes I-III untouched. That way, we latecomers can trace its progress and cyber-evolution.” Now, now, Eshetu. Granted our sketchy approach to matters ethical might appear to be a little… flexible. But, not even the most devious of SELEDA minds would stoop so low as try to cosmetically alter our humble beginnings. That would be immoral! And depraved! (And our computer people said it would be a hell lota work, and we are more lazy than unethical.)

      Buoyant that we had actually managed to have struck a cord with refined types, and primed to frequent the high-and-mighty A-list cocktail society, we pranced around our bucolic playground, until the resident bully grabbed us by the throat and shook us sensless.

      “I can truly say that I was one of those who eagerly awaited the much touted new look of SELEDA,” wrote Sultan Raya with very refined roguery. “I am sad to report, however, that I was disappointed. Indeed, the new frame adds to the navigability of the site. However, your sense of aesthetics lags way behind your wordsmith… Judging by the texture and shades of color adorning the walls of SELEDA, I can hazard that besides being “humble”, the editors also belong to the fair sex (or henpecked by one?) Pink! Pink! What next? Lavender whiffs off of the computer screen? … P.S. Needless to say, you are doing a fantastic job with the concept of SELEDA. May Allah bless us with more issues.”

      Wei metenakol, and as one of our favorite readers put it, “Minew sewu Tor Tor alew’sa?”

      Not that you are in any danger of ever be outed as a Martha Stewart groupie, Sultan (the color you berate as being ‘Pink! Pink!’ is actually an urbane combination of Carolina Clay with a touch of Old Barn Red, a dollop of Burnt Amber topped off with a soupcon of Sand Dune Patina), but we are also guessing you have never had the honor of being henpecked by a SELEDA-weet. (It’s a privilege, not a right.) However, we were delighted by your observations, and are sending you a special SELEDA Aromatheraphy candle/potpourri set to soothe your nerves. (If that don’t work, ask us about the Essence-de-SELEDA herbal laxative, which has been known to work wonders… It’s … a good thing.)

      {Brief pause to recalibrate the Sarcasm Detector.}

      Moving on to slightly higher qum neger-ish grounds, the massive and overwhelming response to Makeda and Gelawdios’ Life Diaries made us giddy to the point of delusion of the “U! U! Wegebayn” variety. Any trepidation we might have felt about unleashing such an unorthodox Life Diaries at God-fearing SELEDA**wiyan** was quickly assuaged by reactions such as these:

      Kidanu B., from DC: “DC area ET restaurants have not been the same since SELEDA’s famous Battle of the Sexes. Now, just as we settled into the famous DC malaise, you again manage to agitate us with Life Diaries. Without any welem zelem, it is the best writing most of us have read in a long time. The concept of feisty enkiya selantia with utmost chewinet between two Ethiopians has never been so beautifully illustrated. The depth of the sem ena work, the bountiful metaphors (from the Dr. and Ato ashaTir to tame the youth/hope/future of Ethiopia, to the Seven Holograms), it’s the kind of stuff Hemmingway could not have captured–no matter how many of Makeda’s aTefaris brownies he imbibed. Such a perfect blend of the English with the skillful stirring in of Amharic kimems… abet, abet! Ye SELEDA amlak yigdelegne.” Ere tew Kidanu. Edesuma ay’del. Telatih firfir belo yemoot. Give the man a zembil full of them aTefaris brownies… and charge it to Atse Gelawdios.

      …Negerun qebel bemadreg…

      Yordanos Kifle Ke Queens: “Never have I been so glued to my screen as when I was when reading your Diaries Section. As a small time Ethiopian history buff, I relished the trip Gelawdios (we used to call him Atse Gelaw) and Her Majesty took us on. (At the risk of incurring the SELEDA seif myself, may I say I am eternally smitten by the Makeda of SELEDA… Her writing style makes me want to eat as many saltine crackers as she has to offer…) Seriously, thank you for the wonderful hour I spent reminiscing about home, my country and Ethiopian history. I might just be your #1 fan.” Ditto on you being our #1 fan, Yordanos. Although we suspect that those braniacs who frequent the intellectual silos that are DC area restaurants might challenge you to a duel for that title. As we say around here, “Fight well. If that don’t work, fight dirty.”

      …Keziam aTaTimo bemeqetel…

      Merab D.: “…A suggestion: maybe you should have a “What I miss most about Home” SELEDA Survey. When Makeda described the way she misses home, the three peaks she looked out for from her school, I thought I would die of loneliness and the same nafqot. THAT alliteration was so powerful. I did not know how much I missed home until the memory of the woman who owned the tej bet near our house in Mekanisa came flooding back. Every day, when I’d come home from school, she would be sitting outside of her dilapidated house, pouring the tej in small bilrilays and singing the same song. She’d offer me kolo, and even though we had nothing in common, we would spend hours talking… I can’t even remember what we talked about, but I remember her face, her clothes and that dank smell of tej outside her house. Boy, do I miss home, too!”

      …Speaking of CHewatan be niTir Quibay lewiso, fetfito maguress…

      Meseret in New York: “Kemir, you guys might have started this for fun, but it is turning out to be one BRILLIANT forum. I only wish I knew more about the “artist Gelawdios”, although I guess he successfully made that fact irrelevant. What a story weaver! Like a skillful shepherd, he maneuvered me through emotional hills and valleys, memories and longings: from the history of arms trading in Ethiopia, to the Seven Holograms he imagined after the aTefaris brownies… (usually, most of us only see Jimmy Hendrix and Santana fighting over us!) Makeda and the way she took on the nuances of Gelawdios’ twists was phenomenal! So much so, and so pointed was her positive spin, that she forced him into making the Apostle John the bearer of good news and absari of peace in Ethiopia! (Give the woman a dynasty!) Congratulations on yet another FASCINATING issue.” …Yeah, yeah. But who did you say wins the fight between Hendrix and Santana?

      …Be g’ram be Qeignim eyalameTu, hasabin ke aff menTeq be-madreg…

      Abey Tedla: I arranged the ersatz obstacles at entrance of my cube made from moving boxes filled with sand, strategically to intercept that brave soul ballsy enough to contemplate venturing in. I liked Life Diaries especially. [It] made me smile in spite of my boss peering over my shoulders, foaming at the mouth, muttering “You better have the results of that script”. I yell back, “Yeah whatever, fire me. We have SELEDA now, I can survive on cappuccino and web humor.” Er, don’t forget cappuccino, web humor AND henpecking SELEDA-weets.

      As our anjet is drenched in the CHoma of erudition, a welcome visit from past Diarists…

      Sofanit from Hanover: “OH MY GOD! Yemin sew masat-AT meta???.. I just finished reading LDs, and I must admit to feeling incredibly … *small* for what now seems like a dreadfully drab give-and-take with Awraris. I was totally sold by the historical intrigue and drama. When Awraris said “channeling back to the spirit our foremothers/fathers”, I didn’t think you would take it literally! Then came more … the contrast of the Makeda now and then; the way she describes how she misses home; his Holograms; and then the final twist of incorporating those into our daily lives. I have never looked forward the year 2045 with more earnestness. But I am hanging in there, and hopefully, I will have SELEDA handy to compare notes.” Sofanit, an unhealthy lifestyle and a meteoric cholesterol level will probably not allow us to live long enough to see 2045. However, could you make sure to check on Gelawdios’ tab from the Debre Tabor Tavern? Bejirowend or no Bejirowend, eda eda new! We would hate to think about what kind of interest it might have accrued.

      …And then the mawerareja Tela…

      Awraris from Atlanta: “Yes, I am certainly feeling like Emebaytaye Sofanit and I were just the tinish-est stepping stones to the real deal. I am hurt, I really am that you would follow our “feet dipping into the C-OOLD SELEDA waters” with such intellection. Life Diaries, was, I admit very begrudgingly, the epitome of the PERFECT blend of the “hybrid” we have all become. I was left speechless by the spectacular vision of the Holograms… Ere yetabatachiu! Good luck topping THIS one. I will relish seeing you squirm.” Awraris, really! Given how infrequently we squirm, we are doubtful you will be exacting revenge any time soon. However, maybe you’ll find solace in the revelation that we did feel the heebie-jeebies for a moment there at the august task of keeping up with the standard set by Makeda and Gelawdios. But that passed. Next possible projected squirming conference: 2045. Your place?

      …Enday-day-day! Anbessa aGessa!…and our all time favorite Life Diaries mugesa…)

      This is our friend Selemon’s brain…:

      " OH MY GOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOD!!! L… Life… D… !!! … OH HEAVENS!!! OH… GOOOOD LOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOORD!!! eh… eh…speechless!!!"

      This is our friend Selemon’s brain on drugs…:

      "I’m all shush 'bout Life Diaries… You know, you may think intoxication is induced by conduction or consumption… naaaaah… no, sireeee… it’s apparently induced by radiation too… Entries 4 and 5 of Life Diaries are two bags of brownies laced with fuming and diffusing aTefaris. But lemme say no more… endalreksachew… besides, lemme sit back and ruminate in the levitating sensation of wisdom behind the veil of this thick aTefaris smoke… bolelelelel eyale… qelbes qena eyale… shiqqib eyetmzegezege taria lay netro bittinn seel… enkwan sebatt… seba shih apocalyptic ye ra’ey feres yasayal…"

      Any Questions?

      [We… we’re getting a queasy feelin’ here that our readers were a little too ebullient about the efficacy of Makeda’s brownies… This can’t be good for literature.]

      And thus went our lazy summer days, basking in the UV ray-free sun that was adulation to Makeda and Gelawdios.

      But of course, like most things we hold dear, SELEDA saboteurs and selam nesiwoch soon annihilated this little heaven we had carved out for ourselves.

      Take, for example, Bezah K.'s say bil banker-rebab’t message, which reads in part, “Yes, yes, everyone is probably going nuts about the Welgadios… I mean Debarios… enday!… GELAWDIOS and Makeda “Around the World in Five Entries” nitreka. (Do those of us who went through the whole shebang earn SELEDA frequent flier miles? Or at least the recipe for the brownies — although his description of the time machine being made for the ever elusive nuclear family was hilarious!) Lingerachiu, the best piece was My Story. THAT feature, more than anything so far on SELEDA, clearly illustrated the absurdity and the curiously bizarre assimilation culture we Ethiopians are mired in. It was simply the best.” Fine. Be that way. However, did we mention about an Eighth Hologram being found in our offices… it has to do with snippety commentators and ye-SELEDA**n** tranquility menCHakiwoch spending eternity as unpaid SELEDA interns? Don’t make us go through the whole “slipping-in-the-disk-and-watching-more-horses-fly” deal.

      And speaking of the inchoate boulevard of debacle that is the inner sanctum of SELEDA, Yitbarek Arefe-Ainee’s spoof, Inside SELEDA: The Untold Story, was idealistically extolled by a polite Mehari K. Ab, who, the supreme SELEDA court has decided, has the makings of the SELEDA intern. “Dear Editors… humble and esteemed, Congratulations! The Backpage satire of the behind-the-silk-screen of SELEDA was priceless. Could it be that we Ethiopians have learnt to make fun of ourselves without getting bent out of shape? I think what you did with the Backpage is the dawn of a new era in Ethio sensitivity check. Thanks for the laugh. But more importantly, for not taking yourselves so deadly seriously.” (What’s a nice guy like that doing in a place like this?)

      Thank you, Mehari, for noticing that we are indeed very grounded folk with very meager glibness factors. We hope the ill advised decision by peeved SELEDA upper management to ship Yitbarek off to an ‘assignment’ in Kosovo (“The Ethiopian Diaspora in Pristina”), does not reflect badly on all of us who were not slighted by “his damnable intimation that we are purveyors of such third-rate footwear as Via Spigas”. (At midnight on December 31st, Yitbarek will be reporting live from Siberia: “Are there Ethiopians in Siberia?” Riveting stuff, we are sure.)

      It must have become fashionable to delve into the psychological profile of SELEDA, because there’s been a lot of it flying around. Says Abraham S., “…[Makeda’s axiom] ‘Able to Sulk in Four Languages’ should be bronzed on a big plate, and mounted at the entrance of the SELEDA building!!!”, which we think is a smashing suggestion, albeit unmindful of copyright laws and their governance. But as soon as we pry loose the bolts on our current plaque ("Abandon all Forced Decorum Ye Who Enter Here (especially towards those creepy ye Bole sefer molQaQoch) "), we’ll be happy to replace it with the Makedaism.

      Our June Top Ten, (Top Ten Abesha Pick-Up Lines) was a surprise hit, and we are delighted. From N.S.: “Koye esti, yemeTbesha mistirachinin yagaletew must have been the Back Page editor…as a compromise. I actually have used all of them except for the “Heywan, I believe your rib belongs to me…” I’ll try that one and let y’all know the results.”;… From ‘adnakewu yehager lij John Seyoum’: “I would like to ask if your SELEDA TOP 10 really works? I tried one of the lines but I wasn’t able to score…”;… And from Mamo A.: “Excellent Top Ten, SELEDANS. Especially number one. And yes, it works.”

      Wait. We take it back. We are not delighted. We are alarmed.

      We thought letters about us employing TeTer yale Englizegna would eventually subside as people slowly came to grips with the realization that it ain’t changing anytime soon. The June mail had its usual share of complaints about our user unfriendly English, but we think our favorite was Wuzi’s. “I like your website. It’s fun and interesting, however I cannot understand some of the satires. So please make it simple and easy to read. Sometimes it’s hard to understand the humor. Can you make in [sic] a simple Amharic and English so that we the Y2K generation new [sic] can understand it.”

      Right-o! And we at SELEDA are, of course, proud of our long tradition and proven track record of making things “simple and easy”, especially to accommodate “the Y2K generation”. So, in order for ALL of us to “understand the humor”, let us in unison join hands and: a) pretend there IS humor in need of understanding, and b) collectively celebrate the inauguration of www.Seleda2_simplified_not_to tax_the_inelaborate_minds_of_recalcitrant_and

      _impertinent_CHuchays@disdainful/contempt.com.

      And finally…

      It is only appropriate to end on the sage advice and mirriqat our new friend Misikir T. bestowed upon us… the advice, we will let you know, that managed to restore the calmness around here, and satiate the fiendish weffefays who would rather stay all caustic and mean. “Please don’t make this a biliCH-dirgim affair…,” she affirmed. "SELEDA seems like a futuristic magazine. Your down-to-earthness appeals both to the goremsas and koredas as well as to the golmasas. Keep up the good work. SELEDA**n Ke-buda ayin yisewirat zend miraken entif biyalehu!" Enyam ‘entuf’**! Especially to ward of any m’hitat which might be hurled our way and commissioned by chagrined ‘Y2K generation’ goremsa/koreda/golmasa types.

      So, is it us, or is everybody else also having fun? Our June mailbox was probably the most alluring yet, which makes us wonder how September readers will top it? Not to sound like ye tesebere shekla-like, but we love hearing from you, and SELEDA would never have gotten out of the dirito lebash literary scene were it not for your feedback.

      Our address is editors@seleda.com.

      LeT belen ij eyenesan, melkam enQuTaTash!

      The Humble Editors.

      Healing the Ethiopian Soul, Part I

      "Zewdu"

      By: Tewodros

      It was a sunny afternoon in Dire Dawa. Our small neighborhood was unusually, deceptively quiet. But underneath the calmness and appearance of normalcy, we all knew or suspected something terrible was about to unfold.

      Around late afternoon, the bright sky suddenly got dark, and heavy clouds threatened rain. Mothers rushed to get their kids from the soccer field, where many of us grew up playing ye eegir kuas ena Gi’ro.

      The only asphalt road in that part of the city cut through the heart of our neighborhood. There were houses on both sides of it, and sandwiched next to a famous Italian-run cafe and bakery store was an old house I remember well. It was used by local Kebele officials as a torture chamber.

      Right across the old house was a thriving open vegetable and “CHat” market. People went on about their business as if nothing horrendous was taking place in the building across the street. But we all knew about the heinous crimes being committed behind those closed doors, and chose to turn a blind eye. On any given night, the agonizing screams and the cries of the helpless reverberated throughout that little street.

      The rain never came that late afternoon, but the darkness lingered into the night. The eerie quiet was disturbed only by the announcement from Kebele officials that we should all stay home until the next morning. It was still early in the evening, way before s’at elafi. Maybe, we thought, they’re anticipating another attack by the Somali rebels.

      But we knew better. A few weeks earlier, about a dozen people from the neighborhood had been picked up by security forces. They were taken to the main police station in downtown. They were young, mainly in their teens or early twenties. Initially, the fact that they were taken to the main police station instead of the old house was seen as a good sign.

      Around 8:00 p.m. the excruciating screams of the helpless echoed throughout the empty streets. Those who dared peek through a window saw a truck full of soldiers pointing down their guns on what appeared to be a cluster of naked teenagers. Then came another truck, again full of naked teenagers with soldiers and their guns.

      “They may be taking them to another prison location,” some of us tried to reason. But if they were being relocated, why were they naked? And why relocate them in the middle of the night? Why the soldiers, and not the police?" Ye ma lijoch yeehonu? We sat there huddled, gripped in fear and despair, anger and hopelessness.

      Suddenly there were sounds of scuffling near one of the trucks. It seemed like one of the prisoners had jumped off. Several shots were fired. The truck slowed down for just a moment, but never stopped. From a distance, more shots could be heard. Weyegud. A’hun demo min tefeTere?

      At daybreak, parents rushed to the main police station to see if the children there were safe. They were told that the prisoners were transferred to another location, and were ordered not to bring in food or clothes. Some wanted to believe the obvious lies, while others wanted the truth.

      The truth. The truth was, that night the naked teenagers were executed in a field not far from the neighborhood. They were screaming because they wanted us to hear them, and to save them. They could see the lights in their own homes from the slow-moving trucks. They were our brothers, sisters, our abro adegoch–cut down in the prime of their lives in cold blood.

      Dozens were murdered that night, among them two best friends.

      Zewdu was the only child born to an army family. He was soft-spoken, yet intense. Merid, his childhood friend, was very much like him. They were both picked up by security forces minutes apart, kept in the same prison location, and taken on the same truck to their execution site.

      That dreadful night, several teenagers had jumped from the truck, but only one was able to escape. The opportunity to jump came when one of the soldiers discovered that one of the naked teenagers was his own brother.

      That night, Zewdu was able to postpone his inevitable death for just a little while longer. He had the opportunity to save his life for good, but chose instead to return home to die.

      Zewdu lived with his family in a military housing complex. His father was at the hospital, nursing a gunshot wound from the Ethiopia-Somali war. His mother was at home crying for her only child. That night, he sneaked into his house, passing dozens of soldiers camped outside. He greeted his grieving and shocked mother and told her to consider him dead because he knew he was going to die soon. He picked up his father’s Klashnikov, and headed straight to the office of Major X, a man who many had considered a friend.

      The Major was sent from Addis, as the locals believed, to stop the torture, abuse, and killings by pro-government elements. He was a savior. An angel who would finally put an end to the madness that seemed to intensify with each passing day.

      What we didn’t know was that at the heart of the madness was Major X himself. His mission, apparently, was to pose as a peacemaker while quietly eliminating those who spoke forcefully against or dared to criticize the Derg.

      Only the dead knew the evil deeds of Major X. The dead and Zewdu, who upon being taken to his death, finally realized who was in charge of this operation; who was signing the death warrants; and who stood at the execution site witnessing the final demise of young Ethiopians. He also knew Major X would continue killings us and we would never know. So, instead of saving himself, Zewdu came back home to die.

      Upon hearing the commotion outside, Major X emerged from his office, unaware who or what was waiting for him.

      Zewdu pointed his gun, called a name, and shot Major X. He called another name, and shot again. Another name. Another shot. He was calling the names of those who were murdered that night, including his friend, and my older brother, Merid.

      Major X died with a bloodstained, bullet-ridden paper inside his shirt pocket, a hit list of people to be killed next. Zewdu shot himself in the head. Unfortunately, he did not die right away. He was tortured to death by people who are still in our midst.

      I often drift in and out of the incidents of yesteryears, hoping to come to grips with my troubled past. After twenty plus years and from thousands of miles away, I can still visualize the soccer field, the banana trees, and, yes, the killing fields of Dire Dawa. I daydream about the dead as if they only left us yesterday.

      I live in two worlds: the past and the present. The past won’t let go of me and I succumb to it easily; but the present gives me refuge through my wife and our three beautiful children.

      I often ponder when these memories will fade, and whether I will ever be able to return to a place I once called home. The nature of my work has given me several opportunities to go to Ethiopia, but I have yet to summon the willpower to set foot in Dire Dawa, my birthplace. I look at my three beautiful children, and as I struggle to teach them about our history, I always ask myself if I should include the part that forever severed their father from his home.

      An Ethiopian in the U.S. Military

      Jebdu

      By: Alula Berhane

      “So, why did you join the US Air Force?” has become a very familiar question asked of me in the last 7 plus years.

      Let me begin with a brief synopsis of my life around the time I made my decision. In late 1989 I was working at a grocery store making insane money for a single guy with no responsibilities. I was just living it up! I traveled, partied and just had a dandy 'ol time! The problem was, I still had that “Education is key!” bug that I inherited from my father nagging at me everyday. At the time, all I had was my AA and I was waiting for the company I was working for to open a branch in Sacramento, CA, so I could transfer and finish up my BA there.

      After waiting around for a year and a half, I began to look at all possible alternatives. One alternative was the Army. I had picked up some information on the Army during a career day presentation a few years back. I knew that it would pay for schooling, but I didn’t know the details. So, one day I was out gallivanting around when I passed by a recently completed building that housed all the recruiting offices of the different military branches. I figured I had a few hours to blow anyway so I stopped by the Army office and introduced my self to Sgt. D.

      We sat down and had a “chat” until he found out I was waiting for my green card. He told me to come back when I got it. During the six months it took to get my green card, I did some research on my own and made a list of what I wanted to do in the Army. When I sat down with Sgt. D I knew the goal was to get my BA at the Army’s expense, and be a fixed wing pilot. Sgt. D told me that the only guarantee he could give me was that I could be a helicopter pilot since Army aviation is 90% rotor wings. When I said no, he personally walked me over to the Air Force office and introduced me to the recruiter! For those of you who have dealt with military recruiters before, you know this not the norm at all. They all have to fulfill a quota every month and each body that walks though their doors is one less they have to go find. Regardless, I ended up in the Air Force. And ever since the initial shock of boot camp, which is another story in itself, I never have looked back or regretted my choice.

      The second question I am most frequently asked is where my allegiance would be in a conflict with Ethiopia or some other third world country. I especially remember one incident where I had a heated discussion, more like a shouting match, with one of my abro adegs. From his point of view, I was a fool to be in the Air Force. One, I was furthering the goals of American (he called it Babylon) foreign policy which is never good for the third world, and two, I was putting myself in a position where I may have to go against my own if told to do so by this “Babylon”.

      In my humble opinion, as long as we live here and intend to continue to do so, we all further the cause of “Babylon”-- by paying taxes, benefiting from the economy and abiding by its laws. In that respect, we are all in the same boat. If we don’t like the American way, we all have the absolute right to leave. You have to remember that serving in the military is not that much different than working in a corporate office. The only difference is that the corporate world does not require you to willingly put your life in harms way. That is a risk I have thought of and accepted.

      There is a huge misconception about serving in the military: that you have to go wherever they send you whenever they decide. Although this is true overall, there are exceptions. When the need arises for deployment of troops, the first question asked is if there is a member who is a native or has ethnic ties to the region. These members are interviewed to determine how they feel about being deployed to a place where they may have to kill someone of the same ethnic background as themselves in defense of American soldiers. If you refuse to do so, you will not be required to go. Thus, if there ever was a situation where war breaks out with Ethiopia, I don’t have to go. At the same time, this “if” is such a remote possibility that it should not be a basis for me to forego an opportunity of a lifetime that is second to none in the experience and satisfaction it provides.

      You may ask what I’ve gotten out of my time in the service? What opportunities I’ve had and how being in the service has changed my life? I can’t fully answer that without writing a book, which I have no intention of doing. The short version is that I have grown to appreciate life everyday because the nature of my profession dictates my life may end in the next few hours.

      I have acquired professional and personal skills I can use for the rest of my life. I’ve learnt not only to take advantage of any and all opportunities that come my way, but also how to create opportunities for myself!

      I have learnt that America is what you make out of it. The spoils of the nation are yours for the taking if you ask and insist on it!

      But most important of all, the service has shown me making money cannot be a priority in my life if I want to live happy. If you do what your heart tells you, whatever money you make will generally be enough to live comfortably. You have to love your career and be able to wake up in the morning and say, “Today, I will accomplish such and such!” In hindsight, this is why I joined the service; my heart was in it and I love my career!

      Life diaries

      We hope enough of you have sufficiently recovered from the whirlwind tour Life Diaries took you on last time… enough so that you are able to revisit this forum without fear of getting cyber-whiplashed. E-huh, 16th century. E-huh, 20th century… Kezia demo ejachinin enkw’a sanitaTeb… teshkerkiro 2045 lie gub malet! Endet y’honal tadia?

      Luckily, our September Diarists have proven thenselves to have a firm grasp on the present, and have assured us of much by satisfactorily, albeit a tad circumspectly, answering all of our “screening questions”. (The “screening questions” being those hastily instated by jetlagged SELEDA gatekeepers to help filter out those who might harbor medieval history complexes, or those who might suffer from being frightfully disconnected to the present.) It’s a little thing we here at SELEDA call… reality check… although, coming from people like us who have very… hmm, opaque senses of reality, this might all seem very lifa yalew qoda-ish.)

      But, as always, we digress.

      SELEDA is extremely honored to welcome Sergut, a program manager at an international aid agency in Washington DC, and Biruk, a software engineer in Boston, to Life Diaries. They are very much 20th century bound (the most they venture out is to the 80s, but don’t we all?), and happily exchange dialogue on life, work, dreams, goals… and all other stuff that’s fit to print.

      ENTRY 1

      Date: Friday, July 16, 1999 (4:54 p.m. EST)

      To: Biruk

      From: Sergut

      Subject: Mechés min yidereg, inew lijemirew

      Selam Biruk! Min biyé lijemir?? Flummoxed as I am as to why it is “traditional” for the female to fire first, I will not risk raising the popularly feared ire of our SELEDA (it has been suggested that I light candles and play some superbly appropriate Gregorian chant music whenever I mention the name) Editors by whining. I do, however, find myself wanting to check out the SELEDA archives in the hopes of stealing ideas. Cheap and cowardly of me, I know, so I will resist the temptation.…Oh, what the hell!

      [Okay, back from the SELEDA archives - and feeling more intimidated and cowed than when I gallivanted off. I fear I’ll have to rely on my own wit to make sure that our readers don’t need to prop up their chins during our installments.]

      First and foremost, let’s clear the hurdle of my code (scribto) name. I shall be known as Sergut, which, I may have mentioned in our “before-the-start-gun” communication, is “my other real name”. Truth be told, Sergute-Mariam is actually my kristina sim, one I have never used, not even when asked if I have a middle initial. I have enough difficulties getting the American populace (the Brits and French curiously have no problems) to correctly enunciate my absurdly simple, two-syllable first name without taxing them with the old multi-syllabic, hyphenated Christian name. So, why use it and not my “street” name? Lends to the mystery, don’t you think? Besides, it needs to be aired out now and again.

      That said and out of the way, on to the real introductions….

      I left Ethiopia at the rather tender age of eight and my strongest memories of home are tanks, soldiers, bomb scares and - on my last day there, at Bolé airport - Tiger war planes flying off to do battle with Somalia. This was in 1977. I have not been back home since although my ties to all things Ethiopian remain remarkably strong. Without going into a long retelling of my life in between - read the book! - let’s take a time-leap to the 90s where I find myself living sola in a one-bedroom apartment in a part of Northern Virginia I refer to as Little Addis.

      Although I went to school in the US starting from Junior High, I have never felt American. My American friends found this declaration contemptuous, and in college went so far as to try to convince me that I was American. After all, don’t I eat the food, wear the clothes and make the odd and appropriate pop-culture comments? Well, never mind that I could speak a language they could never be offered as an elective in their entire education career, or that I craved sights and sounds and smells that could never make their heart ache. I think what finally won them over was not evidence of the dabo kolo my grandmother supplied me with throughout college, but my persistent and, to them, curious ability to pronounce my T’s’s with little effort. Still, people - usually not Ethiopian - are surprised to find out I am Ethiopian. The comment “but you don’t have an accent” is often their surprised comeback to my announcement. To which I reply: It’s not a pre-requisite. I am often mistaken for (get ready for the list) a Samoan, Hawaiian, Indian, and - this one still puzzles me - Asian.

      I went to University in Virginia (not Ivy League, although when I graduated the walls were sporting a proud growth of Ivy) where I studied English and French (why French? Why not?) with the serious intention of pursuing a career in Law. Like a true Liberal Arts major, however, I floundered over my choice trying to decide on a career that would fit my personality like the proverbial glove rather than one that would chew me up and spit me out into a cesspool of overworked, undervalued individuals who are still trying to find themselves but were now out of the energy and time. Well, I never went to Law School (although perversely, I’m still thinking about it) and I promise myself on a weekly basis that I will one day write a best-selling novel - under a scribto-sim, of course - because, at heart, I’m truly just a frustrated writer who lacks the discipline and gumption to just go for it.

      Meanwhile, in real life, I’m a program manager for a beltway-bandit firm that sub-contracts with USAID. [Yes, you read that right. But I’m not really evil. As a subcontractor, moreover one who is doing this only as a job and not a career, I’m once-removed from true evil. It’s a paycheck - what can I tell ya?] Sadly, I crunch numbers and manage contracts. I am surprisingly good at designing spreadsheets (Excel is my new techno-god) and in the true spirit of my state of confusion, I’m currently entertaining thoughts of a career in MIS.

      Well, there you go. I think that’s good enough to discourage the often sharpened seif of the SELEDA (hallelujah!) Editors from coming at me. Did I mention to you that subtle blackmail was used to push me into these pages? Where will it all stop?? I hope that you will be more adept (and more prolific) with your usage of “amaringlish”. I wouldn’t want us to fail at even one of our list of “suggested” requirements.

      Well, gwad (see, last minute ditch attempt to fall in line), I’m off to Philly this weekend and must actually start off now, so I leave you until next time, the ball squarely in your court. Do try to stop yawning long enough to reply….

      Yours,

      L….ehem, Sergut

      Date: Monday, July 19, 1999 (3:34 p.m. EST)

      To: Sergut

      From: Biruk

      Subject: Endet nesh beAyalew

      Yidres Le Sirgute-Mariam - leTenash ende-min alesh?

      As much as I am tempted to write the whole letter in Amharic, I have to be mindful of the ever-present seif wielding SELEDA editors and use what they call ‘Amari-english’ and what my Amharic teacher called 'Gurmayle’ on a good day and ’ Tiraz-neTeqnet’ when he was in a bad mood. I have a feeling that I will have to consult Merriam Webster quite often or else I won’t hear the end of it. Anyway, enough ragging on the poor editors and let me introduce myself.

      Unlike you, Biruk happens to be my yebet-sim while my kirstina-sim is the name I use in the ‘real world’. Many a times people ask me if I have a nickname. Even though I could tell them that Biruk is my nick name and they could easily pronounce it, I find a perverse pleasure in telling them that I don’t have one and that they should learn how to pronounce my six-syllable kirstina/given name. In a sense though, it is a way of reaffirming my own Ethiopian identity constantly. After all, they would be only too happy to give you a monosyllabic American nickname like Sam, Dan, etc. which, by the way, many people insisted I should have just so it would be easy for them. My reaction - wenz gibu! That I think would start one on a slippery slope to losing one’s identity. I guess I should leave the issue of identity/assimilation and living as an immigrant in the US for future entries.

      Well, when I left home a good decade and half-ago right out of high school, I never thought I would be where I am today. Yet, I find myself in downtown Boston working for a Financial Services company. My dream was to finish college, work for a couple of years, get enough experience and go back to Ethiopia. Alas, that was not to be. I have become a Software Engineer by trade although I am an Electrical Engineer by training. I now work for a company whose current marketing spin is to portray the company as:

      “…global provider of data, analysis and information tools offering the most comprehensive range of indispensable, market-leading services and customizable solutions to help our clients make better decisions, be more productive and achieve superior financial results.”

      The particular division I work for basically has a real-time electronic advertising system for brokers and institutional investors who sell and buy stocks by the hundreds of thousands. Yep, our clients are the likes of Morgan Stanley, Putnam, Fidelity, etc. who have direct leased lines into our main frame computers. The marketing people decided to make the system available to small time peddlers who can’t afford to shell out big sums of money, and so they came up with the idea of using - surprise, surprise - the internet. So now I spend my days implementing their bright idea - writing specifications, designing and coding - and oh yeah, spending endless hours in meetings trying to knock some sense into managers who want to be system architects and spew unadulterated ignorance every time they open their mouth.

      I am writing this to you as I wait for documentation from another division of the parent company in Rockville, Maryland. Fortunately, it seems like they have their own timetable and I am waiting here with nothing to do but listen Nebeyu Tesfay’s CD and reading CNN oops, I mean SELEDA on the web. One of the things I love about big corporations (at least the one I am at) is that because of huge resources they have, there is no pressure about deadlines and actually people can come in at 9 and leave at 5.

      My previous job was with a startup company where I put in 12 to 13 hours routinely and 16-hour days and weekends on many occasions. I was younger and idealistic and hoping when and if the company went public I would make mucho dinero and retire happily. I chugged along for five years but I was too blind to see the writing on the wall. Although I, along with the other members of the technical staff, complained and had a good time making fun of the total incompetence of the managers, ultimately we were the victims as the company effectively declared bankruptcy. The managers parachuted out with golden severance package while we were left out in the cold. And so I decided, enough with the start-up crap - henceforth, I shall work only for a well-established corporation or for myself. Well, working for myself hasn’t worked out so here I am with a well-established company.

      I live in the suburbs of Boston and commute to work. It takes a whole god-damn ( am I allowed to swear?) hour to get to work because I have to take a bus and then catch the train. The thing that gets me is that it would take me only 10 minutes on the highway were it not for the infamous Boston bumper-to-bumper traffic. So the choice is between an hour on public transportation or an hour and half on the highway and then finding parking. Oh well, not much of a choice, but I had to complain anyway.

      Enough about me, let me ask you this. Leaving home when you were only eight, was it easy for you to fit into school here? Of all the friends and others I have met who have gone to high school here, I have yet to find one who has had a good experience. I suppose it helps to have your family here with you because those who had their family nearby had a relatively better time than those who went to boarding schools. Do you ever wonder what it would have been like if you had grown up in Addis and would you want to go back? I guess it would be somewhat difficult if your strongest memories are of war-planes, tanks, soldiers and bomb scares.

      Eshi emete Sirgut, bezihu babeqa yishalal. Ye SELEDA wuqabie gud syameTabgn yihen debdabe bilkew yishalal. I jut got an e-mail about violence and black-eyes and what not…

      Be Selam hugni,

      -Biruk

      ENTRY 2

      Date: Tuesday, July 20, 1999 (12:32 p.m. EST)

      To: Biruk

      From: Sergut

      Subject: Superficial Assimilation Could be the Answer

      Indemin aleh, Ato Biruk:

      Much relieved that you chose the English route (my Amharic is not what it should be). I send you greetings from the neither side of the Mason-Dixon where we can often be caught drawling “ya’ll,” and “ain’t” but would never stoop to chewing tobacco…in a professional setting. [I’m probably reinforcing your lofty New England preconceptions - I’m assuming you have some, of course - but suffice it to say that the sinesiriat behind the famous Southern Hospitality were developed solely to confound you Yankees into actually liking your Southern, Confederate-Flag-flying, never-say-die cousins.] Actually, my part of the American Pie, Northern Virginia (a.k.a. NOVA), is much like Egypt in its attempts at disassociating itself from the stereotypical South. If Egypt could pull up it’s skirts and jump over that pesky Red Sea into the bosom of Middle East proper, so would NOVA bound over Maryland and nestle comfortably anywhere between Pennsylvania and Maine. Failing that, in time, we may attempt to secede from the rest of Virginia and form our own Independent State. We shall call it: New Ethiopia!

      [Okay, okay, no need to wiha mertchet! I’m awake now.]

      So, was high school traumatizing for me? Not really. I commuted to school (no boarding for me until college) and aside from the usual beginner’s hiccups, I blended right in. Okay, my accent was a little off (I spent three years in a British system school in Southern Africa before our move to the US in my early double-digit years) and I did sport an Afro (egads! a massive fashion faux pas for the early 80s), and my sense of dress and color coordination was, oh, African, but I didn’t get too much flack for it from my peers. I did the Ethiopian thing and formed alliances with other non-American types (Indians and Asians) and we clung to each other until the Caucasian waters warmed up and we condescended enough to cross over and play in their less intellectually gifted side of the pool (my but aren’t we arrogant!). I cannot claim that I had more than two born-and-bred-in-America friends all the way through my high school career. However, that does not seem to have hindered my ability to assimilate at will with white-bread American society.

      My assimilation is at best half-hearted and at worst, completely superficial, but that may have been the secret to my success. I was able to blend in the cultural jungles without loss of sense of self, and more importantly, loss of my Ethiopianness. Or so I thought. It was not until the mid-80s when my mother and grandmother joined us that we (my siblings and I) became suddenly aware of how much we had lost of our culture, our language and our history. Although our ability to comprehend rudimentary Amharic fooled us into thinking we still had a grip on the language, more and more we were speaking English than not. Stumped for the right word in Amharic? Well, say it in English, then. Unbeknownst to us, our practice of speech had slowly transformed from Amharic with English interwoven, to English with Amharic barely interspersed. Upon arrival, my grandmother, bless her heart, couldn’t speak a word of English and so we had to reach back - way back! - into our language banks, and dust off our Amharic. Thus began our on-going journey on the road to language recovery.

      Which brings me neatly to your other question: Do I miss not having grown up in Ethiopia? Until recent years, I would have said, no, not really. But when I hear other **Etiopiawit**s talk about Nazaret School reunions and reminiscences about picnics in Bishoftu and Sodoré, and camping trips, I feel excluded from a past that should have been mine as well but for the grace of God (or the machinations of the devil). Throw into that having been separated from my mother and my grandmother, then I would have to say, Yes. I don’t know who I would have been had I been brought up in Ethiopia. Would I be more or less the same? Or would I be radically different from the bohemian-at-heart I tend to be now? [More importantly, would I be able to better digest injera and berberé?] I don’t know. That would be the road never traveled. I am left only with my imagination and certain cues from cousins of mine who were brought up in Ethiopia and who are nearly as Americanized as I am now (those burger-eating, TV-quoting, Spanglished gals - you know who you are!). I resent having to ask the definition to certain words or having to slip back into English to save face. I speak Amharic with an accent, okay! Not a bad one, mind you, bihonim, amarignayé la-la yale new. Still, I feel luckier than some other cultural hybrids who do not speak Amharic at all.

      So, do I want to go back? Bedemb newa!!! I fear that my expectations far exceed the reality, but nothing beats home, you know. About two years ago, I was flying over African soil - albeit at 90,000 feet - and as we were descending over Jo’burg, I wept. I was going to breathe African air for the first time in over 15 years, bask under the African moon, see the Southern Cross again. I cannot imagine that I will touchdown in Ethiopia without blubbering like an idiot. Just writing this down, I feel the band of nostalgia tightening around my heart. Still, visiting can’t ever replace the feeling of growing up there and deep down inside, I’m afraid that I would be culture-shocked into beating a hasty retreat. When (not if) my homecoming occurs, I shall be sure to write it all down for my fellow SELEDA-ites.

      My oldest brother, who went to St. Josef, used to regale us with stories of recess time “warfare,” boys being boys and the “Brothers” punishing them for it. I ate up those stories, living vicariously through a 12-year-old’s long past memories. So, now I would like to know what your fondest memories are of growing up in Addis, what you used to do in your leisure time, where you went to school, what you missed the most when you left, etc.

      I’m actually doing this from work. I have the kind of office environment one might see portrayed on a sitcom. There are only two men in the office at any given time (minus delivery and maintenance guys), one of whom constantly complains about being excluded from our frequent tete-a-tetes on beauty and hair tips. I’m not convinced that he’s joking all the time. But I’ll cut off here and take this up for my third entry.

      Patiently awaiting your anecdotes on growing up at home….

      Ser [exactly 2 pages] gut

      [Note to Editors: Do I get Extra Credit for this or would the request make my Ferenginet glow neon in the cyberspace dark?]…[The editors respond: We’ll let you know as soon as we find our dark shades to fend off the blinding glare…]

      Date: Friday, August 13, 1999 (2:52 PM EST)

      To: Sergut

      From: Biruk

      Subject: As I Debunk Assimilation

      Tena Yistilgn emete Sergut:

      I hope I have not taxed your patience too much and that you will forgive me for my tardiness. I did not mean to be this ye wuha shita. I could list a whole bunch of reasons, but none of them would suffice. Yet, after consulting the SELEDA LD Manifesto, I thought I might as well go through some of them hoping they would get me on your good side and get that ye-sela ye-SELEDA seif out of the way.

      Well, the first reason is that I have been sort of a tourist guide for the past couple of months. It all started when my older brother decided to get married in June. Suddenly family members and friends I haven’t seen for a decade descended upon Boston. For some of them it was a good opportunity to take an extended vacation and escape ye-Addis Ababa’n ye-tenzaza ye-Nehase zinab. Luckily, the weather in Boston cooperated ever so nicely with near-perfect temperature and dew point while the rest of the country stewed in a 100-degree soup. Perfect also for discovering every mall within a 50-mile radius of Greater Boston. That done, I had to enlist the help of some abeshas to explore some of the tiny neighboring states. What happened there, I would just say wustun le-Qes and move on. Anyway, all of the above tintena is to say I was not able to write anything from home!

      Ah, but why didn’t I write from work? While I remember telling you about the “no pressure” atmosphere at the office, it seems like somehow evil people got to read my first entry and decided to turn up the heat. The ‘synergy’ that was supposed to exist between different divisions didn’t really materialize until very late, and suddenly I was getting calls from all kinds of people saying the product has to be out by September 1. Apparently somebody’s butt is on the line. So I have been very busy these past couple of weeks trying to save everybody’s butt including mine, but also very determined that I leave at 5:00 PM so that I can go home and be a tourist guide.

      Actually, although I call it being a tourist guide in jest, it is quality time that I spend with my mom and sisters whom I had not seen for close to 10 years. This summer reminds me of home more than any other time since I moved to the US. I guess all the memories I have been suppressing to avoid homesickness are flooding back as I reminisce at length with my family.

      Which brings me to your question of what my fondest memories are, etc.

      I suppose what stands out most in my mind are the weddings of my two uncles, mostly because of the contrast I observed at my brother’s wedding. The weddings at home were for me an uninterrupted time of chifera, zefen, meblat, meTetat, mechawet, etc. As you know, it all starts weeks ahead of the wedding. Dinkuan ena das teTlo, Telana Tej teTmqo, everybody in the neighborhood would come to help out, some with the cooking and preparations and others with singing and madameq. And this would go on for a week after the wedding until the mels is done.

      Incidentally, I, too, went to St. Joseph…kindergarten through 12th grade. If I was not doing the usual egr’ quas merageT, I was dutifully doing schoolwork or reading books (ye-amarigna lib-weled in the early years, cheap novels in English in the middle years and non-fiction later). Luckily though, the brothers at St. Joe had different clubs set up so it was easy to get involved in extracurricular activities. I did time at the photo and hiking clubs.

      Photography was more of an individualistic activity whereas the hiking club was where the fellows bonded. Every three weeks or so, we would meet up at different edges of the city and go hiking into the countryside. One of the most enjoyable parts was when we would get to some gojo beit in the woods and the lady of the house would offer each one of us a Tasa mulu Tela.

      The more fun hiking trips were the ones we took when school was out. These were week-long (sometimes two-week) trips which went much further than just the surroundings of Addis Ababa: the many crater lakes around the Debre-Zeit area (the main attraction being Babugaya since the brothers had a house there), Sodere, Langano, ZiQuala, the Sof Omar caves in Bale, etc.

      Ahhh, I tell you, too much reminiscing is not good 'cause all the good things I left behind, I shall always miss. So let me come back to the present and continue enumerating my reasons for not getting back to you sooner. I don’t know what kind of quragna ende-telakebgn, but every time I open my Outlook program, I find an e-mail from a certain lib ye-mitserq, manenetua yaltaweqe shenkorit. So I have been listening to Tilahun Gessesse’s song “Ere min yishalegnal?” and wasting away what little free time I have! [Editors: can I get more personal?]–_[The Editors respond: only if you get REAL personal.–]_ I won’t bore you with the details. [Hmm. We didn’t think so…]

      Do you listen to Amharic songs? Actually I shouldn’t even be asking this silly question since you live right there in the center of it all (NOVA). I ask only because the question of assimilation came up and your answer was superficial assimilation. I admire the way you have managed to blend in without losing your Ethiopian-ness.

      My approach to assimilation is markedly different. I never wanted blend in because after all is said and done, I know this will never be home. I guess my expectation of going back to Ethiopia has still not completely dissipated. Unfortunately, like so many other people, it won’t happen any time soon.

      So the question remains - “What does it mean to be an Ethiopian?” To be honest, I have never really thought about it myself, nor found the debate of assimilation to be as important or as angebgabi as, I suppose, I ought to. I have always thought of my stay here in America as being temporary, so I can’t say I have really tried assimilating or becoming “Ethio-American”. I suppose I always remember the advice my dad gave me before I left home: “No matter what happens, don’t forget that you are going to be a foreigner anywhere you go outside of Ethiopia”. His experiences and that of most of his generation in America were not particularly positive. Unfortunately, they were here before the heydays of the civil rights era, and so almost all of them returned home upon finishing their education.

      So simply being Ethiopian to me has become the only way of maintaining the traditions of and connections to back home. It has not been very easy, especially during college at a tiny town in northern New Hampshire, where I didn’t get to interact with a lot of Ethiopians. Anyway, I even went to the extent of trying to maintain my distinct abesha accent, even though there was a lot of pressure to lose it quick.

      Most of all, being Ethiopian and maintaining my Ethiopian-ness means being able to express myself req’q bale amarigna and being understood with little or no explanation. It means being able to not have to explain my motives constantly, where my Ethiopian nuances are simply accepted without a lot of “esu malet eko…” Equally important also, is being able to mashkormem qonjo qonejajitn :-) with no fear or hassle or misunderstanding - simply being myself - Ethiopian!

      Oh well, the sun is coming up and I must head for bed. Hoping to hear from you soon,

      -Biruk

      ENTRY 3

      Date: Thursday, August 19, 1999 (1:47 p.m. EST)

      To: Biruk

      From: Sergut

      Subject: The Good Ferengized-Abesha Man

      Tena ina dehninetun lante yargew, Lij Biruk!

      I had visions, horrible visions, of the SELEDA seif descending swiftly over your defar head. Ere beigziabiher! I was this close to dialing ZeTegn-asre-and. My favorite excuse was: The dog ate my computer. The dog eats my computer all the time, too, so I understand. Say it with pride and dignity.

      So, Mr. Tour Guide (a.k.a., Flat-foot, Mall-rat, and Darth-mall), I know well the duties of the America yalew zemed. Straddling the fence between two worlds is not so easy. Am there. Doing that! Aren’t we all? I hope that the wedding was fun and not just a lot of work. I have the impression, though, that the men get the best end of the stick at **ye-Abesha serg**s. I have been a bridesmaid twice now, and on each occasion, I remember catching myself deep in the throes of flat, square-toed footgear envy. The groomsmen must have found my staring contests with their patent leather shoes a little dubious, or simply assumed I was playing the part of the ayn-afar Abesha girl to the hilt. I am sorry to say, however, that I have yet to be privy to that private world of Tela meTmeq, Tej meTal, and shinkurt maqulalat with my hair in a neTela shash and the bonding that must naturally happen.

      Sometimes, when I think about my grandmother’s doro-waT, or how she **TiT-meftel**s while she watches TV, or the way she kneads bread with her fragile, aged hands - when I watch her doing all this - I think to myself, “Better get in there with her and learn her moya before it is too late.” Just writing about it weighs my heart down with the sorrow of the inevitability of “too late.” In many ways, my grandmother is Ethiopia to me - home, love, understanding, wisdom, history, humor, sine-siri’at, moya…

      So [not to belabor the subject or anything], the meaning of being Ethiopian is as complex, individual and familiar as there are Ethiopians alive and dead since the beginning of our collective history - - be that history retold on the shores of Abay or in the arms of a first/second/third generation mother anywhere outside of Home - - biyé lidemdimew.

      Moving on….

      I couldn’t help but feel sympathy (tinishim behon) for your recent need to juggle family and a rough work schedule. I do feel your pain. You know, another case of, “iza neberkugn, arigéwalehu” [giggle], and recently, too. But the past couple of weeks, I have been coasting, enjoying the easy work-load at the office and horsing around with sh’rk colleagues.

      My office environment is atypical on many levels. The people are quirky and representative of all but one continent (I still contend and am in the process of organizing a movement to menTeK the title of ‘Continent’ away from Europe). Although we are now part of a larger conglomerate, we used to be a tiny company of about 15 permanent employees and some 20 to 25 consultants. As I mentioned before, our work involves international development in the education arena. I have been in this field now for some years and have been completely and irrevocably disillusioned about Western efforts to aid our people.

      I listen to my colleagues spout the key-phrase du jour - curriculum development, sustainability, girls’ and women’s education, decentralization, and community participation - and wonder what the hell they have been doing on that continent for over 50 years if we can still see school houses built out of sticks and mud and school children too malnutritioned to care about their school work, not to mention that they are more often than not in tattered clothes and bare foot.

      Every few years, the United States Agency for Development (USAID) comes under fire by the US Congress. The problem is that Congress believes that the US spends too much money on foreign aid and is looking to do away with USAID as a whole. Proponents of the Agency always flounder about trying to come up with a viable response to Congress so that their gravy train does not dry up.

      The argument that consistently wins over Congress is the following: “Ninety cents out of every dollar that we budget in aid to the developing world (the new PC euphemism for the Third World or ‘those poor bastards’) comes back to American pockets.” As an insider, and moreover one who is privy to the numbers, I can see just how true that is. When we hire consultants or what we refer to as “experts in the field,” we hire Americans first and foremost.

      My particular project is involved in education in Africa and it never ceases to amaze me just how easily African experts are marginalized. At a meeting not too long ago we were talking about hiring consultants to act as resource people at a particular workshop. The team was asked to suggest the names of experts in various fields and for about forty-five minutes I sat there and listened as names (almost exclusively white Americans’) were called out. I should mention here that I’m the only non-white person on my team and as such, I really didn’t want to be the one to point out their appalling lack of professional deference for experts other than to those of European descent.

      But finally, I had had enough and briefly asked them why no one was suggesting Africans to act as experts at this workshop. It was, after all, about Africans and for Africans. Immediately there was a nodding of heads and murmurs of, “of course, of course.” Then, dutifully, they started suggesting African experts, but much to my - I don’t know - shock? amusement? bemusement?, they started using the phrase “articulate African,” as a qualifier. “So-and-so would be good for this session. He is an articulate African.” I kid you not! I sat there, mouth agape, and found myself imagining those words tattooed across my forehead. Articulate African? To mean what? That there are so few of us articulate Africans that it is an actual criteria they have to actively impose? It’s sort of like when on TV you see a barely comprehensible Slovak hacking the English language to pieces in an interview but no one thinks to subtitle his squawks; whereas, if the interviewee should be a Latino, an Asian, or even one of those articulate Africans, you will still see the subtitles, right?

      Sorry, I didn’t mean to digress so, but I had to get that off my chest. One of the few drawbacks of working where I do is having to witness things like that first hand. But then, irasen lemababel, I break open our benefits package book and all is well with my world again.

      Before I put in the final arat neTib, lenegheru, who is this lib ye-mitiserq, manenetua yaltaweqe shenkorit? [You didn’t think I had forgotten, did you???] Whoever the lady is, sounds like you’ve got the love jones (yefiKir Yohannes??) bad. I gather - from the accolades - that she’s an Abesha sistah. As a point of interest (mine and apparently our belew b’goradé editors at SELEDA) have you ever dated outside of the Ethiopian pool of potentials? I must admit that I have and I will go even further into risky waters and admit that I have entertained thoughts of even marrying (weyné!) a ferenge. In some ways, I suppose because my initial kiddie-pool of potentials was limited to ferengies, I am more comfortable with the idea of marrying a Ferengized-Abesha boy or even a ferenge (gasp!) rather than Mr. Ethiopia himself. First of all, the thought of dating Mr. Ethiopia I find a little intimidating. I may have mentioned earlier that my grasp of the language is at best elementary and as a language person, I would find myself constantly at a distinct mental disadvantage trying to figure out if he means what he is saying or did I actually miss the deeper meaning of the double-speak to which our language lends itself so well.

      Naturally, choice ‘A’, the Ferengized-Abesha boy is the ultimate dream. Who wouldn’t choose the best of both worlds? The trouble is finding a Ferengized-Abesha is not as simple as one would like. One has to take into consideration several things, the least of which is not the degrees to which this potential mate has become Ferengized. For example, is he going to be just as into his family as I am or would he view them as a liability? Is the final straw going to come in the form of one too many leKsos or because he exceeded his 100-hour annual limit watching seasonal sports? And finally, and perhaps most importantly, is he going to be a thrill seeker - you know, the ultimate ferenge type who has to go bungie jumping or climb to the peak of some distant mountain range - in the dead of winter - at the edge of the Siberian wasteland.

      The man who’s ferengized perfectly enough for me will dig the sounds of Sting just as deeply as he would Mahamoud’s Tizita. He would build a life for himself here, but never give up the hope of going home and setting up base in Ethiopia. He would understand why it is important to bring up bilingual children, to teach them our culture and **sine-siri’a**t. He wouldn’t be ashamed to wear kuta to church sometimes or get into the kitchen and whip up something, even if he has to follow a recipe book that calls for cream of tartar. He wouldn’t think I am too aggressive simply because I can speak my mind. He would understand (without kurfia and gilmiCHa from me) why he needs to take me out on St. Valentine’s Day and why we should honor Christmas on both December 25th and January 7th. And, most importantly, he would be comfortable enough in both worlds to be himself.

      There was a time when my mother’s wish for me for a “good Abesha husband” used to put this far-away look in my eyes, and a nostalgic smile on my face. Now, a few miles down the road, whenever she makes her wishes for me, I tell her not to bother God with the details but to simply put out the word to Him to send me a GOOD man, arat-neTib::!

      I see I’ve gone over the two-page limit and as I live in as much fear of the omniscient powers of our SELEDA editors as have all our predecessors, so, I must stop here and say: “Back to you, Biruk.”

      Sergut

      Date: Tuesday, August 24, 1999 (2:32 p.m. EST)

      To: Sergut

      From: Biruk

      Subject: About my Ideal Woman…

      Selamta le weizerit Sergut:

      LeTenash ende-min alesh? I am very happy that you accepted my apology and much flattered by the title you bestowed upon my humble self. Even though I would have preferred a Ras or some such higher title, I will take a ‘Lij’ any time, convinced that despite your modest claim that you might be at a distinct disadvantage when it comes to ‘double-speak’, you really did not mean “Biruk hiTsanu computerun wuishaw yebelabet.”

      I read with much interest about the Mr. Right you are looking for. I must admit that the notion of a ‘ferengized abesha’ somewhat puzzles me. I would think that anybody who has lived in this country for a certain amount of time would become perforce ferenge-ized without even applying himself/herself hard to assimilate. But then again, I can see how a person who, say, resides in the Washington DC area can live without any contact with the ‘ferenge’ world for an extended period of time.

      Like you, I suppose, I would find a ‘ferengized abesha’ woman to be my dream girl. But then what would a ‘ferengized abesha’ woman be like? Certainly, she would have to be bale moya who would ban her husband from the kitchen; she wouldn’t mind ye baluan eger maTeb when he comes home tired from work; or walk a step behind her hubby or show deference to his decisions, and of course possess that quaint beauty Ethiopian women are known for. I am sure you will say that’s all abesha and does not leave any room for the ferenge part. You would be right, and that has got to come from her ambition and will to succeed in the white world, corporate or otherwise.

      Not to disappoint the seif-wielding editors at SELEDA and to answer your question, I have to say yes, I have, in the past, dated ferenges ; but no, I have never been in a serious relationship with one. As a matter of fact, I don’t even date them anymore.

      The very first dating experience I had with a white woman was beTam ye-miyabeshq. The second, third, fourth, etc were not much better. All my experiences with ferenges have had a common theme. Basically, what would invariably happen was that the woman would be very interested in a relationship but would insist on keeping it secret. You have to remember, I spent a good deal of my early years in the US at a very conservative small college in a tiny town in New Hampshire. Apparently, most of the women felt that they had a ‘reputation’ to protect within the confines of the small student body. It was in a way amusing to see the changes in their behavior whenever we went on a trip to a big city where they could easily become anonymous.

      I guess that was the first racist attitude I encountered in a very personal way; hence my decision not to ever bother with dating ferenge women again. It was a humiliating experience, one I would not care to repeat. Regardless of where one is, the issue of race will always crop up. And so I would be doing a disservice to myself and any children I might have were I to marry a white woman and bring them up in this kind of environment. Why go through all the unnecessary aggravation when one can simply find an abesha woman and live happily ever after?

      The problem is also not only from the ferenge side, but also from ours. I know a couple of people who avoid seeing their family because they are married or are going out with a ferenge. It seems like one has to compromise his or her beliefs and identity, or at the very least subsume one’s identity within the dominant culture to have a successful relationship.

      I don’t know if I will ever be able to do that.

      Besides, romancing a ferenge woman can never be like lib yemitserq qonjiten mashkormem!! By the way, I would be very glad to tell you who the ‘Abesha sistah’ is, but she had me swear not to reveal her identity. Too bad. Be-mariam asm’lagnalech.

      While we are on this topic, have your ‘dating ferenges’ experiences been positive?

      Anyway, coming to a big town like Boston was a very welcome relief because of the large community of Ethiopians. At the very least, I could eat ye-abesha migb anytime I wanted and socialize ke hager sewoch gar, etc.

      Keza behuala…

      It is interesting that you mention close to 90% of the aid money comes back to Americans. I know a couple of people way back in the '80s who quit working for the aid agencies back home because they were disgusted by the excessive overhead expenses these agencies incur. It is unconscionable to collect that kind of money in the name of poor starving people, and spend it on ridiculous amount of compensation for the administrators. It also doesn’t make sense to give development aid or loan to poor countries but then demand that the contractors be from the donor country. Oh well, what can one do? “Ke-dehna kaltewoldek ke-dehna teTega” endilu, we all look after ourselves and look to our benefit packages to feel better….

      Bei eshi, etye Sergut, I have to run to a meeting and I am sure the SELEDA editors beTam endaqorefu, so without much delay I send my Selamta and this letter, and as you say “Back to you!”

      -Biruk-

      ENTRY 4

      Date: Wednesday, August 25, 1999 (12:29 p.m.)

      To: Biruk

      From: Sergut

      Subject: Woah there!! Yemin igir MaTeb??!!

      Tena YisTilign, (no Ras, no Lij, no Ato, just…) Biruk!

      Do I sniff cyber-sarcasm or are you really serious about your ideal mate being none other than Dinq-Abesha-Set (a.k.a Abesha Wonder Woman)? I’m so bloody glad we got to this before I’d had my final say. I feel my blood-pressure inching up, as it is. Let’s see if I’ve got this right: your ideal woman is one who is abesha enough to cook for you, wait on you hand and foot and hold her tongue all the while, but is also ferenge enough to have enough ambition to slug it out in the corporate or otherwise world, right? What is this, an attempt at living out your version of, “I can bring home the bacon [da-da-da-dum]; fry it up in a pan - and still make you feel like you’re a maaaaan!?” At the risk of sounding…oh, I don’t know…liberated, let me just say that the 80s (sometimes referred to as the tail-end of the 50s) are well and truly over and that the 90s were all about true partnership. I’m hoping that in the next Millennium, an android can wash your feet while you rub your woman’s shoulders after her hard day as a CEO somewhere out there in the corporate world.

      Forgive me, but I guess my ferenge-Qend is much more defined than even I surmised if your view of the **ferenge-**ized abesha woman turns out to be universal. Naturally, if your little paragraph was in total jest, I take it aaaall back. I just couldn’t let the weTbet-phobic, qoomsaTin-chauvinist you did such a wonderful job of illuminating pass without comment, lest the SELEDA-weets at large feel honor-bound to start a woman-hunt for me - to say nothing of our Editors.

      So you don’t cook, huh? What a pity… .

      I agree with you in that interracial dating for Ethiopians is a two-sided coin. Our culture is so inherently Ethio-centric and, in some cases, even ethnocentric, that it was not a far leap for me to understand - not necessarily accept - the point of view of some ferenge’s racist parental unit or family. But, of course, I also know that I could never enter into a marriage with someone whose family was like that. The institution of marriage brings everything to a whole new level, now, don’ it?

      I think that I implied in my previous entry that if push came to shove and I found a good man and he turned out to be a ferenge, well…so be it. I guess by “good,” I mean that, as well as treating me like his queen, he would also get along with my family, attempt to understand the culture, speak the language and develop a taste for the food. Notice I said “attempt.” It’s all in the effort. And, yeah, I guess I would have to contend with trying to translate a particularly witty saying in Amharic for him; possibly give up the hope that he could ever learn to iskista and never even dream that the finer points of Q’iné could ever be a point of discussion in our home. As for any offspring - they would be, like I was, brought up as citizens of two cultures. In my particular case, be he ferenge or abesha, I fear that I would eventually find myself lamenting his lack of cultural parity from time to time.

      I’m doing this at the end of the day, after a particularly mind-numbing meeting where I sat there inadvertently playing the Bullsh-t Bingo Game. The rules are simple. You have a Bingo sheet with the catch-words or catch-phrases of a typical meeting, such as think outside the box, the bottom line, result driven, ball park, game plan, or benchmark, revisit, mindset, leverage, etc. printed in boxes. To play, you check off each box whenever you hear the word or phrase come up during the meeting. The first person to mark off all the boxes gets to stand up and shout: Bullsh-t! Keeps meetings interesting, let me tell ya.

      Here’s something funny: during the meeting, they kept talking about an “Otto,” a member of one of the visiting delegations. No one could figure out how to pronounce his surname. Then finally, they turned to me and said, “Well, how do you pronounce it?” I must have had my How should I know? expression on my face because they quickly explained that he was Ethiopian. An Ethiopian named Otto? Wey gud! I scanned my list of names and came across no Ottos. Then someone kindly pointed out his name for me. It read: Ato Tegegne Woldeghiorgece. I gather, somewhere out there, there is an Ethiopian woman whose first name has been registered as W/ro.

      I’m really tired, and with this fatigue comes the realization that I haven’t taken a real vacation in such a long time. The last significant block of time I took off was the week right after returning from a trip for work. I came back ill, a little discombobulated and stress-worn. I spent several days in my nice, cool, often dark apartment honing my skills as a couch potato. So, of course, that doesn’t count. I’m in need of a real, bonafide vacation that includes a new location, drinks with little pink umbrellas, lot’s of down time, sunglasses on more often than not and absolutely no sick time. I’m planning it as we speak… .

      But before I take my vacation, I have to get rid of my cell phone. No, not for all the salient reasons you’re probably thinking up. Actually, I’m just not keen on shelling out $20/30/40 bucks a month for something I may use once or twice. My particular service (I’ll whisper the name to you: Bell Atlantic Mobile) starts charging me for each call while the damn thing is still ringing! So, if I terminate a call without ever connecting, I’m charged for a minute’s worth of time. That is just so unreasonable, don’t you think. For a while, I thought about going with Sprint, but again, I’d be paying $50 a month for the privilege of getting to carry the thing around and charging it occasionally since I just don’t have the occasion to use up 600 or even 200 minutes of air time on a phone every single month.

      Forgive the digression…I think I’ve simply run out of things to say.

      Ishi….bel inghidéh. So far we’ve covered the essence of Ethiopiawinet, Ethiopians and the dating game, our respective work places- even my cell phone. Left with little else to talk about, I must bid you adieu and Godspeed on your last entry. This has been most entertaining…and edifying!

      Ke akbirot gar,

      Sergut

      Date: Friday, August 27, 1999 (1:14 p.m. EST)

      To: Sergut

      From: Biruk

      Subject: Sergutay… Kalanchi man alegn?

      Yekebere selemta le-wuditua Sergut,

      Although I am not wholly sure why you took back the title you gave me (which I had graciously accepted), I would just have to take liberty and assume that what you meant to say was “Birukyay”, until your blood pressure got the better of you.

      Needless to say, I am saddened to hear about the sudden rise in your blood pressure. I know ayatochachen would recommend nech shinqurt. But I fear that if I suggest you eat ande ras nech shinkurt, your ferenge-ized abesha boyfriend would not be too happy with the garlicky result, so I will have to settle for recommending a good dose of aspirin or, better yet, “hulet melekia areqie”.

      As any good doctor would do though (not that I claim to be any kind of doctor, of course), I should address the cause of your blood pressure and not just its symptoms. I got to thinking, “Did I perhaps say something that caused her to get upset?” So, dutifully, I went back and re-read my last entry.

      My diagnosis was right, and I am devastated that my description of my ideal ferenge-ized abesha woman, or Abesha Wonder Woman (I leave the interpretation of the ironic acronym, AWW, to sociologists) might have sent your blood pressure swirling to great heights. I would like to make amends, of course. I apologize for not mentioning what I must assume is your favorite dinq abesha mist requirement: the always welcome "shama yeza fituan wede-gidgida mazor" ritual while the kibur bal and his boys eat dinner. (Of course, she is exempted from this during t’som, when she will remain in the Guada.)

      Now, Sergutiyay, I can hear you holler out the same question: “But that’s only the abesha part! Where is the ferenge stuff in that?” Patience, sweet Sergut. As a properly ferenge-ized woman, she would not have to hold a T’waf, which, as you know, can get very messy. Instead, she’d be free to choose one of those fancy scented candles (any scent of her choosing, but of course!) as she occasionally gazes into the husband’s eyes and calls him “antu getoch”.

      She would be relieved from all this ye-kibir sira, certainly, when she has borne the requisite six kids (maybe more) whom she will raise with such perfect manners that they take over some of her roles with nary a question.

      That cleared, I hope we are back to being friends.

      As a liberated '90s techno-amelaku kinda guy though, I do appreciate your perception of the 90s and the future as the era of partnership. I share your dream that an android (I presume a female looking one) can wash my feet, cook my food and take on the drudgery of housework, while the missus labors out in the field making muchos dineros. I would have no problem becoming a kept man (by a CEO no less!) in the next Millennium. At a very minimum, it has its positive aspects the least of which is not perpetuating the time-honored tradition of wushimanet. After all, what would a man/woman be doing all day sitting at home with an android and a bunch of kids for company?

      I suppose if I were a qoomsaTin-chauvinist, I would definitely tell you that you should never be intimidated by woman-hunting SELEDA-weets who feel their honor has been violated, or, for that matter, fear the collective womyn worshipping SELEDA editors, because, shegitu Sergut, you have a chivalrous Diary partner to defend you. But since I am neither a chauvinist nor in any qoomsaTin, I shall extend the same courtesy you afforded me and assume that you are not a qoomsaTin-femi-nazi, and take back every offensive thing I might have said.

      I am sorry you’ve gotten the impression that I don’t cook. I can’t imagine what/who gave you that idea, although I am strongly inclined to believe that the ye-tekonenew ye-SELEDA menfes whispered it into your ears. I sure can cook: scrambled eggs or sunny- side-up… leaving the whatchamacallit (the yellow spheroidal mass of stored food that forms the inner portion of the egg) the… yolk, running just so. I’ve even been known to chop onions and peppers to make a cheesy omelet.

      My favorite though is ye-enqulal firfir be-injera, which I promptly make at 8:00AM every Saturday. Lest you feel vindicated in your assumption that enqulal meTbes is not really considered cooking, I should mention that I am not beyond preparing the occasional feast during certain holidays. Thanksgiving being the major holiday here in the US where everybody stuffs themselves with turkey, cranberry sauce and what not, I look to the abesha substitutes, being that behagerachen, jigra (turkey) is only eaten during times of tilik chgir. So, I go out and buy a beTam ye-d’lebech doro, then proceed to unceremoniously anjetwan awT’che hoduan be-dabo meqozer. Pop that baby in the oven for an hour and half, voila, you 've made yourself a nice turkey substitute - ye-doro arosto!

      I know you must be very unimpressed by my cooking skills, but in the interest of full disclosure, I must also tell you that I have no choice but to cook… no one to do it for me. So, le Gena - ye-d’fo dabo; le fasika demo, kilbich yalech doro woT, minchet abish, etc including absit T’lo injera megager (le anebabero ena qategna) - a feat, I might add, a great deal of weizerits and weizeros in the Diaspora would never contemplate. I know I have been going on and on with mouth-watering descriptions, so should you ever venture forth up to New England, rest assured that you have a standing invitation to witness and partake in what would be a sumptuous feast in your honor.

      Keza beterefe…

      I think I am beginning to really like your work place. I would give anything to just get up in the middle of a meeting and scream BULLS**T. Somehow, I think the men in the gray suits would not find it terribly funny. The only mitigating factor is being able to stare out into the Boston harbor and the Atlantic Ocean from one side of our conference room, and the largest public works project in the US (a.k.a The Big Dig) from the other.

      By the way, I never told you that I know a nuer guy from Gambela named Otto, did I? I can imagine the look on your co-workers’ face if they were to read his name - Ato Otto.

      Eshi Sergut, I guess the time has come to close this chapter of the SELEDA journey. But I hope you keep in touch 'cause come Labor Day, I am going to be in DC. You may want to have an eger maTeb session or maybe have me expound on my theories about some of the topics we raised - but then again, maybe not. Who knows…my theories along with my sense of humor would have evolved by then, and any SELEDA-weets whom I might meet, hopefully that includes you, will surely be disappointed. Oh well……

      As they say, it’s been real - and it was a great pleasure talking to you. Take care.

      Yanchiew,

      -Biruck

      Top ten

      Top ten Signs You Really Have Become a Ferenje.

      10. You complain that the “sinibit” ceremony at Ethiopian weddings is “a major buzz killer.”

      9. You’ve ever, ever EVER attended a pet funeral.

      8. You meQeyem your friends for not coming to YOUR pet’s funeral.

      7. You volunteer to buy every parishoner at the local Ethiopian church a personalized velvet pillow… to make sigdet a more comfortable ritual.

      6. You keep wondering how Alcoholics Anonymous got its initials on every license plate in Addis.

      5. You home-diagnose and tolerate your beTbach son as a victim of A.D.D, instead of the Q’tafi, dimajam brat that he is, well overdue for samma girrifat and berbere mettaTen.

      4. You send a card to a pet funeral. You send a card to any funeral. Period.

      3. You forbid anyone from singing “Ité-mété, yelomi shita” to your kids because of its dubious family values. (Remember, “tidarun fetto liwsedish alegn”?)

      2. While on a visit to Addis A’ba, you leap up in indignation and insist on mastaTeb-ing the serategna.

      … and the number one reason you need to enroll yourself in deema Gebre Markos ASAP…

      1. You show up at church in a T-shirt, shorts and sandals and refuse to take your sandals off, but generously offer to take off your shirt if worshippers are offended by the satanic logos on the front and back.

      Scoring: 1 or above–Egzio maheregne Kristos! Egzio maheregne Kristos! Egzio maheregne Kristos! (Enebel asra huletay…) Be ente egzetineh Mariam maheregne Kristos… (Enebel asra huletay…)

      Seleda Careers

      Ethiopian Professionals on Dealing with Office Politics

      It didn’t take long for me to realize that ferenjies in the corporate world are easily prone to mistaking Ethiopian chewinet and rega malet for docility. A good majority of the people who report to me are older than I am. However, I did not miss a beat in the sine s’rat I learnt back home of respecting tilik sewotch. Instinctively I would stand up when they walked into my office, I would do some of my own clerical duties, and I never thought I was above offering to grab my colleagues coffee or lunch whenever I was getting myself some. I also took extra care to make sure my work was flawless, and that I left no personal slack to be picked up by my staff.

      What is it that we say about “Moygne siyakebrut…”? I got a feeling that my protocol was being mistaken for blatant sycophancy, and that some colleagues had me categorized as the archetypal ‘weakling immigrant’ in the corporate tree. (Zeraf!)

      I hated the prospect of changing my core Ethiopian values in order to deflect these misapprehensions. Even after all these years, my mother’s stern “Ante liQ aff!” trumps all lofty titles and corporate hierarchy cards. So, I have learnt throughout the years to inoculate the “alagbab zerTach” yelugnta virus, while preserving Ethiopian decorum. I don’t fall apart when I feel ‘disrespected’, but I make sure that that person never does it again. I don’t have to shout, be aloof, a tyrant or enede ferenge menqelqel in order to be heard or respected.

      Eventually, my colleagues learnt that chewanet was not a sign of weakness. And I learnt to set boundaries and not go too overboard with the cultural stuff.

      Michael, Financier, Chicago

      When you’re in an environment where every procedure is defined - i.e. no room for interpretation -, where anything new goes through the “NPI” (new process introduction), there’s very little space for politics. And when you work with people from 100 or so different nations, there’s no “dominant culture” - it’s as if you’re in Greenwich Village in New York, - “colorful behavioral dynamics” but nothing makes you different. It’s a dualistic state - you fit in and then you don’t fit in. Still my aleqa thinks I’m “so humble”, maybe even too “chewa”. Does the unadulterated Ethiopian state of mind and code of behavior work in the standard corporate world? Obviously not…especially if you want to climb the corporate ladder. But at the end of the day, it’s what you accomplish that counts and speaks up - you’re not talking to your mother.

      Metchal, Original Equipment Manufacturing (OEM) Engineering, Cupertino,CA

      Just a couple of months ago, a dear friend of mine, whom I’ve known since my college years, made a comment that prompted me to stop and think. My friend, who happens to be African-American said, “You know, a lot of people, including myself, at [our last place of employment] didn’t know how to deal with you - you often came across as arrogant and conceited. This included many of the black people in the office as well.”

      This sent me down a long path of memory and recollection of particular events which could possibly lead people to reach that conclusion. I certainly don’t consider myself as a conceited person, and often go out of my way to make others, especially “the least of us” in the office comfortable and appreciated.

      As I probed for more leads on this revelation, we started to jointly recount instances and occasions that qualified as “conceited.” To my utter amazement, innocuous incidents such as my not asking excitedly about someone’s vacation were considered a sign of remoteness. Generally, traits that I considered to be those of integrity and self-confidence had been misconstrued by those working around me as something much less honorable. I certainly don’t think I’m better than most people, but I take a back seat to no one. But, I am frequently wrong, and openly acknowledge that fact.

      I took a moment of reflection to determine the source of the discrepancy in perception. My conclusion is that the primary reason is a cultural difference. As an Ethiopian, my parents raised me in a manner that led me to KNOW that I am an intelligent, self-reliant person. I plan to raise my children in exactly the same fashion because I believe strongly that what you believe manifests itself in shaping your behavior and character.

      However, I am also (now more than ever) cognizant of the fact that the dominant culture in the US approaches things differently. As such, awareness of my words and behavior is prudent, and indeed necessary. I can only guess as to what impact such perception gaps had on my career. But you better believe that I consciously look for signs now, and in fact ask my associates directly if this is coming out in my interactions with them, our clients and my bosses.

      I’ll be damned if the same issue comes to bite me twice.

      Merigeta, Banker

      While there are certain cultural boundaries I like to keep, make no mistake that I am far from being an advocate of that knack we Ethiopians have for enshrouding ourselves in enigmatic “Well, in my culture…”-isms.

      All of that frill was quickly (and mercilessly) purged out of me very early as a first year associate at a very conservative, old money, ‘we-bleed- Crimson’ law firm on Wall Street. There is one culture around here: the “Billable Hour” culture. No amount of wrapping myself in the flag can negate that. This is not to say I went out of my way to avoid ‘being’ Ethiopian. I just never made it an issue at work.

      Dodging office politics aside, I do believe that the visceral Ethiopian-ness in me is channeled towards what I believe are more effective and productive ways. (Minim bihon ye Ab’uware lij negn!) I am active in the firm’s mentoring program, and I have quietly recruited young Ethiopian law students to intern with partners and managing partners. Other than that, there’s no room on the “Partner-in-10 years” track to be radically different. I catch up on the cultural stuff with my friends when we do the CHat fersho thing on weekends.

      Meseret, Attorney, New York City

      Office Politics Survival guide:

      If you were raised back home, chances are you learned how to listen (or at least give the impression that you are listening). Retain that skill. You will learn a lot and avoid the bigger gaffes if you listen to what people say (and don’t say).

      Speak up at all meetings, but ONLY if you have something insightful or important to say. Do the homework and HAVE something to say for as many meetings as possible.

      Speak early so as not to be meQedem’ed, speak clearly, speak concisely.

      Don’t pass on weré.

      Keep your wits about you when the brown stuff starts flying around (ducking is not enough, better learn to bob and weave).

      At the end of the day, it’s not your father’s house. Have an exit strategy for every job you’re in (i.e. know where you would go if it ended tomorrow, and keep your contacts fresh).

      Document all issues where it can be your word against someone else’s .(Keep emails, letters, memos, hand-written notes, etc. whenever you are in an uncomfortable or controversial situation.)

      Make sure that at least one other person besides your direct supervisor sees any significant work you’re doing – it’s good for networking, and it will be less tempting for someone to take credit for your work.

      Smile at everyone, greet everyone from the zebegna all the way up.

      And remember the cardinal rule of all office politics, and successes: the most important person who has to like you is NOT the boss, but the boss’s secretary.

      MM in Washington, DC

      I have yet to fully grasp the art of office politics in the corporate world. As an Ethiopian, I feel equally alienated from all pre-assigned office allegiances, often pledged to during the first few weeks at a new job. My African American colleagues think that I am not ‘black’ enough, Caucasians vacillate between thinking I am either ‘a different kind of black’, or entirely too radical, and yet others just look at me, bite their lips and mutter something equivalent to “Weyney! Ye sew neger eko!”

      I have come to the conclusion that as Ethiopians we certainly do have advantages regarding perception in Corporate America… why pussyfoot around with PC-isms? We have equal disdain for both sides of the great color divide, which makes it easy to remain relatively neutral. Add to that, our culture of reserved-ness, which saves us from needing to latch on quickly to a clique because of insecurities or to avoid standing out, and we come out on the pretty side of the bloody battleground that is office politics.

      I have learnt to carefully assess the office milieu before I fall into the “be-anday arbosh, be-anday Telat” trap prevalent especially in my industry. Ultimately, I want to be seen as an individual who is capable, determined and hard working. It takes deft avoiding of various cultural, color, and gender landmines littered along the way. And despite the distinct ‘mehal sefari’-ness twist to it, I’ve decided I like being the Switzerland of Corporate-dom… except the Swiss don’t blast Hanna Shenkute from their PCs, and don’t give equal opportunity eskista lessons.

      Blein, Public Relations, Atlanta.

      There was a farewell luncheon being given for a co-worker leaving for bigger and better things. He was one of a few colleagues I did not mind working with, so I decided to attend. It was the first time in years I had gone to a large social gathering with my fellow inmates.

      The food was taking an excruciatingly long time to arrive, so we started drinking beer and telling senseless stories to pass time.

      This was when Ed decided to open his mouth… “Went to a new doctor for a physical last week,” he started. “A young black guy…”

      “Now Ed,” came a warning from across the table. Ed looked up, noticed me a few chairs down and stammered, “Let me finish, I wasn’t about to say anything bad”. Then good ol’ Ed went on to tell a very bland and pointless story, clearly not the tale he would have spun if I were not sitting there.

      The funny thing is, I really wouldn’t have cared what story he told. Ed’s opinion of “black doctors” is not going to keep me up at night. I don’t want people standing in my way (or anyone else’s) because of color, and I’ll fight that with all the vigor I can muster, but that does not mean they have to like me or people of my color. “Just get out of our way” is my motto. So Ed could have told the story he wanted to tell, and others who found it funny could have laughed, it would not have caused me to think any less of them than I already do.

      A.B.D., Researcher, Rockville.

      How do I deal with office politics? I don’t. I don’t think. No matter what the in-fighting, all personal animosities dissipate on the trauma floor as we all try to save a 10-year-old who’s body has been riddled with bullets from another drive-by shooting. At that moment, we are not Ethiopian or Bulgarian or American… we are all physicians. I like the cohesion and temporary egalitarianism my profession offers. No matter who pissed you off that morning, they might be the one assisting you close an open wound that afternoon. So, the tradition of qim and beqel has no place in medicine.

      When you share losing a patient, or when you’ve closely avoided hundreds of flatlines with people whom you would never, under other circumstances, ever associate with, you learn to keep the personal separate from the professional. Of course, as more and more hospitals are starting to resemble corporate America, the work environment for physicians is also changing… The hysterical competition for scarce research funds borders on the obscene. But my bottom line is medicine. As such, I don’t let the trivial stuff interfere with my first love.

      Abraham, Physician, Atlanta

      Does “being an Ethiopian in the corporate world and dealing with office politics” mean that I once openly mocked a proposed “Bring Your Doggie to Work Day”? (I am not kidding you, it really happened.) Of course my insolence didn’t endear me to some of the higher ups, who had already booked Muffy for an all-day session at the Pet Salon.

      Hey, I don’t care how many times you have bungie-jumped; how often you’ve said: “We are taking the boat out this weekend”; whether you’ve wanted to join the Southampton Land Trust to Preserve Peconic Bay; if you’ve sung at Glee Club recitals; if you’ve demonstrated in support of P_e_TA… I don’t even care how many shortcuts you know to Sag Harbor, or if you can recite the damn menu from Inn at Little Washington… But, if ALL the wonay and hamot fibers in your body do not quake at the mere thought of “Doggie Day” at work, you might as well give up all your Ethiopian-ness and become… one those weeine Italian School students in Addis Ababa.

      I know the spiel about assimilation. I’ve benefited from it. But what indelibly makes me an Ethiopian dealing with office politics is CLEARLY knowing when to draw the line… and that’s at stepping over a damn poodle while I am on deadline.

      Sofanit, Publishing, Hanover

      The backpage

      Addis Ababa High School light bulb jokes:

      How many ICS students does it take to change a light bulb?

      One if the light bulb is Ivy League bound. Seven if it’s not.–five to make fun of it; two to smash it to pieces.

      How many TiQur Ambessa students does it take to change a light bulb? None. They’re too busy pretending to be Lycée students to notice.

      How many Bingham Academy students does it take to change a light bulb?

      What’s a Bingham?

      How many Sandford School students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Technically one. But the whole school to witness such a riveting event happening on campus.

      How many Nazareth School students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Twenty. Ten to open up the package. And the rest to go get a St. Joseph guy to change it for them.

      How many St. Joseph students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Five. One to hold the light bulb, and the other four to convince the reluctant world that it should be revolving around them.

      How many Menelik students does it take to change a lightbulb?

      Three: One from the First Shift. One from the Second Shift. One from the Third Shift (there’s a burnout problem)

      How many St. Mary students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Weyné! Electricku beyezaygnis???

      How many Wingate students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Eleven. One to steal the only other light bulb on campus from the designated CHat room. Three to re-steal the stolen bulb. And seven to lament the downfall of a once great institution.

      How many Shimeles Habte students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Nine. Five to expound on electrical theories. Three to come up with a mathematical equation for the quickest way to change a light bulb. One to pop it in.

      How many Lycée students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Three. One to comment on the shapeliness of the light bulb. One to kiss it fervently. And the other to try to make it into a “real” light bulb.

      How many Italian School students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Two. One to ask who’s full-time job it is to change light bulbs. The other to point to the zebegna.

      How many Teferi Makonnen students does it take to change a light bulb?

      Fourteen. Four to figure out what a light bulb is. And ten to figure out you’d first need electricity.
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      Editors’ note

      Yes, we are late.

      Of course, we don’t have a good excuse.

      Endayta, we are shamed.

      And no, we are not lazy, unmotivated so-and-sos. (At least not every day. Well, not every single day.)

      First we take a two month vacation, then we are late getting this issue out… next thing you know, we will be charging you to read these pages and … waaaait a second… wait a darnity darn second… now there’s a not so wacky idea.

      OK. Fine. Your defiant “Ere baki! Yemanachiu defar mooTiwoCH!” is coming in loud and deaf-iningly clear. Everybody knows that we don’t posses the requisite wonay to ever ask anyone to pay to read our chikonet. But we are giving serious consideration to those who want to pay us not to litter the Information Super-Highway with our brand of lithe humor.

      As we turn the massive wheel of the SELEDA Excuse Vault to brandish new and highly yemayemesil stories to exculpate our tardiness, we realize, enday! YabeTew yefenda! Why burden our readers with imponderous excuses, when the truth would undoubtedly vindicate us? So, here goes…

      We’re late getting out the October issue because our cherished SELEDA “I am not a Demagogue!” Chieftain had to miss a crucial editorial meeting. Details are sketchy, but the unseemly CHm-CHm’ta being that said CEO was … ‘involuntarily detained’ at Bole Airport by burly security forces. Something to do with purportedly trying to sneak onto a red-eye flight to DC after skipping out on an exorbitant bill incurred at a New Year’s bash at a swanky hotel.

      We here at SELEDA headquarters stand by our word that we, er, never got the ‘many, very many’ S.O.S telegrams sent by our fearless leader frantically demanding a wire transfer from the SELEDA coffers. We would never dream of letting our supranormal tyrant, we mean, benevolent leader languish in a dank prison cell for such a minor offense. Hmm. A dark, dank, damp, rat-infested, haunted jail cell…

      Ahem! Excuse us. Where were we?

      Ostensibly, this left our CEO to God-awful devices to try to scrounge up the necessary moolah, and, according to reliable sources, was spotted singing “Abebaye Hoye” door-to-door in order to defray the cost of a week’s worth of unbridled hedonism in Addis. (That’s a heck lot o’ "EnquTaTash, enkuwan dehna meTash" verses, according to the SELEDA comptroller, who’s remaining shush about the 7,120.30 Birr ‘Personal Services’ invoice. We’re not allowed to ask anymore questions, and, frankly, we really don’t want to know anymore.)

      In between bailing out our Chief and trying to spend more time with our still reluctant family members, well, time flew by. All of a sudden, it was October already… and, well, we’re scared to open the SELEDA mail. It will never happen again, especially now that any Addis Ababa hotel worth its salt has effectively banned anyone invoking the SELEDA name to mooch off free drinks and ‘personal services’.

      But onto qum neger. So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      While we admit that the SELEDA wheels have been slow to turn this month, we are in the throes of ye-dess dess as welcome two new editors to the fold–a couple of no-nonsense, “we-are-purging-this-'zine-of-its-werobelanet” type editors-- who we hope will bring back that lovin’ feeling to the SELEDA gentry. We are growing, here at SELEDA, and are inching ever so slowly towards realizing the Greater SELEDA Empire dream.

      Well, what’s not new is that we have no progress to report on (at least in our minds) the highly anticipated new SELEDA forum we gingerly mentioned last month. The huddling-in-the-corner-and-self-important-sotto voce-discussions on this issue continue at editorial meetings as we try to flesh out the concept. Until we come up with something more concrete, however, we’d be happy to share with you home remedies for knife wounds inflicted by discontented fellow editors. (That is, right after we finish filling out the necessary police forms and testifying in small claims court.) We thank all of you who inquired about the Mother of all Forums, and while we are at it, will thank you for not holding us to promises of a follow up next month.

      Since we had some down time while waiting for our boss to storm back into the SELEDA trenches all bitter and neCH-na-CHa, we were able to mull over some new ideas, which had miraculously began to pulsate into our anemic minds. New this month will be the metamorphosis of the current be- jimla Life Diaries to the CHiriCHaro Life Diaries…a convoluted way of saying that LDs will be posted up in once-a-week increments to give it an intriguing twist. Hey, who are we kidding— we are control freaks and we want you to keep coming back to the SELEDA pages. Ufoye! So, keep coming back to see where our diarists take you.

      In “Opinionated Editors” we indelicately inaugurate an occasional feature where SELEDA editors will try to… well, we don’t know… ramble? pontificate? …on various subjects. This feature, of course, being the result of the woz -and sometimes lab ader editors winning a class action suit against upper management, whom they have accused of being “ye-naTeTu literary tyrants possessing adhari-ish editorial policies.” Vive a-la ekulinet!

      On a more positive note, SELEDA number crunchers giddily report that our readership is growing by leaps and bounds. Last month alone we had close to 5,000 hits, which leads us to think that there might be entirely too many of you out there with too much time on your hands. We are, of course, delighted. And as the odious jerba medeleq-ing has us all gobaTa, we will take into consideration that a good percentage of that number must be the same three ‘Y2K generation’ sharpies, who click the counter forward every time they bounce back to SELEDA from Dictionary.com. Still, not bad for an idea conceptualized during incoherent times and chaotic thought processes. (Not that we will try to convince you that these days are any different.)

      We would like to thank all of our October contributors who stifled their ‘ye manachichu qebrraroch’ instincts to work diligently against impossible deadlines set by very qebrraroch editors. We thank you for rallying around us at the last minute. It gives us hope that there are real people who care about SELEDA besides those of us who are sticking around only until the SELEDA Beanie Babies concept takes off, and then it’s Langano, here we come!

      On a serious note, a disturbing phenomenon is seeping into the SELEDA medrek, where people are actually volunteering to write for SELEDA without us resorting to the three S’s: Seeking, Selamta nesto menetrek, and Seif yezo masferrarat. While we are, we think, happy about this progress, (a sure sign we have struck a cord somewhere) we can’t help but get teary-eyed at the thought of having to retire our trusted seif. But that’s all deranged qibTet. We welcome writers with open arms. Now, that is progress… pay no attention to all those restraining orders against us.

      We promise not to be tardy in November, and hope you enjoy the October issue. As always, we love hearing from you. Drop us a line at editors@seleda.com.

      -The Humble Editors-

      Life diaries
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      To: Rafael

      From: Tirseet

      Subject: I’m a nice girl. Period.

      Dear Rafael,

      So here we are embarking on this journey into the unknown. Brave souls that we are to bare all in cyber space! Well, perhaps not all. I don’t know you and yet I feel that we are kindred spirits because of our impending trip.

      Unlike our predecessors, I have to admit, I wasn’t threatened into these pages by the SELEDA folks (think they are getting soft?). I volunteered to be a diarist - it’s my adventurous spirit, I tell you! And as brave as that may sound, I did beg for cover under a pseudonym, which is not really fictitious, because after all it is my kristina sim! My mom would be chagrined if she were to read my ramblings: “Newir aydelem ende” so this may spare her some grief. She would totally miss the point that we (collectively I suppose) are on a journey to self-discovery. My brother, of course, would guard my secret to the grave. Right bro?

      I have to tell you about the rebellious streak in me (neftegna setiyo) which refuses, at the most inopportune times, to go with the tide, so to speak. Or perhaps I’m just too darn lazy, but I’m not going to use the thesaurus for our discourse. Maybe I’m trying to prove to myself that the A in my English “O” Levels was not an aberration. Besides, content is so much more interesting, don’t you think? But I do have to succumb to using spellcheck, darn it! After all, who survives without it in America, right? My high school teachers will cower in shame, but at least I’m striving to maintain the sense of meticulous grammar and spelling that was drilled into me.

      I suppose I should tell you something about myself…(What! You’ve heard enough already? Woyew gud!) I’m counting on you, dear Rafael, not to bail out on me just yet. Let me hasten to assure you that the content of my entries will not have a hint of sinfina (I hope). And don’t be fooled by my sometimes - ahem! capricious style. My life is far from capricious - it’s just a big cover-up!

      To get back to more mundane details, I’m in my 30’s (eeek - more on that later) and I’ve been in the US thirteen years. I live on the west side of this humungous country, northern California to be exact.

      I’ve been working as a stockbroker of late, although as of next month, I will officially (and happily, I might add) be joining the ranks of the unemployed. Call it a mid-life crisis or whatever, but I’m bent on the idea of finding something I’m passionate about. My theory is that I’m taking the time off to discover myself or some such lofty idea - uh, huh, qibTet.

      Right now though, I’m completely sold on the idea of being a full-time sera fet for a while. Not quite - I am taking some Web design/Java classes to see if that holds my interest enough for me to consider a career change in that direction. I also dabble in writing, ahem! poetry of sorts. It’s a newly discovered passion of mine and still quite amateurish. (If you behave yourself, I may share one or two with you - but you will not be allowed to make any smart, witty comments about my poetry. My ego is particularly fragile when it comes to that. Hmm…Is that an Ethiopian trait?) Anyway, I love to write. In fact, as a child my dream was to be a writer/author (in English - unfortunately, my Amarigna is mediocre at best). That reminds me, I’m supposed to be using a lot more Amarigna in our discourse to prove to those SELEDA editors I’m not a ferenje masquerading as an Ethiopian woman. (Ok! Ok! I’m trying).

      Getting back to the career change thing, I do relate quite well to some of our predecessors who talked about reaching a point of disillusionment with corporate America (Ah! yes - I don’t suppose you relate - I hear you are the embodiment of corporate America). For me, it’s not just a career change; it’s more about reassessing my values, priorities and goals (I wonder if it’s also an age thing?). One would think that having a strong Christian faith would make things easier, and in some sense it does. But in another sense, it causes you to face issues at a deeper level than may otherwise be the case.

      This has been an extremely busy week for me so I trust you will forgive my rambling aimlessly from one subject to the next. Of course, my theory is that I work best under pressure (“Yeah, right!” says the SELEDA editor after I yelled and screamed I couldn’t take the pressure to deliver this project by, like, yesterday . Begeza ij mekera megbat!).

      Perhaps my theory is wrong after all. No matter, that’s the beauty of theories - they can be changed at whim and no one is the worse off for it. Actually, it’s not such a faulty theory because it does depend on the type of stress/pressure. Some things are just about expediency without much challenge.

      Reminds me of my stint waitressing at Denny’s years ago. I tell you, having a flock of senior citizens giving you dirty looks because their breakfast was too cold; or you forgot the hash browns; or complaining that the eggs were supposed to be over-easy not over-medium, etc., etc., (chik-i-chick new yemeleh) is enough to drive one NUTS. Well - at least me! It’s a miracle I lasted three months. It must have been my rebellious side (there it is again) that I didn’t give up the first month after setting the “worst tips received” record in the history of Denny’s.

      Oddly enough, working as a broker turned out to have an uncanny resemblance to the Denny’s job. It’s often very fast-paced but devoid of anything analytical. The little white cells, as Hercule Poirot calls them, were starting to atrophy so it was definitely time to leave. Actually, even before I started, I knew it was going to be a short-lived profession but I did want to learn the In’s and Out’s of the market on a deeper and more practical level than is possible simply armed with an Economics degree.

      But once the learning curve plateaued, I got bored very quickly. Now if you give me a project/case that requires analysis, strategy, dissecting legal issues etc., (some of what I used to do before I plunged into the securities industry) that’s the kind of adrenaline rush I thrive on - well, within reason! There is a limit to everything.

      I’ve talked a lot about myself (really, truly everything!). You have to tell me EVERYTHING about yourself. Be specific now! No generic statements like “I’m a nice guy. Period.” Who isn’t? (Double standard? What double standard?) Lesson#1, women like detail. But kindly spare me the color of your socks or the type of engine in your car. And while you are at it, please do share your thoughts about this chasm between Ethio men and women. Or is there none? Perhaps it’s all in my head! Gotta run to my shrink! Did I mention that I never recovered from the Denny’s job? :-)

      Can’t wait to hear back from you. Have a good one!

      Yours truly,

      Tirseet

      To: Tirseet

      From: Rafael

      Subject: I am a chivalrous Man. Period.

      Hmmm…. Diary Entry 1…From a nice girl “journeying into the unknown”…Very interesting…Hey, wait a minute!…Heck! I though that was my job!…

      …Or at least that is what I imagine a confused stud-Captain Kirk would have said as he put pen-to-paper in his famous “Star-Log”….

      And it reminded me of the confusion I felt when I was getting ready to write my first debdabe in these United States some 20 years ago…(Should I talk about Prez Carter? That noise they call Punk music? The lady who offered me a joint in Golden Gate Park? Ye tebealshe aron-guaday cigara min yadergilignal? Gumare enkuwan nech new…)

      …And - truth be told - it is kinda how I feel as am getting ready to write my second (?) letter since then…(Thank God for cheap long distance!!)

      But I digress….

      Let me begin by explaining how this little fish ended up in this big ocean they call America…

      EXHAUSTIVE RESEARCH AND PLANNING

      This whole fish thing started back in 1980, with my friends and I thumbin’ through Barron’s Guide to Colleges…

      Now I must point out that this is no easy feat in Addis Ababa since there were only 2 Barron’s in the entire city…The only thing more coveted in 12th grade was an original Boney-M album…. (Nah…I was briefly tempted to say that your school probably had neither, but then I would be accused of “SanJo” arrogance…Talk about starting a correspondence on the wrong foot…)

      Any way, the typical conversation while scanning the guide went something like this: (Bear with me…This is my attempt at fulfilling the Amhari-English requirement of SELEDA):

      Friend 1: Yet college newu yemit-hedew?

      Friend 2: Enen-jah, sile nege Ambassador film genzeb sasib neber.

      Friend 3: Gin, Chicago in-na Iowa ye gangster in-na ye irsha ager nachew silu semichalew…

      Friend 1: Keman new yesemahew? Yante zenedoch inkwan airport, ye-bolen dildiy allaqwaretum!!

      Friend 2: Irsha??? Gibrina-na kebt irbata-ma, izih limar ichilalew!!!

      Friend 3: Kebt??? Inkwan astawes-keyn!! Ye film genzeb sitikebel, beziyaw ye hamburger tekebel….buh-whala wegaw enda-t-leyn!!

      Friend 2: Harvard DC newu in-dey?

      Friend 3: Eye-delem!!!.. Isu Howard newu….temelket….andu page 100 lai newoo…andu 85 lai-newoo…

      Friend 1: Bes-m-am!!! Be “H” yemigemiru collegoch bicha 30 geltz nachew……

      Friend 1: Le who-lum genzeb yeleh! Sponsor-wa tiwosin inji!

      Friend 2: Woo-ne-t-hin newoo…keminicheneq, Rendezvous henden buna in-teta…

      THE ARRIVAL:

      And indeed through the generosity of my sponsor…I found my self right smack in Cali wine country…And trust me, there IS such a thing as too much freedom…I experienced it for the next 9 months…

      I stayed out as late as I wanted…There was no zebeyna…No walls to jump over…No curfew…And…And…And…(I can’t tell you everything I experienced for the first time!!!)…

      In any case, all the experiments came to a crashing halt when my friends - who finally picked a school out of Barron’s - convinced me to join them in the colder-than-your-freezer/hotter-than-you-oven place known as the Midwest.

      MORE PARTYING:

      Six years later, I finally left school - kicking and screaming - for the real world…I had gotten me a couple of those things they call “technical” degrees…

      To this day, my friends and I have no clue why we got these things…I guess it’s a product of what you would call a potent combination of parental advice and herd mentality…I can still hear the advice 20 years later…"**Lijey, poletica memar manin tekemew? Mehandis wey-im hakim mehon new yem-ya-wataw"…**Never mind the fact that by junior year we hated the stuff…But like some sort of boat anchors or hand-cuffs we are stuck with these things for life….

      But I digress again 'cause…Hm…There is nothing like taking off right out of school and landing flat-in-the-middle of Chocolate City, baby!!! We had a cool bachelor-house where the door was never locked, the fridge was always empty, and clean up was highly dependent on the age/sex of the visitor…"Minalk?? Akistih ke Addis Ababa yi-metalu?? Ehi-tih bet yikemetu! Man bet siterg yee-woo-lal?"

      The trickiest part to this real world thing was doing two radically different jobs to support my nocturnal activities….By day, I would went to the office - cheap suit and-all…By night, I worked in a parking lot… Which, BTW, is why, I don’t care about what certain “folks” say regarding parking jobs…As in: "**WEEY**Y!!! Parking lot newoo yemiseraw? Bei-tesebochu yelakut mehandis hono “be-fieldu” indisera neber….lanchi minim ayawaTashim…see-ya-rej, mekina ma-rwa-rwat eye-chilim…kezyas min-lit-hon-yee…?

      I personally had a lot of fun with friends who didn’t need to adopt a fake office persona every morning at 8 AM…(I know, I know, some people do that when they go to clubs every weekend, but I’m digressing again…)

      The “tricky” part was avoiding my office people - like the boss - who came to the parking lot…Fortunately, I ducked enough times to avoid an awkward immigrant-doesn’t understand-our-social-norms situation…

      THE REST OF MY AMERICAN LIFE….AND EVERBODY’S FAVORITE CONVERSATION PIECE:

      I can’t really tell you what I’ve been doing the last 7 years 'cause it’s all been one big blur. One thing is for sure, I’ve been paying back a lot of the Chocolate City days by living in a couple of boring company towns…

      And that “embodiment of corporate America” thing…Man I hope not! In fact, I vow never to wear another suit to work again, (and haven’t for six years)…Heck, my Ethiopian bros and sis’s shake their heads on that one all the time…(I can picture what they’re saying: "Be-fieldu yemiresa indet jeans yaregal? See-fog-ren newu!!! a-who-nim parking newu ye-misraw mese-leyn!!")…

      But as I get ready to come full circle, there are a few things I would have done differently, and a few things I have definitely not figured out yet… (Yep…full circle…I am almost ready to go back to San Fran where - unlike 20 years ago - 1) things cost 10X of what they should cost, 2) all that people talk about is money, and, 3) there are no good jammin clubs!!)

      Things I Would Do Differently? Too many to list…But the list definitely includes taking a year off, and living where I really wanted to live…Not where the pay check was good…So go gir!…Take some time off.

      Things I Haven’t Figure-Out Yet? Of course, I had to save the best for last. Every over-30 Ethiopian’s favorite conversation piece…“The chasm between Ethiopian men and women”…

      But like any other cliff-hanger, I’ll save my comments for Part II of my journal entry.

      And frankly , I would like to let Ms. Tirseet got first…(Or do you prefer Miss?…Or am I being too old-fashioned by yielding the podium?…Or am I supposed to be old-fashioned and modern at the same time???)….

      Hmmm….kind’a reminds me of an old saying: “If you walk down the middle of the road, you’ll be hit by cars from both sides”…So, until you convince me other wise, I will stay on the sidewalk….

      I await your sage advice….

      Yours truly,

      Rafael

      ENTRY 2

      To: Rafael

      From: Tirseet

      Subject: The Big Divide

      Dear Rafael,

      I enjoyed your very entertaining letter. I can tell by your writing style that you are a very organized, methodical guy. Those headings/subtitles reveal a guy who has conducted one too many corporate meetings! :-) Do I detect a dichotomy of nature between the corporate Rafael and the Rafael whose bachelor pad is always unlocked, fridge empty and aptartment desperate for some clean up? I’ve visited such places, and it’s amazing how that seems to be a fiercely protected tsebay of Ethiopian bachelors - or is it more of a religious ritual for St. Joe alumni?

      Regarding the Boney-M album, I have to confess, I never saw an original album at my school - only bad duplicates which were probably 100 tapes or more removed from the original judging by how muffled and scratched the sound was. Mind you, they were just as coveted as if they were the diamonds of the Shah of Iran or some such thing! I still can’t figure out why that band and less than a handful of others were so incredibly popular in Addis (and for an extended period of time too)! Later generations seem to be just as captivated, even though it’s music from way before their time. Yegermal! Maybe we were just starved for pop music and those were the only ones available then.

      I see that you cleverly but not so subtly weaseled your way out of commenting on “The Chasm”. At least you acknowledge it exists - thank God it’s not just in my head. Well, have it your way - I’m not staying on the sidewalk! I’ll be daring and will throw in my two cents. Yerasu guday!

      Hmmm…one could probably list many factors which to one extent or another contribute to this polarization of Ethiopian men and women in the U.S. such as "megenaga yelem", “menegager akaten”, setoch hylegna natchew" (i.e. they are independent) etc… My particular theory is that an insidious thing called Pride is the root of the problem. Too often, we are looking for someone/something better (or so we think) than what we already have. Wey kurat, Wey qibtet! The next best thing may be someone younger, more beautiful, more educated, more successful or even someone from an elite group. Ambition is good when it comes to career and our professional life but it’s disastrous (in my opinion) when it comes to relationships.

      I’m not saying one should be with someone whom one doesn’t love, but I’ve seen many relationships that ended (and been in a few) that had good potential, if only there was the commitment to make it work. It’s like we are never content; always looking for that elusive person that will make our life complete (ay mognenet!). We don’t get married young and grow together because we have this irrational fear that he/she may be an obstacle to our success/happiness. Sadly, as we grow older, we also grow farther apart. Often we fail to see that the one who is right there has the potential to be the right person if the right ingredients were added, i.e. love, acceptance, affirmation, and oh -the big one: forgiveness. I’ve adopted this theory that the thing I desire in a guy is the very thing I need to be myself. Here is an excerpt from a poem I wrote not too long ago. It’s not one of my best, but it’s one of my favorites:

      He was a Giver of love, time and attention

      He gave respect and honor to everyone, young or old

      He would stop to talk to a homeless person while I impatiently drummed my fingers on the dashboard.

      Compassionate, gracious, and forgiving

      And reserved especially for me: deep affection; indescribable tenderness,

      Never holding back, always giving

      Giving generously, giving joyfully

      When I was sarcastic, he was genuine and warm

      When I was self-critical, he complimented and affirmed me

      Where I failed, he saw something positive

      Was he just utterly blind to my faults? (As God always chooses to be)

      Perhaps.

      And yet his being so

      Did not fill me with pride

      But rather humbled me;

      Amazed that he would think so highly of me

      Much more so than I thought of myself

      He inspired me to be more than I was

      He truly brought out the best in me!

      Is it any wonder that I think the world of him?

      Did I have a point here? (Probably just my capricious nature). Ah, yes! It was simply to suggest that we can inspire one another to be better, more successful individuals and in the process become each other’s soul mates simply by treating each other with love and appreciation. Well, I guess that’s my take on that issue. I hope you will come out of your PC reticence and share some of your thoughts on this rather angebgabi tiyake. Gedelem alebalam, even if you say egir yemetaTib new yemefelegaw! My advice would be, maybe you should try a different planet - Naa, different solar system! :-)

      By the way, I was in your neck of the woods this past week. Sera meftat le-zuret yameCHal. I’m also contemplating trips to Mexico City and our fair city, Addis Ababa before I get tied down to a job (Ugh!). But my pragmatic side (I do have one - yeah right!), tells me I should be focusing on the search for a fulfilling career. Of course, not knowing what one wants complicates things a tad. It seems like what I want changes faster than I can keep track. Do I sound like an unstable, irrational woman? Yezorebat setiyo (Lesson #2: never, ever call a woman THAT)!

      I suppose eventually I’ll stumble over something interesting. Some of my closest friends who for some inexplicable reason are more concerned about me finding a “real” job than I am, tell me that “anything interesting” will not cut it as an objective on my resume. My response is an innocent “why not?” Wish I were that naïve. Of course, the most appealing career objective for a year or two is also the most elusive. If only it took a resume with

      Objective – “Full time wife and mother”. Wouldn’t that be nice if things were that simple. Maybe they really are - zim belen TaTa enabezalen meselegn!

      Eshi, Ato Rafael, I better wrap up this letter before I throw out another Politically Incorrect opinion. Then I’d really have the SELEDA folks cutting away everything I painstakingly wrote down to two paragraphs and subsequently demand I miraculously make it two pages again! I’m curious, what was it that you hated by your junior year, school or your major? You also haven’t really told me about your job (whatever it is - I know it’s a BIG secret, right?) I know that being specific is not the forte of your gender --but do try!

      Almost yezorebat setiyo - not quite yet!

      Tirseet

      To: Tirseet

      From: Rafael

      Subject: Who’s Zoomin’ Who?

      Hmmm…As I sit here, I am tempted…Very tempted…To write another chronological, “organized” letter….Heck…What’s a man supposed to do with our Editor crackin’ the whip??? (I’m surprised “they” haven’t used us as a “Top-Ten” excuse yet)…

      If I had succumbed to my temptations, (as all men are apt to do), I would have had 3 sub-titles:

      
        	In the beginning…

        	Those nasty good-for-nothin’-men

        	Revenge of the ladies

      

      But, I won’t take the easy road, opting to be - no hoping to be - semi creative while under the gun.

      …And so, let me begin by saying that “what we have here” is a classic case of mar sibeza yimeral…

      Way back in the day, when immigrant ETs numbered a “few”, there was a certain sense of camaraderie …A sort of us-against-the-rest mentality. You were very happy just to see another ET in town. You, therefore, rarely dreamed of back-stabbin’ the few yager lijoch that were around because you would have very quickly become a very lonely agul ferenje.

      …But then times changed. The numbers and “choices” of friends exploded…And so did the means to screw things up….

      Let me be right up-front and tell you that one of the main reasons that “cracks” developed into “chasms” was because ET-men are such weregnoch!!…

      ….Well, actually, being non-discrete is a generic man thing, and not just an Ethiopian problem.

      (And, yes, I will generalize because any man who didn’t grow up in a cave knows what I’m talking about…Heck, one thousand years ago, the man who ran the first marathon - and died - did so just to spread the news about a great war victory; so you better believe that couple of yager lijoch hanging out in an air-conditioned bar will be tempted to talk about anything under the sun…)

      ….But I not defending them!! I’m just saying that yager wendoch just had to speak about their “conquests”…Particularly if the boys were the type who couldn’t handle a drink or two…(This was especially true in DC where happy hour drinks are bigger that your San Fran lattes)

      It never quite dawned on these poor amateur drinkers that they could have just as easily been the “conquered”….As Aretha would say: “Who’s zoomin’ who??” (Yes, Tirseet, ET women have been known to keep score too). In any case, the boys kept talking, and the ladies kept getting madder…

      Now in all fairness to the men, some of us weren’t initially sure what the fuss was all about. It turned out that the answer - in a lot of cases - had to do with a certain set of “double standards”/rules that yager setoch decided to play by…It’s all tied in with your theory of pride and someone better….If you add pride + “better” + “double standard” you get a whole lot of women thinking - or being told: bezuh (kewond gara) ketayew ye-miyagebagn yiTefal.

      Given that most men don’t “two steps ahead” in relationships - or life for that matter, (yep, I’m generalizing again), the problem only got worse….Which is really a round-about-way of saying: the larger the population size got, the longer the list of real - or imagined - victims became.

      This crazy cycle created a very curious phenomena known as “ferenje (be mistir) mawTat”…It was somehow assumed that an ET man or woman could do the craziest, kinkiest things - just as long as they were being done on “the other-side-of-town” with a ferenje…And just as long as no one on this side of town knew about it, they and could therefore be labeled as Ms. "chewa-yetemarech-konjo"….

      ….How bizarre is that??? I only wish I could be so calculating!!!

      Some folks tried a variant of this by saying: enay agere hajaye agebalew…This usually produced disastrous results because of the huge expectations placed on both individuals…

      So how do we begin to bridge the chasm?? Heck if I know the answer, but here are a few suggestions that might help…

      
        	Yager wendoch, go easy on the weré!!! Think about it, does talking about who you slept with last night really make you a better person??

        	Setoch, being discrete is good, but don’t get carried away by this whole double standard thing….If a guy doesn’t love you for who you are, (and vice-versa), then your with the wrong person.

      

      Beyond that, here is my number one reason why relationships don’t last:

      Setoch expect way, way, way too much from the guys…Most men can not be gentle yet strong, proud yet humble, caring yet particular…all at the same time…

      This expectation reminded me of a true story of how one azawint once remarked after listening to her daughter and friends talk…"Lije, inante yemitifeligut sebat bal inji A’nd bal ayedelem… "

      Darn, time is almost up…But before I go, I got to answer your question about junior year…The only thing that I hated in junior year was my major….Who needs to be bored with “Statics” when I could have been studying about the roots of democracy in Athens and Troy…(It’s that marathon thing I was telling you about)…

      I lied…there is another thing I got to “air” to neti-zens….And that is how boring Ethiopian music has become!! It’s getting down-right awful in its cookie cutter approach!! Maybe that’s another reason yager lijoch can’t get along!!! They can’t dance together anymore!!!

      Got to go before I get carried away…See you “in a few”….

      Raf

      ENTRY 3

      To: Rafael

      From: Tirseet

      Subject: Adam and Eve

      Dear Rafael,

      Hats off to you for your very honest and insightful perspective. How refreshing when someone takes responsibility for their part in a situation. Oh boy! It’s news to me that there is such a prevalence of werè amongst Ethio men. (Shows I’ve been out of Ethio circles too long). I always assumed women talked more than men but I do take your word for it since you are an Insider! :-)

      I suspect though that the reason for the “double standard” among Setoch that you mention is less about Yewondoch werè, and more about a survival mode. We come into this society and discover that we have emotional needs that are not even acknowledged let alone fulfilled in our own culture. I’m talking about the need to feel loved, appreciated and oh! Another big one - respected! Let’s be honest about our culture - isn’t it true that a man would almost never publicly display affection or respect for his woman? As if this would somehow portray a weakness or character deficiency in him and make him a lesser person. Tilik w’rdet! But, I tell ya, the man who is able to do that is absolutely one who has immense self-esteem, because he recognizes that affirmation of another person in no way reduces his own worth. Quite the contrary.

      So here we are (Setoch) observing how our American counterparts are treated. We see them being listened to and their opinions respected; receiving flowers in the office on their birthday, anniversary, and Valentine’s day; receiving tremendous support from their mates in terms of family obligations and their own education & career; etc. etc. We realize we have the same desires. Egnas lemin yekeribinal? And we also recognize that is just not something Ethio men are good at (forgive the generalization - of course there are exceptions). Perhaps what the Setoch you talk about do is to try and get that need met elsewhere, i.e. surreptitiously dating Ferenjies (or not so surreptitiously as the case may be). Because deep down inside, they really only want to be with an Ethio man. So they try to have their cake and eat it too!

      I’m not condoning this type of behaviour at all, but I do see where many women are coming from. It may be their way of coping, but it’s also the easy way out because getting our Ethio man to learn from Ferenje men (yes, they do have good qualities - the subject of my previous poem was a Ferenje) requires discernment and tenacity.

      I have to agree with you, albeit reluctantly, about Setoch having unrealistic expectations. But I disagree with you emphatically that the men can’t be gentle yet strong, humble yet proud, etc. I have faith that most Ethio men can be all of that and more, they just (a) don’t recognize the value of those traits and (b) don’t know how to be that way. It takes an astute woman to convince a guy that those are good things to aspire after (not only for the relationship but also for his own character development) and then to teach him how. Such men just don’t come ready-made! Ke Piasa ready-made megzat bechalema endet arif neber! We have to stop expecting that the men will learn by osmosis simply by virtue of living in Western society - cuz it ain’t happenin’.

      That brings to remembrance the saying “behind every successful man is a woman”. I wouldn’t go so far as to say every but I’d say it’s certainly true for many, many men. If it’s not a wife, it’s probably a mother. So, egna Setoch need to be smart and give the right mix of love, respect, and space while being careful not to trample on that oh! So-delicate ego! (Girls - makuref as a method for getting the guys to do anything is a complete flop!).

      And if our Wendoch would stop being so staunchly chauvinistic i.e. thinking that treating women right is being agul Ferenje, well…we may just be on our way to a happy medium. Someone I just met - an Ethio guy no less - sent me an electronic greeting card with flowers and “Hello Tirseetiye” on it! . Needless to say, he immediately scored big points with me! So for all you guys out there (single or married) here is Lesson#? Be romantic and send out those darned greeting cards! Ya can’t get flowers cheaper anywhere else! And the endearing “iye” after her name is an absolute MUST! C’mon guys, it’s not that hard. The return on your investment of 3 minutes of time and ½ ounce of effort is tremendous! And there’s no reason Setoch shouldn’t reciprocate likewise.

      Rafael, I think you hit the nail on the head with your interesting comment about “choice”. Choice is a good thing IF we can handle it in a responsible manner. Having more choices is no guarantee that we will make the right choice or even a better choice than the person we are already with. I wasn’t planning on it, but I can’t resist sharing a short excerpt from another piece I wrote some months ago. (Don’t worry - this is the only other poem pertaining to our topic so you are safe from any more! :-))

      Consider Adam & Eve who only had one choice: each other.

      If no one else existed on this earth,

      Except the two of us

      How happy & content we would be!

      Because we would only have one another

      So let us live, as if…

      There really is just the two of us!

      You and I are it

      Created from each other and for each other

      No one else exists

      Just the two of us

      You, Adam and I, Eve.

      Well, Ato Rafael, I’ll have to digest your theory about the role of boring “cookie-cutter” Ethiopian music in exacerbating our dire straits! I’ve been out of touch with what’s out there currently so I’m ill-equipped to have an opinion one way or the other.

      As always, I look forward to hearing from you!

      Later,

      Tirseet

      P.s. I’ll pick up the Queen of Soul’s “Who’s Zoomin’ Who?” album. I confess I haven’t heard it yet…also some Amarigna musiqa so I can judge whether or not it’s the same old story/melody!

      To: Tirseet

      From: Rafael

      Subject: They call that stuff music???

      Selam Tirseet….

      It’s deadline time, and our dearest of Editors has called me to gently remind me that I am running “behind”…again…

      Now that I’ve ingested your Part III, I am ready to hopefully fulfill the old mantra “last but not least”….

      Let me begin by saying that a lot of what you said is right-on-the-money…Many of us forget that it is often the simple things in life that a lot of people appreciate…

      In fact, I got motivated enough by this whole train-of-thought to go dig-up an old set of phrases that a colleague of mine gave me when she got laid off…( I got to “borrow” this stuff 'cause I definitely can’t match your stash of giTim and sem enna worq):

      It isn’t a matter of what life deals you,

      It’s a matter of how you deal with life!

      You gotta work…like you don’t need the money,

      Love…like you’ll never get hurt.

      You gotta’ dance like nobody’s watchin’,

      It’s gotta come from the heart…If you want it to work.

      I don’t know the key to success and happiness, but the key to failure is trying to please everybody!

      Success or happiness requires…the vision to see, the faith to believe, and the courage to do!!!

      Since I ended-up as a pseudo-random ex-engineer who is currently dabbling in marketing, I have no idea if this stuff makes as much sense to others as it did to me; but I hope it does 'cause I see a whole lot of ye-hager lijoCH caught up in a whole lot of materialistic “I-got-to-work 80-hours-a-week-to-buy-the-black-leather-couch-and-new-Accord” mode.

      (Lest you snicker at my attempt at psycho-babble, let me tell you that back-in-the day, I used to never understand why a whole bunch of folks back home had a copy of “Desiderata” plastered on their walls like it was some kind of Picasso…The damn poster was even translated into Amarigna!!! For a while, I honestly thought it was some sort of neuvou-riche prerequisite for saying you are middle-class…The toughest part was when the owner pointed it out, and you then felt obligated to read it for the millionth time, and pretend you understood it…)

      But I digress…and am almost in danger of exceeding my word count before I can discuss my latest pet peeve - the sorry state of Ethiopian music….

      Trust me Tirseet, you ain’t missing much by not listening to the latest Ethiopian music…Why, you ask? Well every singer seems to have the exact same session band that uses the exact same settings on that damn synthesizer machine…

      …It gotten so bad that ferenjoch can play our music better than we can!!! A few years ago I watched a video of Aster Awoke on BET JAZZ in which she was jammin’ with an awesome ferenje band…She hasn’t sounded as good since…(I just saw her in Oakland last month, and it looked like half the band members were about to go into a boredom-induced coma).

      If you ever want to get “back-into” Ethiopian music, I strongly recommend the “Ethiopique” series of CDs…They are largely based on pre-Revolutionary recordings - a period of time when neither the producers nor the session bands would ever dream of overwhelming the musician’s raw talent with computerized drum machines. (The latest 2 - in a series of 6 - cover Mahmoud while he was still creative…You should be able to find copies at Rasputins in Berkeley…)

      EeFOY…Now that I’ve “vented”, let me go back to more “sane” topics…

      …I loved the electronic card idea. I think it a great way to say hello. I got to try it some day…(But mind you, even though we are living in a dot com-crazed world, there is nothing that can replace the smell of fresh abeboCH)…

      Ok, Tirseet, since you have given us men so many good pointers, maybe you can solve an age-old problem that many of us have encountered…

      …Why is it, that at an abesha party, all the men and women sit as far away from each other as possible as if the setting is some sort of segregated tej bet?

      Now, in keeping-up my attempts at psycho-babble, I suppose I could blame it on the Jesuits who forced many of us to attend girls-and-boys-only high schools… (Hey, we live in a country where everybody blames everybody else for their problems)…But I see this behavior from folks who came from “mixed” schools/“environments” like “your own”….

      At this point, you may be asking what’s the big deal?? Enough already!!! (As we like to say in New York)…Perhaps I am indeed making much-a-do-about-nothing, but I often see guys and women staring at each other from afar as if they are engaged in some sort of who-can-blink-first contest. This is probably because they may feel too intimidated to get into the middle of a group and engage in conversation. (Kind’a feel like you 're being inspected by 20 eyeballs)…This often leads to a hilarious situation in which guys camp out near doors or bathrooms in the hopes of catching the women as they take a break or on the way home…

      Anyway, I’m beginning to sound like yakorefe neCHnaCHa (I got an excuse for that too…It’s 9 PM, and I haven’t eaten all day)…so before I go, I was curious to know if you had “settled” on what you are going to do “post-stock” during your sabbatical…I hear you stock-market types always want answers yesterday for tomorrow’s problems….How do you plan to go from 5th gear/top-speed, to a “Driving-Miss-Daisy” pace???

      “Inquiring minds want to know…”

      Raf

      ENTRY 4

      To: Rafael

      From: Tirseet

      Subject: The melting pot entry!

      Dear Raf, (may I call you that?)

      As always, I loved reading your letter. I was crackin’ up imagining a bunch of blonde, blue-eyed ferenjoch; their eyes half-closed playing “Tizita”! What a hilarious concept! I did go and pick up the Ethiopique CD you recommended and I totally LOVE it. Thank you! Of course the guy at the store tried to push a couple of new artists on me, but I wouldn’t hear of it just because … “Rafael said so” :-)!

      I did want to share a not-so-uncommon experience from last week. I was purchasing a purse and immediately received (despite my profuse protests) talak kinash simply for being an Etiopiawit. You guessed it - the salesgirl was an Abesha I’d never met before! It started me thinking about what it was that defines our Etiopiawinet! I don’t know about it being spiritual but there is definitely an intangible quality, which defies description. It sets us apart and yet binds us together as well!

      One aspect of our Etiopiawinet that I cherish is a generosity of spirit that is incredibly genuine and at times self-sacrificial. This was most vividly apparent for me when I visited rural Ethiopia a few years ago. Yebalager sew malet deg, yewah, sew-akbari, and yet so dignified! Makes one realize what a blessed inheritance we have. But even here, where my closest friends are both Ethiopian and ferenjie, if it comes down to me having say, a financial need - well there’s just no comparison! Still, each friendship has it’s own place and purpose.

      By the way, Rafael, did you read the Opinionated Editors section in this month’s SELEDA? Bilew bilew sew masaTat jemeru eko! I was up in arms when I read their criticism of pen names, weren’t you? Talk about hypocrisy! Do we even know who on earth THEY are? (A few excepted). Despite possession of the feared seif, they brandish it only from behind the generic name of “editors”! Get this: there is not even a pen-name to call them by! Have you ever encountered such audacity? Endayeneshina! Ahunis demaye fela! [fyi: SELEDA Editors’ Pen-names: GetoCH, Damtachew, Kitachew.…]

      And of course, being just as opinionated as THEY, I do have my own theory about anonymity versus non-anonymity. I agree most with the last writer of that piece. Until we as a society are intellectually and culturally open-minded enough to tolerate and even embrace different and opposing viewpoints there will always be reluctance to reveal one’s identity and justifiably so! Anonymity serves an important purpose. It allows the material to stand on it’s own merits, unaffected and uncluttered by the reader’s pre-conceived notions and prejudices about the creator of the piece! Otherwise, whatever point the author is attempting to make would immediately be invalidated by statements such as: “Ayi, esuma mehandis - sile fikir min yawkal?” (Sorry Raf - just a misale :-)). Anonymity gives both the writer and the reader a clean slate, so to speak!

      Phew! Pardon the dissertation! These no-name editors, Sint amet yetowkutin tsebay (i.e. memoTamet) asnesubign eko! But my dear Rafael, you’ve got to help me out here and release your wrath on them! It’s only fair to our predecessors that we loyally continue the tradition of SELEDA-bashing (they really asked for it this time) so go for it!

      Your observation of how our people behave at parties sounds typical. I have to lay the responsibility for this one squarely and unabashedly with our Setoch! You can’t blame the guys for not wanting to walk across a room and promptly get rejected! My humble advice: Chill out, stop reading more into things than necessary; and most importantly, don’t let your behavior be dictated by what others think!

      You asked what I will be doing. Bawqew tiru neber…I have this theory that experiencing many different jobs and/or professions will make me a more interesting and well rounded (not literally I hope) individual. Of course, there is what economists’ call the “opportunity cost” which in this case would be forfeiting higher income and growth potential in a given field. But that’s not a major consideration for me.

      For right now, I’m really enjoying my Web design classes. In fact, I have my home page up and I’m telling you it’s quite spiffy looking, if I may toot my own horn. Professionally though, there may be an internship lurking in the distance at some fledgling Internet company. But I like to keep all my options open, so we shall see…!

      Well, I suppose it’s time to say goodbye. It has been a singularly memorable journey and you have of course, been a superb fellow traveler. Don’t forget to have your future wife send me an e- Thank You card for what you learned here - Oh la! la! How presumptuous of me! Ma ene? Bechirash! I do have a confession though - I lied about the previous poem being the last one. But then again, I would be remiss in my duties as an amateur poet if I didn’t write a teeny weeny poem for you.

      My cyber pen-pal, Rafael

      Although I do not know you well

      A true gentleman no less

      Positively chivalrous, oh yes!

      Rega Yale, Astoway

      A dream of an Ethio guy!

      And of course, it would be totally against my nature to exit without divulging the haq about our editor for Life Diaries. I have to grudgingly admit, I do esteem our editor highly (Editor: have I redeemed myself?). To prove it, here’s one especially for you:

      To our SELEDA Editor

      We’d choose you over any other

      A tough cookie, we confess

      But brilliant nonetheless

      Demanding perfection

      Yet stole our affection

      Witty and charming to the core

      An Ethio gal one cannot help but adore!

      [SELEDA Editor busy blushing and thinkin’ this is not a bad job!]

      They may not be particularly good (thank you for your kind comments about the poems, Rafael) but they are most definitely sincere so I hope you like them!

      As I get ready to say goodbye, one of my all-time favorite movies “The Sound of Music” comes to mind and I find myself humming the tune “So long, Farewell, …,” But I quickly stop myself. Bagerachin denb mezgat yishalal meselegn. So Rafael, let me close by saying as my grandmother would say if she knew you “Entef, Entef, Tebarek Lije”. Is there anything more valuable that our parents and grandparents can give us than their mirriqat?

      Yagerih Lij

      Frehiwot

      p.s. you didn’t forget my rebellious side now, did you? I am not one to resist a challenge and those opinionated (i.e. guregna) editors have de facto dared us to reveal our true names! So our beloved SELEDA editors: I double dare each one of you to the same!

      [SELEDA Editor VERY busy blushing even more at being called “guregna”. Thank you.]

      p.s. FYI to “those editors”: after espousing too many radical theories and revealing my true identity, I have to remain true to my capricious nature and immediately go into hiding under the Witness Protection Plan - so don’t even try to forward any hate mail (only complimentary ones! :-))

      To: Tirseet

      FROM: Rafael

      SUBJECT: Where are you from…Again???

      Selam Tirseet….

      Raf is OK, but don’t even think of adding the -IYE part lest you feel like promulgating the “forum for flirtation” problem…

      All kidding aside, as first generation immigrants, we do - in fact - face another problem: a “crisis” of cultural and individual identity. The problem has continued to grow despite the fact that Etiyopiawinet has often meant many things to many people. I believe that this has happened because many Ethiopians now find themselves/ourselves in the relatively unfamiliar setting of a foreign land. - A setting that has caused many of us to (inadvertently) cut the roots that define the deeds of those who exhibit Etiyopiawinet .

      Let me try to explain by digressing a bit…

      Political economists and economists have paid their mortgages over the last 30 years by developing increasingly elaborate “development models”. Most of these models have completely failed at predicting why certain countries develop, and others don’t. That’s harmless enough, I suppose, but when these political types have power then the results can be disastrous.

      A recent classic case was Russia where a bunch of expatriate PhD’s prescribed “solutions” that have cause chaos. (I got nothing against PhDs…Gin, qelem biCHa mehon ayTeqmim). It turns out that the communists had so up-routed the core values of Russian society, that quick fixes wouldn’t work.

      In my opinion, the answer as to why one country succeeds, and others don’t is the same answer that once helped us standout as Ethiopians.

      The “magic ingredient” can be summed-up in one word: PRIDE….Or more importantly, an understanding of your roots and an ability to proudly defend them.

      Without going into a dissertation on this subject, let me point out how this “ingredient” often manifested itself in Ethiopia (and a few other countries):

      No “Le- Bichaw yebela, le-bichaw yemotal” : A trait most formally know as “capital flight” - which is another way of saying “take the money and run”. Someone who truly believes in his roots would always re-invest his/her gains back into his/her country

      No “Brain Drain”: Education is viewed as an obligation, not a privilege or a right. You got educated to serve your less fortunate citizens…period.

      “Po’ But Proud”:…as they say in West Virginia…No matter how poor you are, you don’t let others “show-you-up”. This is a highly unfashionable concept in today’s global economy, but you got to have it to maintain your identity.

      OK, so how does this relate to Etiyopiawinet again?? Let take a before-and-after-approach:

      Le- Bichaw yebela, le-bichaw yemotal: Until the 1974 revolution, there was no such a thing as capital flight in Ethiopia. Etiyopiawinet dictated you almost loved the afer as much as you did your zemedoCH. You therefore reinvested what you had. Nobody does that any more. If you’re in America, you keep your money here. If your in Ethiopia, your try to send it to America.

      No “Brain Drain”: Until the 1974 revolution, something like 10 people emigrated from Ethiopia to the US. Etiyopiawinet dictated that the people paid for your education, and you owed them. Everybody used their education to help their country

      “Po’ But Proud”:…: My favorite example on this one is Ras Hailu - who used to be the richest man in Ethiopia in the early 1900’s. He once rode-up to a train on his horse and refused an invitation to come on-board…“Enya kalaseranew L’Ager liTeQim aychlim”. "…was pretty much what he said.

      Like I said, in this era of globalization - where you could rationalize your way out of even subsistence - Ras Hailu was an anachronism. However, if you look at the newly successful countries, every single one of them exhibit these traits (that we once had). The Japanese and Koreans almost always buy their own products - no matter how inferior. 900 million Indians still wear saris and sharwal-kemis every day. Without a strong sense of identity you will always be second rate.

      Indeed, we have to look no further than contrast old Ethiopia with new Ethiopia to see if the core values of Etiyopiawinet are alive and well. The results are not very good at all. There is massive brain drain, and capital flight is rampant. I am particularly shocked when I go to Ethiopia and see the average ferenje r’dat serategna being treated like a king. Mind you, there is nothing wrong with being polite, but until 20 years ago, nobody would treat a ferenje better than an Ethi opian in his own country.

      So where does that leave us? Not in very good condition when it comes to Etiyopiawinet. The revolution has been so traumatic, that it has cut most of the cords that linked us to being Ethiopian. You can “see” this in a lot of younger Ethiopians who have migrated here. If you are under 30, the only Ethiopia you know is one in which millions died of hunger and murder, and dozens got rich from corrupt schemes like ayer ba’yer. SO when many come here, they try to identify with something “better” - whatever that may be…

      Again, this is very different from Indians and Koreans immigrants who have maintained their version of Etiyopiawinet. Koreans have Eequbs in this country. Indians plow their money back into new Indian businesses both in the US and in India

      I suppose it’s up to each of us as individuals to try to re-connect those “cords” that have traditionally defined Etiyopiawinet in our own way. That is kinda’ what your store clerk was doing…(Although I am not condoning the behavior, the idea of sharing is at the core of Etiyopiawinet).

      Personally, I find myself only “good for” the “po’ but proud” part. I guess that’s better than nothing, but as the years go by, I know I am becoming less of an Ethiopian because I have not fulfilled the may other deeds of Etiyopiawinet. Hence the hesitation these days when I get asked for the umpteenth time….“Where are you from…again?”.

      I suppose my ramblings are a sort of jib k’hede wusha CHohe. But I suppose I would give it a shot at explaining what I feel was a unique part of being Ethiopian…

      That aside, I got to agree - somewhat flirtatiously - that you and the Editor, are definitely unique folks!! When I got roped-into this, I was somewhat reluctant at the prospect of spending my free time on - wei gud! Debdabe!…I am now glad that I did it…

      So keep in touch, writing partner, I will do the same - less anonymously of course…You may even see me walking around - dazed and confused - in your fair city’s bright lights…(Sorry, logging onto your website won’t be good enough).

      'til then

      Yagerish miTiregna

      Raf

      And Exactly Who Are You

      The use of pen names has become more and more prevalent in SELEDA. Of course this trend is not unique to SELEDA, go to any Ethiopian publication and read the “letters to the editor section” you’ll find people signing of with such creative pen names as “loyal reader in Boston” “concerned in DC” and “boiling mad in Atlanta”. But the use of pen names in SELEDA does represent a kind of disingenuousness. After all SELEDA is a publication that reputes to be by and for Ethiopian professionals. A place where people are supposed to share insights and life experiences with their peers. The use of pen names makes one wonder how much of what’s being shared is reality and how much is fictitious. After all that “brain surgeon” who wrote about the pressures of his occupation might in reality be a “parole officer” that would rather spend his time fantasizing instead of monitoring those in his charge.

      SELEDA (let me rephrase that) We in SELEDA can pose the argument that we check the background of those that contribute to our publication and thus you should take our word that what we publish is based on reality and not fiction. This argument can not carry much water since we have not identified who we are either. We claim to be fellow young Ethiopian professionals but we could easily be a group of over 65 retirees reliving fantasies of being young again at our reader’s expense.

      There is a deeper question here. What is this great fear of being identified? If we have views and ideas should we not stand by them? Is it the loss of privacy we fear? Or is it being labeled as an intellectual, radical or snob? Is what other people might think of our views so terrifying that we must hide behind fake names and meaningless tittles?

      Abiy Desta

      On Finding Out Exactly Who I am?

      Dear SELEDA Code Name “Wonde ATere”…

      Ooops, sorry. I guess I will be using your real name instead of your given SELEDA identity. (Does this mean you’ve had the secret ID Number they tattooed on our left hands surgically removed?)

      Abiy, may I first commend you on your self-outing. The question of who lurks behind the SELEDA cyber-megareja has actually been a prevailing question that has intermittently flooded the mailbox. (In case you are interested, here’s what the standard smart-ass reply has been:

      “We at SELEDA can’t tell you who’s running SELEDA because… well, darned if we know. In the tradition of certain affinities we as a people have to coup d’etats, the beleaguered SELEDA Board is often overthrown every, um, 4th day… except during the tsom, when it’s overthrown everyday… meat deprivation apparently further agitates the abiyotawis and the tsere abiyotawis. In fact, we hear gunfire as we write this, so we’ll have to scaddadle on outta here. Well, gosh darn it! There goes the doubly re-enforced steel boardroom door being blown to pieces… again.”

      Granted, this adebabso malef of a litany has yet to placate even one reader, but until recently (and until you slapped it back at our faces), it hadn’t sound so terribly evasive. Now, Abiy, there you go making it sound so… glib-like. Why?

      While the "Tiyaqay Melash Komitay" tries to come up with a more effective riposte, here’s my take on your take: what does it matter who the mercurial editors are? The point is, we care about putting out excellent, poignant, well thought out and well-written articles which touch us, and, we hope, touch our readers. The Internet offers our writers and us a modicum of privacy to explore a side of us, which is sometimes painful and uncertain. But there is no denying that writing anonymously offers a certain freedom to express oneself without the “Oh… entinan eko awqewalehu” bug to murk the point. My position is that the focus be on the content. We encourage writers not to use pseudonyms. However, if it boils down to choosing between a superb piece and a real last name, I think it is a no-brainer.

      As to assurances about the writers being whom they say they are, I think you are referring to that distasteful episode when that chiko enna mela bis Pat Buchanan tried to pass himself off as a disgruntled St. Joseph alumna ranting about the Mexicans taking over the parking industry. Granted, were we half the prolific editors we like to be mistaken for, we would have sniffed out that imposter after the first few misplaced "Yene hizb… adamTugn!"s. However, all reactionary, self-centered sociopaths seem to run the same to us, so, mea culpa. Hopefully, Abiy, you will let the rest of us live down that ugliness.

      And not that we can deny being a Tegen for a couple of card-carrying egomaniac control freaks, Abiy, but SELEDA should not play any part in making the spectacularly over-rated people behind it into quasi cyber-celebs. (Need I remind you of the exigent “Beginners Humility” class forced upon new editors by easily over-excited SELEDA Chieftains?) Besides, I’m convinced that outside of morbid curiosity, I doubt people really care about who’s behind all this wackiness. Still, you make an excellent point: how can we pretend this is an open forum where we “share insights and life experiences with [our] peers” when we hide behind pen names? I don’t have a good answer, except, “Maybe in time”.

      For now, I am OK with this bottom line: there are a million untold stories about the Ethiopian Diaspora, and SELEDA should just focus on being a forum to tell some of them. I will leave it to the degreed sociologist (although I am sure the physiatrists will also pipe in here) to decipher why we prefer anonymity.

      That said, and slightly changing the subject, Abiy, are you behind the “Let’s jam the cappuccino machine with tiny nails” b’lo CHewata? I thought you had forgiven me for the l’il fun we both had watching bemusedly as the email virus I sent you crashed your system?

      Huleay’m ke akbrot gar,

      "Ye SELEDA tamagn agelga’y "

      As a confirmed proponent of wearing the scribto-sim mask, I say “to each her/his own.” We all live in this tiny Diaspora pond where in my reality every third Ethiopian I run into is related to me in some way. There is no greater freedom than one achieved through anonymity (or confession - but that’s another story). As I see it, there is no value lost or diminished if we and our contributors choose to remain unidentifiable as anything other than fun-loving wordsmiths who, on occasion, make a salient point or two. In fact, I believe we gain by it because we can effectively neutralize the gossip fall-out from the inevitable nay sayers who would not hesitate to attempt to defame the SELEDA name by gossiping about the board of Editors or contributors. By removing the person or identity from this forum, we make the issue or the central point the focus, as it should be.

      Sincerely

      Sim Yelesh

      (a.k.a. Anon Ymus)

      Well Seledawyan, perhaps this is one of those occasions where a happy compromise can be reached.

      Let us overthrow the “tyranny of the OR” and embrace the inclusiveness of the “AND”. There may in fact be room for BOTH real names and pseudonyms. It seems to me that if SELEDA is to become a forum for discussion of professional matters, participants must use their real names. Without such a rule, I would agree with Abiy that the credentials of the self-acclaimed brain surgeon would indeed be in doubt. In addition, I would argue that even amongst us paranoid Ethiopians, discussing professional issues leaves little room for slander or gossip. I prefer MS DOS over Unix Operating Systems … so sue me, right ?! (by the way I don’t care either way, it was just an example…)

      On the other hand, what makes SELEDA such a rich reading experience, is the fact the our contributors discuss more personal and sensitive issues that are unique to our reality as young Ethiopians living in the US (notice I still can not bear to call us “immigrants”). In such a case it would be suicide to request that people use their real names. I would imagine that very few people would feel free to expose their inner thoughts and feelings as we have seen thus far. I personally have been amazed to see how much we Ethiopians have in common, in our inner and outer struggles here in the US. After all we pretty much share the same experience of suddenly leaving our beloved Ethiopia and finding ourselves dropped in a new and strange land, sink or swim …

      Until we can convince Hollywood this is good movie material, I think we have a wonderful forum to share and learn from our trials and tribulations. So leave such discussions open and let the authors use any name or no name at all.

      In short, perhaps we need a professional section of SELEDA for discussing career related issues where contributors MUST use their real names (and the parole officer posing as a brain surgeon is promptly weeded out). And the life stories (such as the “My Story” etc…) where contributors can use pen names of their choice. How’s that for compromise.

      Haeran (yes-it’s-my real-name) Fisseha

      My sentiments exactly, Abiy. You are right on target. In fact, as one of the first participants in the “Life Diaries” and one of the few people who used a real name, I felt it was important for participants not to hide behind an assumed name. If the CORE principle of SELEDA is to bring young professional Ethiopians closer, what is the point of secrecy? From my experience, those who choose to be anonymous are those who have something to hide or fearful of retribution.

      I strongly believe that “Life Diaries” has become to a certain extent a forum for flirtation in part because of the anonymity of participants and intentional pairing of the opposite sexes. I reluctantly accepted to participate because I felt my experience could inspire or help a young Ethiopian. The forum should explore not only the “success” stories, but also the stories of those who are facing difficulties etc…

      I agree that anonymity provide a sense of security and confidence to say what you would not say otherwise. But since Life Diaries is the foundation of SELEDA, (check out what we said in our Inaugural issue), I believe that Diarists should put their names behinds their words to separate fiction from fact.

      Tewodros Dagne

      Having (been) slammed a few too many times against the glass walls of this teeny fishbowl called Little Addis (a.k.a. Washington DC) myself, I’m a huge fan of anonymity. Declaring your identity is productive only when there is an acceptance of differences as a normal part of life. In fact, when it comes to abesha-le-abesha interactions, I’d even go so far as to say that there are some excellent arguments for massive, no-leaks-allowed, no-holds-barred anonymity. [Huh? Hows about benevolent dictatorships? Does no one believe in benevolent dictatorships anymore???] I know this flies in the face of what other Opinionated folks have said, and I respect their commitment to openness, but I cannot share it.

      Speaking for myself, if I had had to declare my name on-line from the beginning, I wouldn’t have written a single word on/for SELEDA.

      One of the most important SELEDA contributions is that it brings back into the fold those people like me who had opted out of the community, but it still entertains those active members who are happy within that world. It speaks to a grossly under-served group of people who have yet to find non-political, and non-personalized forums for discussing any ol’ thing. Personally, by removing my name from things I write, I find a great way to isolate who I am from what I think; what I write. I rarely have the pleasure of joining any discourse amongst abeshas, on line or live, with close friends or with unknown cyber-buds, where WHO you are is not indelibly linked to WHAT you say. Sometimes (like when you’re running for office), that’s useful. On the other hand, do we really need to know who Gelawdios is in LDs to enjoy the prose?

      Sorry to go on so…ideally, we should all get along, get equal pay for equal work, be accepted for who we are, and be able to eat Ben & Jerry’s ice cream without gaining an ounce. At the very least, we should be able to voice an opinion without having a brand on our foreheads till the end of time. But until that’s possible, I’d like us to reserve the right of all authors to let their words stand on their own and entertain as they are meant to, without speculation about the writer’s intentions. Anyone willing to write under his or her own name should be encouraged to do so, of course.

      I’m pretty happy with LD as it’s turned out - but then, of course I would. I think that it provides a good forum for discussing that whole man/woman thing without either being in the “Ethiopian men are dogs” camp, or in the “Afer-sihon, I broke a nail – Save me!” category.

      Yenantew,

      Sim-alba (coloring the fishbowl glass walls so no one can see IN!)

      Seleda salutes

      SELEDA SALUTES

      A Celebration of Ethiopian Achievements

      On Art… “Debre Hayq Ethiopian Gallery”

      We at SELEDA have made it a very ye-adebabay misTir that we will not rule out employing underhanded and dastardly tactics to lure the designer of this exquisite page to our iqif. Many a times, when the pressure of life burdens out qossasa shoulders, we have retreated to Debre Hayq to get salvation and rejuvenation.

      Not only is Debre Hayq by far the best designed web page our beady, blood shot SELEDA eyes have ever seen, but it is also the most interesting content provider this side of 100 Easy Recipes dot com. Written in both Amharic and English text, the page provides exhaustive information not only on Ethiopian art and artists, but it also meticulously chronicles the evolvement of art in Ethiopian society, 1887 to the present.

      An extensive and well-organized biography of Ethiopian artists allows us to be privy to the people behind the art we’ve admired. An invaluable “Articles” section delves more into particular works of art including Aleka Gebre Selassie Adil’s painting “Mother Ethiopia”. Also featured are in-depth profiles of prominent artists such as Mulugeta Tafesse and Kenfe Michael Bethe Selassie.

      Debre Hayq is an elixir to missing home and country. Though a series of mesmeric art galleries of well known and obscure artists, it takes us back to Ethiopia, and plops us right in the middle of a field of memories and nostalgia, so delicately yet so potently. Debre Hayq almost makes missing home bearable.

      http://www.the3rdman.com/ethiopianart/contents.html

      On Language… “AddisPro”

      Now that you’ve come full circle and have downloaded Ethiopic fonts to write your fiqregna sweetly versed Amharic letters, how about taking it one step further and emailing your syrupy love murmurs in Ethiopic? From the people who brought you AddisWord, comes AddisPro, an Amharic email program designed to work on any operating system. The relative user friendliness of it astounded even the most techno-phobe SELEDAite amongst us. Open, write, click, send… AddisPro is as revolutionary as it is ingenious.

      $99.00 http://www.ethiolist.com/

      On Cyberspace… “ethioGuide”

      There is a new player in the Ethiopian cyber-**adebabay/**portal scene… a sleek, polished, lucid player. ethioGuide is a one-stop Ethiopian information powerhouse. If it mentions Ethiopia, it’s linked to ethioGuide. It is updated frequently from stories and articles compiled from wire services, the Internet, various magazines, radio and television, and newspapers.

      The page is easy to navigate, and the ethioGuide forum is where Ethiopians gather to exchange ideas and thoughts on various topics such as why the SELEDA people are so erratic-like. ethioGuide could well take the cyber Ethiopian village to the next level, and with the addition of original content, it could very well pick up where the rest have stopped.

      http://www.ethioguide.com

      On Products… “Ethiopia Today”

      Yes, there are a million Ethiopian cyber information stalls and suk bederetays. But we have been in love with this one ever since we stumbled on it quite by accident, and suffice it to say we have not been the same since. Ethiopia Today is… is… interminably, unapologetically cool! The best thing about it is its Arada Posta Bet, where Ethio-centric e-cards include titles such as, "Ye-hiywote Abeba" and “Sira Beztobign New”. (SELEDA would like to petition for titles geared more to the circles we frequent: “Ante/Anchi Balegay!”, “Endesu Maletay Alneberem”, and a colorful “Bicha koi!”. It is a wonderful idea, tapping into more than the traditional Ethiopian Holiday greeting card market.

      Ethiopia Today has also one of the coolest chat pages, at least stylistically. We at SELEDA would never think about hiding under a nic and unleashing literary guerrilla warfare on unsuspecting souls. Nonetheless, this is the new place for sage Ethiopian chat.

      http://www.ethiopiatoday.com/

      On Giving Back… “PAHA-Ethiopia”

      It is about the people (mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, friends, relatives…each one with a story) who are infected, and who continue to be without a voice.

      It is about the orphans whose numbers keep mounting. It is about the teenagers who are at tremendous risk of being infected and who find themselves suddenly as heads of households.

      It is about stretching to the limit and in some cases the disintegration of some of the social institutions and fabrics in Ethiopia such as the edirs who have gone bankrupt after burying so many of their members.

      It is about the exposure of our hidden sexual culture and its manifestations, and coming-face-to-face with our cultural piety.

      It is about the threat to Ethiopia’s present and future in all spheres. With life expectancy heading towards 37 in 2010, we are on the verge of a social, spiritual and moral crisis.

      Mostly, it is about us, the more fortunate. Some have said that our response to this epidemic will say a lot about what we, as a society, are all about.

      Join the discussion.

      Partners Against HIV/AIDS (PAHA)-Ethiopia. http://paha.listbot.com/

      On Film…… “Adwa: An African Victory”

      At the turn of the 19th century, our foreparents dealt a stunning blow to Italian colonizers at the historic battle of Adwa. Most of us grew up listening to stories about our grandparents who perished in that war.

      Ethiopian filmmaker Haile Gerima , whose body of work includes the groundbreaking Sankofa and the powerful “Imperfect Journey”, takes on the august task of telling the world about Adwa. “Adwa: An African Victory” premiered to rave reviews at the Venice International Film Festival, and is headed to a grand US premiere in November in Washington DC.

      With Hollywood’s proclivity to either overly and unnecessarily exotisize African history to fit mainstream sensibilities (note the nymphomaniac wench Cleopatra ended up being on the CBS mini series last season), or to wholly ignore the subject matter, it is indeed a delight to have an Ethiopian tell our story. It is up to us in the Diaspora to support our filmmakers and artists, who chronicle our past for future generations.

      SELEDA deeply salutes “Adwa: An African Victory”.

      U.S. Benefit Premiere:

      November 20, 1999 6:30 p.m.

      Lincoln Theater, 1215 U Street, NW

      Washington, D.C.

      Co-Chairs of the Honorary Host Committee: Danny Glover, Ambassador Andrew Young, Mrs. Alison Brisco, former wife of the late Congressman Mickey Leland.

      Tickets available through Ticket Master, 202-432-SEAT, all Ticket Master outlets, The Lincoln Theater (not phone sales) and Sankofa Video and Books, 202-234-4755

      Patron** - $100, Supporter** - $50, General - $25

      **Patron and Supporter Tickets include reception prior to film and special listing in souvenir Program Book.

      For more information contact Blene Aklilu Betemariam at betemarb@dyncorp.com

      Letting go of my Father

      By: Lisane Mariam

      The last time I saw my father, he was in the middle of a heated argument with my mother as to whether he should bid his children goodbye. I was nine, it was a few years after the revolution in Addis, and in the middle of a particularly gruesome evening when the gunfire in our neighborhood seemed particularly close.

      Above the commotion, I could hear my parents’ voices rising until I could make out some of the words.

      “Endayt lidjochihin satisim tihaydaleh?” I could hear my mother pleading with incredulity.

      "Gizay yelem…, " he muttered, snapping shut a small suitcase. And through the slim opening of my bedroom door, I saw him leave.

      Those were the last words I heard my father utter - words that haunted me from adolescence well into womanhood - before he fled from the Derg, dismissing saying goodbye to his children.

      My father was one of the many western educated intellectuals who were heavily involved in the Ethiopian student movement in the US. He came back home after graduate school, and although he settled into a very middle class existence, he still harbored, even celebrated, the residues of radical western philosophy.

      He met and married my mother in Addis, had three kids, but went on back to the States for some post graduate work. After the fall of the Emperor, he came home, not so much back to my mother and his kids, but to change Ethiopian politics, participate in ‘democracy’, and spread the good word of Marxist doctrine.

      There was a time when my father’s politics did not break my heart. I have fond memories of him barging into the principal’s office at ICS and giving the anxious principal a blistering history lesson after discovering that one of our geography books still referred to Africa as “the Dark Continent”. He was a hero to the subversives, my father was; a shameless hippie schooled perfectly at Harvard and Berkley to wreak terror on mainstream politics. He was the perfect cookie cutter counter-culturalist feared and disdained by the Establishment.

      My father, contradictorily, could be an extraordinarily kind soul. He was constantly taking in ye sefer sewoCH, feeding and clothing them, and sending them off with a few birrs in their pockets and promises that the country was well on its way to Nirvana. Ask anyone around our neighborhood and there would not be a child, a mother, or an out-of-work father he had not touched in some way.

      It never ceased to astound me, therefore, that a person who was so passionate about the welfare of the country in general, could be so careless about his own family. We came second and sometimes third and fourth to my father’s personal higher cause. He was in hiding from the government half of the time, and the other half he spent furiously reading one book or another. I don’t doubt my father could recite page and passage from Das Capital, but I might be able to convincingly argue he could not remember any of his children’s birthdays.

      In third grade, I wrote a two paragraph essay on “What I Admire Most About My Father”, for which I earned an “A” from a very grade-conscious English class teacher. I remember staring at my A for a long time, before I proudly put my essay on top of the pile of paperwork on my father’s desk.

      I found my essay several days later, with brown coffee stain rings and obscure notes scribbled all over my scrawny eight-year-old writing, in his wastebasket. I rescued my essay, dusted it off and put it in my secret dresser where it remained until I found it while packing to leave for the States.

      By the time my father left on that chilling night, he had perfected the art of breaking his children’s hearts. He’d keep making promises he had no intention of keeping and he’d lash out at us for demanding so much out of him. His indifference made my two older brothers and myself into notorious over achievers, which never got our father’s attention even in passing. To him, his fatherly responsibilities ended at providing us with the clothes on our backs, a house, a private school education and a doting mother.

      My father ended up back in the States and slipped into oblivion. For a long time, I blamed the Ethiopian revolution for taking my father away from me. It was the mythical ‘they’ who made him creep out of the house that night without saying goodbye to us.

      Years later, I realized what no one wants to discover about his or her parent. My father was a selfish man. Yes, he was kind, and of course he wanted to be an agent of change. But at his core, he was selfish and cowardly. Like most so-called liberal thinkers, he found it easier to solve the problem of the world than to see the pain in his family’s eyes. I wonder if that accusation makes me selfish and uncompromising. But I guess I learned from the best.

      Occasionally, we would hear from him in the form of a post card. My mother would make us write him long letters, but eventually even she gave up.

      Over the years, I made half-hearted efforts to forget my father. When I came to the States after graduating high school, I made it a point not to go to Harvard. Instead, from the relative safety of a nearby New England college, I wondered what my father had been like in college. It used to be easy in Ethiopia to say that your father was “wuch ager,” but explaining his absence from my life in the US was a little trickier. Fortunately, I went to school with so many scions of dysfunction that I soon discovered a non-committal, “My father and I aren’t close,” sufficed as an explanation.

      I never really thought about him until a few months before my wedding. The prospect of not walking down the aisle with my father began to seriously gnaw at me. If only he could walk me down the aisle, I tried to rationalize, all past wounds would heal, and I could start afresh.

      Finally, on a cold winter night, I went to see my father for the first time in over twenty years. I felt surprisingly numb, but another part of me was bouncing wildly with anxiety, all the while I was bracing to be disappointed again. I wanted to meet him at his house because I knew he would stand me up at a restaurant.

      Driving through the thick wooded lot of my father’s house, a million thoughts flashed through my mind, the most prominent being the image of that tattered school paper he had tossed out. I thought that maybe, I should be angry with him, but the prevailing feeling in me was one of numbness.

      Before I left, my fiancé had voiced his reservation about this venture of mine. He had objected to the notion that we Ethiopians uphold the notion that blood is always thicker than water. But, as an Ethiopian himself, my future husband understood why I wanted a traditional Ethiopian wedding why I would want my father at the sinibit. It sounded shallow and graceless even to me. What is it in our culture that makes us want to pretend all is well, even when everyone knows it is a very thin veneer? We are more comfortable with the appearance of normalcy than in the actual concept. And in the end, I was just a little girl in need of her daddy.

      My father had aged gracefully. He sported a salt-and-pepper head of hair; his chin still had the deep scar I remember as a child. His eyes were a little gaunt, and sad, but his sharp features still made him a handsome man. His posh apartment was tastefully decorated, obviously by a woman of distinct taste. And if the original Chagal displayed prominently on his foyer wall was any evidence at all, he had gotten over his “adhari” hang up in a major way.

      We talked for over an hour about nothing in particular. At times I felt connected to my dad, but most of the time I felt as though I were talking to a stranger, albeit a pleasant one. I realized I didn’t hate my father. In fact, I felt sorry for him that he had missed out on so much: watching his three kids graduate with honors; being at his oldest son’s wedding; the birth of his first grandchild; celebrating his mother’s 100th birthday party and the family reunion in Addis. But mostly, I felt sorry that all we had left for him was indifference.

      So many times we crave normalcy. Perhaps because of the chaos of our history as immigrants, where family disenfranchisement has led to wounds deep and jarring, we prefer to really believe in mythical family bonding. We hang on to dreams that are not true. But we know they are not true. It’s only taboo if you say it out loud. But perhaps if that myth is the only concept, no matter how vague, that provides us comfort and a semblance of normalcy, then I guess we better hang on to it. It might not be so terrible. For me, it does not dilute the fact that my father opted out of our lives. It doesn’t matter how well I hide from it, the terrible truth was that my father didn’t want me. It doesn’t make him a monster. It just doesn’t make him my father.

      We are all seduced by sitcoms and movies about what the ideal family should be/is. As I talked with my father, normal for me was the web of people who picked me up when I fell: my husband, my mother, my brothers, my aunts and uncles and my friends who loved me when I probably did not deserve to be loved. The guidance councelor who talked to me all night; my non-Ethiopian network of people who held my hand and lent me their shoulders; the cleaning woman at the office who shared with me the joy of the first pictures of my twin nephews… I have been lucky to realize that blood is not always thicker than water.

      I invited my father to my wedding, and he enthusiastically accepted. He never showed up, nor did he send word. Exactly at that moment, though, it stopped hurting.

      My oldest brother gave me away.

      Top ten

      Top Ten Reasons SELEDA is Late This Month

      10. Sorting out tiny run-in with the Immigration and Naturalization Services. By sheer coincidence, seems like one of us has married all of us (in that abesha-sociological phenomenon known as “serial greencardogamy”).

      
        	Online Webester’s dictionary/thesaurus of multisylable gibberish refused connection for days.

        	SELEDA missed its period… staff expecting the birth of “Tiqur Seleda”.

        	SELEDA editorial staff in court suing spa which switched weekly milk bath from skim to 2%.

        	Discontented staff member ‘accidentally’ dropped October issue disc in the mesqel demera fire.

        	Laundry lost SELEDA Chieftain’s kaba, and the jeweler broke the teklil, so no staff meetings were able to be conducted.

        	Upper-management finally got cable hook up. Spent September mesmerized by all-day Dallas marathons on the Romance Channel.

        	SELEDA was going be made ye mesqel wef… But WHEN is mesqel? Staff didn’t know…

        	Shipment of authentic nepotism straight from Addis finally made it to SELEDA headquarters. All editing now controlled by slacker, dim-witted playboy relation of SELEDA CEO. …

      

      … and the number one reason why SELEDA is late this month…

      1. A glitch in “SELEDA-rity”.

      The backpage

      "…on September 11th, those fortunate enough to enter the Sheraton gates were in for a tremendous surprise. Never has Addis seen such extravagance, style and lavish expenditure for a single event."

      http://AddisTribune.EthiopiaOnline.Net/Archives/1999/09/17-09-99/Sheraton.htm

      The Ritz Carlton-Poppo Laré Celebrates Ethiopian New Year with High Class Luster and Gluttony

      The newly opened Ritz Carlton-Poppo Laré opened its doors for the first time on Ethiopian New Year to such prolific and uncontestable opulence, that its compound has been declared “Holy Ground” by Condé Nast Traveler Magazine. (Millionaire Magazine’s reporter was so impressed by the staggering magnificence that he has asked for political asylum in the Presidential Suite.)

      Erected in only 6 weeks, the Ritz Carlton (fondly referred to “Lelagnaw ye Egzihay’r bet” by locals) is sprawled on 700 acres, and has asked for secession from the rest of Addis Abeba now that the 190,000 former inhabitants had been relocated to dwellings constructed by the world-renowned artiste Christo. Christo, of course, being the large-structure wrapper and artiste extraordinaire whose renowned plastic wrapping of the Reichstag , as well as his astounding work covering islands in Florida has garnered him world fame. The Ritz Carlton commissioned him to exactly replicate the adorable plastic hovels the ex-dwellers had left behind.

      When the hand-wrought, golden-plated gates were finally opened to welcome in the New Year, thousands who could not afford the 10,000 Birr per plate fee were allowed to watch from the hills in the next county. “We want everyone to enjoy this momentous occasion,” explained His Vicarship Monseigneur de Roddenberry, General Manager of the Ritz. And in a great show of sportsmanship and egalitarianism, the Ritz provided each one of the people amassed on the hills a pair of state of the art night vision binoculars so they would not miss a single moment of the festivities.

      Top chefs from New York, London, Johannesburg and Paris catered the gourmet feast, which included an intricate Foie Gras station and a seemingly endless stream of Beluga Caviar, served on hand-shaved ice along with chilled Stolichnaya Cristall vodka. For those whose palate was a little on the lower brow circle, the Ritz Carlton, in the spirit of multi culturalism, erected a tukul in one corner of the Ballroom (Ethio Land), where guests could descend on Ethiopian food with gusto. A myriad of “ij astaTabis” greeted visitors to Ethio Land, a kirar player serenaded the buffet with love songs, while nubile lovelies and svelte youngsters demonstrated the intricacies of the exotic iskista to the uninitiated.

      The chefs explained that the Ritz does not believe in serving simple “same old, same old” Ethiopian delicacies, but has opted for what it calls “Ritz’s Nouveau Ethio Gourmet Cuisine”. (Name copyrighted.) The hens, for example, for the Doro weT were ranch raised, organic grain-fed, imported fowl from a cooperative farm in Oregon. The lettuce was hydroponically grown in an experimental sealed Biosphere-like greenhouse recently erected in Ziway, and the tomatoes were from a uniquely adapted stretch of loamy soil in the Fergana Valley of northern Uzbekistan. Red chilies were hand picked by gloved women, delicately rinsed in Evian, and individually dried on unbleached gauze under the unfiltered sun of northern Greenland, before being milled into the delicious condiment “Berbere” by the specialists from Grey Poupon in Dijon, France.

      “It’s TaT yemisaqoretim,” commented one delirious reveler, until he realized that he was literally crunching on sautéed doro Tatoch, marinated in reduced red wine sauce and topped with blanched chives.

      The Tattinger champagne flowed effortlessly throughout the night, with some guests even rinsing out their hands with it. “Good champagne,” one guest commented, “should be absorbed through all of our pores.” He was not available to elaborate further as he passed out unexpectedly on the dance floor.

      The inebriated crowd was loud and boisterous throughout the night, dancing and laughing, with folks from neighborhoods as far away as Gerj and Qéra finding themselves the unsuspecting beneficiaries of the booming sounds from the mega-watt speakers erected at 200 meter intervals around the vast grounds of the Ritz. The invitees spent hours dancing, laughing, and admiring each other’s designer outfits and growing fleet of Mercedes’, with the proudest being those who had acquired the latest must-have, the Benz four-by-four. One guest who admitted that he only had 4 imported cars, nary a Benz or Lexus 4x4, and no summer home in the south near Abiyata, was quickly escorted out of the Grand Ballroom through the back door. “We are very conscious of the harmonious environment cherished by our guests at the Ritz-Poppo Laré,” explained Head of Maximum Security, Brigadier General Kitaw. “I mean, no summer home?? In these ages?? That is beTam ye-miseqeTiT…”

      In keeping with “first class all the way” motif, the audience was astounded by the announcement that none other than the King of Pop, Mr. Michael Jackson himself was going to be the featured entertainer of the evening. He then went on to razzle the crowd with such timeless hits such as “Beat It” ,“Bad” and the ever-memorable “Don’t Stop 'Till You Get Enough”.

      “I am so happy to be here in Estonia,” he said in between performances. “We are all children of Israel. By the way, where are the children?” Mr. Jackson later apologized for confusing Estonia with Ethiopia, but, in a statement issued through his publicist, said that since the two countries were “so geographically close together” he was sure that “the Ethiopianers will forgive my faux pas.” As this issue went to press, no Ethiopianers could be found for comment.

      When the clock struck twelve, fireworks the likes of which have never been seen before lit up the Addis sky. So ellaborate and majestic was the display that it caused the temprature in Addis to rise by 20 degrees. The quick-on-their-feet management at the Ritz noticed that the ladies were glowing with films of perspiration on their newly Swedish deep-pore steamed faces, and promptly lowered the temprature in the ballroom to about 50 degrees. When the ladies then complained about the chilliness factor, (“Enday! Be-berd enna be-draft ligeloon new!”), Ritz Carlton top managers handed out mink and sable coats, and apologized profusely to the slighted guests. “Now that’s the kind of service this country has needed all along,” purred one guest, who would only identify herself as Kiku from Bolé.

      The fireworks were conducted by the same company responsible for the John Gotti Annual Family Fourth of July celebrations, and wowed Addis Abebans to no end. Neighboring houses had to content themselves with using the falling embers of the fireworks to hastily cook their evening meals even as fire fighters valiantly tried to contain the fires that seemed to devour their houses.

      A slight confusion as to exactly what year it was on the Ethiopian calendar did not deter intoxicated partygoers from their highly animated CHifferra. The excitement was electrifying in the Grand Ballroom, soon to be re-named the Toyota Landcrusier Ballroom. The cocktails flowed, the vodka and champagne drinks now replaced by the clink of ice in the never-ending glasses of Johnny Walker Blue.

      The night was not without its reflective moment. The happily intoxicated crowd slowed down its tempo when Tilahun Gessesse and Mr. Jackson started to sing “We are the World”, while holding the hands of two children who had been hastily awakened from their grate near Filoha before being tenderly paraded through the crowd. Although a bit slurred, the crowd managed to keep up with the song, and hummed nostalgically and sympathetically offered heartfelt “m’ts” when it did not know the words to some verses. At one point, the singers were barely audible over the overwhelmed crowd’s heartwrenching series of kenfer memTeTs.

      Guests took a moment to hold each other’s hands and sway back and forth in unison. A hush fell over the mesmerised crowd as a moment of silence was dedicated to peace and harmony, and in memory of the street children of Addis. A few people lit and held up the gold engraved cigar lighters offered by the hosts as a memento of this magical evening.

      The moment of silence was broken with the unveiling of an Italian made 20-foot statue of the owners of the Ritz Poppo Laré, who made a moving speech about how they had always wanted to bring happiness and joy to the deserving people of Ethiopia. The gathering gasped as the Executive Chef arrived with the Pièce de Résistance - a gigantic cake around which 2000 well-trained doves flew in a dazzling ballet-like formation while young, toga-clad women with sparklers in their hands came in humming Auld Lang Syne (in Amharic known as "Awei lilileyay").With that, more fireworks commenced signaling the official arrival of joy and happiness in Ethiopia.

      The Ritz has the details of its ferenjie Millennium celebration under tight wraps, but promises that THAT event will make the New Year’s extravaganza look like a qolo enna buna gathering. SELEDA entertainment reporters will bring you a detailed account of decadent evening.

      Happy New Year to all, and here’s to puttin’ on the Ritz…Poppo Laré/Beverly Terrarrawoch style!
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      Note from the Editors…

      Dng’ay teshekimen, keisha anTefen qerbenal. We have yet to come up with the appropriate self-effacing punishment appropriate for our tardiness last month. Indeed, it is a blot on our ye-tebazeTe T’iT literary shemma that no amount of enddod and berekina has been able to cleanse.

      We’re sorry already!

      Resolute that we were not going to repeat this werada of all **werada**s behavior, we made sure we burnt several kinds of midnight oils to bring you this, the November issue on time. That accomplished, we have to go fulfill our silet to ye Qulubbeew Mikael. (Little promise we made…in exchange for remaining focused and intractable this month, we would circle the Qulubbee grounds on our be-birtukan CHimaqi yadegu knees. Trust the SELEDA mentality to try to gyp ye Qulubbeew’n Mikael.)

      Off we go…

      Wait. Before that we want to tell you about the staid advances made to make SELEDA shine brightly and keep its inhabitants happy and content.

      (Luckily, upper management is ensnared in the ugliness of tracking down receipts to justify yet another yalhone expense report, so the impish creative contingent was free to…well, actually be creative this month.)

      We are happy to announce that the next three issues of SELEDA will not only be on time, (providing we don’t renege on our “in hindsight hasty” silet) but will also inaugurate our “Theme” feature. December’s issue will focus on Ethiopian Arts and Music; January will be the “Home” issue, where we will explore/pontificate/lament the concept of “home” and what it means to all of us; and then in February’s “Valentine’s” issue we will pay homage to love, cupid and various aspects of be gira ij medhanit meyaz.

      Also on our SELEDA radar are the "Computers & Sciences" and "Careers" issues. (Regrettably, our pièce de résistance, the “Egomaniac, Snotty & Puerile Cybermagazine Editors” issue still has a lot of kinks to be worked out. But, rest assured, it’s coming.)

      As always, we welcome submissions from our readers. We hope the “Thematic” SELEDA will help those in the “eyasebkubet new” camp find their niche. Let those who are still taking cover in the cyber-CHaka come gallivanting forward, intrepidly parting the thick forest growth, literary machetes b’and ijaCHew, and leza yalew humor in the other.

      …

      [As luck would have it, still no sign of several receipts. The be balCHut yetelekosew ye creativity esat engulfs the SELEDA Boardroom…]

      …

      The “How to make SELEDA more interactive” thousand points of light thing continues to enqilf mensat our restless SELEDA spirit. We have to start somewhere, we thought, so here’s the test balloon the “in no immediate danger of winning a Pulitzer Prize” Editorial Board is sending (forgive the whiff of Black Label that accompanies it): Next month’s Top Ten has hereby been declared 100% Interactive. Let the subject be… Top Ten Differences between people from Bolè and Arada**.** Submissions from the sefiew hizb will be happily accepted until November 25. Please send musings to editors@seleda.com.

      As unadulterated gubo and incitement, our marketing department is offering hand-painted, mouth-blown, lead-free crystal SELEDA punch bowls as prizes for the ten best entries. Wait. Do we have SELEDA punch bowls? More importantly, do we have a marketing department? Hmm. Before we trap ourselves into making more promises, (and this time we might just find ourselves running down a kororonch and ihoK pathway barefoot and naked) how about we settle on “an honorable mention”? Make sure to include a name with your submission and from where you hail. Meanwhile, we promise to start working on creating a marketing department to be freely mooched off of SELEDA merchandise. So, sharpen those tongues. We wait with bated breath.

      And thus, with a stroke of a pen, SELEDA Interactive is borne. Amen belu.

      …

      _

      You know, tinant aydelem yetewelednew. We are starting to think there are no receipts. Not our problem. Now we’re galloping the shee karemeter creativity meda.]

      _

      …

      We are proud to introduce a new feature, “Ye SELEDA Bawza” in this issue (Bawza = spotlight in Amharic for those in Kansas). It is a new column where guest writers share general perspectives on Ethiopia and Ethiopians in the Diaspora. A bully-pulpit if you will; an oasis of sanity in the desert of the ye ibd menaheria territories presently occupied by SELEDA editors. So, speak up, SELEDA-wian!

      …

      _

      [As we happily bobble down the creative wenz…]

      _

      …

      Our joy is boundless in announcing that the SELEDA awaj and call for essayists has fruited submissions with the kind of wit, essence and profundity that has left us breathless. Breathless, we say. Gulbet simenal. We continue to be amazed and humbled by the unwavering support of our readers. Some have even taken that final step to being completely immersed in the SELEDA chlorine-free pool, ke wede deep end-u bekul, by sending in essays (and ye bulla genfo). Enkwan ke sideline tifozonet wede active participator-inet be selam ashegagerachihu belegnal. Keep it coming.

      Finally, keff yale misgana to all our November contributors, who, and please don’t think we are being overly sensitive here, we think want nothing else to do with us. Ah. You win some. You irretrievably alienate and terrify others. We are, nevertheless, deeply grateful for their time, efforts and brainpower in making this the mastareqia and comeback issue. But mostly, we are grateful that that they’ve had the various restraining orders against us lifted.

      We really must go… off to do a little crawling, a little self-reflection and a lot of begging ye Qulubbeew Mikael for mercy. Check on us once in a while, why don’t you. Drop us a note at editors@seleda.com.

      Until the December, we bid you happy reading.

      The Humble Editors.

      Colors on my Mirror
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      by B. Fanos
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        * * *

      

      Written April 8, 1993 after a trip home….

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It would be a terrible thing to go through your entire life being a color. In fact, I’ve always maintained that it is a terrible thing to go through life being a label of any kind – chick, geTaTa, injera-gagari – but somehow race as it is articulated in the US is more harrowing than most others, at least for me. And although in the five years since I’ve been home, I have had many periods where my color did not matter (a few weeks overseas here and there), going back again to Ethiopia was remarkable because it helped me examine this dilemma in more depth.

      A small but telling example: During the first year that I was in the US, someone asked me how many black students were in my math class. I said five, because I had looked around the room and counted those I saw. But I forgot to count myself. And although this can be taken as a measure of my false consciousness, in reality it was because I had never associated myself with a color before, and it was purely instinctual. Had I been asked if I considered myself black, my answer would have been an unequivocal yes. But this was different. And frightening. I promised myself then that the day I look in the mirror and see a color first rather than ME would be the day I leave this country. I’m not being naïve – believe me, I am very aware of what others see, but how I see myself has never been an issue for me.

      So what brought this on? Well, I had never realized how much of a burden being a color was until I wasn’t one anymore – I went home. And although the burden of ethnicity promptly reared its own li’l ugly head, the net result was a lighter burden by far. I know, of course, that if I stayed at home my zer(och) would also weigh me down. But it was absolutely astounding how much the way people reacted to me affected the way I felt about myself–Me! – the independent one – the person who could remain above all of this (I looked down and saw my own clay feet, then my own clay legs, and decided to look no further – how much more could an ego take?!)

      Issues of race are incredible to describe, especially here, especially to those who may not even see it as an issue for our community. Saying it’s a burden being black is different from saying it’s a burden being a color. The former for me has connotations of pride and struggle which I grew up appreciating but recognized as something that Americans go through. I idolized Angela Davis, Eldridge Cleaver, Malcolm X, etc. growing up among yeneQu older siblings and cousins, and I still have strong sentiments about their struggle, so the statement means more to me as a result. Say it loud … I’m black and I’m proud. Remember?

      Being a color, though, is an accurate description of the sense of disempowerment I feel when I see or hear or feel someone is unwilling or unable to get beyond the color of my skin, or when someone looks through me or around me, or when someone follows me around a store, regardless of how well I am dressed. Or when someone conveniently forgets to introduce me to their parents.

      Being home meant none of these things occurred. Let me not glorify this in any way – it just meant that people went for the next superficial item, which is how you look and dress. Not great, but a hell of a lot better, somehow. So does this mean I hate being in the US now? No, not at all. It just means that the slow dilution of my identity was reversed in some fundamental way when I went to Ethiopia, and there are no faint traces of color on my mirror anymore. And I hope to go home more often so that they stay off.

      Why am I telling you all this, why now? Because it is time. Because the time to say these things is when things are going well, when I am happy. And being in Ethiopia played a great part in this.

      Written 30 October 1999

      My! How wise she was, the me of six years ago; a lifetime ago in some ways. Although I feel I’ve seen more, and felt more, and both sifted through and discarded more, I’m not sure the me of today can compete with her eloquence. Perhaps she won’t mind, though, if I were to add a few words here, a feeble attempt to enrich the discussion. First, the colors are still off my mirror, and I fear less their return now that I did then. Second, I envy her happiness … even more ephemeral than those colors was that delicate balance between Here and There that she had attained as she penned her words. Third, I echo her distinction between being black and being a color – and I would add a few sentiments if she would indulge me a little longer.

      I am mortified, still, to hear the terms “baria” or “TiQur” still being bandied around, whether to describe a fellow African or African-American. Grandmothers, godfathers, sisters and friends use these words unapologetically – and each time I hear them, I think of that younger me, so deeply affected by the unthinking words and actions of others. Then, I think of my many cousins, nephews and nieces, and friends … who’s other halves are white or black American, Swedish, Canadian, Jamaican, Ivorian, Asian, Arab … the pot-melting legacy of our diaspora. Not enough for them to face their own besieged mirrors as I had done – no, for them we concoct yet other tainted images: not Qei-dama enough, hair much too luCHa, lips too big, eyes not wide enough, nose not selkaka enough.

      Enough.

      The creeping colors on the edges of my mirror were those I had let others put there, naïvely thinking that I had no say. But going home revived me, and those colors are no more. How self-defeating it would be, then, if I were to turn right around and seek to tarnish your mirror now. Not a chance – I say let’s do these mirrors right. I would have them be a lavish kaleidoscope of bits and pieces that make us who we are … that spin and swivel and tinkle around until you hold them still for that one moment, one single moment, when the beauty of all we are and all we can be creates an exquisite symmetry. And the passing of that symmetry is no loss, for with each additional piece a new, equally glorious image would be formed. And re-formed. For as long as we are.

      I thank her for her indulgence. And I thank you.

      Life diaries
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      There are times when we here at SELEDA are in control of Life Diaries, and there are times when it resembles the pandemonium outside a Qebele Hebret Suq right after a “Zeit ale aloo” rumor wafts through a neighborhood at the height of the ration times. Frankly, we are still looking forward to a time when we can just even pretend we are in control.

      We are back to the be-gimla Life Diaries–all of it in one take. Happily so. Unhappily, this month’s writers were not in the least bit interested in any rules of engagement. They restlessly drummed their fingers while being told the guidelines… and we won’t even get into which fingers.

      Well, again we find ourselves capitulating to the “content” aspect of Life Diaries and did not even try to bring up the issue of the “Sim kenne abat… yemin pseudonym new?” rule, let alone try to enforce it. (We don’t take too well to other people’s arrogant scoffs.)

      But in an ambidextrous karia tifi that has us still counting stars, not only do our Diarists take the temezmaza pseudonym route, but in a wholly hige weT and candidly impolite “Esti min tihonu” twist, they blow cannon-sized holes in the Life Diaries Wall of Honor. It starts with them using several pseudonyms, and it’s downhill after that!

      Since they are way higher on the mooTi scale than the whole SELEDA gang combined, we just let the whole thing go. In the interest of disclosure, they are friends, and frankly, deserve each other.

      SELEDA is nonetheless proud to present a Boston area academician and a Bible Belt Corporate seit weizero to this forum. We wish we could say all we wanted, but, y’know, lawsuits an’ stuff. You’ve been warned…
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      Entry One

      To: Anteyewa

      From: Emebaytih

      Subject: Note from an Arriviste…

      Dear Ante Sew:

      Watch it guy, I know higher-ups in the SELEDA secret underground machine, and I have had assurances that the slightest misbehavior on your part, and the Tor serawit will accompany you to Literary Purgatory. So, behave.

      It’s 6:30 a.m., and I am in the office eyeing my in-box, which is cracking under a pile of work I have been avoiding for the past few days. It was a valiant effort on my part to come in this early to catch up on stuff, but here I am, instead, easily distracted… and nodding off. (The coffee stand downstairs does not open until 7:00 a.m., and despite having to put up with the curmudgeon barrista who once barked at me for telling her how to make an Americano, I have happily become one of her best customers.)

      I had to work late yesterday… unexpectedly. Which meant that I had to cancel on dinner plans with some friends of mine who were going to an Ethiopian restaurant in town which has a very elaborate coffee ceremony… From what I hear, a very elaborate, sit-around-in-a-circle-and-breath-in-the-bean-fumes coffee ceremony.

      I had to call and cancel, because, I told my friend, I had to go work at the Stadium. I was conscripted at the very last minute to help with a marketing function and assist in the corporate suite of the company I work for. After all, we can’t leave high-powered executives and clients to their own devices. What would happen if they got lost going to the bathroom? Who will be left to conduct billion-dollar mergers on the corporate jet? Besides, the edict came in from higher-ups, and, it would have been a serious CLM (Career Limiting Move) if I even blinked an eye in protest.

      As I peevishly mouthed the words of my excuse to my friend, I realized, “Be Lideta Mariam! What has become of me?” I used to readily vilify those in the corporate world who, armed with Palm Pilot IIIs and several cell phones and pagers, would go off on bi-coastal meetings and conduct conference calls.

      “You realize what you are saying,” my friend demurred, his voice relishing the moment. “You are giving up an Ethiopian coffee ceremony for American baseball.”

      He allowed for the right pregnant pause just to make sure that his words had truly cut the right heart veins, and chiseled at my self-esteem. I stammered. I fuddled around for the right words.

      “Yehewilih, ye-enjera neger hono eko new,” I finally whimpered pretty pathetically. But make no bones about it, I was effectively put in my place!

      After I hung up the phone I realized that I was once a free spirit. I had no permanent address. I traveled at will, lived in a farm house one summer, flirted with the idea of being a ski bum another winter, and held up various waitressing positions to support my spastic income as a freelance writer. I might have fed my soul with such a Bohemian existence, but it came at a price. My brother had to take on the brunt of responsibility when it came to family matters, as I was busy flittering in and out of the real world.

      I guess there are paths we are all destined to take. Mine was a little circuitous, but I am finally home.

      My coming around full circle actually dawned about a year ago at my brother’s wedding, where I realized just how far removed from the Ethiopian community I was. My family and a few close friends were the only things that connected me to the homeland.

      During my brother’s wedding, after the church ceremony where the happy couple is serenaded in zayma, I realized I didn’t know any Amarigna wedding songs. But all of a sudden I felt this… giant, dormant emotion being awoken in me by the sight of my brother beaming down at his new wife. The love I had for him came bubbling to the forefront, from whence no one knows. “I am singing at this wedding,” I heard myself think as if I had all the right in the world.

      I proceeded to listen carefully as my cousin, prolific in everything, came up with the kind of giTim that would make even the staunchest wonde laTT’e want to run-not-walk down the aisle.

      I practiced a little bit internally… “da… da… Amoraw… hum… dum…nebo atinadefi…”. I finally settled for the easiest song, and started to compile the names of the relatives I would mention.

      After carefully planning all this in my mind, I seized the moment after one of my sister-in-law’s zemed had done a beautiful number. And so I went. Calling the names of relatives here and back home, clapping deliriously, and singing with the kind of fervor that I thought had long died in me after being ruthlessly cut down in fifth grade by a particularly vicious music teacher. There! I had done it! And it was all on videotape for posterity. L’il ol’me.

      A little later, as I breathlessly recounted my trepidation-turned-euphoric triumph and savvy to my cousin, he subtly pointed out that instead of “Amoraw Besemay Si’yaYEH WaLE…” and then “Ye- [insert relative’s name] aydelehhim eyale”, I was crooning “Amoraw ke semay siyayISH wale”, followed by a righteous “Ye- [insert our side of the family relative’s name] aydeliSHIM eyale”.

      So, here is what must have gone through people’s mind:

      
        	Wow! Such guts! She just publicly changed family allegiances, at a wedding no less, when the Ethiopian tradition of sending out friendly family fire is a tad more accented.

        	From my sister-in-law’s family: “Who are all these people we don’t know this shenkorit just mentioned?”

        	From my mother: “Maybe I should have taken my children to more weddings”.

        	From my extended family: “You know…she was dropped on the head a couple of times as a child.”

        	From my younger sister: “Hmmm. I don’t know what’s wrong with this scenario, but somethin’s verrry wrong. People are either sporting a look of horror or a look of resigned hopelessness.”

        	From my younger brothers: “OooKK. We’re outta here.”

        	From the policeman nearby, “OK, people. Move along. Move along. Nothin’ to see. Freak show is over.”

      

      And it’s all on videotape for posterity. But here is the clincher. My cousin looks intensely in my eyes, furrows his brows, grabs my elbow in sympathy, and says reassuringly, “Gin eko, lanchi mechase… Tiru new.” Ohhhhhhhhh!

      Besemeab! OK, fast forward to today…

      Not that I am claiming to be a m’hur, n’uud, liQ, weg aTbaqi of any sort, but I can guarantee you, that day a year and some months ago seems like another lifetime. Like the prodigal son, I have come back to the fold, although I don’t see no feast being prepared in my honor. (Memo to myself: check the New Testament.)

      My circle of friends now includes Ethiopians who have also recently had the same epiphany. We’ve set up a little dinner club/reading session, where we read Amharic books, and Ethiopian history. (We are even trying to do it in settings that don’t scream out yuppie ET’s… no more excursions on our friend’s boat… instead we take lawn clippings as a substitute for guzg’waz and disconnect the smoke detector to allow for the e’Tan to billow freely.)

      We try to catch the tail end of a “quiet revolution” of young Ethiopians trying to connect to home without extremism or self-importance. We are trying to approach the subject of giving back to the community in practical ways… mentoring young Ethiopians, stepping up recruiting efforts at our respective workplaces, and focusing on practical ways to assist those in the Diaspora who are going through what we went through when we first landed in this country. I was greatly inspired by the very first Life Diarists in SELEDA, “Rahel”, who had just finished sponsoring an Ethiopian student through his undergraduate studies. That is such a direct impact, and a few of us here are trying to set up a similar initiative.

      Er…, listen, as a matter of interest, you might want to know that if I even think someone is listening I could very easily ende abujedi meterter. You need to tell me know when I spin off into galaxy X.

      Well, no matter how much I have tikur b’ye stared at my in-box, it has failed to disappear. I must, reluctantly, go and earn my salary. Listen, if you even dare try to kutara-like debase my perfect l’il “Look at me, Ms. Happy Ethiopia” story, you will force me to unleash vocabulary on you that will wither the last few ICS-educated brain cells you’ve managed to retain. Don’t say you have not been warned.

      I know you probably missed Jerry Springer to read this. (Do you do the “Go Jerry!” chant in Amharic also???") That was not a taunt, it was a question!

      Yours truly,

      Emebaytih.

      To: S’tiyowa

      From: S’ewyew Blaten

      Subject: Addis yemeTa ayn aweTa… the arriviste tells the permanent fixture… “Move over, I’m the one who always hangs here”… What gives???

      Literary purgatory… yene emebet, I already own a VIP cubicle with my initials carved on the VIP desk smack in the heart of literary purgatory … negarit eyasmetahu… be SELEDA Tor serawit tajibbe setet sil… past SELEDA-offenders racing down the purgatory aisle to genuflect at the hooves of my seggar beqlo… imagine the fan fare and the richit and the ‘enkwan dehna meTu Blaten’… and you will know why I am not worried…

      Ehem… now wait a minute … I think here’s where I’m supposed to break the neger and hateta and fake yekebere yegzer selamta… so, here goes the standard Ethiopian-letter-head greeting: ye s’may riqetun… ye kewakibt bizatun… no, mine is: ye Qera gimatun, ye Gebrel-meda sifatun, ye Geedo-washa tilqetun yahil endet kermeshal…? back to hateta…

      6:30am… Let’s see… that’s RIGHT AFTER I de-clawed the lion, and de-horned the rhino and swirled the tiger by its tail and tossed it right down to entorotos… right before I awoke to the sound of what seemed like a rookie SELEDA serawit marching to a fast-beat drum… dilliq dilliq … guwa! dilliq dilliq guwa! It takes a few seconds of rusty morning cerebral cycles to process the sound as that of my upstairs neighbor up and marching about in heavy-soled-boots… I tell ya, this thing is so loud and heavy, it sends scraps of paint peeling down from my ceiling right into my half-sealed eyes.

      On some days, such starts my cranky toss and turn to unglue yedeqeqe gonayen from the warm sheets… a squinting-unbespecatacled-one-eyed peek makes out familiar figures from the fiery blur on the radio alarm… without this crucial move, and with the dingy cave lighting of my basement apartment, I wouldn’t have a freaking clue it were 2pm in the afternoon or 5am in the morning or my normal time to be up [and you thought I’d tell, huh?].

      “What? No cocks to crow?.. no cows to moo? no ye dur arrawit to usher in the morning with a roar…,” were my reactions upon arrival at the US customs office armed without the radio alarm that’s since become the mercury for my mood-swing-o-meter.

      In my book, the 6:30am traffic is meant by divine design only for leneggabet stray hyena limping back to the cave… or an ET man of the night staggering back from zigubign or for… [well, ‘ya recall the familiar saying back home, unfit for cyber consumption? Anchi! it’s ‘yene beeTe’ in PC and CHewa circles.]… But, I digress…

      As you sit there wasted by friction in the cranial veins caused by lack of caffeine lubrication, lamenting the unwieldiness of your teshkerkary zuffan for brisk quarter-circle swings, and the miskin look of your overloaded in-box qirchat and the telalaki who seems more sluggish than ever, I want you to note in your diary of “newly found random Ethiopian wisdom” the fact that it’s in such states of caffeine-lessness that one ironically justifies opting for the stadium over a coffee ceremony by saying ‘ye enjera neger hono new’… a major double-CLM = a Clearly Logic**-alba** Mels + a Culturally Lacking Move. It should say so somewhere in the section of “Guided-tours through the Ethiopian custom and tradition” you received as part of the arriviste package.

      Speaking of the arriviste, the green-carded and naturalized prodigal sons and daughters of Ethiopia seem to have stolen the show while the self-proclaimed perpetual abeshas with a regal swagger on their feet and a swollen pride in their heart are relegated to the stands. They are pushed off the alga, down to the medeb and from the medeb right down to the amed every time the prodigal children of Ethiopia resurface hugging their ski poles and dragging their sailing gear and freely flaunting their free-spiriting-minds while disrespecting our elders with ‘ante’ and ‘anchi’. While you sit at the gebeta armed with a fork and knife, and donning a napkin uniform, munching close-mouthed on the fat of the Tebbot that we wasted our youth herding out in the field, we sit in the guada and ogle even as we cut a piece of the be-berbere-enna-zeyt-yetashe-eddary-enjera and stash it into our cheeks and roll it side to side until we salivate enough to lubricate it down the esophagus slide.

      Wasn’t it you, my arriviste friend, who couldn’t sit still on our first flight to the US, humming and fretting ‘enkwan wede Etyoppia limmelles, wede Etyoppia zoraem alshena’… and wasn’t it me who you kept snickering at, the fellow at the window seat, who silently sobbed shielding his face away with his hands, catching his last view of Addis as a tiny panoramic blur warped through tear droplets.

      But, please let me not interrupt the feast… as you keep on chewing the fat of the lamb, I’ll just keep on chewing the fat… off line! Besides, I see credits rolling up on my TV screen… and guess who’s up next… yep! Jerrrrrrrrrry! ‘Heeeeed Jerry Heeeeeed!’… hmmmm… wait, THAT may be what you say to diablos… or is that ‘wegeed! ?’

      With one foot out on the dejjaf, lemme tell ya three of the things I miss most about home that don’t betray my ebdet. I’ll save the rest for our next cowwwrespondence, by which time I will appropriately insist that you call me Guddu-Kassa:

      … the smell of cooking in the guada, with a late morning sun slanting through a half open window.

      … shadows cast by a golden mid afternoon sun on a dark-brown earth in the elementary school yard.

      … the levitating sensation behind the thick veil of incense smoke and the fume of bunna roasting on a mankeshkesha accompanied by narrations of dramatic buda enna TenQuay anecdotes that my grandmother and her neighbor would kick back and forth for an hour with complete oblivion to a six-year-old’s intense joro-Tebeennet.

      Aman yawulen eyalku echiralehu…

      -blaten-

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Entry Two

      To: BeTam Labedew Guddu Kassa

      From: Wzo. TiruAynet

      Subject: Where are my Ski Poles???

      Hey, I see your "ye Qera gimatun, ye Gebrel-meda sifatun, ye Geedo-washa tilqetun yahil endet kermeshal…?" and I raise you a "S’mayyin yale bala, midirin yale qasma be yazew amlakachin selam biyalehu…"

      You know, I am pouring over my leather-bound, raised gold lettering “Guide to Ethiopian Culture for the Arriviste” book you mentioned, and gosh-darn-it, nothing on how to dexterously avoid being dragged into discussions on class politics/polemics. (Who writes these damn books? Whoever it is, I can guarantee you he/she would look bewilderedly at a finger bowl, and would not care if a bottle of Chateau Petrus 1962 was properly decanted. Savages! Somebody throw them a copy of Zagat while they ma’lameT yaderre enjera.)

      As I rode the escalator up to my office this morning and walked across the atrium—at 6:45 a.m.—I let myself conjecture what part of the dur arawit grooming ritual you were engaged in… the de-clawing or the de-horning? Don’t the animal rights people care anymore?

      Enderassé Guddu, if I may confess… I too was once banished to Literary Purgatory, and was green with envy that some lucky ones got special VIP sections with plush velvet ropes draped around their tables. I looked on longingly, trying to inch in closer to the entourage, but was “kiff”-ed off unceremoniously by one goon. But let’s not try to heal wounds on this forum.

      You know, Fitawrari Guddu ze Kassa, the sound of my friend’s stern voice lecturing me about the follies of my ways regarding the Stadium vs. Ethiopian restaurant debacle had not yet stopped reverberating, when you just had to add to the be qum meQeber tichit. Hig yelem enday? Will it help my standing if I told you that among my newly acquired arriviste skills is the ability to Q’bay manTer? I am talking about Teguray be shash teTemtimo, diligently stirring in koseret and korerima, tiqur azmud and besobila until … hmmmm.

      Where were we?

      America, Lij Guddu Kassa, I think has managed to temper the rabid classist in most people in the Diaspora. (By the way, y_ou_ were that guy slobbering all over the dainty Ethiopian Airlines napkins right before take off from Addis? Hmm. I did notice you on the way to first class. Nice… berebasos. They could pass for $200.00 Tevas.)

      So, how long do you think it took the “party-‘til-dawn”, “college-in-four-years”, "jump up on the corporate ladder and don’t stop climbing ‘till you can buy an estate in Mekanisa crowd to discover that before America loves you, it will break you into a million pieces?

      Who cares who hand washed your clothes at home? You drag your lazy, Flamingo Bar wenber yamoQew butt to work at 2 o’clock in morning to wash dishes, pump gas, serve food and count pennies for bus fare; you find ingenious ways to ask for deferment of your F-1 visa size college tuition; you pick up your self esteem when you realize, for the first time ever, that you really don’t know when your next meal was coming from; you try not to feel lonely or sad, because those were two sure ways of going mad; you hide the despair you feel when you meet with visiting family who have seen you do the Hilton circuit in Addis; and you clench your fists hoping an employer does not ask you for papers.

      In the end, the saccharined irony between the lives of those who came here on political asylum, and therefore a green card in their hands tesheguTo, or those who were lucky and smart enough to have college all paid for through scholarship, and those whose serategna waited on the visa line at 5:00 a.m. for them, and those ye-tiliQ sew beteseboCH who could afford to bribe officials … that whole deliciously wicked irony is not lost on what currently makes the Diaspora.

      So, here we are, more or less in the land of the Great Equalizer. Perhaps it was our parents’ tslot/limegna/silet to at least 42 of the 44 **Tabot**s, that umpteen years later, most people can look back at those days, look at their scars-internal and external- and whimsically smile. It might have not made us stronger, but it didn’t kill us. Those scars are testimony to Man and Woman’s ultimate ability to survive, and the legacy of decent parents who drummed into us that no matter what, you look stuff straight in the eyes, clench your jaws and hold your head up high in dignity.

      Somehow, Merigeta Guddu Kassa, our worlds got a little closer. The “my emma tiliQua was the granddaughter of Wagshum so-and-so” crowd loosen its tie; the intellectual crowd peeped its head from the library stacks; the newly monied stopped trying so hard, and the “we herded the TTibot lamb you ate” crowd forgave the past. (Although, between you and me, Gudduyaye, I suspect the latter did precious little than Tirsachewin mefaq on green pastures all day.)

      We might not all have begun at the same starting point, but boy have we ended up in the same venues… be it the same parking lot jobs; the same schools; the same wegeb miQorT third shifts; the same graduate schools; the same corporations; the same parties, the same cyber chat rooms or ‘zines. And so, we move on… sometimes relishing the past, and sometimes hating it.

      [Can I tell you something? That wretched guidebook makes no mention of what the etiquette is on how much “If you prick us, do we not bleed?” erroro is acceptable in polite company. The world, GK, is coming to an end in a ye ij qirCHat. I will take matters into my own hands here, and end it with a gargantuan arat neTib !!! (Self-righteousness unduly taxes one.) I say we find a common enemy and bond through the quaint little process of manQuashesh… So, what will it be? That Bravo! Bravo! hell hole in DC? Calvin Klein Ads? Shamelessly mediocre Ethiopian restaurants? Whiny, ultra-hip ETs?]

      It’s 9:00 p.m., and I just realized that I’ve been in the office for over 14 hours. I finally got the last yeshagete paperwork out of the way. It must be the yelugnta yalew Ettyopiawi in me, but here I am making sure that I have met all deadlines, written all letters and returned all calls and messages. The next few weeks are going to be killer, even more so because we are short handed. The **telalak**i you mentioned has been unacceptably sluggish these days. Has not been changing the oil in my teshkerkari zufan, so it has not been rotating the full 360 degrees in a decorously slow and graceful manner. Dammit!

      I know for the aqumada–hugging qolo temari circles you’ve been spotted frequenting this might mean as much as sheep herding means to me, but here is some insider information on the corporate world: it’s not the people in power who are dangerous. It’s the people who bask in the glow of the people in power who you should watch out for. For these are the same people who will sell their souls at a gulit in order to get closer to those rays of prime seats at events, hitching a ride on the corporate jet, beaming when the big boss call you “Hey, pal!”. … I tell ya, it’s like being back in the playground at Jack and Jill all over again. Amusing stuff, and terribly infectious if you are not careful.

      I often wonder how long I can last. A bunch of us women were talking about futures and families, and we’ve decided that we are all going to become housewives. That’s the plan for now. (Excuse me for a moment here, Gudu. I am trying to remember if I, even in passing, had ever mentioned this tiny ye dess dess to KiburinetaCHew. Er, honey, I did say something about that, no? He is probably reading this l’il twist-o’-fate, this… meander into “what the hell” land and thinking, man, they really did drop her on the head! By the way, was it all men or just my significantly better half who was really… I mean, REALLY smitten by the concept of the Victoria’s Secret clad igir aTabi, igir sami, Twaf yaji super abesha woman??)

      OK. I don’t think that even you deserve to be subjected to my bordering-on-the-frenzied “quit job until kids are grown” theory. Unless you want to pretend to be my nesiha abat, and then I will bear all. But to be a nesiha abat (and I will let you know, every arriviste has one, two if you are feeling particularly nostalgic for the Lallibela rock hewn churches) you would have to be quTib, ye reGa menfes yalew azawint biTay. And judging by your qeleblaba Entry #1, I regret to inform you that that ship sailed, baby.

      [Aside: again scouring what has turned to be a notoriously useless guidebook. Just as I suspected! No information on hiking and rock climbing adventures at Lallibela. Ere wedia new!]

      …

      You know what I miss? I miss seeing my grandmother laugh. I miss walking home from school and running into the same characters when I took an aQuaraCH through one gurangur sefer: the high-pitched, feisty little girl who fought with her brothers; the duriyay goremsas who hit on passing women; the same group of chatty elderly setiyoweCH who’d congregate at the foot of one hill; the drunk old man who’d hold on to a telephone post; the young boys in the middle of ye Tofe bi’y CHewata, while hurling obscenities about each other’s mothers… and then, on the final stretch, the blind old man who used to beg on a bridge ever since I could remember. I miss my life being predictable.

      Man, am I homesick.

      Wzo. TiruAynet

      To: Tiruyay

      From: Guddu Kassa

      Subject: What… you gonna ski down ‘Churcher’ godana?

      Tirusha… in the name of the two Tabots that you ignored, I say ‘amen’ to your ye-Menge’n-yemiyasniq three-hour harangue, and raise my fist and punch the air… [neww! neww! anniTeraTerim!] Oops… there goes my Rolex…!

      The deha yesefer lij to whom you once commented on how cute his berebasso looked and even mustered enough audacity to ask if it was size 30 or 31, and who used to ogle your fancy bike through the opening in your half-stone-half-metal fence, may now be head of a new startup in Silicon Valley… already worth 30 mil in stocks even before he’s turned 30. And he may be the boss at whose feet [Tevas, this time!] you’ll be sprinkling rose petals a year from now. America, the equalizing melting pot. America, the blender! How it cuts you to pieces before it turns you into a sweet, lovable vegetable juice…

      But here is a fact that should be even more visible to those wasting away in 5-by-5 cubicles or those corporate qoT sefari prodigal sons and daughters of Ethiopia: America isn’t a magical post-eighties, super mood-altering drug that leaves you complex-free. Because you drank its properly decanted wine or enjoyed its soap spa baths and full cable, or simply breathed a piece of its scented atmosphere, or partook in its milk-and-honey-feast [by the way, where are these?], America may make you equal to your ex-chauffeur, but it doesn’t make you equal to a complex-free version of you … it may dissolve all your class complexes, but it will also fill the void with some new ones…

      Ask your fellow prodigals who marked the “other” box in their college applications and embarked on a scholastic pilgrimage destined for cold, lonely, white South Dakota. [“What do you mean black… I’m clearly qey dama!”] Or your other friends who served scholastic time in Kentucky and had to repeatedly explain that, no, the way back home isn’t a flight to Johannesburg followed by a horse ride straight into Addis.

      Do you know why that “wretched guidebook” makes no mention of the proper etiquette for the “If you prick us, do we not bleed?” erroro … ‘ts becuz, when you prick us, we do not bleed… we explode. We explode with all the might that our swollen pride vents… and we lecture you about our glorious past, about our conquering kings, about our beautiful warrior queens, our thirteen months… heck, it doesn’t even take a prick for us to start telling you all that, we will compulsively sneak it in every conversation…

      The classic naivete that so many of us pack with our frozen qibe enna dorro when we first come to the US… a positively tinted window of pride and prejudice through which we view the world… which leaves us incredulous and traumatized the first time we’re brought to realize the world doesn’t see us any differently… nor does the world know of our legendary claims to glorious history and heritage… instead, the whole world “knows” we can’t even feed ourselves and make a past time of fighting each other.

      A friend who schooled in a rural New England campus around the time of the 80’s famine confessed to me once how he and his ET buddies got compelled by circumstances to carve out every mention of ‘Ethiopia’ on the ETO posters they proudly displayed on their apartment walls…

      Yaaaaay! Jerrrrrrrrrrrrrrry! Go Jerry Go! hmmm… where was I …?

      Here’s a motto I recommend regarding Life Diaries… when you can’t keep a train of though on track… do the ini-mini-myni-mo thing and start dissing in random directions… that also seems to resonate well with your prescription that the way to fake a united front is to find something to scoff at in unison. So… how about… you and I… scoff… in unison… at… YOU! Lidgit, your li’l pontification about Arramba collapsing into Qobbo, is that rorro or hassét? What do you know, other than the anecdotal references in your arriviste bible, about the li’l complexes that are known to have crippled the social worlds of many an abesha youth…? Complexes of not having even a ‘selbaj’ surri to save one’s butt from the slap of morning frost… of not having a running shower to bathe in or a proper outhouse … of not being able to invite home your relatively well-to-do friends in exchange for their invitations… lemme guess… “Aiiiy ere yihe!! … Serategnachin enna zebegnaw tinnish tinnish siyaweru semchalehu…”

      Anchi kossassa, lest you think I’m a cave dwelling cantankerous bahitawi, I flipped frantically through the mental filing system to prove to you that I, too, run in my own traditional abesha circles. [The funeral? No, it was embarrassing: I took a card as a gift… The hospital visits? No, embarrassing again, I told the uncle of a friend ‘enkuwan mariam gelagelechih’… ] So, here’s my li’l get together this past fassika, where my cultural grooming and well-manners were put to the test:

      Last April, as the weekend rolled into a late start, I was poised dejectedly for yet another cultureless, unholy Saturday evening—disregarding of the greatest Christian holiday in the Orthodox calendar. I was paying tribute to the gods of caffeine, when a certain fit of madness drove me into making a couple of calls. Before I had time to think it over, or to glance at the pile of work on my desk, I was on the bus next to my good friend Selamawit, and on the way to Boston. A few hours of semi-nerdy socializing later, we got to the church service at… well… in time to miss the twaf lighting and the abune-ze-be-semayat… in fact well after midnight. It was a full house… more so than I’d seen it two years ago and way, way more than I expected considering the current political mess brewing in the homeland. Church seems to be the last frontier of unity for the Ethiopian Diaspora everywhere, despite the close contact of the Orthodox church with the state and its occasional blunder into politics and nationalism.

      Bicha., as prescribed by age-old custom, the men sat in one column of the addarash and the ladies on the other, the ladies clad the ever-more-so-creatively-designed ye hager libsoch looked absolutely beautiful. As unholy as it may seem, I think I understand why church gatherings have always carried the extra implicit purpose of igniting romance, even other than with God. You know, it’s known that many unholy thoughts ride the waves of the shibsheba and qidassie chant… and as the kebero goes dilliq-dilliq-dilliq, so does some guy’s heart as he steals a side glance at the ladies column and eyes meet loga loga toes sticking under the Tilet of a beautiful shemma… The eyes fixed even as his hands go through the mechanical motions of clapping to the beat of the drum… Be sime ab… yiqir yibelew…

      Gin, with the air so saturated with incense, and the kebero going dilliq-dilliq and the smooth voice of qidassie coming and going through the mike, the unholy thoughts don’t linger much … and holiness creeps by osmosis into even the x-rated corners of the mind… and sparks a halo that hangs over each head… well… till another wave of unholy thoughts sweeps through…

      When the crowd broke up and was sent off with mirriqat and good wishes and people lined up to kiss the cross, I squeezed my way through many a hug and ran downstairs to be first on another line… this one for food… to break a fast that I’d only partially respected out of a meager budget, and severe case of laziness for cooking…

      **_

      Egzer hoy, yiqir belegn, ye enjera neger hono eko new…

      _**

      Guddu Kassa
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      Entry Three

      To: Guddu Kassa

      From: Seblewengail

      Subject: Let them eat cake!

      You mean they make berebasos in size 30 and 31? My, how cute.

      You know, I never thanked you for bestowing on me the honor of being one who owns a zufan. Not just any ol’ zufan, but a teshkerkari one, to boot. Throw in an automatic suspension feature and alloyed wheels, and I’m trading in my Range Rover. (Incidentally, is the “Zero-to-360-degree- -in-2.01-seconds” a standard feature on the Zufan 2000 DXL model?)

      I must admit to feeling, a little… well, sad, after reading your last entry. As I took in the panoramic view of downtown from my floor-to-ceiling office window, and leaned back on my executive chair and put my feet up, I realized what abscess we live in. You mean to tell me, Guddu Kassa, that there are actually people who work in 5 by 5 cubicles!!! That’s so… icky! (Memo to self: Make nice to people who work in 5 by 5 cubicles if ever you run into them. Find out if they are branded with scarlet letter for easy identification.) And may I thank you for pointing this new CHiqun hizib, lab/wez ader group.

      And back to our “erroro new weiess hassèt” CHewata.

      Here’s what is puzzling me. Shouldn’t the now rich-as-God but bedehna gizay a bike-coveting, snot-nosed kid who used to call me “enashin” be too busy medabess-ing the Corinthian leather in his new Jaguar and not his harsh memories of childhood??

      I can’t remember who it was, but I remember some prominent millionaire being interviewed on the Charlie Rose Show in which he was recounting his humble beginnings. I am talking Humble… single mother, nine kids, no food, no running water, no (eeeppes!) serategna OR zebegna. The difference here, the Gud Man, was the sense of pride and triumph with which he was telling the story. Why do we Ethiopians pick up the very synthetic aspects of assimilation in America (the ‘sexual freedom’, the neurosis, the agul ferenginet) but overstep what I think is at the core of American advantage: the ability not to let your past cripple your future.

      When I say that, it reminds of a recent incident at the office. An African American colleague of mine, who keeps hearing me on the phone speaking (OK, mashkakat-ing) in Amarigna one day looked me in the eyes and said “You know, when I hear you talk in your beautiful language it cuts right at the heart of me. All of that was taken away from our people…” I am sure I was supposed to kenferaygn meTiTCHay offer up a morsel of liberal guilt topped off with a “Yene emebayt… Endiaw eko kebad new” as consolation. But I was more curious to find out what she, individually, had done to ease her pain. I asked her if she ever thought of actually taking language classes… Swahili, Amharic… whatever. Guess what the answer was.

      I do have a point here, even if it comes at a cost of being compared to Mengistu and his “three hour harangue”. (You know, I never once saw him do the little sippy thing from an Ambo Wuha bottle. What gives?)

      The point being, choosing to remain angry is a very comfortable state to be in. It justifies the past, and it makes wallowing in self-pity look a little more regal. If that 30-year old millionaire is still swimming in thoughts of the abject poverty of his/her childhood instead of devising ways to ease the same pain of those who are presently going through the same inhumanity, then I say his/her next venture should be funding how-to books on being self-centered. The world, Guddu Kassa, does not revolve around our past pains. (Unfortunately. If it did, someone here would be paying dearly for insinuating that our aTir Gibee was only half stone and the other half metal! Ante defar! 20-foot atidresubin imported stone all the way, just so that you won’t make that mistake again.)

      If we rightly scoff at people who, even after so many years in this country, recklessly slap you around with their absurd zer-meQut’r and " yema lij endehonu tawQaleh?" hateta, then we should equally pooh-pooh the Silicon Valley mogul who snivels at past injustices while taking his blonde girlfriend to Hawaii for the weekend. (Those torn Calvin Klein jeans should be a suitable enough tribute to the past. Minew etay!)

      Uh-huh. I can just imagine you tearing your eyes away from the “I am dumping my 90-year old lover for a more mature guy” episode of Jerry to howl in indignation. I want to pre-empt your, “Listen Missy, whatddo you know about these complex complexes?” before it loses it charm. So, un-froth yourself from the frenzy you’ve whipped yourself into.

      It is easy for those who had a perfect childhood, great happenstance and cake from Endrico every Saturday to succeed. The road is paved for them to succeed. But are they to apologize for it? Yet it is estimable, and almost a form of poetic justice when those who did not get to ski down Churcher Godana thrive. It’s the kimem that makes life interesting. I wonder, Guddu Kasa Wolde Ibd, if wounds inflicted on us during childhood are as hard to heal as those inflicted on us when we cannot bounce back as easily.

      But the fact remains, we have either been hurt in our formidable years, or later in life. We have lost parents and children. We have gone through heartbreak and severed relationships. Loved and lost. Not loved at all. Watched loved ones suffer though all kinds of diseases—some physical some not. We’ve seen some of them get better, and many of them die. We remember not being allowed to mourn our dead. We’ve watched our friends and families being mowed down. The question then becomes, how do we choose to heal ourselves without trying to get lost in extracting the degree of hurt, by whom and how many times. In general, how do we heal past hurts?

      [As a point of clarification, I marked “Teyim assa messai” in the “Race/Color” box in my college application. Was that wrong?]

      Somehow, you manage to raise a good question about the pride that impedes us Ethiopians. (And I am taking huge gulps here to swallow my pride to admit you made a good point… )

      I share your ire at the contingent in the Diaspora who glow neon green, yellow and red at the slightest prompting, with no civic responsibility to show for the radiation they emit. (You see? You and I can agree.) But, I don’t dismiss the pride factor as easily as you seem to. When things seemed insurmountable, when my sense of self was in crisis after my first encounter with racism, when success seemed so unattainable, mockingly so, that sense of pride inculcated in me my grandmother and my mother, my father and my brother saved me. It did pick me up, dust me off and send me back fighting until I learnt not to come home with a bloody nose and tear-stained eyes. So, it might be a double-edged sword that we are dealing with here.

      I forgot to tell you… my new edition guidebook arrived via Fed Ex yesterday. And look. Page 524… right underneath the illustrations on the proper way to wear your neTela… it states, and allow me to quote, “Discussions of sex, politics and class should be limited to three entries…” Thank God. I was going to go on and on…And then, what would they think of me at the annual golf outing and ladies luncheon?

      Tinged as it might have been with a paragraph outing you as a foot-fetish survivor, I really did enjoy reading your fassika story. And that line at the end about “Ye enjera neger eko hono new” was… priceless, even though you might be struck dead for it at anytime.

      Since I think spiritually is private, I won’t sermonize on why I have become a qiliT yaleku church-goer, and occasional annoying resident evangelizer. (Besides, I think even the q’es might need a decent size bush for tibTeba in order to asses your sins for sigdet… but I leave being highly presumptuous to you since you do it so well.)

      But here’s my “a scene from my church” story…

      There are a lot of new people from Ethiopia coming to church. You can tell the difference between their sine s’rat and the rest of us who have been here one decade too long. (One sure give away is the way the latter is sprawled on the bench during ‘Egzio Marene Kristos’, only bowing heads in a perfunctory salute… in between wide yawns and personal conversations.)

      I started tearing up at one point at the sight of two young men, probably in their 20s, who were dressed traditionally, and who seem to know the entire Qidassay by heart. Their aqebabel, their zeiybay, their total lack of pretension and their obliviousness to the myriad of un-holy like behavior around them was incredibly touching.

      In front of them was an elderly gentleman… a VERY stately looking gentleman-- handsome, tall, in his late 60’s I would guess, who also had his neTela wrapped around him. When he came in, he did the traditional sigdet in the direction of the alter, and then, very humbly turned to the women’s side and ke wegeb betach bowed in a deferential “endemin walach’u”. Same to the men. He settled at the edge of the aisle until one of the ushers found him a spot. Again, his stately zick belo selamta as a thank you. The same when the young usher handed him a maQuamia.

      I know there is a whole part of me that over-romanticizes Ethiopia. But I can’t help being touched by small incidents such as this. And I admit that I find serenity in them. I know it is naive. I know it is grossly over-simplifying our culture. I know it is desperately trying to be placated by an innocuous incident and magnifying it to find solace. But it always makes me wonder about Ethiopia, a hundred, a thousand years ago, maybe in a small village somewhere in rural Ethiopia, where we DID care about each other. I know the traps we set for ourselves when we live though the follies of fantasy. But there are visceral instincts of home that still move me to tears.

      Few words have touched me as deeply as did the last entry from the July/August Life Diaries. In her last entry, Makeda talks about the small changes we collectively will have to make in order to initialize big changes.

      I used to quietly shudder when my mother used to grab people whom she thought were Ethiopian, and point blankly ask them, “TenaysTilign. Etyopiyawii neh/nesh?” If the answer was yes, the scene that’d follow would remind me of that small village in rural Ethiopia… "Lidjay… endayt neh?" “Ezi hager koyeh?” “BetoCh ezih aluh?” Eventually she would send them off with blessings and words of encouragement.

      There was a part of me that used to get a little embarrassed by the prospect of my mother interrogating selamtegna mengedegnoCH. But I finally got the point. It was a way of reconnecting our dead nerves to a sense of home. Today I have become a miniature version of her. I make sure I make eye contact, I smile, nod and say “Selam”. The slightest encouragement and that would be me in the middle of a boulevard talking a fellow-Ethiopian’s ears off. A small step–but one that has indelibly changed my life.

      I have to go. I have to find roses whose petals I will have to sprinkle at the feet of some ChuCHay software mogul. I will call you from the Zufan phone if I find your Rolex.

      Until then,

      Seblewengail

      To: Seblewengail

      From: Entina

      Subject: Dinnich enna dubba…

      Yes, Sebliye, there ARE 5-by-5 cubicles… and dare I say, YOU may soon be one of them… thanx to the sedentary 15-hour days atop the teshkerkary Zufan 2000 DXL. But let’s not go there.

      I think I finally figured out what your simple recipe for dealing with past adversities had in common with your rhetoric to the African American woman at work about learning a language… they smack of the let-them-eat-cake-hakuna-matata school of thought that so appropriately decorated the header of your last entry.

      While regally wallowing in self-pity, lemme tell ya, as one who’s spent one too many [“comfy”?!] moments spinning in anger mode… as someone who’s had not one, but two, three layers of stomach lining corroded by anger-- or was it by one too many tikuss triple-venti-vanilla-lattes?–hun, anger ain’t no Jacuzzi… it ain’t comfy, it ain’t warm. The only warmth it has to do with is the sensation of multiple squirts of stomach acid churning away inside your shinfilla… so, no, anger ain’t comfortable!

      But self-pity is a whole other matter… What it is depends on where you now stand on the social ladder and the age spectrum. For those crawling in the dirty alleys near the foot of the ladder, it’s a curse. For those wallowing in Jacuzzi baths at the top of the ladder, it’s a badge of courage in the face of adversity. For those in the middle, it makes a nice preamble to the classic reprimand of parents to the young’uns… “If I had what you have while growing up; if only I had used soft instead of qiTel … yet derishe nebber yihenne…!” To the ones freshly liberated by the “great equalizer”, it makes for a great been-there-done-that anecdote to recite as they lean back through a veil of cigarette smoke. For the elderly bundles of wisdom, it gives one more evidence for the eminent apocalypse… “Waaaaa… we had so little then… and yet, by golly, we were grateful even for the piece of bale-Teem-injera that we had us for a daily meal… nothing tasted better… ay ay ay … siminitegnaw shih new yahunumma…”

      I wonder why you never saw Mengistu do the little sippy thing from an Ambo Wuha bottle? Probably becuz Ambo Wuha was ye adhary luxury that Menge would’ve shooed off with his copy of Mao’s little red book? How about the $90 mil or so, worth of whisky imported for the Tenth Anniversary of the Revolution… no, THAT was a necessity… how else could our polit bureau members muster up the chikkane to shoo away the tefenaqay skeletons camped outside their metal gates? I tell ya, if religion is “the opium of the masses”, whisky is definitely the spirit of the polit bureau…

      Speaking of Menge, can’t resist: two elderly men conversing at a leqso about the Revolutionary Leader… one says to the other… “Endew ahoun, eziya e’nigussu zuffan lay yiqemeT yimeslehal…?” The friend: “Ayi min ebakih, engdih medeb medeb yilal, eziyaw medebu lay yihonala yemiqemeTew” alu yibalal.

      Why you’ve become qiliT yalsh church-goer is a sermon I’d like to hear some day over a cyber pulpit… but I just hope it doesn’t have a overture that needs to be repeated twelve times. In the mean time, here’s my conjectural story on why. Take it with a grain of Prozac or a tablet of cyanide. I am not yet finished ranting about having to be relegated to the medeb and down to the amed, and haven’t yet recovered from the many mujale wounds I’ve incurred as a result. I’ll save the erq for my last entry:

      An abesha woman drags herself out of bed one early Sunday morning just as the radio clock hits 10:18. After paying a lengthy tribute to the carnal shrine that many guys call “a gorgeous body”, she heads out into the silvery morn to pay another lengthy tribute to a concrete shrine that she calls church: the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. With a qentegna seber-seka atop the 5-inch heels, she squeezes her way through an aisle of knees with the help of a few "excuse me"s and slops down zerfeT bila. One row behind, an elderly lady rubber-necks towards the young woman, and looks away with visible disgust while pulling an edge of her neTela further up over her mouth.

      As heads all around her bow down and up, the young lady sits motionless looking like ye biret missesso in the middle of a teff farm. Her eyes fixed across the aisle … Normally, she’d ride the wave and bow, rise and sit, and engage in a semi-swing shibesheba that every now and then sidetracks her open palms to fold into fairly audible snaps that the kebero’s dilliq-dilliq swallows magnanimously. Today, even that wasn’t to be. She started tearing up at one point at the sight of two young men, probably in their 20s, who were dressed traditionally, and who knew the entire Qidassay by heart. Their aqebabel, their zeiybay, their total lack of pretension and their obliviousness to the myriad of un-holy like behavior around them was incredibly touching.

      Many times in the near past, she’s fancied herself in the company of such grace, dignity, and unmistakable authenticity. In her ye ferenj-nek aggressive aynawTannet, she’s even found herself approaching such one graceful neTela-donning traditional abesha man and while lightly holding his upper arm, she’d whispered to him “beTam Tiru tizefnaleh…” to which he’d simply bowed with a shy smile that communicated thank you, and a silence that communicated “yiqir yibelish” for the audacity to call ‘mezmur’ ‘zefen’…

      Circumstances have relegated her to the back of the “fara” side with the traditional folks now frolicking in the “in” of the qidassay-reciting “cool crowd”. She can’t even find solace in the myriad I-still-think-of-you messages from Todd, Ted, and Tom. But none of these flatteries stir her these days as if spiting ex’s didn’t use to be a favorite fetish of hers once upon a time…

      Wallowing in the prospect of this “new Ethiopian” fulfillment, she grabs the handle of the door to her Range Rover, and sticks the key in. Before she has a chance to yank it open, she’s startled out of her wits at the shrill sound of the alarm. An elderly man heading for an adjacent car stops and crosses himself as though the saitan that the abuna spent the last couple of hours ‘megesets’ing had struck with vengeance.

      Welcome home Sebliye, yene prodigal ehit… let me embrace and kiss you agelabiche as your brother now that you’ve paid for the Tebbot that you devoured. Make yourself at home… and oh, please have my medeb, I’ll take the amed. [The ticks and the mujalewoch will miss me anyway].

      -entina-

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Entry Four

      To: Enitinyay

      From: Etaytu

      Subject: Can’t we all just get along?

      Dear Yene Entina:

      Herein lies your problem, Mr. Moody-two-shoes: Vanilla flavored lattes?! As an arriviste, I will have to point out the incumbent policy on ruining a perfectly innocent cup of buna with rikash additives: simply, I say, Enddaaayyyy! Minew Bakih!

      I am appalled by the news that I am one of those on the fast track to sunny 5 by 5 Cubicle Land. (Is it anywhere near eziya… ashaqbo yemitayew Disney Land?) Ere lemehonu, min aTfiCHe? Have I not paid enough deference to that nifTam neighbor of mine who now just issued IPOs for his Self_Pity.com empire? Why am I being punished alagbab? Look. Look at all the roses I have amassed to sprinkle at his feet. [Points to heap of roses…] Ere be teshkerkari zufanu amlak!

      Still pulling 16-hour days, thank you for caring. If that don’t prevent being doomed to rub shoulders with those 5 by 5ers, then I don’t know what will. (I hope I get to keep my Corporate American Express. Memo to self: scout out nearest Dean & Deluca in Five by Five Land. A girl can’t starve now, can she?)

      I often wonder if my addiction to 16-hour days will be easy to eschew once the “Master Plan” of “ye tkebereCH ye-bet emebet”-inent kicks in? You know, it’s the pitfall of being in a long-distance relationship. You focus on the career stuff and wait for the personal life to work itself out. Not good. But a soulmate is a soulmate is a soulmate. And I have found mine, so I bear with the long-distance part. Hopefully, not for long.

      Er, oh, mysterious one…You realize that you have said zip about your life… I leave that sentence hanging so that the SELEDA tseTita askebariwoCH will come to the rescue… (Enante! Tenesu!)

      So, Entina Guddu Kassa, what is the current temperature in the Anger Jacuzzi? No, I don’t think anger in itself is comfortable. I think letting yourself stay angry is. Anger has been the catalyst to all social changes. It is certainly the sine qua non of galvanizing social change. The beQaign point. But at what point is it ok to let go and focus on re-building the emotional ruins?

      Perhaps we hang on to the past because that’s all that makes sense anymore. The “Great Equalizer” has put the blender speed on liquefy, and to avoid being sucked into the middle, we hang on to one of its blades and prefer to slowly cut and bleed ourselves to the inevitable middle. Maybe ‘tis nobler to do so. Perhaps we are continuing the great tradition of that Ethiopian pride. “Look at our Kings. Look at our Queens. And look at how we constantly peel back the wound and stick our Tors in it. Look… Look.”

      I say when in a blender, do as the blendees do. Sure in this topsey turvey situation, delving even further into the past and hanging on dearly might be our first instinct, but so was sticking our pinkie in our noses and eating our nifT when we were kids. But eventually our parents’ “Ante likiskis qusha-sha!” stopped that.

      Enough with the “Sahle Selassie was my ancestor…” vs. “My grandmother was a miskin enjera gagari” duels. Away with “We used to have houses in all the provinces” vs.“I used to try to hide my yeTeTafe surri” mêlée . It is so banal. So stultifyingly and woefully banal. So, I prefer to move on. Grateful for my luck. Grateful for my peace of mind. Grateful that I can look at myself in the mirror, and it don’t crack. While I am unapologetic about this wegeb yezo ashaferegn perspective, I hope you don’t think that it makes me oblivious to the screams of others. Always remember from whence you came. It’s just that I’ve done my time. And I am outta here.

      Ok. Fine. I will admit to being tickled by the Range Rover driving arriviste doing the church thang. It does make your point about the "cool-izaisation" of being newly Ethiopian. I do object to the 5-inch heals, however. What is this? The 80s?

      I really do understand the "Wuyyyi!! Endayt tam-ra-la-Chihu!!" cute-ness factor of those who “come back” only to the fanfare and to the wild call of “Hey…we are turning 30, what else can we do?” adventure. I hope mine is more genuine and a little more sir yesededde. I think that’s why connecting to home via history and Ethiopian literature and poetry is important to me. I leave the temperamental flag waving to the more ambitious.

      And yes, the road back has had some awkward moments. I try to remember what is n’wir and what is acceptably ferenjized. But mostly, I try to find a comfortable zone on the “Ethiopian-ness” mizan. But I still am not sure why it has to come at the expense of pushing you off the medeb and plop onto the amed. (Hey, I can’t stand to see you e’merayt lie sitinferageT. Here. Take some of my bug spray. Might help with the t’wuans.)

      But remember, my friend: it is not only unchecked assimilation and qibTeT that has resulted in the rift between Ethiopians in the Diaspora and home. It was also harsh memories of a revolution that effectively cut the spirit of the country and the people. It was the lack of opportunity and the degeneration of what once was home. I don’t want to apologize for leaving Ethiopia. But I will certainly not apologize for going back. In the end, those who can righteously judge us are those who, knferaCHewin neksew, stayed back home.

      File this under: Not only should they eat cake, but I’ll spring for it–Crème Bruleè or Tiramisu? At a certain point, you do have to simplify the question in order to come up with an answer. Here we are, at the turn of the century, hundreds of thousands strong in the US alone. What do we want to do? What parts do we like? What parts are we changing?

      I once accidentally found myself in a particularly trying calculus class. (We are talking about in the middle of kutara hee’sab temariees complete with designer pocket protectors. Yalderese gud yale meslohal…) Anyway, in between bewilderment about why in God’s name anyone would want to do calculus, I picked up on something. Here were these people, hulet hamoos away from an advanced degree in math (and reality, if you want my opinion) and after all those classes they were back to analyzing the “plus sign”, and the basic concept of addition!!! That was what the whole class was about: the concept of addition!!! Hello and zeraf, ye- logarithm ashker! Didn’t Mr. Lewis cover this in third grade? Y’know. You take one apple. You get another (or if you are a gulbetagna Derge-biTay, you nationalize another), and how many you got now, l’il Johnny? (Take the abacus out.)

      You see my point? Of course you don’t. We start off with an assumption that 1+1=2. We know that. Been told that since Memihir Gebre Matios mekorkom-ed and told us that. Then we go through life trying to find out why 1+1=2. (That’s the self-searching, exorcising past demons, cathartic, finding yourself part of life we all go through.) And after all of that ostentation and TimQet, what do we find? 1+1 still equals 2. (As they say, “Lifa yalew, a’nd enCHet yasral.” ) Meaning, in the end, as the book said, all we ever needed to know, we learnt in kindergarten. (Be that at Agazian or Jack and Jill.) In the end, one plus one is still two. It is simple. But to see and appreciate that simplicity, we do have to go through a lot of calculus classes. And designer pocket protectors.

      With that, I end my misTir tintena.

      Wede Qum neger… I am still irked that you, a niTir Etyopiyawi , drink Vanilla–flavored coffee. And you complain about your stomach lining corroding?? Yebelih!

      OK. Here’s something that might lead the way to our erq. Have you tried getting coffee at Starbucks these days? I went there to buy half a pound of Harer coffee. Innocuous enough, even for the arriviste. There behind the counter is a tongue-pierced, eye lid-pierced high priestess of Metalica. The barrista. (I think I know her from my CBGB, Hüsker Dü days in NYC.) Not a good start.

      "May I have half a pound of un-pierced Harer coffee?’

      “Sure.” [Sounded like ‘Shhhooourrre’, what with her ye-milass werQ madaleT-ing her tongue, and making her lisp.)

      {Motionless stare}

      “Er, to go.”

      “Sure. Whole bean or ground?”

      “Ground.”

      “Fine or coarse?”

      “Huh?… Fine, I suppose.”

      “For a drip or a cone?”

      “I … think… drip…” [Said with eyes narrowed.]

      “Paper drip or filter?”

      “Waaaa? Are we still talking about coffee?? The stuff I need to have a civil conversation in the morning?? Just gimme that, you freak. My people have been drinking this stuff for 2000 years. I don’t need no eye-browless , satan’s step-child to tell me how I need to drink this. Ere weigij!”

      Well, I didn’t say all that, but I did give her the annoyed-and-charmingly-chagrined arriviste look illustrated on page 204 in my guidebook. I’m glad it ended there without us going onto my mother’s maiden name, my date of birth and instructions on how to brew coffee. Can you imagine this scenario back home? As you sit in your gorebayt’s mad bet…"Ebakish, yene konjo… yenen buna behayle atiwQetiCHiw. I want coarse beans. And please, can you use the wood muQeCHa and not the b’ret?"

      **_

      Tarik new.

      _**

      The scary thing is when I find myself in the unenviable and precarious position of being the resident amarigna liQ when I am around a few friends who have not yet been welcomed back to the fold by the agelabTo sami, amed-lie tegni “Enkwan dehna meTu” committee. You might think I rejoice in these moments, rare as they are. But I do not. My sense of triumph is always tempered by the fact that I still need to read Solomon Derressa’s lines twice and sometimes thrice. I still scratch my head at some of the prose in Haile-Melekot Mewael’s “Goon-goon”. And I am far from memorizing Tsegaye Gebre Medhin’s “Ye Tewodros sinibit ke Meqdela”. It just makes me wince at how much longer my trip back truly is. I hope the in-flight movie is good.

      And so, here we are, my esteemed Life Diaries partner. Our enkiya selamtiya sadly hath come to an end. You were very uncooperative about finding a common enemy to manquashesh. If you had, we would be holding hands and singing “Kumbaya” right at this moment. Can’t tell you how much I enjoyed this even as I put another bandage over my yeteTalTe gerba courtesy of your acerbic girfia. But they are wounds I am proud to display. You know, it just might be at your feet that I end up sprinkling those damn rose petals. No bunions or simuni yemiyasholiku sinTiQs in your feet, I hope. But sprinkle, I shall. And with awe.

      What the hell… I’m going to start singing Kumbaya solo. If you want, join me. I’m the one with the stretched arm.

      What can I say. It’s been real.

      Ihitih,

      Kuribet.

      From: Chiraq

      To: Taytu

      Subject: Chereqa Dinbul Boqa…

      Taytu!.. I beg you for the sake of my tear-washed, short-circuited keyboard… for the sake of my nifT-soaked meharreb… Stop this anjet meblat! [And, no. It’s not becuz your 1+1 = 2 analysis is all too complicated for me.]

      The last time I sat and cried over my keyboard like this was when I ran into that Bati music page online. I locked myself in the office for five days straight… playing, and replaying, and re-goddamned-playing Kassa Tessema, all the while cursing the web master, yet coming back for more. Kuribish, I’m getting soft… I’ve hung on the blender’s blade for one too many cycles… and, my God, here I come crashing down to the middle… hug me please.

      The silly, fresh, uninitiated-into-pop-culture guy that I am, I thought Kumbaya was some kinda chant accompaniment to a certain toasting ceremony involving the shai kubayas that sustained us through so many early morning hand-holding treks to Qes Timirt-bet. So, yene Taytu, you’re on your own on the dance… and I’ll be on my own on the aqaqeer…

      Why have I said so precious little about my life?? [Struggling to restrain my smarty-pants /cynically-philosophical alter egos.] I will sheepishly confess that I didn’t have the guts to watch my life kicked around on the SELEDA floor, no matter how plush the carpeting. Besides, the last time I ventured to spew such neurosis on the Net and graciously offered pointers to my identity, I had a crew of local mental asylums track me down with the kind of precision even collection agencies aren’t capable of. They threatened to haul my butt into their wards… I kept insisting, “But looka here… I AM already committed in an institution!”

      Or maybe it’s just our collective legacy of extreme secrecy. Maybe it’s the legacy of an ancient culture that’s left its mark on our church structure… Every local church at home keeps a replica of the Tsillat which is placed inside a replica of the Tabot. The Tabot is placed away in the inner sanctums of the church structure called the Qidusse-Qidussan’–off limits to anyone but those tending to it. And so the layer extends outward to the third section: the common area of worship. Then there’s the that hamsa sheeh feres yemiyasgalib QiTir enclosed by walls which are the outermost fringes of sanctity. Even the walls are so sacred that if you, per chance, on certain parts of the month, find yourself relegated to worshipping while leaning on the OUTside of the QiTir, you do it without holding a grudge.

      [WARNING: pay attention to what it says in the arriviste guidebook about letting your Chihuahua loose into the church QiTir … and then flip over to the animal rights law suits section… it should be blank.]

      I think we all carry around our own Tabots in our own Qidusse-Qidussan that only the most intimate of friendships are privy to. That may be why you never see abesha folks on the bus engaged in conversation with a complete stranger on the topic of “my mother’s bad habits”. So, yene Kuribish, I’m guarding my Tabot in my holy of holies. That may also be why SELEDA may soon gain popularity as “the newest Ethiopian peep show on the block”.

      Honestly though, whenever I sit to compose a one-liner, neatly packaged sentence of wisdom [yes, wisdom! Go ‘head ‘n smirk!], a myriad of conflicting resolutions come rushing to my cranium and cause me a sever case of mamaT and meChneQ until it feels like I may soon die of brain hemorrhage. Then I drop it all and let all the blood flow back down, leaving a cranial void… that’s when I quit playing the oracle and decide to alternate between the village idiot, the court jester, and just the perpetual chiraQ.

      No matter how much I rummage through the mental dumpster, I don’t seem to pick up a single, edible, neatly packaged uplifting resolution to offer. I admire those, who, upon demand, casually swing around, reach back into the mental filing cabinets with the kind of ease that one would grab a book from the shelf… no such neatly packaged bundles of wisdom in my dumpster… The warm and surreal is filed with the cold and the real… the edible, defiled by the rotting waste.

      Yes, we should move on with pride regardless of our ‘elfign askelkai’ or ‘kosso shaCH’ parents. Pride is what keeps the swagger on our heels even as we maneuver through black-free zones. But it’s also pride that gets us reaching for the goraade and fretting ‘akaki zerraf!’ at the mere mention of the possibility that the Queen of Sheba may not have been Ethiopian. Something in our culture nurtures pride while weakening logical peripheral sight. Something in our culture nurtures this culture of fanatic pride via the selective reporting of isolated Ethiopian success stories as the norm. If you dare mention the possibility that the “Lion of Judah” may just be a legend, don’t always expect to be refuted with a historically-backed and logically sound counter argument. Instead, you may just be labeled “anti-history”.

      The excessive emphasis on grace and saving face nurtures kow-towing and backbiting. Regardless of the so-called “three thousand plus” years of history, we still live in biblical life styles and don’t have much to show in the way of our “glorious” past. Something in our culture blurs the separation of ideas and personalities and makes it difficult to attack one without attacking the other. Now, can we admit all of this and still keep the swagger on our feet… keep shooting for the high hurdles, and keep the name ‘Ethiopia’ on our ETO posters…??? I say I do… [Ok, fine, the swagger may just be my new, bouncy Air Jordans.]

      At this juncture of political segregation and abundance-induced messelechachet among the Diaspora [at least in North America], I think I have a quick li’l fix that will guarantee that a ‘Selam’ with a slight vertical nod will NOT be reciprocated by a frown and a slight horizontal nod.

      Here goes: gather up all the abeshas in DC, all the abeshas in the Bay Area, Dallas, Boston, Seattle, and Toronto, and disperse them into li’l bucolic as-of-yet-abesha-free WASP enclaves in the green mountains of Vermont, the jungles of Montana, and the white perpetual-freeze of the Dakotas. Keep them there for a year. Keep them there until they threaten to kill themselves because of injera deprivation; until their mother tongue gets rusty and they can’t spend one more night without sitting around a table sipping steaming bunna and joking with their home folks in their own aff yefetubet language. Keep them long enough until they burst as flood waves and flock to the nearest town with an Ethiopian restaurant even if it be a 12-hour drive away.

      Then imagine running into these folks at a rest stop off I-80 somewhere in the Midwest. Imagine the scene right after the standard mutual stare and anget meqelbes and “Abesha newot?” bilo Tega malet. Trust me, it will seem like even your siblings wouldn’t be THAT happy to see you. It’ll be one of the strongest bonds you’ve ever felt, however short-lived.

      Hun, it’s been real. It was good for me, too… [but I don’t smoke, so no special effect here]. But I’ll rant one last time before I split in my chiraqish ways: just when I thought we finally made concessions about your marching along and taking my medeb, you, darn-you, come stomping along to take over my calculus pulpit!! [Ere Tur f’ree ebakish!]

      -chiraq-

      On Film
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      By: Haile Gerima

      My romance with the stage began as a young man in Gonder, Ethiopia. My father, my strongest inspiration, is the great historian Abba Gerima Tafere of Gonder. He is the author of major historical works such as Gondere Begashaw, one of the most authoritative chronicles of anti-fascist uprisings during the Italian occupation of Ethiopia in World War II. His other book, Meyisaw Kasa, Yequaraw Anbessa is, in my view, one the most thoroughly researched book on the ascent to power and reign of Atse Tewodros.

      My father must have recognized the effectiveness of theater in popular dissemination of profound historical events. To bring the life and times of Atse Yohannes to the realm of common knowledge, Abba Gerima penned and staged the epic play, Yemekera Dewel. He also wrote and directed Yemaichew Torinet, a play about the local and international struggle to assert Ethiopian sovereignty during the last Italian occupation. I could easily say that by the time I reached adolescence, history and story telling was in my blood.

      Making films is but a higher level of storytelling.

      Growing up in Gonder, my schools offered me my earliest opportunity to participate in theater as playwright, actor and director. When our family moved to Jimma, I transferred to Miazia 27 High School where I continued to explore the theater. By the time I graduated from Schimelis Habte School in Addis Ababa, I was fully decided on my professional calling-- Theater.

      I was admitted to the Kine Tibeb or Creative Arts Center of Haile Selassie I University, studying under the Director of the Center, Ato Tesfaye Gessese. At the Center, I was able to raise my theatrical skills to new heights. I even won some prizes and gained recognition for my performances and finally, a scholarship. With one gigantic stride, I made it to Chicago on a two-year scholarship at the Goodman School of Drama. I graduated there with honors and joined UCLA School of Theater Arts in further pursuit of the vocation I had inherited from my father.

      During my years at UCLA, I discovered the power and magic of film craft from the production side. I took to the tools of film making like a child to a toy-heaven: the camera; miles and miles of film strips; the smell of the emulsions and columns of negatives hanging to dry; the science of light, color and shadow; the majesty of music scores and closets full of sound effects, the Steinbecks (editing machines) … I felt like I had been inducted in the house of sorcerers who command the true source of that magical beam of light that made cannons and guns thundered above sprawling plains; that conjured up horsemen by the thousands from distant lands and distant times to stampede out of the great big screen and into my Ethiopian soul.

      I knew then that I was destined to be a filmmaker, to tell my own stories to the world, to my own people.

      I always aspired to become my own father’s protégé. I had learned a great deal in my father’s theater troupe, both as a stagehand and actor. Above all, I learned the importance of storytelling and folklore in the civilization of a people. I still believe that history and storytelling captured on film is the most powerful tool to instill a sense of common destiny in and among any people.

      I also see film as the most effective means to bring about a broad understanding of Africa’s common issues – for strengthening solidarity on the continent. Only on the screen can a story come to life, to be reproduced, preserved and disseminated throughout society. People everywhere could see and hear the same magnificent drama and be affected in almost the same way regardless of language or literacy.

      I also feel that a nation without its own film industry and film culture is likely to remain stunted in its economic and cultural development. It surrenders its citizens to be perpetual captives of imported heroic icons. This realization weighs heavily on my shoulders as an independent filmmaker.

      To secure full control of content and dissemination, my wife, Sherikiana, and I have built a successful film production and distribution enterprise in Washington, D.C. Through our production company, Negodgwad, I was able to create Harvest 3000 Years, Sankofa and now, Adwa. Our distribution company, Mypheduh Films, I am proud to say, may be one of the largest source of African films in North America, with distribution rights to some 44 African feature films. Sankofa Video and Books is also our neighborhood outlet specializing in African and African American Videos.

      To familiarize the community, and guide our children on alternative entertainment and educational cinema, we have our non-profit affiliate, Positive Productions. Positive Productions is leading the campaign to get word of Adwa out to the whole world. To make sure that we produce more film making talent in the African and African American community, I teach at the film department of the Howard University School of Communication. My speaking engagements also keep me traveling throughout the US and the world.

      Besides the process of creating film itself, I have been gratified by the kind of community support I have enjoyed in the U.S. since I decided to distribute Sankofa independently. When commercial distributors refused to deal with our Sankofa, we rented a theater for one week and reached out to the community to come out and see it. Not only did the community come out, but it started rallying across the United States to make sure that everyone sees it.

      This phenomenal distribution strategy is being repeated again with Adwa, whereby the Ethiopian Community, with almost total unity has joined hands with the African, Caribbean and African American communities to put the word out.

      The Battle of Adwa, it seems, is repeating itself at the end of this century in a modern day kitet. I could make a movie of the ongoing campaign to publicize Adwa.

      Adwa will premiere in Washington DC on November 20.,

      http://www.adwa1896.com/

      Going Home…
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      By: S. Mulugeta

      I was all right on the plane. The interview had gone very well. Minutes after I climbed into the middle seat in the back of a Delta Shuttle, I started rifling through a magazine, but I couldn’t contain my excitement. I had to share it with someone.

      I looked at the diminutive man sitting next to me, looking a bit incongruous in his tuxedo. He stared at the newspaper headline on his lap, The Atlanta Constitution, which blared the Braves’ victory over the Mets. I had recognized Rep. John Lewis of Georgia as he rushed by me to make the shuttle to New York’s LaGuardia.

      “Hi, Congressman, how are you doing?”

      “Fine, how about you?” John Lewis replied in his gentle Southern droll.

      After ascertaining that he was on his way to an awards dinner honoring his historical role in the Civil Rights movement, I cut straight to what I wanted to talk about.

      “I was down here for an interview. I grew up in Ethiopia and I was talking to an organization that is considering sending me back as a teacher and consultant,” I said.

      I wanted to hear myself say it because I could hardly believe it. “That’s wonderful,” Lewis said. “I’ve been to Addis Ababa three times. I even met Haile Selassie.”

      Lewis was talking, but all I could focus on was the sudden, intense, pain gripping my neck.

      Lately, I’d noticed this about myself. I’ve always perceived myself to be a calm, rational person able to handle stress. But events in the past few months have threatened this perception. I’ve increasingly noticed that when I get anxious, I get physical pain, usually in the form of an agonizing neck pain. This time the source of my anxiety was clear. I was actually going back to the place I had left almost 20 years ago, a country I thought I had worked out of my system.

      My story is not unlike that of millions of Ethiopians whose lives were turned upside down. My father was a lieutenant in the Kibur Zebegna and took part in the Mengistu Newaye coup attempt. He survived that and three years in prison. His marriage didn’t.

      My mother raised me and my sister on a public school teacher’s salary. For the first seven years of my life, my life was one of a yemender lij, one of those happy little boys who meandered through a neighborhood full people who showered me with love.

      When my mother got a job with one of the international organizations in Addis, my life was catapulted into middle class life. We moved into a nicer neighborhood, bought a TV, even joined St. Joseph School in the seventh grade.

      To say that most influential person in my young life was my mother would be to state the obvious, but my mother was an extraordinarily strong woman who was obsessed with education. And that meant reading to her. After every trip to Merkato or Piasa, she would return laden with Amharic books.

      I devoured these books for years before finally attempting to cross into English. I remember one time when I told my mother that I couldn’t figure the meanings of the words in an English adventure book I was reading, she told me to underline the words I didn’t understand. In a few minutes, all but about three words were underlined.

      But I stuck with it and by the time I was in high school, I had read hundreds if not thousands of books on a wide array of subjects. I didn’t know it then, but it was perfect preparation for a life as a writer.

      Growing up in Addis Ababa, I eagerly read every local publication available. My favorite writer was Paulos Gnogno. But after the revolution the atmosphere for free expression deteriorated rapidly and I tuned out. I only listened to short-wave radio, read western books and paid no mind to the constantly blaring propaganda telling me to get excited about the latest bogus campaign against illiteracy, poverty or the rebels up north.

      In March 1980 when I left for New York with my family, I was sick of the atmosphere in Ethiopia and wanted to go as far away as possible.

      I thrived in America because I felt at home here. I was open, outgoing, eager for new opportunities and enthusiastic about the future. So was America. I fit in perfectly.

      But three years ago, the idea of going back home started germinating in my mind. It grew during my high school reunion where my classmates had shown up from across the US and Europe.

      There were about 70 of us in our class, and about half us had shown up at the reunion.

      Measured by education and professional advancement, most of my classmates had fulfilled their promise. They’re now engineers, doctors, scientists, and accountants. But instead of returning home, we’ve disappeared into the American mosaic, performing phenomenally in our adopted country, but constantly battling a gnawing doubt that more was expected of us. How do we reconcile our good fortune and success in America with the potential of what we could do in the homeland we left behind? Very few of us thought we’d stay outside our country for so long.

      ``First you say, ‘I will go back once I finish college,’ said one friend. “Then it’s graduate school or becoming senior enough at work. Before you know it you’re saying you will go back after retirement.” He added: "If you don’t come to terms with it, inhibits you from going as far forward in your life as you could. At the same time, [the Ethiopian] culture is moving away.’’

      Another classmate, a pediatrician, went back last summer to scout his prospects.

      ``I went to ask an official at the Ministry of Health about practicing there when he started berating me for my arrogance,’’ he said. ``He said, `you people come from America and you think you can take over. You have to follow the proper channels.’ Then he saw my name on a form I had filled out and his whole tone changed. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were (so and so’s) son? I will take care of everything.’ ’’

      After his trip, my classmate concluded his impact as an individual physician would be minimal. ``I had two options: open a practice and treat those who could afford to pay so I can survive financially or treat those who need help but can’t pay and go bankrupt,’’ he said. ``The need is so great for the poor, I felt I couldn’t make much of a difference as an individual. I needed some institutional backers.’’

      So he’s now back in the US with plans to work within a humanitarian organization, private institutions or foundations, with an eye to bringing large-scale medical help to Ethiopia.

      In pursuit of that goal, my friend is now studying for a master’s degree in public health so he can gain expertise in health administration. Earlier this year, he sold his home in the suburbs of Atlanta and moved to Washington, DC to study for his master’s degree.

      As for myself, I’ve been making my way in corporate America since graduating from college, working as a reporter for some of the nation’s biggest newspapers. Even as I covered fascinating stories in New York and Boston, and even while on foreign assignments in Africa, I never stopped my longing to do something having to do with Ethiopia.

      As I became more entrenched in my life here in the US, with a wife and a young son, the idea of returning to Ethiopia was fading fast. Then, during a conversation with a friend a few months ago, an idea crystallized. Why not take a leave of absence? It was then that I contacted the organization in Washington, D.C.

      The day after my return from Washington, the pain in the neck was gone.

      A day after that, I got a phone call from the woman who interviewed me.

      “Congratulations,” she said. “You’re in.”

      After 20 years, I’m going home.

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Direct Amharic-to English Sayings to Avoid…

      10. The cold hit me on my back. .

      9. I hope death doesn’t take me before i eat your wedding.

      8. Standing up from the ground, he wanted me matter.

      7. She grew up to be full of standing up matter.

      6. You were one fruit girl then…

      5. As a kid, you used to dry my heart talking incessantly.

      4. May my mouth be cut if I am not telling the truth.

      3. Went to the funeral just to have my forehead hit.

      2. Please get picked by a photo and send me one by air…

      …and the number one Amharic-to-English translation to avoid…

      1. Until we meet by the meat of the eye, wait for me well.

      Digital Coffee
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      Nemo Semret

      On Beijing’s fashionable Jian Guo Men Wai Avenue, yuppies drink coffee from Seattle.. As you know, coffee doesn’t grow anywhere near Seattle. Coffee grows in Brazil, Colombia, Uganda, Ethiopia, etc., and other places where, generally, the men play soccer better than the women. Coffee produced by Ethiopia is processed and sold to China by Starbucks. This is the global economy. It is a beautiful thing, imagine the human chain: the farmer in Sidamo, the truck driver, the import-export guys in Addis, the international traders, the marketing people in Seatle, all working together in harmony to produce that espresso in the hand of the ex-Tianenmen-demonstrator-turned-yuppie’s hand in Beijing.

      What’s wrong with that? To put it bluntly, the guy in Sidamo is getting shafted big time. As Ross Perot would say, take a look at this here chart 
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      showing the commodity market price of coffee, and the price of Starbucks stock (SBUX). If you had bought $1 worth of coffee in August 1993 (about 1.3 pounds), and somehow miraculously preserved the freshness and held on to it for six years, it would now be worth $1.30 in 1999. If you had bought $1 of Starbucks shares, they would be worth $6.00 in 1999.

      Ok, financial types will jump on me saying that the stock price reflects the expected future production of Starbucks, so a fairer comparison would be of annual sales. Well, Starbucks annual sales went from 0 to $1.6 billion, while the Ethiopian coffee production has been chugging along at a couple of hundred million dollars a year. You get the point. Basically, Starbucks’ revenues grows when they find ways to make more people fork over $3.50 for a latte (what is that? … surely more than $100 a pound), while Ethiopia’s coffee revenues grow when there’s bad weather in Brazil.

      Now the only part of the coffee process on which I’m an expert is the imbibing. But even I can see that at the end of the chain it’s $100 a pound, while on the commodity markets it’s $1 a pound, and the grower probably gets $0.10. At least $99 is left somewhere on the road from Jimma to Moscow, and I suspect a good chunk is in Seattle.

      Common sense says that, of all the people in that value chain, the grower who plants and harvests, understands the soil, the rain patterns, has hundreds of years of experience handed down from generation to generation, that person is not the least valuable in the chain. Surely the grower contributed more than 1% to the joy of your cup of Java.

      Disintermediation or dissed by intermediaries?

      So, as a responsible world citizen with Internet access, we must ask ourselves what’s going on. This Information Age thing was supposed to be the golden opportunity for the so-called third world to leapfrog into “development”. Even though, as Fela would say, “we are no third world, we have always been first”… but I digress. The great force of information technology was to allow us to benefit from “disintermediation”, the elimination of middle-men. Disintermediation is what gives you better deals on airline tickets, lower commissions for trading on the stockmarket, etc. Basically, anybody who is in the business of making a profit on you just because they have information that you don’t (e.g. the travel agent on the cheapest fare, the stock broker on the best asking price for a share of SBUX), is going the way of the dinosaurs. One can longer simply hoard information. To survive in the new economy, the intermediaries have to actually provide a valuable service, like give advice in the above examples.

      So, in the case of coffee, who are the intermediaries eating the growers lunch? Is it the commodity markets? If so, we can imagine an internet-based global network of alternative markets for coffee. They can maybe get $10 a pound back to the grower. But what about the remaining $90?

      Is it in the preparation and service? Now, we all know that the good ol’ machiato at any old Addis Abeba cafe, beats the pants out of a doppio-ice-frappucino in a plastic cup, no matter if it’s tall or grande. We not only grow the stuff, we know how to make a mean brew and serve it, traditional style, machiatto, you name it.

      So what’s going on? The coffee industry is usually second only to the oil industry in value. Over 25 million people around the world earn their living from coffee. So Ethiopia should be in a position similar to Saudi Arabia’s.

      The old fashioned way to get there would be to form a cartel of producers, create a shortage, and then raise the prices. Can you imagine? Without coffee, students unable to stay up late cramming would fail exams, research would fall behind as scientists around the world dozed-off during seminars, culture wither as writers’s and artists’ inspiration dried up. Faced with nothing less than the end of civilization, the rich world would cave in and pay the poor farmers their due, coffee prices would go through the roof, and the streets of Jimma would be paved with gold. It worked for oil! But there is a difference. There’s a naturally fixed amount of oil to be extracted from the ground, so it’s easy to get the producers to work together. For coffee, shortage wouldn’t work because other producers can jump into the game if the profits are high enough. Plus even if it did work, it would be just as immoral as the current situation.

      So what is the solution? I don’t know. All I know is that most of the value of Starbucks coffee is in information. You heard it here first: Coffee is becoming information (one might say that drinking espresso makes you wired in more ways than one). It’s all about creating a brand, managing the consumer experience. When you walk into a Starbucks, everything from the color of the walls to the background music is part of an orchestrated scheme to put you in the mood pay $100 a pound for coffee.

      By eliminating the oppressive power of people who deny information to others, the information revolution can make the world a better place. But naive techno-utopians of the world must think again. The flip-side is that this revolution gives more power to people who create new value out of information. And the power comes, not in a trickle, but in an avalanche. The best basketball player is a million times more famous than the second best player. If you make software that’s 10% better than your competitor’s (say it has some slightly more user-friendly feature), you don’t just get 10% more market share, you get 99% of the market. And better does not even necessarily mean the product in the traditional sense performs better, it could be bad software that is really good at getting to the customer. Similarly, when you produce coffee, it doesn’t matter if you put in 90% of the labor, the guy with the nice logo will get 99% of the revenue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            EIGHT

          

          
            The Arts issue - December 1999

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      SELEDA Salutes the Arts

      The Arts issue

      December, 1999

      Editors’ note

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Welcome to our Arts and Music issue! Since we are still bloated from massive intakes of turkey and yeshimbira assa, (not a good combination… despite what some "Marta Semret"s might tell you!) we will make this short, but not necessarily sweet.

      We were pleasantly surprised… well, stupefied really, at the vast array of Ethiopians in the Arts, and we were like Democrats at a convention in Las Vegas… hey, sine s’rat! … we were like kids in a candy store in trying to cover as wide a variety of issues as possible: art, film, music, architecture, language… (We are still suspicious about the parade of buxom beauties that was seen waltzing in and out of SELEDA upper management offices… “performance artists”? Well, we never! Qisfet… abet Qisfet!

      The point being, we are mighty proud of this, the first “feature” issue of SELEDA, and are hard at work on the next feature, our “Home” issue. (When ideas rain… oy, it is a virtual gorf!) Meanwhile, we hope you find this a worthwhile literary venture, enough to dip your toes in. (Hey, cute toes.)

      Last month, we introduced SELEDA Interactive and… ye-TiQil Ashker!! Submissions for Top Ten Differences between Bole and Arada People was… well, we wished we had an X-rated version of SELEDA (? Semayawi SELEDA?) to include most of the great entries. Alas, we have to adhere to the very flexible piety of upper management, and so were forced to put in only those entries that would not Tim mabrer. Thank you for all of you who participated, and thank you to those who thought about thinking about participating.

      You, of course, know what’s coming next…so emboldened were we by the encouraging signs that SELEDA Interactive is actually a viable experiment and not just another felonious phenomenon concocted by shiftless editors who want the readers to do all the work, that we want to repeat the song and dance.

      Ehem…

      The January issue, al’yas henceforth known as the “Home” issue, will include a SELEDA Survey (a round-up of opinions) entitled, “What I Miss most about Home…”. Your mission, dear readers, if you choose to accept, is to send us a paragraph reflecting this sentiment.

      Of course, still wrapped tight with abesha yelugnta, we thought we should not masCHeger you. However, that would mean we would have to ask our friends to participate, and well, their answer would be a variation of the following: “Ooooh! What I miss about Ethiopia? The [choose one: pasti, cake, gellati] of [choose one: Sodere, Langano, Hilton.]” You see what we mean?… Uninspired. So, we’ll depend on you.

      Therefore, one paragraph… iTir, miTin about what you miss most about Ethiopia. Please send in submissions to editors@seleda.com by December 19. Include your name and where you hail from, and other details about yourself that you think we should know.

      Let’s see… we are still burping cranberry sauce, and the QunTan from an entirely overdone Thanksgiving celebration is playing havoc with our thought process…What else do we need to tell you… Ah, what’s new at SELEDA…

      You will be delighted to know that Amharic poems included in Life Diaries are presented to you in actual fidel! Yes, no more squinting at your monitor and cursing us for making you read Amharic phonetically. (Yes, but we are sure you can find other things to curse us for.) Special thanks go to our friends Metchal Zebergha and Daniel Yacob for their superb work in accommodating our “endezi… endezia… wedih… wedia” requests to make this possible. They tried to tell us how we too can do this, but eventually, even they lost patience with questions such as “…and what did you say HTML stands for again?” (Go to http://libeth.netpedia.net/Zobel/) for more information about making “**fidel**s appear magically”.)

      Also new, and hopefully as exciting, is SELEDA CHilot, a forum where two people air grievances… just like a Qebele fird shengo , except we will try not to imprison you if you don’t agree with one point of view or another (try being the operative word here…). We hope you like.

      And finally, say hello to the SELEDA Profile. Since not all people we ask politely to write for us clamor to their keyboards and jump up and down in delusion, we have been forced to create something a little more inciting to lure them into our pages… sans us offering them virgins as bribes, seeing that… well, no need to elucidate…We are grateful to filmmaker Yemane Demissie for bravely going where no man has gone before and agreeing to be the first… vict…interviewee.

      OK. That’s all the creativity we could muster on full stomachs. Jeepers! We just realized that the next time we talk to you, we will be hung over from Millennia Mania… We guess we should part with meaningful words, but somehow “Send us Alka Seltzer!” seems a tad… déclassé. Hold it. We hear leftover leg o’ lamb callin’ out our name… (Abet?…U! MeTan!)

      Happy New Year! And for those of you celebrating ye ferenjie Gena, merry, merry. May the Holiday Season bring you joy and happiness.

      We will see you in January!

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      The mail
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      There is a trend we are noticing in the SELEDA mail these days, a trend that has gotten even the staunchest cynic amongst us to huddle in a corner and weep… well, not really huddle… and not really weep, but just try to imagine Prada totting editors being touched. The trend being that there is a particular wave of erudite people making poignant points about our pages. Like real letters… as if we are real editors. Yikes and aybelew!

      Don’t get us wrong, we are ayn yaweTu freelance freeloaders, so we are shamelessly sanguine with masquerading as people who deserve to be in the same league as them fancy, trendy magazines with them smelly perfumed pages.

      Quick! To the November mail before someone around here gets any scratch-‘n-sniff ideas.

      A lot of you on the ascetically prudish side of the cyber equation sang the praises of the new SELEDA look, among our favorite being Fasil D. Damte’s verbal gyration. “… At last! SELEDA has finally arrived. Although content-wise you all were superior, we “computer types” used to wince at the K-Mart-ish look of early SELEDA editions. Your upper management people, besides being deviously talented at padding their expense reports, must have finally sprang for a decent web master. We are pleased.”

      Ah. Correction. Upper management did not spring for a new web master… What? And let that cut into their “Cooking Class Part VII: Fun with Light Vietnamese Cuisine” budget? No. That would mean too much free time on their hands. The truth is, the bashful and effortlessly corruptible SELEDA Computer Mafioso, eagerly headed by the Godfather Abiy “Erso belugn!” Desta, has lately been inspired way beyond the call of duty. We don’t care what brought this on… we don’t wanna know the details, we are just grateful. And we have been ordered to call him Web Massa Abiy.

      But there are, (surprise, surprise) smarmy people even among “computer people” as evidenced by this email from an S. Engeda. “Bravo! Does [the new SELEDA look] mean that I can take down my ‘This way to computer civilization’ sign I had erected in SELEDA.com’s honor…? Seriously, clear, simple graphics. Next thing you know, I will actually read what is inside these pages. I kid you. I love SELEDA.”

      We, of course, have a policy of never kidding a kidder. That’s why we have taken down our “This way to unkempt, molaCHa, computer knave’s den. Check your social life at the door” sign. But since we seriously love you back, we don’t want you to dismantle the last, er, erect thing in your room. So let the sign live.

      Now, really. Was that necessary? Hold on, we gotta run to catch up with our runaway wuqabi…

      Moving right along, Nemo Semret’s article on the intricacies of coffee marketing in SELEDA Bawza led us to the disconcerting conclusion that there are entirely too many MBA’s floating around to do anyone any good.

      From Eskindir Assefa: “It appears that, from the article on coffee, that Ethiopia would be better off getting out of the coffee growing business and get into the coffee distribution (marketing) end. So what is stopping us if it is that clear and simple? Somewhere in the $100 per pound end-of-chain price, is the cost of capital (risk/reward) the cost of labor (at the distribution end), and the higher cost of living in the US. I am an Ethiopian and I am also concerned. But, maybe we should lead the dialogue into how we can get the Ethiopian GDP to grow rather than focus on the price of coffee to the Sidamo farmer (which is probably the intent of this very well written article). Apparently, the world does not value green, unwashed, raw coffee. It appears the world (whether in Seattle or in Beijing) values more the ability to order a foaming, custom made latte, and be able to sip it while talking to a colleague or a friend on your cell phone. Yes, the$100 per pound price reflects convenience and customized choice. Maybe we should get into that business.”

      Uhhhh… Hell, yes! Zeraf! Give us chaise lounges, and World Beat music in a Starbucks in Merkato, or give us death…Ah, hell. Give us another foaming latte as we try to decipher what GDP is.

      And another spit-n-polish on the Nemo-mobile from Azeb Sahlu: “Thank you for the SELEDA Bawza on coffee marketing. The author brilliantly assesses how perhaps we should shed our collective identity as a ‘poor Sidamo coffee grower’, and maybe focus more on aspects of marketing that other third world coffee growers seem to have understood. At a gourmet coffee market in downtown San Francisco, a pound of something called El Primo Estancia coffee (from El Salvador) sells for $21.50 a pound. Why? It is from a “private Estancia” … Yep. Coffee as wine. You have your Chateau Margaux, and then the Estancia Reserve. 1998. Belew!”

      Hmmmmm. Make that a foaming, Black Label, 1970, Dark Roasted, Casa del Fuiego, Ye- Balambarass Gwaro Private Reserve Latte. (Well, at least all the lawyers are still safely slithering under their rocks.)

      People who love people loved the November Diarist, among them Ali Mussa, SELEDA’s own couleur de rose. “… May I gently point out to the gentleman diarist that he failed to address the point that our arriviste sister did finally connect to back home through history and literature, not through some sickeningly skeletal “incident?” (A politicized abesha music event? At Meskerem in between thick gurshas of kitfo?) Well done.”

      Ali, we flung that fact at the “gentleman diarist” and his response was swift, insolent and apoplectic. “I am no gentleman!” he howled in indignation. Well, now!

      “Is it me or are the Life Diaries getting longer and longer,” inquires our observant friend and SELEDA kristina enat Sofanit. “It is costing me an arm and two legs (chewed, not stirred) to read Diaries from the United Arab Emirates. Thought you would like to know that a lot of us who travel in arriviste circles caught on to the subtle yet profound literary tie-in. “Fiqir Eske Meqabir” alliteration with class politics?? My, my. Put another Kassa Tessema CD in the Range Rover, and rock on. I loved it.”

      Aha. A scurrilous attempt by Sofanit to charm us into paying for her Internet connection. As the SELEDA motto goes, “You can never be too thin or too paranoid.” We are not biting. Take two GDP’s and call us in the morning.

      Meanwhile back at the ranch, there is a ferenjie in our midst… Ehem. On the SELEDA Backpage about duplicitous arriviste circle frequenters, Joe Ciuffini writes: “Love this on-line publication! Especially raved over the Backpage in the November issue… ! The author has captured so well my new word for this ‘indignation’: ‘Diasporation’…Thanks, J.C. (one of the ancient Peace Corps volunteers who came to believe that Harrar is/was the best place on earth. )”

      Talk about “yazz, yazz TebeQ argen…”!

      But just as we cautiously peek our heads out from our well-fortified “Ferenjie alert” barracks, he sneaks in this request…(And you say there is no such thing as a free lunch, free long distance or free compliment?) “P.S. Some of the Amharic I can understand, but some not. Is it possible to have a brief ‘glossary’ or “Amharic used in this issue” section for those of us who are ‘BaAmarinia challenged’?”

      Joe, Joe, Joe. Because we here at SELEDA are (may we?) well “diasporized” Ethiopians, we will assume that your request is not a… clandestine, sir yesedede effort to spread American propaganda and hypnotize God-fearing SELEDA readers into accepting American hegemony? Huh? Huh? (Because that would be encroaching on SELEDA upper management duties.) However, Yosef, despite our tendency to… beqa, be all silly putty in the hands of anyone who verbally bludgeons us with sweet words about Harrar, gotta tell ya, the ‘glossary’ idea has to be shelved until some… ok, a lot of the SELEDA staff can come up with “deniability” clauses that they too oft consult “the Secret Glossary” in the SELEDA Vault. Now don’t go telling this to the G-men during your next debriefing.

      Speaking of clauses, we are this close to reinforcing the “No whining clause” that had served us so well before we started on the silly egalitarian kick we are on…

      A very ticked off and a very irascible Dejen Yemane fired off this email at us that has us convalescing at the “Oh fer Pete’s sake!” ward. “It is always a pleasure to support people who are doing the right thing, especially when they are impowering [sic] a nation. I want to give you the editors and writers of SELEDA an advice that will allow them to stay on this focus.”

      Hey, we thought, the gullible and jil negeroCH that we are. We love advice. We love anything that has to do with power. What can possibly go wrong? Ha! Watch as he sticks the Tor in…: “The pedantic style of writing must stop. I don’t know anyone on this earth that talks the way you wright…[sic] Hey, anyone can sit down with a thesaurus, and be just as pretentious. So, who do you think will benefit from this: are you writing to impress people, or are you interested in impowering them? That’s why I have stopped reading your articles: I DO NOT GET ANYTHING OUT OF IT! To be honest, I have read your articles maybe once, or twice, a few months back, and it still has not changed. Ok, ok we are impressed with your English, but write like a true writer.”

      Fine. If that’ll impower you, darlin’, we will. After all, we live to empress.

      Dang! All we want is a l’il love, a l’il “Hey babe, you wanna sit down with a thesaurus with me?” But, nooooooo.

      And then, as if we are not on the brink of oblivion anyway, here comes M. A. in New York with the push that has us pummeling down the “Bash SELEDA” sinkhole. “Just wanted to tell you why we don’t read SELEDA anymore. Frankly, the Amharic is a great hindrance. You have great command of it, but it almost feels like you are flaunting it. I often find myself spending too much time trying to understand words that may or may not enhance a sentence. What is the audience you are trying to reach? Judging from the nuance and command of your English, I assume it is someone like me. This should not be chore to read, but since I don’t understand some/all of it, I have ceased logging on. Good luck.”

      What is this? Has SELEDA become a “Pouty ‘R Us” group therapy/self help cyber-adarash? Are we doomed to the thankless task of impowering all types of dictionary hating, demonic cults? What? Now we have to deal with the neurosis of the Hyphenated Ethiopians? (That would be encroaching on Peace Corp duties.) Ay-ay-ay! OK, foQeQ belu, and make room for one more on the Clue Bus heading north to the “Dream On” fayrmata. No, we won’t dumb down the Amharic. But, as soon as we start catering to the “hackneyed, Tsere-hizb, cerebral transgressors” demographics, we will make sure to appoint M.A. Chief of Protocol. Until then, read on. Or should we say, cease on.

      Tew chalew hode….

      But, you know, there is always someone out there to break our free fall into the sinkhole, and November’s SELEDA teklil goes to none other than Befekadu, our igzayir yeTalelelin parachute. He writes: “What can I say? It’s 7 in the morning, and I’m still up trying to decide if I should go to the lab or take a three-hour nap before going to my class at 11. Little did I know that checking my e-mail would denude me of free will and keep me glued to my monitor for another 40 minutes, laughing hysterically, sometimes screaming, cussing, doing everything a normal person wouldn’t be doing at 7 on a Monday morning. But then again, what a perfect way to start another painful 6.004 lab…kicking and screaming. Much props to all you SELEDA peeps. You only keep getting better…it’s scary to think where you’ll be two years from now.” Now, this… this is what we call a balm for hurt feelings.

      But he continues: “By the way, I love your new design. It’s very nea…as in neat, definitely 1, 2 & 3 wozete. And one more thing, the article under Jebdu reads “Merisaw Kasa, Yequaraw Anbessa” on line 6. I believe it should be “Meyisaw Kasa…” Don’t call me a cynic…I expect nothing short of perfection from you guys.”

      Air… we need air.

      Befekadu, you are dead right about it being “Meyisaw Kasa”! Thank you for pointing it out, and we did correct it. May we tell you how stunned and electrified we are by the intellect pulsating through the veins of some SELEDA readers? And… ehem, Bef, you wanna show us your thesaurus and we’ll show you ours… Call us.

      There are, we have sadly noted, some of you out there who are strict observers of a Tsom we are not aware of that apparently forbids consumption of anything ironic or sarcastic. Hey, who are we to condemn? We drank skim milk lattes all throughout the Filseta Tsom and could not understand why it annoyed, what we here in the Sanctum call, the fuddy-duddies.

      To each his/her own, but Araya Amsalu from Cincinnati, … eeeeeeh. We are no doctors, but maybe a little dose of irony here and there… in pill form…His letter reads in part: “I love SELEDA. It is fun as well as qumneger. Two things made me to write: your article on going home and your ferenjnet. I am one of those who have been contemplating about going home a lot. Unlike most of your writers I went to a Public School, got my first degree from AAU and worked for 3 years in Ethiopia before coming here in 1991. Thus cut me some slack if I do not fit in your mold of an Americanized Ethiopian who is trying to re-Ethiopianize. First I said I wanted to go back after finishing my Masters, then I justified it saying I will be more useful if I finish my Ph.D. Now the story is some financial safety net for my family….” [We’ll interrupt here to tell everyone that we are not all from private, estimable, high quality high schools. There are some in our midst who went to St. Joseph. Yes, it’s affirmative action… yes, it’s being quota-ish… but, they gotta fall somewhere.]

      But back to Araya. “The second point: I see most of your writers seem to have had only peripheral contacts with their Ethiopian environ while they were there. How else could you explain qulubi mikael!! If you ever start an Amharic page on SELEDA, I would be happy to help.”

      Hmm. We think we’ve got a perfect playmate for M.A.

      How do we explain Qulubi Mikael? Sheesh. Every one of US knows that to recklessly invoke the name of the REAL Qulubi G-man (besme-ab, besme-ab), without the requisite bleeding knees and gnarled fingers holding onto some miskeen ye-silet madresha QuniCHa, is to incur good old G’s legendary wrath_. Kira-rai s’wo …adinene kemeatu sewirene_… Thanks, but no thanks – we’ll stick with our farcical (but infinitely safer) Qulubi Mike.

      Thankfully, we find solace in the impishness of readers such as Kebede Daniel Gashaw. “I visited your web site for the first time and found your publication a great pleasure to read. I enjoyed the contents such as My Story, Life Diaries, Bawza, Jebdu etc.” (Uh! CHewa sew yigdelen.) “Congratulations for a witty, sarcastic, humorous and concise but effective publication. By the way, your e-mail link on the Editors Note page (editors@seleda.com) is broken. May the powers of ye Qulubbeew Mikael help restore it.”

      Kebe… na esti… Tega bel.

      We have voted our give-and-take with our friend Iskender Tezera the strangest conversation we have ever had next to that l’il… tête-à-tête we recently thought we had with a person who looked like Aristotle, but sounded like Her Divine-ness, Kiburitwa Hanna Shenkute… (it was a long day, and dry Martinis on an empty stomach did not seem like a bad idea…)

      Part One: Dear SELEDA, I have been a regular reader of SELEDA ever since its inception. At first, it was exiting to read about my fellow Ethiopian-American, but lately I have been getting the impression that most of these articles/diaries are regularly written by one or more of the same people. Now, I may be wrong and I have been known to be way-way wrong quite often, in fact several times a day. But, I still think this time I may [be] right on the mark…Otherwise, you folks are doing a great job.

      And finally, here is a bit of wisdom from someone who claims to understand the dynamics of this medium: [Gee whiz, more advice…]:

      1. Twelve issues a year is not enough. This is not a print medium… It is electronics, baby. The only reason it would take 30 days between two issues is only if all the writing is done by few staff members. Is it? Say it ain’t so.

      2. Today, the name of the game is this. You take someone’s original idea and add some more features to it, i.e. re-packing the same crap, but making sure that you get more of it out there. Get it? So, what I am really saying is that if you do not grow, and grow fast, soon you will be run over by others.

      Cheers and keep up the good work."

      Hubba, hubba… Do we sense another MBA flittering around aimlessly?

      We responded:

      Iskew: (we might be tyrannical beasts, but we are tyrannical beasts with hearts of gold. So, we make nice to everyone.)

      Yekebere selamta. We think we are flattered by your conclusion that a few of us have written all seven issues of SELEDA. Ere aygebam (aww! shucks.) So we scoured through past issues… could Awrais and Gelawdios and Tewodros and Biruk (all past diarist) be the same person?? Could Makeda and Tirseet and Rahel and Haeran be the same SELEDA sergogeb multiple personality editor? If only, Iskindir. Note from the editors sets the tone (that smarmy, shul-aff, content-free segment) and after that we hope we have managed to bring you personal stories about Ethiopians in the Diaspora connecting to our parents, our history, our home. We’ve tried to do a little career stuff through Corporate Arbegna, and tried to highlight Ethiopians in different fields in Jebdu … We thought we WERE getting a diverse scope of people to write (filmmakers to researchers; academics to policy wonks; attorneys to financiers). However, if they all sound alike, maybe we are not trying hard enough. And we will try harder…you are right… most of us went to the same schools in Addis, and we carry on the same style. So, we owe you one for pointing that out. [Wow. We are nice!]

      
        	As for being “run over” … bemin idilachin? SELEDA is purely experimental. If it inspires others to offer ETs an alternative literary based ‘zine devoid of politics, then we will foQeQ malet happily. We’re doing this because it’s fun, and we’re learning that there are a lot of us out there who want to connect to home sans politics. It is not a business venture, not a bully-pulpit… it is just a l’il fun ‘zine. When it stops being that, and the minute we start taking ourselves seriously, is when we’ll fold.

        	TWELVE ISSUES IS NOT ENOUGH??? Iskew… minew bakih? You realize we all have jobs that require us to… um… work an’ stuff. We would love to work on this full time, but… y’know that rent thing. However, if a lot more of you contribute, and we don’t spend half the month trying to secure writers from our own pool of friends, then (hint! hint!) we would be happy to expand SELEDA to weekly, hell a daily operation. Do you realize how hard it is to get writers to agree to write…and on DEADLINE?? How long has it been since you left Ethiopia???

      

      Can’t tell you how much we enjoyed your letter. We hope you, too, shall one day jump on board. Until then, keep us posted on our progress! :-)

      [Note use of smiley face… Note our courteous yet not unapproachable demeanor… we are tellin’ ya, next venture, SELEDA Charm School.]

      We went skipping on with our lives thinking that Iskew probably did the same. No big woop. Not! Kaplink! Another email…

      "Dear SELEDA, Thank you for a prompt response to my letter. Do you acknowledge all letters or just the ones that you think are worthwhile? Gash! I hope I didn’t touch a nerve or something. But, I am glad that I did get your attention by being slightly offensive. God! People are so predictable it is killing me. Anyway, after a quick and careful summary of all the articles, letters and stories presented by SELEDA, I have come to conclusion that, once again, I have gravely erred and I would like to offer my sincere apologies to all the people that have worked long and hard to make SELEDA a unique experience for all of us. As for you inquiry “How long has it been since you left Ethiopia???” What I really want to say is this: It is not any of your business!! But, I won’t.

      Humbly yours,

      Iskender Tezera

      P.S. For the record, I left Ethiopia in August 1982."

      Since we are so predictable, we wonder if Iskew knows what we thought about his letter. (What we should do is enroll him in the “How to be properly offensive” class we give twice daily…, but, that’s none of our business.) Who is it who said of Dickens’ Little Emily “It is hard not to laugh”? Ok, ok. We’ll pick on someone our own size.

      And finally, as we close yet another mail doniya, we look to Alem Mekuria to recalibrate our sense of … our sense of… hmm… we have no sense of anything.

      “I don’t know who you people are, but I owe a big one to a friend who forwarded me your URL. It’s been a long time coming. It’s lonely being an Ethiopian Marine Biologist in Tallahassee. Damn sea urchins! They can’t understand why it is that I whisper “Enday!” every time I trip on my gear. Thank you for bringing back sweet memories of home. I have read everything in the archives, and I wait… wait… and wait… under the Florida sun for another issue of SELEDA. Gratefully, Alem.”

      Alem, Alemewa… Thank you. The only things our friends send us are bad vibes and instructions on how to use their home enema machines. May SELEDA printouts protect you from the Terra-ra Florida sun.

      The pain pills we took are wearing off so we have to get going. Year 2000 mailbox, we hope, will continue to challenge and engage us. We are delighted that so many of you take the time to write to us, honored that you…ahhh, come here, you! We love you, man!!

      May the New Year bless us all. Keep us in your emails.

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      On Spirituality and Art
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      By: Yisehak F-Sellassie
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      Labor of love

      I was born in 1964 in Addis Abeba, Ethiopia, to my father Dejazmach Firker-Sellassie Habte-Mariam and mother, Princess Edjigayehu Asfaw-Wossen. Yet perhaps the greatest influence in my early life was my grandmother, Princess Welete-Israel Seyoum, a devout Christian who loved to paint from Biblical themes.

      Some of my earliest memories are of my visits as a young boy to my grandmother’s home. It was like stepping into another world; I recall one time when she was actually painting, standing on a step stool before a huge canvas. That image had left a profound impression on me. Indeed, no visitor would be left in any doubt about her love for God, which was evidenced in her serenity and devotional life, and was boldly revealed in her graceful depictions of Jesus Christ and many of the saints. There is no doubt that I have not only inherited her vision and inspiration but also share her deep love for God and His Word.

      The contribution she made to the churches was very highly regarded by the Orthodox priests. Her paintings would be displayed in the bringing out of the Tabot (a symbol of the Ark of the Covenant) and in religious processions. My grandmother, who was self-taught in Art, had her own unique style of painting. Hers is a continuation of the tradition of Ethiopian heritage in art. Her awareness and blessing of my God-given talent, apparent at a very young age, was reinforced by her words of encouragement in a letter advising me: “not to forsake the work of my hands in Art.” This had an influence in my decision to enroll in an art school (I eventually attended the Rhode Island School of Design, RISD.)

      "In all thy ways acknowledge Him, and

      He shall direct thy paths" (Proverbs 3:6)
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      Rahab

      In each of my paintings, I am conscious of the Lord’s guidance and direction. Divine inspiration played a big part in my painting, “Rahab”. It was not until after I completed the composition, working the form, gesture, and colors, that the name of the piece and content of the story were revealed. In a moment of deep contemplation, the single word “Rahab’” came to light. Then, at that moment, the entire painting became alive! It had a purposeful meaning, a story, a personality. The essence of this painting is found in Psalm 51:17: “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.”

      An earlier work, not shown here, is that of a 50’ X 10’ mural that was commissioned by a San Francisco church in 1997. The vision was to depict the time-zones with distinctive persons from 24 different ethnic backgrounds. It took nine months to complete, and it was during the time that my wife, Asqual, carried our daughter Edjigayehu; her birth coincided with the completion of this project. It was a representation of people from all over the world, “every nation every tribe and every tongue,” portrayed as a gathering of Angels Worshipping in the Sanctuary, before the very presence and the Glory of Almighty God, wearing their national costumes.
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      Earthen Vessel

      “Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore, get wisdom, and with all thy getting, get understanding.” (Proverbs 4:7) This guiding principle is borne out in the work seen here entitled “Earthen Vessel.” It illustrates the modern day believers’ quest for divine revelation by illustrating our Lord’s response to the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 12:47). The background depicts the Queen of Sheba, who traveled a long and arduous journey, but returned home with a heart filled with the wisdom and love of God.
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      Bathsheba, the Wife of Uriah

      All the elements of the Old Testament story of a lustful and murderous King David are depicted in a very different, yet no less inspired work, entitled “Bathsheba, the Wife of Uriah.” Reflected in the blazing eyes of an otherwise abstract face is the plight of the victim, a faithful husband and honorable soldier, mercilessly sent to his death. Look carefully and you will see the outside of Uriah’s house where he slept, rather than take advantage over his comrades, who were away at battle. In the foreground courtyard a door remains ajar, ominously pointing to the visit of the prophet Nathan, whilst an innocent lamb symbolizes the selfishness and ultimate condemnation of the king. (2 Samuel 11&12)

      There are several questions that I feel every artist must keep in mind: Shall one receive for his own and not give thanks and acknowledge the Giver? Or take credit for what he has yet to understand? Indeed, does the understanding to show forth and tell actually derive from one’s self? In fact, the age-old question remains: What is wisdom, and where is its dwelling place?

      I must add that this project comes shortly after I received a word of prophecy from a man of God in the Church. It went like this: “You shall look at what you do and wonder: From where did it come? And the Lord says to you, it came from Him. The source is Him! Look to Him! He gives you new insight, new talent, new ability. You have wondered at times: Where is my place? The Lord says to you, the position of a court painter is vital to God. And you have wondered, where is the vitality of this work? It is important in the expression, in the symbolism, and the presentation of His Spirit. As you paint and as you design, the Spirit of the Lord shall be upon it, and the Anointing shall be upon all the work. As people gaze upon that work, they will feel the presence of the most high God. They shall see the purpose, they shall see the Anointing and they shall be changed by the Spirit of His power, by the Spirit of His Anointing. God has called you to a high office; some would denigrate it, but it is not one to be denigrated. It is to be uplifted, for your talent and ability is of the Lord! God has spoken things within your spirit and you have wondered: How, God? He will show and reveal it to you, unfold it as a scroll unfurls. And you will stand in amazement, for it was there all along. It was always there before you, but now the clarity is there.”

      For more samples of Yisehak’s go to: http://www.artwork.faithweb.com

      On Making Furniture…
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      On Making Furniture…

      By Jomo Tariku

      So what does it take to design a berCHuma or any other furniture piece? Hmmm?

      Well it all starts with an idea and cup of Café Latte. Don’t forget the Latte. It is the juice of creativity. Got to get the buzz, man! First you have to find a place that enhances your mood. If you are a starving designer or artist like me, the best place is Border’s Bookstore and Cafe.

      Why? Well, here is the 411 or the 10-10-321:

      1. Free coffee after drinking your 10th 16oz. Latte.

      2. Browse the books you can’t afford to buy (eat your heart out Kuraz Bookstore).

      3. Interesting or annoying crowd, depending at what time of the day you show up.

      4. A table that is not level—helps in designing something new as you rock back and forth.

      5. Free, weird music sampling.

      6. Cheesecake that looks good but might rob you of your coffee money and the loose change you hid in your shoes.

      7. A better looking place than your home studio, office, bedroom….

      I have made it a habit of visiting bookstores and using them as a resource and a hang out. Books on art, design, architecture and history inspire me to find solutions when I run into a mental block. No need to reinvent the wheel if somebody has already done it. Maybe all I have to do is put a different spin on an idea to create a new piece. So the first thing I do is get the research part out of the way. Then I start sketching.
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       For example, to develop a series of contemporary African furniture, I picked the arch and ribbed sections of the Axum Obelisk. Based on these two historical, cultural and architectural themes, I created a sense of continuity in my furniture. While it is sometimes very obvious to see, I occasionally understate the connection to soften the flow.

      After settling on a theme, I sketch about ten quick thumbnails. I refine the thumbnails by tracing over my original work and expanding on my design. Also, I make sure I avoid having a mass produced look. After all, my goal is to create functional art-- furniture that is beautiful and utilitarian at the same time.

      The next step in the design process is to convert the two-dimensional concept drawings into a three-dimensional simulation. With the help of a computer-aided design and three-dimensional modeling software, I recreate the furniture. The 3D software enhances my ability to perceive scale, negative and positive space, wood grain and color, joints, ergonomics, and dimension.
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       I follow up the 3D modeling process by building a one-fourth-scale model using foam core, cardboard or thin pieces of wood. This model helps me evaluate the structural soundness of my design. If there are any problems, I modify the 3D-computer model, and build the next iteration of the scale-down model. The process continues until all of the structural issues are worked out. After dimensioning, I am ready to purchase the lumber.

      I always purchase wood in blocks and mill it to the size I want. Buying a block of wood, instead of individually cut small pieces, has an advantage. It is a little bit cheaper and, more importantly, you tend to get consistent grain and wood color since you are cutting from same piece of lumber. With material in hand, I head off into my woodwork shop, to start the part of the process that I enjoy and hate at the same time. Creating quality hand crafted furniture is time consuming. Safety also is a big concern. Actually, on two occasions, while using a lathe machine and a band saw, I gave my projects an unintended crimson stain. This is the only time I follow all of an electrical equipment manufacturer’s warning to the letter.

      Building a prototype is not always an easy process. A lot of things can go wrong. It is one thing to be able to draw it but quite different to build it. In addition, certain types of wood can release toxic fumes into the air, splinter when cut against the grain, break during turning, shear when run through the joiner, etc.
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      After cutting all of the pieces I sand and glue the pieces. Again gluing a piece presents its own tricky scenario. Depending on the glue I use, I have to put the pieces together quickly before the glue sets. I repeat the sanding process after the glue dries. I sand the surface with a fine grade paper until it is smooth. The last step is picking a surface finish like polyurethane, Danish oil, etc. and applying it.

      Finally the piece is ready for a photo shoot and to be displayed on the Net, which starts the critiquing from friends and family. After careful analysis, their suggestions will be incorporated in to my next design. And that, my friends, is how furniture is designed and built.

      Jomo Tariku is a freelance artist and designer who specializes in Contemporary African Furniture. For a complete set of his ongoing work, go to www.kc.net/~jomodzn.

      A show concentrating on his various Axum styled furniture and contemporary Ethiopian Crosses will be displayed at WorldSpace in Washington, DC on May 6 and 7, 2000.

      Life diaries
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      Very few things excite and mesmerize yeTeru sycophants as when people whose feet we genuflect under agree to do Life Diaries.

      We are beyond delirious that we have two engaging celebrities (one shy) as this month’s Diarists…

      On the one hand we have Salem Mekuria, filmmaker, educator and, we are convinced, our soul sister. Partnering with her is “Mesraite Kristos” , someone whose writing we have been in awe of for a long time, but were too intimidated to approach. (What if he peers from his spectacles and squints disapprovingly at us?)

      We won’t makolashet their work, so enough of our zib-ze-ba.

      Entry 1

      To: Salem

      From: Mesraite Kristos

      Subject: Those Who Can…Teach!

      Selam Salem:

      I knew this day would come and I lived in fear of it. Oh well, nothing like jumping in with all three feet… old SJS joke.

      I live in Boston, an ancient (by American standards) North Eastern city and work for an IT firm that makes software. I moved here quite recently having lived in the US for 17 of my 35 years, 13 of those in the Washington DC area 2 and a half in Seattle and the rest at my current location.

      My hobbies growing up show jumping and riding, the martial arts and reading evolved a mindset that eschews spectator sports in favor of participatory ones. So, other than the occasional game I happen to catch when someone else is watching, I rarely watch sports. My only hobby right now is trying to find one that does not consume too much time as I am desperately short of it all the time.

      Of my 5 siblings, 4 girls 1 boy, two sisters are in the legal profession, one is in the computer industry and one works in the financial sector and my brother works for State Government. My dad passed away last year. Still miss him. Great guy. Hope to be a fraction of what he was and still is to a lot of folks, but my mom, who has been a friend as well as a paren, keeps the faith, the laughter and - at the very least - me going with her funny witticisms and ways.

      My two dreams while in college were to write and to teach just about anything. The first lives on in that nether world all undisciplined would-be authors dwell in, the second lives very much still as my ultimate dream. Surprisingly, I discovered I liked teaching after participating in the literacy campaigns in Ethiopia. Surprising because as a “reactionary bourgeoisie” once removed, it had been intended as punishment and a means to keep denying my successive visa requests to leave Ethiopia for three consecutive years. (Well, it made sense when the cadre explained it back then.) My interactions with students, the realization of self-confidence and the synthesis of their own ideas and thoughts (such as it were) made the experience invaluable. I know you are an educator. I hope to learn much about your experiences as an educator in the US.

      So, what does an Ethiopian kid who writes bad prose, and even worse stories, who flunked out of engineering school, found himself an economist with marginal prospects of employment, and whose work for the University Police helped him fall smack into a job in the IT industry do to pass the time? Well, cultural enrichment, community involvement, and what I hope is the betterment of our civic institutions (yeah, I guess,

      I am still a dreamer).

      My involvement with civic organizations began with the African Students Association in college. I served as an elections commissioner, legislator and VP, and was tapped for Student Government serving as associate Justice of the Court of General Sessions. From there I turned to our own community and served in a civic organization from ‘93 to ’95.

      I won’t go into anything political per our SELEDA guidelines (sigh…just kidding, SELEDA) but I like working with institutions, individuals and groups that are force multipliers for our community, that help it grow muscles, flex ‘em and win friends and influence folks. As I said, one can dream, and of my few vices, I have held on to this one.

      Of significant accomplishment was a program in which I participated where an organization to which I belonged helped gather and donate money for Ethiopian homeless (at the time there were 40) people. The program awakened the community and galvanized its assistance. I am proud to mention a few individuals in the community went on to give their all in serving in homeless shelters and showing those of our less fortunate brothers and sisters that they were not alone in an otherwise lonely, foreign land. I think we (if they allow me to use that, for the effort was theirs as well) rescued 2 -3 individuals from addiction and wasted lives. I am involved in a similar organization where I live currently.

      I have worked with civic Ethiopian youth associations since my days in college. I currently work with 2 groups both with promising individuals at the helm and in their ranks. Both deal with academics and building leadership skills.It gives me a sense of renewal to see energy and idealism thus engaged.

      As to my job, well, I am in the process of winding down an involvement with a Java software development tool, and in transition to Server/System administration and Quality Assurance for Wide Area Network(intranet) software. The first involves Java code that is able to run on Microsoft Internet Explorer and Netscape Navigator, which will allow it to work on all operating systems and computers. The second enables e-mail applications such as Notes, to use modems and other communications hardware. I am quite thrilled with the transition since my previous deployment required testing/development on 6 operating systems and 3 different hardware platforms requiring, all in all, 5 computer screens. My current deployment only has me deal with 2, which is quite welcome.

      I think I will draw my letter to a close here and hope this finds you well.

      Mesraite Kristos

      From: Salem

      To: Mesraite Kristos

      Subject: Things in Common…

      Dear MK:

      Well, it has taken me long enough to get to this entry. You have every right to expect a masterpiece but sorry to disappoint you, no such thing. I don’t even know where to start. I have just finished correcting mid-term papers and scripts for two classes and feel battered by bad language and dumb visualization. I am as uninspired as they come at this moment. But if you had to wait for me to be truly inspired, it may take a few years. By the way, did you know that I make documentary films? I don’t know why you would but I am ready to be flattered. The last film I made, Ye Wonz Maibel (Deluge) took me six years to make. Mostly for lack of funds but concomitantly, the story underwent several transformations before I let it go. This is by way of telling you that in addition to teaching at a college, I am also an independent filmmaker. I did it full time before I started teaching. Unfortunately, there is little support for an African woman who wants to make films about Africa. So I had to find gainful employment to support myself and my daughter. It is not the worst job I could have, and I am growing to like teaching. Now you also know I have a daughter. She is a second year student in college, but not where I teach.

      You and I actually have a couple of things in common. In my incarnation as a young woman in Ethiopia, I aspired (even had the gall) to enter the Engineering College in Addis to become an architect. I suppose I did end up an architect of sorts anyway – building stories. There were two women in the whole college at the time and even though they couldn’t flunk us, the big boys (your compatriots?) harassed us out of there. The teachers were no help either – took any opportunity to show us the way to the Nursing or Commercial school. I am not bitter. Just amused at the narrow mindedness of some people. Trust me, it has not changed much; it is somewhat tempered now, since it is no longer terribly politically correct I suppose.

      I went to Menen School in Addis. I was a boarding student and looking back, I feel quite nostalgic about it. At the time, it felt like a convent and was run like one. The education, perhaps not as rotten as present day, was uninspired though rigorous. They were such control freaks that even the way we entered the dining hall had to be in two rigidly straight lines. No wonder most of my friends (contemporaries) still look oppressed!

      I am a product of that culture and am still battling demons of yilugneta. If I weren’t, I would not have consented to honor a promise I made last spring to our editor to become a diarist. Last spring – that was such a long time ago and I guess I must have thought that October would never come! And when it did, even though I am overwhelmed with work, and going through a tenure process at school, I couldn’t say no. Frankly, though, I am enjoying this moment, despite myself.

      Back to the introductions. I don’t have my American history at the tip of my fingers, but your “ancient city” in the Northeast of the US is also my “ancient city” as well. I have been living in my “ancient city” for longer than I have lived in Ethiopia. It is not proper to tell you how old I am, but comparatively speaking, I am quite old. I come from a large family, the daughter of a priest. My father, the most important influence in my life, passed away last year, too. I miss him and will continue to do so forever.

      I was born and grew up in Addis, but was fortunate to have lived in Axum at a time when most Ethiopians my age did not travel around the country. I saw quite a bit of the north during that time. Maybe it is that wanderlust which has suffused my blood with the love of travel. I tried horses in Addis, but my father thought it unbecoming for a young lady to mount the brutes. I enjoy camping, beaching, swimming, exploring new lands or haunting old ones. I am a yoga enthusiast, and dabble in meditation. I live near a pond and an arboretum and gladly visit them frequently. I actually suffer for lack of easy access to bodies of water when I am in Ethiopia, especially in recent times!

      I never thought that I would end up living in the US for so long when I arrived here for college. Yes, like most of us, I came here to get an education and then go back to serve “my people.” I still hope to do so but in a different way. I will share the secret when I discover it! But really, I am very interested in continuing to make films about Ethiopian subjects. I have many dreams of epic dramas – take Empress Taitu’s story for example! When I am ready to tackle this topic, Ethiopians better be prepared to fund the entire proposition! As any independent filmmaker can tell you, fundraising is the worst part of our jobs. Have you ever heard Haile Gerima speak? Now, he, being one of our pioneers and someone to treasure, should not have to beg for every penny so he can make his films. But the reality is such that to produce Adwa, he had to totter on the brink of bankruptcy. Okay, okay, I will stop preaching.

      I make it a point to go back to Ethiopia often, at least once a year, and when I can, twice. Going back is like getting a re-charge. The more I do it, the more I need it. My work depends on it. When I go, it is not really for vacation. There is always something I am researching, whether it is oral history or archival work. So much needs to be done! Despite my bitter complaint about the lack of support for our work (or even the awareness that we need support) I count myself among the fortunate because I do make my films, no matter that it takes me years to do so. So there, you shouldn’t feel bad at all. Just informed. I think I will stop with this positive note. Until the next one, may it not arrive too soon.

      I am yours in the struggle,

      Salem

      Entries 2 & 3 not found :(

      Entry 4

      To: Salem

      From: Misrate Kristos

      Subject: My Adwa

      Hola Salem !

      My sincerest apologies for the length of this. If I understand SELEDA’s MO correctly, last letter. I must confess I received messages to avoid Haile’s film as well. I take wicked delight not only in saying I ignored them but also challenged the messenger’s reasoning. (Yes I am a bad, bad person.)

      I am glad I saw the film. It would have been silly not to have gone and decided for myself what was good or bad about it. I would hate to think of myself as “hard wired” in such things. Besides I would have missed the valuable opportunity to sanctimoniously walk on water and criticize.

      Your #3 found me agreeably returned from the Thanksgiving holiday and a diet of Tej and Turkey(plagiarized rather shamelessly from our editor, I lack originality, bury me)! I am partial to Shiro and Kik (especially AterKik the way they make it in Wember Mariam at the foot of Mount ZiqWala. Yummy! “Gedam asgebugn!” biye neber. After they saw the five helpings of Ater Kik I was downing, I think they realized my minena was more running towards the Kik than leaving the world behind. They and kicked me out.

      I do love my uncle’s paintings and poetry, and get lost in the richness of his skills: the mixing of allegory with pigment to lay bare dimensional existence and present time, space and other hitherto undiscovered realms.

      One only has to close one’s eyes at an Ethiopian Orthodox service to listen to the voices of the priests as they weave in and out like shemane, weaving the fabric of our being; the very same fabric Atse Menelik and his Nobles clothed themselves in the morning of the battle of Adwa.

      Marvel too at Ato TekleTsadik Mekuria’s and Dedjazmatch Zewde Gabreselassie’s detailed and factual accounts preserving our history, accounting both for the things we can admire and the things we can improve on. I have personally been also privileged in having a father who lived to inspire. The abstract is not just “art” for Ethiopians, but in our lives, our Injera, the shemma, the zimare, the complicated debating formulae, the customs, the sem-inna-worq. It is in the shadow of such giants and in the face of cultural and historical splendor of millennia that any Ethiopian or Ethiopian-American who does not defer or balance his western inculcated “interpretive” hubris with our tradition invites my sympathy.

      I was at the Adwa premire, and I thought I would share my impressions…

      I recognized amongst those who stood up to honor the memory of their forefathers, not the strange unfamiliar chanting, the children of those who fought on those far away battlefields. It struck me as the first time ever the descendants of all those great men and women were under the same roof. Last time we were all together under the same roof, we brought Roman Legions to their knees. What will we do next. Haile’s Adwa though was far from any expectations I could have for it.

      Adwa is no abstract matter: it is a living being, its life’s blood, the blood of those that gave up their lives for it. If one can not do the best possible job it would behoove one to wait. Did Haile expend the resources or energy he expended on “Sankofa”? Was that more deserving ?

      Overall, I felt Haile presumes both Ethiopians and non-Ethiopians are as unaware of Adwa as his generation. It is nice that “Ya Tewlid”, or at least Haile, is finally re-evaluating its heritage. By and large, though, the generations assumptive growing-up in the Ethiopia Haile’s generation crafted, learned their way was not ours and choosing the generation prior to their as our example learned our history and forged our own path.

      The role of Itege Taytu was done very little justice, she was relegated to the role of suggesting the Mekelle strategy and firing her own cannon.

      Empress Taytu was not only the reason for the abrogation of the treaty of Wuchale, but also the fire in the normally patient and kindly Atse’s warlike stance and not only his stalwart adviser, but the conqueror of Mekelle, which had resisted, charge after charge of the Imperial Army during the first battle. In actual fact, the strategy of the Imperial Army undergoes a radical transformation after the second successful Battle and subsequent surrender of Mekelle.

      The Imperial Army pursued Taitu’s wise strategy of encircling and isolating the Italians. If the waters of the Mereb had cooperated, the history of Adwa would have been of Italian defeat in the whole of East Africa. Her Majesty had her own cannoneers comprising of 6 Hotchkiss cannons. For the first battle of Mekelle she commanded her own Army but for the second she was the overall Abegaz of the campaign.

      Atse Menelik proved not only a capable monarch but also a very wise one, in his willingness for his consort to contribute and even outshine him in the areas of her obvious strengths.

      Taytu commanded the Covenant of Mary be carriedout into battle at Adwa and she along with the priests and her troop not only protected it but were also in the vanguard.

      While I enjoyed listening to the Literati that narrated parts of the story, the presence and the reason for importance given to Professor Endreas Eshete really escaped me. Endreas is a philosopher not in any way an authority on Ethiopian history.

      His being featured was an insult to myself and those others whose grandfathers fought on that field and others with a man that insulted their memory and their names in his every utterings since 1991. Sad this gentleman is being helped “Sankofate” albeit at our expense. That underscores better than most things what I meant about Adwa being a living being. Endrea’s baleful words of yesteryear in calling our grandfathers and Atse Menelik names like “Chauvnist” belie his “Adwa is an African victory”.

      “My” Adwa is the Adwa on the battlefield that day, if Haile’s is the one that goes through artistic and interpretive convulsions in order to embrace its detractors why is anyone surprised I said what I said. It would sadden me even more if Ato Haile or others saw my comments as maltreatment of his effort. One thing I, and others of my generation, perhaps to date the only thing, learned from Haile’s is not to make the mistakes they made.

      I have tried to be true to the words, “…Life demands carefully selected gifts of ourselves to others…”, especially in regards to our beloved communities. I am also, however ever mindful that we are, in the words of a noteworthy older friend, “…the generation who have inherited nothing, who have in fact survived the destruction of everything, and from whom in turn, everything will be expected…”. In regards to my comments on Haile’s film, though you flatter me in thinking me an “art critic”, my outlook should have little weight save as that of an individual. I had already stipulated to as much earlier, though little anticipating such attention… I lack, as you noted, the rigorous grounding in Art History though I hold my own as an amateur historian. If I as an amateur can point these out, imagine how much Ato Tekle Tsadik would have been able to point out had he given them more screen time.

      It was with the above in mind that I penned a very carefully thought-out piece after discarding two others before and making a point of qualifying my contribution as a personal one, one of many to come, I imagine. If Ato Haile sees what I wrote more for what it isn’t than what it is, any good that could come from it (for him) will be lost and he will have proven, to me at least, that he is as good an Africanist as he was a Garibaldisti.

      In an interview with Ethioguide.com, Haile turns the blame to the Peace Corps for the disconnect he felt growing up. I don’t agree with his assignment of blame… Americans are not our gatekeepers, we are. The responsibility of balancing what was taught with what he knew and learning more was Haile’s. Mean spirited Marxist lads of the Ethiopian, Russian, French, Palestinian, Cuban, Chinese, Vietnamese and American stripe failed to make countless other Ethiopian lads abandon their heritage. We read the books on Marx because we had to, “Teyik: Termamaj Mezgebe Kalat” was essential for scholastic survival, but we fulfilled our responsibility to vet that with the Fetha Negest, Sinkisar and Abu-Shahir. We were filled with wonder at our 800-year-old “laws” and detailed religious examination and discussion of the mysteries of faith, detailed study of the skies in the ancient charts of the rare “Abu-Shahir”.

      We read tracts to answer questions as to Che Guevara’s life and times, Mao’s Cultural Revolution. But we read Chris Sandford’s, “The Lion of Judah Hath Prevailed”, “Tikur Anbessa”, Mockler’s "Haile Selassie’s War to find reference to find where we had been and what we had accomplished. Our entertainment was “Ye Fiyel WeTeTe” and movies in which the Soviets always won the War, we sought out, “Tobia”, and the “Jano Menzuma” of Sheikh Hussein Gibril and zimare in the mother Church about timeless compassion, mercy and the need for reflection and circumspection to keep us on an even keel.

      In all these, we came away humbled and resolved to do more for, not dismiss, our ancient culture. Am I wrong in wondering how Haile failed to be exposed to at least some of what I and other youngsters were exposed to, isn’t what he is saying akin to running in the rain while avoiding all the raindrops ?

      I believe that Ethiopians need to strive both as individuals and as a community both here and at home. That the essential qualities of gibre gebinet i.e. melkam sine migbar, halafinet, fitih wedadinet, beIras metemamen, amagn ina, tamaGninet, iwnetegnanet, manifest themselves at the gileseb, mahbereseb, hibreteseb, bihereseb and hagereseb levels valuing these tenets and others our forefathers raised us in would help us move forward. In as much as we teach each and every child “… first and foremost be a good person, then be a good Ethiopian…”(corny but sincere).

      I am glad as you noted that we are seeing an artistic revival amongst our people. We are an artistic, idealistic people. You only have to look at the churches of Lalibela, the Palaces in Gondar, Stelae of Axum and the temple/church at Yeha, the burial monuments in Arusi to realize how artistic we are.

      As you well know, there has not been much time to reflect on this and I fear I must close this and send it to you if you are to read and respond by tomorrow.

      I hope this finds you well.

      Yours,

      Mesraite

      To: Mesraite

      From: Salem

      Subject: I Have an Adwa, too.

      Selam MK,

      After the hullabaloo of Thanksgiving, I am glad to get back to normal life and to finishing these entries. From your last entry, I sense a serious disenchantment with the people of my generation and our disconnection with our history. I certainly understand it, given that we did cause a lot of pain and suffering which is not over yet. But, if I may speak for myself, (and I am sure I am sticking the proverbial foot in my mouth or opening Pandora’s Box - take your pick) I think we were and still are merely a product of our time, a time of grand visions and mass movements, a time when we thought we were makers of history. Delusional, perhaps. Unpatriotic, never!

      I read your “personal take” of “Adwa: An African Victory” with great interest and awe at your knowledge of the details of that history. I am envious. I grew up with snippets about Adwa and more about WWII in which my immediate family was involved and directly affected. I think our biggest tragedy is that the schools we went to never taught us Ethiopian history until we arrived in college at which time many of us left for elsewhere. So the unfortunate ones whose families did not insist on filling us with a good dose of our history never got it from school!

      You should be proud that you had the good fortune to have the breadth of knowledge of the participants as well as to continue to be motivated enough to keep up with this profoundly important and intricately detailed history.

      That said, I am encouraged to see that you spent a good many words to critique Adwa, its director and the presentation in D.C. I think all interested individuals who have seen this film should express their opinions about it since we all have personal investment in how this story is told.

      For me, it was the event of the century to see the premiere at the Lincoln Theatre that Saturday night. The preciousness of the sight of hundreds of Ethiopians, other Africans, African Americans and many friends of Ethiopia pouring into the theatre, selling out the 1200-seat may not be easily graspable. It is a victory for the organizers, for Ethiopian and African filmmakers.

      Sharing this event with such a large number of Ethiopians was another milestone for me. I have never before sat in such a majestic theatre outside of Ethiopia, with a packed Ethiopian audience, to witness the excitement of the victory of Adwa on film. That in itself was enough of a reward. Not only did I feel great about being an Ethiopian, I felt proud to be an African strutting my proud history smack in the center of the world’s most racist nation. For me, the atmosphere was intoxicating.

      I also learned a great deal about how inclusiveness can work. It won the war in Adwa. I find it a lot more compelling than the current trend of divisiveness. Adwa showed us the example that 'dirr biyabir, anbessa yassir.’ Adwa the film also strived to show this example. Much time was spent on who participated, and how, from around the nation.

      Again, I am sure that not everyone of note may have been mentioned. But enough people from all around were included, representing the true magnificence of the unified resistance resulting in the glorious victory. I think that was a remarkable achievement in a documentary. Ethiopia’s struggle against colonization is not unique. There were other struggles against colonial efforts all over the African continent. The victory is unique and the only reason Ethiopia was able to win its war was because of the brilliance of Taitu’s and Menelik’s success in rallying the various groups toward one goal.

      That said, I want to offer a few words about your take on this film. You have written with great fervor and included so much information that I feel overwhelmed (my perennial lament!) with lack of historical expertise to address most of it. What I will try to do is to comment, as a filmmaker, about how I view your criticism.

      First is that I don’t think that the film was made just for Ethiopian audiences. We have to be realistic with this business. I will include myself as I speak about how we who live here make films and who we think are our audiences. The mere fact that we are making the films here, regardless of where they are shot, demands that we make them accessible to audiences beyond Ethiopians. We get funding, not from Ethiopians, but from foundations and television interests that require us to make films that will appeal to diverse audiences. This could mean that we have to paint with broad strokes. But sometimes it is just not possible to present intricate details of history in a documentary film designed to be consumed by a variety of audiences.

      Your disappointment with the lack of detail in Adwa is a lament, which always accompanies documentary film’s endeavor to “write” history. As someone who has attempted to subdue the story of the Red Terror into an hour and found how unwieldy history can be (especially ones that were not televised!! 1896, no movie cameras, no news crews!!), I can tell you that my sympathies are squarely with Haile.

      To begin with, let us not forget that this is the first truly professional effort to capture the experience of Adwa on film. Hopefully, it will not be the last. Unless you want to sit and watch hours of “talking heads” droning on, the kind of detail which you wish to have seen in Adwa the film could not have been achieved in any one hour and half film. Perhaps in a series, such as the 10-hour long “New York” which cost millions of dollars and whose producers had access to a staggering amount of visual material, can one hope to approximate what you wish to see. To tell you the truth, the minutiae of that series proved to be a real impediment to my viewing pleasure. Historical detail is not something that film does best and one that audiences will remember most. Without compelling visuals, there is no film. As it was, the Adwa we saw suffered severely from lack of visual variety. I think Haile did admirably with what he was able to assemble. How many times can one see the same mountains, the same photographs, the same paintings, etc?

      I share in your criticism of how Empress Taitu was insufficiently portrayed. In some ways, I see the difficulty of representing such a larger-than-life but long dead figure, primarily because there are so few images of her available. She is one major victim of our masculinist historical view. Until Chris Prouty published “Empress Taitu and Menelik II”, the only book about Empress Taitu that I knew of was that little 101 page book, “Taitu Bitul” (6 1/2" X 4 1/2") by Kegnazmach Tadesse Zewolde. If others were around, I don’t know about them. A few years ago, some friends in Addis who founded “SELMA”, an advertising and video production company, were making a short documentary about Empress Taitu and I was privy to their struggle to find visuals with which to tell her story. So, part of the blame for her marginalization belongs to all of us. And Haile is a product of this history. But I also second the gentleman who asked Haile why he neglected to include women in the interviews. If I were to make a film about this history, I would do it from Taitu’s point of view.

      On the point of imposing one’s ideology on any work, whether one makes films or writes books, I believe that there is no getting away from it. There is no escaping from ones own point of view. In fact, the strongest texts, whether film or plays or even books, are those that do not pretend to be objective, or try to hide behind the facade of objectivity, because, by now, I hope that everyone has been disabused of the notion that objectivity is possible.

      There are facts, but facts are subject to interpretation. As long as the interpretation does not alter the basic facts, I am not disturbed by how they are seen from many different vantagepoints. The brilliant strategists, Taitu and Menelik, with the help of thousands of patriots, defeated a mighty European power and preserved the sovereignty of our nation. That is their legacy. It is not that the details are unimportant. Depending on who you are, the scale of their importance will vary. But their presentation can be arranged in many different ways, multi-layered and multi-faceted so that audiences coming in with varying levels of knowledge of this history can access it from where they are. Also, films like these are not made to replace books, but to create enough excitement in the subject so that people will want to go and read for more information. Films cannot, and should never be allowed to replace books. So, my brother, what I will say to you is that you should seriously embark on the project of writing your personal take on this history. Judging from the glimpse you have given me, you seem quite well poised to do it.

      As for the choices Haile made for his interview subjects, I was quite impressed by the variety of the “griots” who appeared in the film, including the everyday people they met on their way to Adwa, as well as the experts such as Ato Tekle Tsadik Mekuria, Merigeta Alemu, Fitawrari Gebre Hiwot. I found their oral recounting as well as researched histories enriching and their presence in the film compelling. I did feel that Andreas was given too much screen time, not necessarily because he is not known as a historian, but because he broke the hold of the Amharic language which had me under its spell. But I think his contribution toward contextualizing the global importance of Adwa was very important and it gave me a sense of pride that it wasn’t just Ethiopians who celebrate this glory. I think he spoke eloquently on this subject and I particularly enjoyed his comment on how even the recently conquered members from the south enthusiastically rose to defend the nation. I do have my sympathies with Andreas about choosing English to express himself. I find that my Amharic fails me when I have to discuss serious subjects extemporaneously and I catch myself borrowing so many English words that it would be better to use English. As the bible says, let the one without sin throw the first stone (there goes my religious upbringing!)

      Finally, a few words about opening with a West African ceremony: Initially, I was puzzled as well about why Haile chose to employ a “foreign” ritual to open an Ethiopian event. Then I thought, okay, let’s say that he used an Orthodox priest to mebarek, then he would have to either invite the Muslim Imam, the Oromo Irecha, etc. and/or offend this group or that by whatever choice he would have made. Or, we would spend a couple of hours just engaging in a politically correct maneuvers. The West African ritual comes off as a good way of avoiding this madness as well as a way of being expansive. And why not? This ritual is African, we are African and it doesn’t take one iota from the Ethiopianness of the event. It was an African victory and as we all know now Africans were also made very proud by it.

      Well, it has been an interesting trip and I hope you enjoyed it as much as I have. Wishing you a very happy holiday season, I remain yours in the struggle.

      Salem

      Seleda chilot
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      Disgruntled, disgusted, disappointed, disrespected, distressed, discontented, disregarded and deserted lovers of Ethiopian music versus Ethiopian singers and musicians

      Dateline: July 5 & 6 199x

      Location: Convention Center, Washington DC

      11:00 p.m.

      Selective efficiency. That’s what caused the crowd herded into the enormous convention center to growl and snarl. But wait, I am getting ahead of myself. Let me explain.

      Earlier that evening, thousands of fans had eagerly lined up to buy the steep $25 per person ticket to see the superstars of Ethiopian music. Nevertheless, the four Ethiopian ticket sellers in the convention center lobby astonished patrons with their speed and dexterity. Here’s $75 for three tickets, clutch! One ticket, please, clinch! Let me see…I believe there is eight of us. One, two-- snatch!

      Such competency! There were no more than three or four people in each of the four lines at any given moment. The polydextrous (yes, one must construct a new word to accommodate these phenomena) ticket sellers even spurred an existential crisis in a custom office (read Gumruk) bureaucrat visiting from the homeland. “Indet tebelo?” he grumbled. “Ethiopians cannot work at that speed AND be courteous to their patrons!” He declared the frenzied ticket sellers to be, in fact, robots! Then, with a smug smile—one that has never failed to irritate numerous exhausted passengers at Bole airport—he pointed at the ticket sellers’ swinging (for the women) and sparkling (for the men) earrings and declared them to be…silicon microchips! “I know my robots and my zinb Tengaras,” he proclaimed. He beamed as the dark clouds of his existential angst receded.

      12:00 a.m.

      The handlers pack most of the fans into the convention center. Then, the fans wait and wait and wait and wait and wait and wait for the singers and the musicians to appear. And then, they wait some more.

      1:00 a.m.

      The restless and angry crowd hisses, whistles and claps their hands. A few make snide remarks about the expanse of the bare stage.

      1:20 a.m.

      The Master of Ceremony appears on the stage. A few young fans hurl insults at this sacrificial lamb nervously pacing in the back of the stage. He finally musters enough courage and steps toward the front of the stage. Then, he grabs a microphone off a microphone stand that is wrapped with the Ethiopian flag. His conciliatory smile does little to conceal the fear that his darting eyes reveal.

      “YetekebraChuh ingdoChaChin,” he says, in a pacifying tone. The unruly convention center speakers refuse to transmit his voice. Several fervent fans huddled near the stage, break into laughter. The irony of his introductory salutation is lost on the fidgety Master of Ceremony. “We are so much more advanced in Ethiopia,” the Gumruk bureaucrat quips, “who in his right mind buys Burmese speakers?” [May we add that the Gumruk bureaucrat knows his speakers as well?

      The Master of Ceremony raises the microphone to his mouth. EHHHHHHHHHHH! Feedback. The deafening vibration pops all four pairs of the ticket sellers’ earrings out of their pierced earlobes. One earring bounces off the baldhead of the Gumruk bureaucrat and lands on the floor. The Gumruk bureaucrat snatches the earring off the floor, examines it for several seconds and superciliously declares, “Now, this is an earring!”

      1:35 a.m.

      Anxious engineers fix the sound system. The Master of Ceremony declaims, “testing, one, two, three. Testing, and, hulet, sost.” His voice reverberates throughout the entire arena. The crowd finally quiets down. “YetekebraChuh ingdoChaChin. [A few mollified chuckles and sniggers disrupt the now tranquilized crowd.] I have some good news. The musicians have been sighted and will be here any minute [cheers of approval and delight]. The singers will arrive at 1:45 a.m. You will have fifteen whole minutes with them before we ask you to clear the arena.” Pandemonium erupts! Hundreds of patrons shout profanities that would make the most hardened working gal of ye lycee gwaro blush. In an instant, thousands spontaneously form the largest chorus ever assembled—where are the judges for the Guinness Book of World Records when we need them?—and chant “Le-boCh, le-boCh, le-boCh…!”

      1:35:30 a.m.

      The angry crowd pushes and shoves toward the stage and overwhelms the security guards. A few hard core disgruntled fans manage to climb on the stage.

      1:36 a.m.

      The theme song from Hawaii Five-O blasts through the sound system as a few stagehands panic and lower the portcullis to seal off the besieged stage from the rest of the arena. The SELEDA Dominatrix and her lieutenants emerge dangling on the iron grids of the portcullis. Then, this buxom feline leaps off the grated gate and lands on the stage in her knee high spike heeled black patent leather boots. Her male and female lieutenants follow suit. She cracks her whip and silences the clamorous crowd into awe. She cracks her whip once again as the insipid theme song is abruptly cut off in mid refrain.

      1:37 a.m.

      The Gumruk bureaucrat, with visible hostility and invisible attraction, dubs the earring in a cup of lemonade [to be sure he doesn’t dabble in spirits as he wishes to keep his mind clear for the imposition of hefty duty on Ethiopian passengers living abroad] and hurls it at the SELEDA Dominatrix. Within a split second, she cracks her whip and lassoes the earring in mid air. Then, with a slight tug, she disentangles the earring from a nasty knot and inspects the lemon scented adornment. “Neato,” she purrs, “a silicon microchip earring.” In a voice that would provoke the resurrection of an envious Billy Eckstein from his shrine, one of the Dominatrix’s tenor lieutenants tilts his head back and croons “L…omi biwerewir.” Cheeks-to-cheeks, a trio of mezzo-soprano lieutenants chimes “Ahahahahaha!” The SELEDA Dominatrix cracks her whip. The tenor and the mezzo-sopranos freeze with mouths opened wide.

      1:38 a.m.

      The SELEDA Dominatrix grabs her ankle length tail and paces right and left on the front stage. “Dallas, Toronto, Atlanta, San Francisco, Boston, Los Angeles. Did you not pay the same amount and did you not wait for hours for the performers to show up in all these cities?” Crack goes the rhino hide whip. “If you tolerate disrespect and bad service,” she meows, “why then should they not nurture apathy amongst their fans?” Her clear voice, without the assistance of a microphone, rings throughout the arena. The musicians, barely visible through the grated gate, hurriedly set up their equipment.

      1:40 a.m.

      “If you have any grievances that you’d like to address,” the Dominatrix sternly states, “I [cough], we, at SELEDA will set up a Chilot under the warca tree in Rock Creek Park tomorrow at dusk”. She glances back and notices the presence of several superstar singers. “Neato, they’re five minutes ahead of schedule. Enjoy the rest of the evening,” she retorts. Then, the SELEDA Dominatrix and her lieutenants leap and cling on the portcullis. Relieved, the superstar singers begin to sing “Yekereme Fiker” in unison as the stagehands raise the portcullis. The SELEDA Dominatrix cracks her whip one more time for the road as she and her lieutenants disappear through an opening in the ceiling. The crowd cheers.

      Dateline: July 6, 199x

      Location: Under the warca tree at Rock Creek Park, Washington DC.

      7:45 p.m.

      Numerous plaintiffs sit on the grass around the warca sipping mango and papaya juices (since the SELEDA agafaris do not want the Chilot to turn into a kangaroo court [Gelada Baboon court, for the Ethio-centric], liquor and acidic fruit juices are strictly forbidden).

      7:50 p.m.

      SELEDA Dominatrix chaperons Mintesinot, the urbane and self-assured representative of the accused singer and musicians group to his seat, a large concave warca root protruding high above the ground, a few yards from the massive trunk. A few pugnacious plaintiffs spit papaya pulps.

      7:55 p.m.

      The Dominatrix’s lieutenant accompanies Tigest, a hastily selected plaintiff representative to a seat across Mintesinot. Tigest, renowned and feared for her buda eyes, glares at Mintesinot. Unperturbed, Mintesinot coolly meets her gaze.

      8:00 p.m.

      The SELEDA Hummer winds its way and parks a few hundred yards from the warca. Three elderly judges donned in plain black kabas, emerge through the fortified passenger doors. (Message from SELEDA’s Minster of Interior: Until such time as plaintiffs and defendants show respect to due process of law, judges will be protected from those that are accustomed to intimidate and/or grease their way to injustice. Therefore, SELEDA judges will be shuttled in the Hummer, the safest [from intimidation] and strongest [against grease] vehicle currently available to civilians. Our most sincere apologies to pacifists and toddlers, the only groups that have thus far not been implicated in coercion and/or bribery).

      The three dignified judges, flanked by several armed guards, stroll toward the warca. “Kibratina Kibran,” bellows the Dominatrix. The entire assembly rises until the three judges take their seats and lean back on the warca trunk. Immahoy Wolete-Giorgis, the judge on the left, brushes a dead leaf off her cape. Haji Shenno, the judge on the right, fingers the clasp on the collar of his cape. Afe Negus Benti, the principal judge, whacks a warca root with his gavel. Then, the Afe Negus, in an authoritative voice, declares the court to be in session. The charges are read. The plaintiff and the defendant pledge their oath. The Dominatrix (hereinafter called “the Defense Attorney”) and her lieutenant (hereinafter called “the Prosecuting Attorney”) glance at one another. Then, the Prosecuting Attorney stands up and asks for Mintesinot to be called to the witness stand. The judge complies. Mintesinot swaggers toward the witness stand and takes a seat. Tegest administers a healthy dose of the kenfer memTeT thang. Immahoy throws a disapproving glance at the Buda queen. Tegest demurely covers her mouth with her neTela and looks down. Apart from the chirps of the grasshopper chorus extraordinaire, all is quiet at Rock Creek Park.

      The Prosecutor: The Plaintiffs in this class action suit have stopped counting the number of concerts to which you arrive extremely late. We would be forever indebted [a sarcastic chuckle] if you deigned to enlighten us with an explanation?

      The Defense Attorney:

      CHILOT – DEFENSE

      Esteemed Judges (Shimagileotch), Kiburatina Kiburan, Endet Walatchehulen? I thank you on behalf of my client for taking the time to hear our side of the story. The charges brought before this shimgilina panel are serious and need to be dealt with in a swift and just manner. HOWEVER, this is also a classic example of that favored adage
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      “Aheyawin Ferto Dawilawin”
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        * * *

      

      My client(s) are as much the victims in the events that transpired on July 5 and 6 at the Washington Convention Center, as were the patrons who attended! We will prove that while the defendants DID in fact appear on stage at an hour other than the one designated, and while they did perform for a relatively short period, it is the concert promoters who should be taken to task, not us. Since the multitude that crowded the Convention Center came to be entertained, naturally the blame is placed on the performers, and not the promoters. [At this time a loud disapproving murmur starts to resonate amongst the many who have forsaken an afternoon of leisurely consumption of large quantities of caffeinated beverages.]

      "LEBOTCH!" yells a particularly rambunctious young man, "This is exactly the kind of double talk and blame shifting we expected, but we’re not going to take it,

      SEMAHH??!!"

      "Sine sireat yekeber, yih mesheta bet aydelem!" announces AFE NEGUS in a stentorian voice, and a look that woulda, shoulda seared the nascent dreadlocks off the young man’s head. Admonished, the young man sits down, muttering words that, had the tribunal heard them, would surely have meant his immediate expulsion from the hearings. Through out all this, Mintesinot is quietly assessing the crowd, searching for a friendly face, a smile of encouragement, anything to show that someone is on his side, as it was quite evident that the people here are in no way sympathetic to the opening argument that Defense Counsel had proffered. Resigning himself to the grueling grilling he was sure to endure, he takes a sip of water and gives a slight nod to show his readiness to proceed.

      Defense Attorney

      Please describe to us, in your own words, the events surrounding the fiasco at the Convention Center on the evenings noted in the indictment.

      Mintesinot

      The assembled populace is justified at the outrage they have expressed both here and around town. However, the blame should be directed to the concert promoters. This kind of negative publicity is detrimental to the artists and their ability to perform…

      AQabé hig (Prosecutor)

      OBJECTION! The witness is giving a speech and not answering the question.

      Afe Negus

      Sustained. Please answer the question as asked.

      Mintesinot

      I was attempting to do just that. The various singers and musicians at that particular event were ready and able to perform as agreed. Per our contract with the concert promoters, we were ready to leave our hotel on time; however, first, the limo didn’t arrive as scheduled, and none of the promoters could be reached. As a result, we depended on the kindness of several friends and other fellow Ethiopians to assist us in getting to the venue. Second, when we arrived, the whole place was in such a state of disarray that it seemed like the only persons who knew what to do were myself and the musicians. We tried to alert the promoters of our need to perform a final sound check, but were told that it wasn’t necessary and that we should just relax. We didn’t understand, but we acceded to their request. By the time they allowed us to get on stage, we realized that the whole reason for our cooling our heels backstage was so that we could make an appearance only after there was a full house.

      Defense

      Was there a reason for wanting a “Full House”?

      Imahoy Tisemé

      (heard audibly in front as she whispered mockingly, sotto voce, to her neighbor) M’ts, ité. It’s just like those godforsaken weyala boys on the wiyiyit I take every morning to Kidane-Mihiret…those ill-mannered bututoam duriyés will keep you waiting for an hour to fill up the mini-bus.

      **{**The Chief Justice, a spry 68 year old, looks sternly at the elderly woman, but still cannot publicly chasten her due to an odd mix of fear and respect. He opts to speak generally to the courtroom instead}: Ibakachihun, TSetita.

      Mintesinot

      Apparently, one of the promoters was trying to capitalize on the fact that there were so many “NAME” artist all performing on one stage, and on one night, and he wanted to video tape the concert; incidentally, as this was never stipulated in the contract, we request an injunction to prevent the video from being sold without the proper releases from the artists.

      Afe Negus

      Wait a minute, one charge at a time, you still have to prove these allegations. And what’s this about an injunction? We are not prepared to hear a new case as of right now, so let’s stick to the matter at hand, shall we?

      Imahoy Tisemé

      Leza biis hulu … can’t they just stick to the facts? In my day, such wishy-washy behavior was not tolerated. Get to the point or get out… that’s my motto. Ere’dia, ité!

      Defense

      Your Honor, we would like to introduce evidence after this witness has testified that will prove the validity of our statement; however, due to the lack of time, I’d like to proceed with my current line of questioning.

      Afe Negus

      Proceed.

      Defense

      Part of the reason why you are here today is due to the fact that your artists (like other artists/musicians we know of) did not, and indeed cannot seem to ever, perform at the time advertised. How do you answer those charges?

      Mintesinot

      Well, while I cannot answer for every situation, it is a commonly held belief that it is not “proper” to start a concert without a “good” size crowd. By postponing the actual time that an act hits the stage, a promoter feels that he/she can still squeeze in those people who purchase their tickets at the last minute. Also, since it is uncommon for advance ticket sales to indicate how many people will show up, promoters delay the time we can perform to ensure that people won’t turn away from the door if they know that the act has already started the performance. In other situations, it isn’t uncommon for an artist to arrive the day of the concert, sometimes just hours before the event occurs, in which case the artist(s) has to go to the hotel, check in (and Heaven forbid that there be a problem at check in) then arrangements for transportation to and from the event, transportation of equipment, people getting lost, etc., all add to the confusion surrounding a particular event. But promoters do nothing to alleviate the hassles – usually things work themselves out for better or for worse. The sad part is the fans are the ones who get short shrift. We understand that we are successful because of our fans, but if the promoters don’t provide us with adequate lodgings, transportation, time to rehearse, etc., in the end the fans are disappointed. We would like to remedy the situation, but circumstances hinder us: on the one hand, if we perform for a short period of time, as was the case in the DC situation, the fans would want to slit our throats. On the other hand, if we refuse to perform, we slit our own throats, because we would be charged with breach of contract; this in turn would not endear us to our fans, or our pocketbooks. Which would you choose?

      Defense

      Your Honor, as the hour is getting late, and for the sake of everyone, I move that the charges against my clients be dropped for lack of evidence, and that the evidence I referred to earlier be entered only if the Prosecutor wants to proceed with this. How say you?

      [Imahoy glares at the defense attorney, and shushes her neighbor (whose hearing is not what it used to be and who needs to know what is being said). “Isti yiQoyu, irso demo.” She adjusts her neTela around her amble body and clears her throat to speak. But before she has a chance, Afe Negus proceeds…]

      Afe Negus

      Is there any evidence to suggest why I should not dismiss this case?

      [Again, Imahoy Tisemé tries to speak, but chooses first to move from side to side to dislodge herself from her rather snug fitting chair. Again, someone beats her to the punch – this time it is a nattily dressed man in his late 20s - early 30s, who had been fingering his silver monogrammed cigarette case impatiently. After adjusting the impeccably folded paisley cravat into the collars of his shirt and flicking an imaginary thread from his bespoke suit jacket, he projects his deep voice to the front of the room]

      If your August Honors would allow me but a second of your time…

      Afe Negus

      (unamused) And who, pray tell, are you?

      Yared Mandefro

      I am Yared Mandefro, most recently the Native Music Archivist for the Audio Library of Oxford University in England, as well as the Ethnic and Folk Music Critic for The London Times. Although there is clearly a need for expert testimony, none have yet to be called, and I would like to offer my services.

      Afe Negus

      (impressed in spite of himself) Very well. Proceed.

      Yared Mandefro

      You’re pretending that we’re somehow talking about a polite, cultured group of people, assembled to appreciate the lilting tunes of their beloved country, when in fact they are nothing of the sort. It is true that no matter the country, most entertainers are prima donnas, and richly deserve that title. They pout (often unattractively) when they feel they are not being given due attention; they come alive only in the eyes of the people around them, whose adoration they MUST have, and they expect all people, timetables, large planets, etc. to rotate around THEM. It is not unusual when attending a formal affair where such entertainers are present to have to cater to their every whim and respond to their every desire.

      Now see if you can imagine 2,000 Ethiopian prima donnas in one adarash, then we’d be getting somewhere.

      Are you aware of the challenges of arranging a cultural evening for the Ethiopian community? Let the flyer say that the event starts promptly at 9:00 p.m., and you can be sure that the first five people will not arrive till 11:23 p.m., silently kicking themselves for being so uncool as to arrive so far ahead of the IN crowd. Then there’s the whole “catering to the in-crowd” you have to do. This is not a community that will come out in droves to see the latest Mulatu AstaTQé masterpiece; nooo, this crowd will not think of attending any event unless it has assurance that the A++ crowd has given it their endorsement, the sole criterion required. If the IN crowd were to so declare it, this lemming-like population can be counted on to attend a Weird Al Yancovic remake of Birtukané (he’d call it “My Orangina,” of course) while leaving a languishing Kassa Tessema unheard a few doors down unless THEY decided to stop by. A discriminating crowd, this is not.

      Let us assume they actually deign to show up. Once they arrive, there is the requisite three-hour wait while the uptight men in their elastic waistband leather jackets and the tightly coiffed women in their back-outs and their high heels try to unwind enough to even tap an unseen toe in their shoes. Three hours of drinking and surreptitious looks around the room before the first person will dare get up to dance, and woe unto him who dares to approach a group of women to ask one of them to dance with him. Theses social interactions bring back unwelcome memories of high school; at least then, there was the excuse of youthful ignorance – what, pray tell, is the excuse now?

      By this point any self-respecting artist would have packed up their bags and left, especially since they would have been playing for hours with nothing other than the funereal clapping at the end of a set.

      It’s an unappreciative audience. It deserves what it got.

      With that, he readjusted his cravat, again, and sat, oblivious to the half-admiring, half-derisory looks being sent his way. .

      Afe Negus

      AQabé hig, do you have anything to add?

      AQabé hig

      No, your honor. The prosecution rests…

      Imahoy Tisemé

      Rests? Rests? Ere yet’abatachihu. [Having finally found her way to her feet, and having gained the floor, she launches into a diatribe.] Ere yizwachihu yihid! Why, I’m of a mind to cut some sama from outside and tan your insolent behinds like your mothers ought to have! You upstarts have no idea what good music is. You, the snotty one from across the sea, where is this Oskford? new-yalkew Oskord? I’ve lived nearly forever and I’ve never heard of it. Oo oo té, don’t tell me any of you know of things I don’t know about, because that just can’t be true. So at this so-called place of higher musical learning – did they teach you about Yared, your namesake, Mister I-know-Everything who doesn’t know enough to take his wife’s shash off his silly neck before coming to court? And didn’t your mother teach you not to speak before your elders? Gud iko new. Do these Oskord people know who Mary Armidé was? Have they listened to the mournful sounds of the Begena and felt its vibrations in their stomachs (like when the train goes by you at Legehar and you feel the rumbles under your feet)? Does the sound of some poor shepherd’s washint remind them of those carefree days where all your worries were about going to fetch water? You the lawyers strutting about – do you think you know anything? Ho! Even I, mehayimwa, I know more about music than you have hair on your heads.

      [She calls out to the chair] Lijé, anteye, weyiss antu libel? [Afe Negus is nonplussed, and does not answer. She digs into her copious top to unearth a wrinkled handkerchief with a knot in it where she keeps her money, using it to wipe her shiny brow before reburying it into her ample bosom]. Why don’t you admonish this feeble crowd and ask them the other question, the more important one, eh? Who took our music and gave us this hideous sound that comes from a machine … no masinQo, no kirar, washint, kebero, or Turumba in sight – just some guy with an electrical machine who is somehow able to make more noise than a field of possessed sinners at Qulibii. And the lyrics! Weladit-Amlak tawQalech, I’ve said once if I’ve said it a hundred times – these words are obscene, unfit for decent ears. In my day, poets knew how to say what happened without vulgar words. With the gifted geTamioch of those days, we all knew everything that the artist implied. Nowadays you have people grunting and moaning like animals in our own living rooms!

      I remember the days when just listening to AsnaQech hum to her kirar brought out the pain of loss that every mother understood; when the saxophone of [she turns to her friend … “man-neber simu, ye-Tesfaye inat?” … but doesn’t wait for the answer] the man who was on the television every Thursday before the LewT…now THAT was music. The guragigna of the Hager-FiQir dancers; the dorzé wonders of that delightful man – sintu teTerto yichalal?

      [She raises her voice to the bench] Afe Negus, inantem dagnochus bitihonu, I demand that you order this lifisfis prosecutor to ask the RIGHT question question instead of wasting our time: What happened to our music? [She realizes that she had the rapt attention of the entire room and is uncharacteristically unnerved – she quickly eases her way back into her snug chair, mumbling steadily under her breath, sotto voce, again] “Erenesh Tisemé….hoooooooo. m’ts, ité.”

      PART TWO of CHilot will continue next month…

      Architecturally speaking…

      On Heroes and Monuments: A Reflection on Discontinuity

      By: Seleshi Yaleh

      Several images, most of them well-known and etched in the public’s memory, one of them private and a minor footnote in the annals of history, came to my mind when I thought of the ferocity with which different Ethiopian regimes and generations attempted to stamp out the symbols and icons of their immediate predecessors.

      A few years ago, I visited Lij Iyasu Mikael’s former residence in Addis Abeba, located near the Sidist Kilo campus, immediately adjacent to Algawrash Gibi. Emperor Haile Selassie bequeathed his erstwhile rival’s elegant pre-war two-story villa to His Holiness Abuna Qerillos, the Egyptian born Ethiopian Patriarch. Before I stepped into the house, I was examining the grand entrance and the imposing front doors when I detected—covered under several coats of thick white paint—the Emperor’s monogram, emblazoned on the lower panels of the iron doors. Ironic aside #1: The residence of Lij Iyasu, the heir suspected of being a Moslem, was given to the then head of the Ethiopian Church.

      In one of the several black and white documentaries about the Italo-Ethiopian war and the five-year Occupation, one particular scene, unlike most of the other images filmed in broad daylight, stands out: the toppling of Emperor Menelik’s equestrian statue, now located between St. George’s Church and the new municipality building. Fearful of provoking a revolt [or a riot, depending on the narrator’s point of view] the Italian colonial administrators made sure that the act was executed in the middle of the night. Ironic aside #2: During his 1930 coronation festivities, Emperor Haile Selassie inaugurated Emperor Menelik’s equestrian statue while some time later he had the front doors of Lij Iyasu [grandson of Emperor Menelik, uncle of Empress Menen, and cousin of Emperor Haile Selassie] branded with his monogram.

      When Colonel Mengistu’s junta assumed power, it toppled Emperor Haile Selassie’s statue (this time around in broad daylight) in the Piazza, near Cinema Empire. Later, the regime tracked down and melted the Emperor’s monograms scattered around the city. Fortunately, for us, inheritors of the botched histories of all of our predecessors, the junta was rather incompetent and unsystematic in its zeal. It ripped out the Emperor’s monograms that linked the three decorative concrete leaves inside the Mexico Square fountain. However, it pried only a few of the Emperor’s monograms out of the metal fence surrounding Emperor Menelik’s Palace (why Emperor Haile Selassie felt the need to have his monogram stamped on the fence of Emperor Menelik’s Palace is of course another matter). Ironic aside #3: the only monograms of Emperor Haile Selassie that were safe from the Derg’s fervent fire torch were the ones emblazoned on the front doors of Lij Iyasu’s former residence, shrouded in diplomatic immunity, deep inside the Egyptian Embassy compound.

      Colonel Mengistu’s regime also changed the name of Mesfina Harar street, a road named after Prince Makonnen, the Duke of Harrar, the Emperor’s second son to Dejazmach Belaye Zelleke Street. The latter, a renowned member of the resistance in Gojjam during the Italian Occupation later plotted against Emperor Haile Selassie and was hung.

      When the EPRDF came to power, it, in its turn, toppled Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov Lenin’s colossal statue, formerly flanked with Africa Hall and Jubilee Palace. The present government also white washed the slogans that Colonel Mengistu’s regime had smeared throughout the country and—as we live in a sloganeering age—painted its own slogans.

      One can understand the need for successive regimes—and, by extension, the generations from which they emerge—to carve out identities separate from their predecessors. However, does it follow that newly installed regimes annihilate symbolic vestiges of their predecessors in order to define themselves?

      Let me make something clear: I am not a fan of V.I. Lenin. However, monuments—occasionally blemishes in the cityscape—are important testaments of a period. For example, Lenin’s statue would have reminded present and future generations of the time in our history when a regime/a generation felt the need to import a role model (deity?) all the way from the Soviet Union to wedge it between the official residence of the Ethiopian head of state (Jubilee Palace) and the elected seat of the continent (Africa Hall). The presence of Lenin’s statue could have possibly reminded present and future governments of the folly of installing yet another foreign role model—perhaps, an interactive statue of Bill Gates—on the crumbling and empty pedestal of the first Soviet leader.

      What I find surprising is that those in power have no difficulty celebrating heroes from foreign lands but rarely confer similar honors to their fellow citizens. A case in point: the Philatelic Department of the Ethiopian Postal Service. This agency has been issuing stamps—except for a six-year interruption during and immediately following the Italian Occupation—regularly since 1894. Numerous foreign dignitaries, including Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt, the Shah of Iran, Queen Elizabeth II, V.I. Lenin, and Mother Theresa have graced many an Ethiopian stamp. Apart from Afework Tekle’s Spiritual Leaders, a set of six stamps featuring Abuna Salama, Abuna Aregawi, Abuna Tekle Haimanot, Kidus Yared and the philosopher Zara Yacob, issued way back in January 3, 1964 [ ! ], I cannot think of any other set (on the average five to six sets of stamps are issued every year) that singles out and features Ethiopian heroes (unless of course they are present and past heads of state, and that, in my book, counts as flexing muscle and not celebration).

      Instead of rushing to destroy existing monuments or re-naming old ones, how about honoring our unsung heroes by building a new library after Ato Haddis Alemayehu, a teachers’ college after Weizero. Senedu Gebru, a stadium after Ato Haile Gebreselassie, a music conservatory after Weizero Asnakech Worku, a small business loan bank for women entrepreneurs after Weizero Ketslea Belachew, a concert hall after Ato Tilahun Gessese, a scientific research institute after Dr. Aklilu Lemma, a theatre after Ato Kebede Mikael, a medical school after Hakim Worqeneh Eshete, a public policy institute after Sister Jember Teferra, an actor’s conservatory after Ato Wegayehu Negatu, a pilot training college after Captain Alemayehu, a cinema complex after Ato Haile Gerima, a sports training center after W/z Fatuma Roba, an arts school after Ato Skunder Bhogassian…and these names are just from the top of my head (by the way, I am Addis Abebawi, so the selected individuals are predominantly from the capital. Nominations are eagerly accepted from all corners of the realm).

      If rulers were reluctant about demolishing all traces of their predecessors; if rulers were confident about sharing the limelight with the heroes of the day; if rulers were wise enough to reward and honor indigenous accomplishment and achievement…their monuments, I am sure, would shine and sparkle for millennia.

      The profile
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      Yemane Demissie, film maker, tiliQ sew and denizen of that sunshine state where we thought nothing good could possibly evolve, sat down with SELEDA for what he thought would be a normal Q & A… Ay, well. Someone will have to tell him.

      Yemane also has a solid record as a producer and a director. Aside from several experimental shorts, he has produced and directed a farce, three short films and a feature film, GIR-GIR (TUMULT), that has been screened at nearly forty international film festivals and has won several awards and prizes in the Africa, Europe and the United States. GIR-GIR has been shown in theaters and aired on television on all three continents and in Japan. Yemane is a recipient of the prestigious John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship, the American Film Institute Film and Videomaker’s Grant, the California Artists Fellowship, a nominee of the Rockefellar Media Fund and is listed in the millennium edition of Who’s Who in America?

      How did you tell your parents you were NOT going to be an engineer or a programmer?

      Easy. I took a year of Statistics, Economics, Accounting and Algebra.

      When did you first realize you wanted to be involved in the wonderful world of make believe?

      A few weeks (yes, my timing is not very good) before I graduated from college with a degree in journalism.

      What was the impetus for your interest in film?

      When I realized that I wanted to have a subjective, personal and creative [filmmaking] input in the stories, that I wanted to tell and not aspire to be an impartial conduit [journalism].

      What do you perceive as the single most difficult challenge to overcome in your chosen field? If you could clear up one misunderstanding in the world, artistic or not, what would it be? If you could transmit one message, what would that message be?

      Convincing the Ethiopian audience that stories about themselves matter.

      What’s your new project about?

      It is the story of how a small community in Ethiopia managed to survive the worst pandemic in human history: the Spanish Influenza of 1918. This deadly plague killed nearly 40 million people within the course of a few months. It’s called “…and then the rains return”. It will be in Amharic with English subtitles.

      You seem to be a staunch defender of making films in Amharic with English subtitles even though this might make your films not very easily “sellable”. Why is that important to you?

      Clarification: I have nothing against making films in any language. However, if I am making a film that takes place in Ethiopia (or within the Ethiopian community outside of Ethiopia) and if all of the primary characters are Ethiopian, the film, in my opinion, should not be made in a non-Ethiopian language with the idea of making it more “sellable”. A film is not marketable simply because it is in English. Unless the principal characters in a film are American (and, in general, white) most films—in the present imperial cultural climate—will not see the light of the day in the world film market. I have some bad news to share with you: Hollywood is not interested in the stories of our younger brother’s adolescent escapades, our grandmother’s ingenious survival skills during the Italian Occupation, our older sister’s tragic death during the Red Terror, our mother’s diplomatic skills in maintaining harmony within the family, our father’s frustrations with his unfulfilled aspirations…. Hollywood is interested in making films about Americans. If by chance, Africa happens to be in their radar screen, our family members would, at best, be local and exotic coloring to Tom and Jane’s adventures as they discover themselves aiding our helpless relatives.

      ;What stage are you at in the production of “…and then the rains return”? Do you have a studio backing you?

      The script, written by Solomon Deressa, is complete. I have already concluded an agreement with Haile Gerima’s production company. His company will be providing some of the production and post-production equipment. I have also received funding from an organization in Switzerland. I will begin a campaign to raise money from Ethiopians in the Diaspora at the beginning of next year. Keep your eyes, ears and wallet ready and open.

      Do you think Haile Gerima’s success with Adwa has helped galvanize Ethiopians to support our own artists?

      Indeed it has. The overwhelming and positive response to his film is an encouragement not only for Haile Gerima, but for Ethiopian artists in the Diaspora. I believe members of our community have reached a stage (financially and emotionally) where they can focus and support cultural activities.

      Is the lack of a rich culture of filmmaking in Ethiopia a disadvantage in that you are forced to work out certain issues of cultural depiction from scratch? Or is it actually an advantage in that you have clear slate and a multitude of original possibilities to explore without any influence?

      It is at once a blessing and a curse. We have thousands of years of history and only seven narrative [fiction] feature films (Hirut Abatwa Man Naw? Guma: Yedem Kassa, Mirt Sost Shi Amet [Harvest: 3,000 Years], Aster, my own, Gir-Gir [Tumult] and two others [unfortunately, I have been unable to track down their titles]) have been produced thus far. Stories abound. Since there is literally no tradition of filmmaking, we can, without any restriction, create and develop our own film grammar to tell the stories.

      Nevertheless, we are also burdened with the prohibitive expectations of a public hungry to see its own images on the screen. Each member of the audience has an opinion (ranging from the well informed to the ill informed) on how a particular historical character or incident ought to be depicted. At the same time, it is impossible for the filmmaker to please (nor should be sycophancy and appeasement be principal motivations for telling a story) all the viewers. If, however, there are numerous films about a subject matter that is dear to us all, then the viewer will realize that there could be numerous interpretations of the same story. For example, there are some individuals who objected to Ato Haile Gerima’s depiction of Adwa as an African victory. A multitude of films about this momentous event in our contemporary history could be made. Adwa through the eyes of the following: the cavalry unit from Wello; Empress Taitu, her soldiers and followers; the diplomatic intrigues that took place before the war; Dejazmach Balcha and his followers; the Italian prisoners of war…

      What has been the greatest challenge for you as an artist?

      Persuading the Ethiopian audience that they would have to morally and financially support their filmmakers [and other artists] if they want to see stories about their father’s joy, their sister’s frustration, their mother’s accomplishment, their brother’s pain, their neighbor’s good fortune, their ancestor’s sacrifice on the screen.

      When do you know you have achieved the ultimate “success” as a filmmaker?

      Making a film about Ethiopia and Ethiopians every two or three years.

      What is an Ethiopian actor’s temper tantrum like?

      “I want to act in more than just one film in my lifetime!!!”

      That’s cute. Are you artistically inclined …in other areas?

      No.

      What’s the equivalent of the “casting couch” in Amharic?

      A “deluxe” sofa donated in the late 1960’s by Mosvold, Ltd. to the casting director of Hirut Abatwa Mannew? the first feature length film in Amharic. As it was used about once every seven years, the dust (not to mention the neglect) destroyed the upholstery. A few years ago, the Minister of Health declared it a health hazard and quarantined it. It has now fortunately been restored to its former glory and is on display at the City of Addis Abeba Museum (right below the Historic Homes of Addis Abeba watercolor mounted on the wall) near Meskel Square.

      What is your absolute favorite aspect of filmmaking?

      Tie: research and showing a film to a perceptive audience.

      If you could collaborate with any director in the world, who would that be?

      Filmmaking is like driving a car. Numerous parts are necessary in order for the car to move; however, only one person can steer. If, by collaboration, you mean working for another director, I would love to work primarily with most Ethiopian directors, as I will probably be very interested in the subject matters they are tackling.

      Which tabot do you swear by?

      Cherkos.

      Which one do you megebber to?

      Abo.

      Have you inhaled?

      I’ll take the fifth on that one.

      Ever used Melotti beera to wash down a mouthful of CHat?

      I come from a long line of Meta beera consumers. Don’t do CHat.

      What’s your favorite scene in a movie?

      A scene that leaves room for me to decide how I feel and think about the characters and the situation in which they are depicted.

      Given the choice between directing a potential blockbuster and a Cannes Film Festival candidate, which would you pick and why?

      A potential blockbuster isn’t always mindless and a Cannes Film Festival candidate isn’t always profound. I want to make to a good film.

      What are your favorite subjects in filmmaking? What do you look for in a script idea? In a script?

      Funny, moving, awe-inspiring, poignant, ironic, zany, earnest, rapturous, and leza yalachew stories.

      What about heaving bosoms?

      They go under awe-inspiring.

      What is an unforgivable sin in script writing?

      Insulting the intelligence of your audience.

      In directing a movie?

      Insulting the intelligence of your audience.

      What do you do/where do you go when you are unhappy?

      Watch Frederico Fellini’s film, Nights of Cabiria.

      Do you believe in God?

      Hell, yes!

      Do you believe in hell?

      Hell, no!

      Where was the most interesting place you… well, y’know…

      No comment. I’ve read Rafael’s Life Diaries entry about the virtues of taciturnity in the October issue of SELEDA. What is this? A trap?

      Yes. It is. Did you get caught?

      Hell, no!

      For more information on GIR-GIR

      Gir-Gir (Tumult) will be screened at the Cinevegas Film Festival at the New Paris Las Vegas Hotel at 6 pm on Saturday, December 11, 1999.

      http://www.cinevegas.com/program/12_11_99.htm

      http://www.cinevegas.com
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      Top Ten Differences Between People from Bole and Arada…

      10. Bole names: Mimi, Kiki, Chuchu, Tati, Nani

      Arada names: (more descriptive): Aschalew, Agonafir, Wederyelesh, Andargachew, Yewibdar, Shibabaw

      (Ye Bole Lij ke L.A.)

      9. An Arada boy can take a girl on a date even if he has only 35 santim be-kissu.

      (Sammy Debebe)

      8. An Aradan approaches business like lovemaking. In Bole, lovemaking is approached like business.

      7. This particular Top Ten is much ado about nothing—an Aradan would know that.

      (Yilkal Abate Kassa, London)

      6. Arada parents teach love to their children; Bole parents make love to Arada children.

      (Ariwos)

      5. When in jail for not attending Derg meetings, Bole kids wanted the guard to help them set a campfire “just like at Sodere”. Arada kids suggested that a Bole kid be used as the starting log.

      (Z. G, San Francisco)

      4. BolewoCH know the exact dimensions of the back seat of a Volkswagen Beetle. Most of us Aradoch know how much weight you can balance on a listro berCHuma.

      (AkalaCH Zebene, in Arada)

      3. When you say to y’arada lijoch 'tadiass!’, they reply, 'allenna!’,

      when you say it to ye Bole lijoch you get "Huh? What…? Huh?

      Ican’t hear you… a 767 just about scraped our foq bet…!"

      2. Ye Bole lijoch leave Addis via Bole… y’arada lijoch, via Tolle…

      (SELEDA Editor, ke Ammanuel Hospital.)

      and the number one difference between Bole and Arada people…

      1. Ye Bole lijoch sell their mothers’ watches in Arada; ye Arada lijoch sell the mothers of ye Bole lidjoch.

      (Eskindir

      Jamming the Bruise
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      By: Jorga Mesfin

      " You may have bruised your soul trying to fit into an infamous space known as the Diaspora. But, the beauty is in the fact that the soul can only be bruised and not maimed. And, bruises do heal!"

      –My Father

      For the last 8 years, I have used music as my personal healer for these random bruises. Beautiful yet demanding, she has provided food for love, praise for God, and comfort for pain. I play music less for a living, than to celebrate life. In her I find the only time and place when I am not aware of the foreignness in my present surroundings.

      The transformation that I undergo when immersed in music comes from the power of knowing that for that sacred moment, I have the power to create a world of sound that is designed in exact accordance to my soul’s needs. For a world that is usually alien to others, I still find those few blessed moments when this world opens its doors and communicates its beauty to all that are near it. As a musician, I try to create images of sound that have the power to communicate my vision of love, hope and faith to all that are willing to be temporary co-inhabitants in my world.

      Do I have any proof that any of the above works? No. But I do have my own repeated experiences and memories of tears and smiles induced by the music others. John Coltrane has made me pray better, and Aster Aweke has made me cry necessary tears. Nina Simone has made me fight harder, and Kassa Tessema has made me love deeper. Through their art form, they invited me into their world and gave me a chance to reside in sounds that were borne out of their experience.

      I do not suffer from such an immense illusion of grandeur to claim that my music can provide to others what the respective artists mentioned above have provided for me. But, I can always hope and look forward to the day that I too can attain the level of artistic development required to connect and invite others into my sound world.

      Even if you do not realize it, we all are artists. We go through each day encountering events that we try to make sense out of to the best of our abilities and life skills. Most of us living outside Ethiopia have tried to make sense of our new surroundings by recognizing them as events that will allow us to accomplish different goals. For some of us it has been making as much money as possible; for others it has been as much education. Some have chosen or have been forced to forget Ethiopia as home, and some keep hanging on to the concept of a brighter and peaceful Ethiopia as if it were a life jacket. And the list goes on. But each of us will need our own personal soul healer. And we might have a better time if the way we heal our individual souls is not at the expense of our collective well being.

      Back to music.

      If you do not believe that music has power, the next chance you get a chance, catch a live Ethiopian music concert. You will notice beautifully adorned men and women come in all their glory and pomp, carefully watching their walk and attitude, giving the world their best appearance. Depending on where you live, and price people paid to get in, what I will describe next will take four to ten songs into the show.

      …earrings flying, shirts drenched, shoes off. The girl who would not look up from her table during dinner is now pushing the singer aside to engage in an Eskesta duel. And if you are lucky and someone isn’t, the unlucky one will try to dive off the stage into his crowded group of friends only to find that they had politely cleared him ample landing space on the hard wood floor**.** I always get baffled with the power of music, especially when I try to imagine the above happening with the music muted out of the scenario.

      I pray that music will continue to be a source of peace in my life and that I shall one day succeed to share my visions and hopes for life through the world of sound. I also would like to humbly invite you to play this instrument called life. And for those who are already playing their hearts out, keep on jamming.

      Adwa reviewed
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      Review: The “ADWA: An African Victory” Premier in Washington, DC

      by Lillu Tesfa

      Saturday, November 20, 1999

      When I first heard about the movie “Adwa,” an electric feeling of excitement immediately coursed through my body. I felt quite fortunate that I lived in a part of the country where most Ethiopian cultural events are usually showcased. I was not planning on attending the premier for various reasons, but as fate would have it, certain circumstances conspired to allow me to be there. I am glad now that I was there – but not entirely for the reasons one might assume.

      The film was being shown at the historic Lincoln Theatre (where President Lincoln was assassinated), which is located at 13th and U in Northwest Washington DC, a predominantly African-American district. Yet, this night, on that particular block, it was a predominantly Ethiopian zone. Ethiopians, some men and women garbed in national dress, one or two wearing traditionally west African dress, were milling about the entrance to the theatre. Friends and family greeted each other with surprised delight. There were other Africans, women in colorful booboos/dashikis and head wrap, and Rastafarians of Ethiopian, Caribbean and African-American descent added to this eclectic sight.

      About an hour before the film were to begin, I heard that tickets were sold out. I felt gratified: no one could say that we don’t support our own artists. The lobby of the theater was even more crowded. There was a table selling videos, tee-shirts and CDs, another one selling drinks and a section on the floor above where the hungry could go and feed on tasty Ethiopian food – free of charge.

      When I entered the theatre itself I realized two things at once: the first was that Lincoln Theater is beautiful with a large floor and a balcony seating which, unfortunately for many, was not ideal seating for the movie screen itself was not very large at all; the second thing I noticed was that the seats were pretty much filled except for a few in the very front row. On stage, a woman was reciting a poem to the soft beat of a West African drum. The audience was not yet settled. In fact, many were still milling about in the lobby, socializing.

      Eventually, the lights were dimmed and the audience called into the theatre. On stage, a man conducted a “libation,” and then called for a moment of silence. The theatre was fully darkened when, at the tail end of the moment of silence, the stage light picked out a beautiful, elegantly garbed Ethiopian woman who began to sing in acappella this wondrously melancholic melody. The singer was the talented Gigi, the song was the same one many of you may recall from the movie Endurance, and it was more gut wrenching performed live. I’m not ashamed to admit, I cried a little.

      Gigi’s performance was really the first moment I felt that this was indeed an Ethiopian event. Apart from Sister Jember’s - “Ethiopia’s Mother Theresa” - speech on the crippling poverty gripping a huge portion of Ethiopia’s population, there were no other Ethiopians to make this feel that it was an event recognizing the bravery of our ancestors. If the libation left me scratching my head in confusion, well Gigi’s song left my heart swollen with that peculiar dual sensation of pride and melancholy.

      As Gigi’s voice faded, the movie screen lit up gradually with the mountainous landscape of Ethiopia and thus began Adwa: An African Victory.

      Okay, here’s a bit of honesty: I was expecting an action flick, a movie like Mel Gibson’s epic Braveheart. What I got was a docu-drama narrated by Haile Gerima himself. I must admit, it took me a little while to get over the disappointment.

      The events surrounding the Adwa battle was presented in the traditional African “oral” history fashion interspersed with folklore and bolstered by some period paintings, photographs and sound effects to create a fascinating and convincing illusion of action. In the question and answer session afterwards, Haile reveals to the audience that many of the photographs and paintings of the battles are no longer on Ethiopian soil. In fact, he had to pay dearly for some of the paintings, adding to the nearly half a million dollars it cost to make the film.

      Haile Gerima’s Adwa is quality work, artistically sound, historically relevant and – if the frequent applause from the audience were anything to go by - entertaining. In the beginning of the narration, Haile announces that this film is a personal view of the events that transpired immediately prior to the battle of Adwa. He makes no bones about the fact that his knowledge of the event he learned literally sitting on his father’s knees. To fill in the holes, he interviewed famous Ethiopian historian Ato Gebre-Tsadik Mokria, a few other male **azawunt**s and Ato Indreas Ishete, one of Ethiopia’s first western educated philosophers.

      The narration is mostly in Amharic (with the singular exception of the interviews conducted with Ato Indreas Ishete who spoke exclusively in English) with English subtitles that may have been perhaps a tad fast for those trying to read from the balconies as the visibility of the lettering was not always legible. The soundtrack (which is available on CD) was superb with some shilella, the classic "che-bella" and some excellent instrumentals.

      As an artistic accomplishment, this film is quite impressive. On the historical perspective, however, one has to remember that it is the film maker’s presentation of history as he heard it growing up. It is not a complete anthology of the events at and surrounding Adwa on that historic day. If anything, it is an appetizer of sorts. It should encourage us more – those of us who have little to nothing on Ethiopian history – to go out there and see what we can find out about our own history, something that is not adulterated by a westerner’s biased view of Africa’s historical events. As Haile confirmed in the Q and A session after the movie, he did not want to dilute the movie with the “expert” opinions of non-Ethiopians. He wanted to present a wholly Ethiopian view of Adwa - and that he certainly achieves.

      Afterwards, I discussed the film with several people, some of whom did not like it because it was, in their opinion, a cursory, almost glib, look at one of the single most important events in Ethiopian history. Others were not enamoured of some of the choices for interview.

      Here’s my gripe: Ato Indreas Ishete made a statement I thought was wholly inappropriate for this film given the spirit in which it was made. He said, “Ethiopians, because of their particular history…, don’t readily identify with the rest of Africa.” Now, I’m sure that this is true to some extent, but as a blanket statement, I felt it did a disservice to the millions of Ethiopians in Ethiopia who don’t feel as he does and to the hundreds of thousands in the Diaspora (myself included) who disagree wholeheartedly with his statement. The last I checked, no one had elected Ato Indreas to speak on behalf of the Ethiopian people. Our history is full of moments where Ethiopians show solidarity for the rest of their African brethren. The birth of the OAU is a monumental example of Ethiopia not only identifying with the rest of Africa, but reaching out as well.

      My other observation, which was addressed in the Q and A session, was that there were no female **azawunt**s interviewed. Although tegé Taitu was featured prominently in the film, the lack of other female presence was rather blatant. Haile later explained that he had indeed sought out women to interview for his film and had gotten some significant footage, but the material he had gathered was really appropriate only for Part II.

      Despite the fact that the film was geared towards Africans as a whole and African-Americans, it was really Ethiopians who comprised a huge percentage of the audience that went to view the film. Because my initial discussions with others who had viewed the film had left me with more negative rather than positive impressions (and because I had initially promised to see it with a dear cousin) I went to view the film a second time so that I could reformulate my own opinion for this review. If anything, I walked away with more admiration for the quality of the film and for the possibilities it represented. Yes, I’m sure we all knew Ethiopia trounced the Fascist Italians at Adwa, but now we can put a face and a name to the heroes and the villains at the battle of Adwa.

      Adwa will continue to show in major cities across the US (Atlanta, LA, New York) and will, I’m sure, continue to attract much attention. For those of you who plan to attend a showing, here’s one small advice: turn off your cell phone before the film starts.

      I have to confess that I haven’t always been a fan of Haile Gerima’s work, but I have been an enduring admirer of his pioneering spirit. He may not always present exactly what we want to see and how we want to see it, but whatever he does, Haile Gerima is and will always remain an inspiration.

      Bawza
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      Perspectives: The New Year Celebration in Ethiopia and Other Atrocities

      by Lillu Tesfa

      Saturday, November 20, 1999

      My cousins and I are planning on planning to have a most memorable New Millennium’s Eve celebration to end all celebrations. Trouble is, we are at a loss as to just how we can accomplish such a feat. Last year’s bash was lame. I mean we had fun and all, but the music was not what it should have been and the crowd was not exactly our speed. So this year, we worry that we are not going to have an appropriately exciting send off into the new Millennium. Personally, I worry that whatever high-heeled creation I slap on my feet is going to leave me crippled after a full night of shakin’ my thang on the dance floor.

      The cousins and I have discussed possibilities: a cruise; a house party or a nightclub; perhaps a jazz club or even a road-trip to NYC’s Madison Square Garden where we can watch the apple drop in great style while deflecting the drunken overtures of fellow revelers. We realize that the cheapest we can bring in the new millennium for is $100.00, not counting the dress, the drinks, and other related expenses. But seeing as how it’s the millennium and not any old ordinary new year, we probably have to shell out $120.00 or more just for the privilege of entering through the portals of any worthwhile establishment.

      Then of course there are the parents. You can’t very well leave them at home, disgruntled lumps on the couch, silently watching Dick Clark’s Ogelvie-brown hairdo as he excitedly pontificates on the virtues of the coming millennium (while the parents silently wonder if the end of the world is scheduled for the Western calendar or do we really have another seven years before ma’ibel and awlo-n’fas make us all history in the worst possible way). So, the cousins and I discussed at length how to deal with the progenitor question as the new millennium continues to hurtle towards us at full speed. Perhaps a nice family dinner somewhere in DC or on one of those floating Potomac restaurants from where we can watch fireworks shoot into the city’s back lit sky. At $100+ per person, we wondered idly if it would be worth it to try to make it to a nightclub afterwards for an age-appropriate party session where we could gyrate to some primitive beat – sans the rounded eyes of the progenitors making distressingly inaccurate speculations as to the level of our maturity and sense of rhythm.

      It’s not even about making life-changing resolutions for the coming year. Who wants to face the reality of life when we can rest comfortably on the momentous laurels of being amongst the few billion in human history who have lived to see the transition from one millennium to the next. After all, we’re only the second set to do so (if we don’t get tangled up in the technicality of our ancestors, the Abyssinians, who make our Y2K redundant). Naturally, we disengage from active ruminations over how we can make the world a better place for all humankind and disregard with practiced ease the reasons why we don’t volunteer at the local Ethiopian Community Center or why we are not a Big Brother or Big Sister to some needy Abesha kid or why we avoid the political process that might make our American neighborhood literacy program more viable than it is.

      Areh wodezia!

      That’s the new millennium waiting for us around the corner, damn it! What else is one supposed to do but pull out all the stops and concentrate all efforts into having the best, most stupendous, outrageously outstanding time of one’s life? Hey, this comes around but once in a lifetime, if that. I, for one, plan on having the time of my life.

      Okay, let me rephrase: I was planning on it. That was until I read the SELEDA-slam on the Ethiopian new year’s celebration excesses. Haysus! It was funny, I’ll guarantee you that, and I laughed, behodey iyaleqesku for those unlucky dehoch who were barred from enjoying the celebration with their wealthier counterparts. How could they? I silently accused the flagrantly rich. Then right on the heels of my self righteous indignation came the more honest: how could they not? It was the Ethiopian new year, for crying out loud. What do we expect – that they celebrate it with nifro ina buna? The haves back home always seem less kind, especially when viewed through the clinically distant magnifying glass of the mostly fortunate, seemingly altruistic occidental society of the transplanted.

      But I ask you: why the holier-than-thou act? Are we not the **moja**s accusing the royalty of excesses of CHoma – if I may paraphrase a popular adage?

      I came to this hardly flattering but honest conclusion about myself when one of my cousin’s asked me if I were willing to stay home on new year’s eve this year in obscure solidarity with those who could not celebrate the addis amet, or any day of the year, back home. I thought about it for two (very short) beats, and I came back with a resolute: No. (It’s still echoing in my ear.)

      While the SELEDA-slam definitely put the frein on my cyber-serfing for the A-List spot in DC where I could happily add to my credit card debt in honor of Y2K – alas, it did not turn off the engine.

      Let’s face a few facts here: as members of the growing Ethiopian Diaspora, we’re a thousand times better off here than anywhere else in the world, at least financially speaking. We are happily settling back into the comfortably padded chaise-longue of our existence amongst the middle class of America, with our eyes fixed ambitiously on the doorway to the upper-middle class and beyond. So, when the time comes to meshager from one century, nay, one millennium to the next, damn if I’m going to do it from my apartment, trying to catch the ChilanCHil of a distant display of fireworks set off by people who are not worrying about the starving Communists in China!

      Of course, personally, I think that I’ll be in an even better financial position to have an even better time on the eve of the year 2001. Maybe, I could even mark the event by making a long overdue pilgrimage to Ethiopia. I’ll go to Addis where I can have a mind-blowing time at the Sheraton (the Taj Mahal of all luxury hotels) for a mere 100 to 200 birr - which is what, $12 to $25? No sweat, man. I could party forever, if I could make that mental leap over the twisting guilt in my guts because of the disadvantaged thousands salivating outside those hand-wrought iron gates.After all, is it not better to spend money in the Ethiopian economy than to fatten the fatted calf of the U.S. economy? I know, I know, twisted logic and all, but really when you think about it, it does make sense, doesn’t it? But, unfortunately, it does nothing to assuage the pain of guilt in my heart. It sure would be easier on the old psyche to blow a few hundred dollars here in the States, don’t you think? No hungry little kids with eyes wide enough to drown in stretching out their hands in noisy demand for your money while you try to make sure that they don’t soil the tightly-woven, cotton-shot-through-with-silver neTela of your new a la mode q’mis.

      Whichever way you spin it, the story is the same. Either you have your fun and be damned the rest of the world, or you forego your festivities and hold a solitary candle-lit vigil in your home, wallowing in heightened bourgeois guilt as you remember those but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I members of your brethren who can’t party “like it’s 1999.”

      Oh, the guilt. The GUILT! Could any emotion run deeper or more true in any Ethiopian-bred heart?

      So, it was, still writhing in my self-inflicted, over developed sense of social responsibility, I came up with the idea that might forever mark me as the Marie Antoinette of my Ethio-bubble world.

      I would, I told my cousin, make a cash donation (matching dollar for dollar what I would spend on my festivities on the eve of the year 2000) to an Ethiopian charitable organization back in Ethiopia. AND…And I would challenge my counterparts in the Diaspora to do the same. This may make me seem little better than Marie Antoinette with her ill-timed comment about feeding the peasants cake prior to her untimely demise under the super-seif of Weizero Guillotine. I wonder, did her fellow aristocracy laugh at her cleverly naïve solution, or did they simply stare at her, utterly horrified?

      I do hope that I garner a better, more positive reaction. There is no sense in railing against those who are doing just what we are planning on doing, even if the Chuhet of our guilt-ridden conscience will be muted by distance. So, why not turn our celebration into the possibility of a future for those back home who cannot do for themselves?

      We could, I suppose, try to turn our atrocities of excess into something positive. So, I hope you will join me from wherever you are on January 2, 2000 (after you’ve had ample time to recover from ringing in the new millennium) as I add up the receipts of the cost of my celebration on December 31, 1999 and prepare to make a cash donation to an orphanage, a clinic, or a vocational training school for Ethiopia’s growing number of street children and prostitutes.

      And, in case you’re wondering, this is not a suggestion – it’s a challenge.
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      “Top Ten Signs you are Ready to Go Back to Ethiopia”…

      
        	10. You totally misunderstood what “y’ennat ager Tirree” meant.

        	9. Your 857th attempt to brew tejj in your studio apartment just failed.

        	8. Your cousin back home says there’s a 4.2-carre-meter plot left near Kotebe where you can erect yet another high priced “Greenwich Village type” azmari bet.

        	7. Ethiopian Air Lines no longer allows flight attendants to spit in your food if you annoy them with requests for a pillow.

        	6. Made your own “SELEDA Editors” effigy you want to burn at monthly bonfires outside trendy Addis cafes.

        	5. You hear that the classic Qera-gimat is no more and your villa near Bulgaria mazoria hasn’t been nationalized.

        	4. You’ve been watching too many episodes of Cheers and feel the need to reconnect with your old kerembola-bet hangout “where everybody knows your name”.

        	3. You are tired of the child-bride you brought here five years ago – it’s time to upgrade to a newer model.

        	2. Your sweet, Barney-watching daughter just explained to you that ‘weed’ and ‘grass’ have nothing to do with the lawn, and you really, really want to ameduwa ‘Bun!’ eskil spank the life out of her in the style you have been accustomed without fear of making the evening news. (“Maryland parent says ‘I will not raise an agdim adeg!’…Beats child “old-fashioned” way… arrested…details at 11.”)

      

      …and the number one sign that you are ready to go back home…

      
        	1. You have an American passport now and you can beat the crap out of former Qebele guards!
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      Memories So, So Sweet…

      By: Admas

      It was August of ‘71. My buddy since the 3rd grade and I were on our way to America. One “farewell” party after another all summer long. Destination: Seattle, Washington. A friend of ours who was completing his last year in high school had made all the arrangements. The tourist visa was stamped (m argo tourist yelem!), and we arrived in Seattle on August 28th via Chicago.

      Sea-Tac airport was only half way completed then. The friend who was supposed to pick us up was not there. Instead, his older brother, whom we had never met before, was there to greet us along with his American girlfriend. The brothers resembled each other a lot. Even from a distance, as he came towards us, we could tell he was our friend’s brother.

      His girlfriend…we had no idea. So, indagerachin behal leT bilen ij bemensat, we shook her hands. She didn’t know what to do with us but bow down. Real low, maybe even twice and shook our hands.

      We got in the car. I accidentally touched a button on the armrest and what do you know? The window rolled down. Terrified, I pushed the button to the right. Peeeeeeeeeeew, the window rolled up. My buddy, who was sitting in the back with me half way in the middle moved towards his side of the window. There we were, in perfect synchronized harmony. Up all the way. Down all the way… . Rolling uuup half way, and then dowwwn. Go three fourths way uuup and then dowwwn. Wow!

      Our amusement ended when we looked up and noticed our hosts giggling. It was fun while it lasted.

      Then, there was the freeeeeeway! We always thought Churchill godana was a beauty for hot rods on any given Saturday night. Five or six of us would stack into a Baby Fiat 600, looking for girls. (God only knew where we would put them if they were willing to come along.)

      We finally got to our temporary new residence. Our friend’s brother was staying in a duplex with two other college roommates. It was late in the evening, we were very tired and were only too happy to unload. A few minutes later, the girlfriend said she was going to McDonald’s and asked if we wanted some shakes. We didn’t understand what she meant.

      We simply stared at her blue eyes.

      The brother, understanding the confusion smiled and said, “Ask them what flavor?”

      The kind lady said we had a choice of vanilla, strawberry or CHOCOLATE. Ka- blamm! She hit the magic word. Our mind must have raced to chocolata keremela uncles and/or aunts who were given preferential treatment when they came to visit the family. The ones with chocolata keremela got the bigger hugs and kisses, no doubt!

      Me and my bud screamed chocolata!!! Bam, there it was in a few minutes: two chokolata shakes. After the first few sips we knew we were onto something good. “Mmmmmmmm, beats having fun with the power- windows, huh?” said I to my ever adventurous abro adegé. He just nodded his head with the straw in his mouth. Inem afen b’straw Qolefkut.

      To our dismay, we found out “neger CHerash” was in Washington DC to see his mom. Since most of her kids were in several different states, Emama had asked all the children to meet her in DC. Our astenagadge informed us he would be leaving in a couple of days too. They’d both be back in two or three weeks, and in the meantime we should acclimatize ourselves to the new country and get acquainted with his two new roommates, Jim and Chuck.

      Jim and Chuck.

      Jim and Chuck were real cordial to us, even took us to our first bowling alley one evening. They rented us the bowling shoes, and showed us the rules of the game. I was too busy staring at those comfy and colorful bowling sneakers…well, you know what I thought! But noooooooo - had to give them back when the game was over. I looked at my bud and knew the feeling was mutual.

      Jim had even mentioned we could use his state-of-the-art (back then anyhow) albums and 45s - pre-CDs) stereo system any time we wanted too. When our amazed-and-glued-to- the-color-TV-set eyes needed a break, we were only too happy to put on Alemayehu Eshete’s newly released 45 (Addis Abeba Bete and Eskista) to chase our blues away. (Or was the song, “Bombu FiQrish Befeneda, Lanchi Biyé Gebahu Ida”?)

      Anyhow, it was time for our ingeda teQebai to go see his mom in DC. We were on our way to go to the nearest grocery store to get our supplies. The door slid open…we were at Safeway now. We were looking around in amazement, while astenagadge was shopping and showing us what to cook, what goes with what. If memory serves me right, I think that abro adegé and I spent a few extra minutes in the produce department, by the grapes …taste-testing, they call it?

      Our host left the next day. My pal really surprised himself and moi with his spaghetti sauce. Next day we voted on spaghetti again. Spaghetti won 2 to 0 by a pan-slide. While he was making the sauce, he asked me to cook the pasta . Eager to oblige, I put the pot filled with cold water and pasta on the burner. It didn’t turn out like the individual pasta I knew well. It came out looking like a white ye mesQel chebo: one giant pasta for mankind. Wondemoché! With all due respect, ine emama wend lij mad-bet, oops meant maed-bet ayegebam yalutin is to be taken with a grain of salt.

      Anyhow, the season being summer and all, after the pasta feast we both felt like we could use something cold and sweet (ende Kyriazis ice cream).

      We both got up and headed for the freezer. Ice cream was all gone. Noticed two cans with pictures of orange slices on them. Orange flavor ice cream? Must be, we agreed and grabbed two spoons and went back to watching “The Price Is Right”.

      We were almost through with our newly discovered delicatessen when Jim and Chuck got off from their respective summer jobs and returned home. They said hello, then as usual took their shoes off and sat on the couch with a beer in their hands. They looked at us then looked at each other, speechless. Jim came closer and took a good look at what we were nibbling at.

      “My God, Chuck. Do you what they are eating!” Jim breathed hotly.

      Then he screamed “What are we going to do?” while Chuck hurried into the kitchen and came back with two pitchers filled with water. “Drink, drink, drink!” both said pointing to the pitcher. We didn’t know what had happened, but started drinking the water anyway.

      We had splurged on was 100% concentrated, frozen, orange juice….Kezih yisewirachihu! Half a pitcher of water later, Chuck thought it would be a good idea for us to jump up and down, for the mix. (Hodé original blender aydelem yalew manew?)

      Twenty some odd years later, it seems like we are all jumping up and down to get the perfect mix. Incidentally my partner in this yalemaweQ still my best friend in the world.
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      “Diary of an Mm-hm-HMMM-Perfect Journey”

      By: Sza Sza Zelleke

      Dateline: Addis Ababa

      “Where all the ugly people at? Where they at??” OR “MmhmHM Iskemechay?”

      There is a game that Ethiopians in the Diaspora play. It’s called “Spot the Ethiopian”. Played with varying degrees of intensity depending on the location and length of time the player has lived outside Ethiopia, it is an almost involuntary and unconscious gambling game automatically played by the eye and in the mind…

      “Abesha new?? Abesha Nat?? Ayedelem/new…nat/aydelechim”.

      I remember, in the early days, the mid seventies, I just couldn’t resist and asked a lady if she was Ethiopian, insisted even. I will never forget that chilly windswept winter day on the platform of the poorly lit subway station where the lady backed away from me nervously. (She was the kind who was born Amsale but preferred to be called Amy, or was born Dinkinesh and loved to be called Dinky; an Afro-Saxon in other words.)

      “I’m NOT!” she said repeatedly as I ran my eyes over the slashes on her eyebrow and intricate nikisat peeking over her winter scarf. “I’m NOT, I’m NOT. MOOCH! MOOCH! I’m not!” she said.

      My first time in Addis after 25 years, I found my eyes and mind still wanting to play spot the Ethiopian. He’s Ethiopian, she’s Ethiopian, they’re Ethiopian. I continued my game.

      “HEY!! Stop it!!” I had to tell myself… We’re ALL ETHIOPIAN. It took me some time to stop playing and start paying attention to detail. I was suddenly conscious of the beauty…Yehim Qonjo, yam Qonjo, ichim/yachim Qonjo. Where all the ugly people at, where they at??

      Getting here was a trip in itself. “Can I be upgraded please? It’s my first trip back in 25 years,” I asked the airline manager sweetly. His mouth fell open at first and when I looked in his eyes I realized that, if it was left up to him, I would be instantly downgraded to Dante’s Inferno for waiting so long to come back.

      But this is not a story about why I took so long to come back… (Because I wanted to buy solar powered flat screen TVs and satellite dishes and microwave ovens and John Deere trucks and combine harvesters for all my rural relatives… because all my urban relatives are in the urban cities of Tokyo, New York, Washington DC, Los Angeles, London or buried in unmarked graves. And, speaking of buried, because the land where my umbilical cord is buried was lost during nationalization, first, then buried into new boundaries and oblivion during kilil-ization.)

      No, this is the story about the actual coming back. Simple. Nothing about being cured from anything, refreshing or reviving my identity. I didn’t expect to heal any new world wounds because I knew very well that coming back in that mood would require the opening up old world wounds, the lancing of the boil. (EEEEWWW, no thanks.)

      What is the point anyway, for neither wound, whether the new world one, nor the old world one can be compared with or understood by (let alone sympathized with) by those who live here, who never left… The wounds of Yezareitu Ethiopia is bandaged by hopeful layers of “yenegen Igziabeher yawkelenal”.

      When I left 25 years ago, there was a drought in Wello and a simmering border war… Guess what???.. Plus ca change. Some things have changed. i.e. Don’t go to a cafe in Nazereth, now known as Adama, to order coffee 'cause you’ll be in a government office… OK???

      So I went to visit an old uncle in the rural area. His ex-Chissengoch are now his “good” neighbors. He chose to adapt.

      So did I. That’s why, way before coming back, and in anticipation of this rural trip, I had stepped into the "Outward Bound Shop ". (You know, the kind of shop that kits out mad muzungus who climb rugged rocky mountains to get to the top, have a good primal scream into the wind, and come down again. The kind of shop that stocks lumberjack shirts, solar powered tents, quilts and jackets stuffed with duck feathers… Oh, yes… the kind of shop that carries FUDS. A FUD is a “female uterine device” that enables women to pee… STANDING UP. More liberating than the pill, it came in very handy in my rural homeland where the toilet is a vast field and a star-studded sky with the sound of dogs barking and hyenas howling in the background. I’m sure my aunt, who pointed to her private bush before trotting back to a polite distance, must have been watching my standing silhouette against the moonlit sky and …wondered… and wondered…)

      I’m still wondering where the ugly people are at…

      It’s the Sheraton Miss Addis Ababa contest and it’s not clear to me whether the competition is taking place on stage or in the audience. I almost feel like I am in that church where all the angels are painted on the roof; Ethiopian Angels staring with sultry divine eyes; rows and rows of these staring bright eyes and eyes and eyes and gold and gold and gold.

      … But I know I’m not in a church cause it sure don’t smell like incense… it smells like money…brand new money. Which reminds me of a joke. Someone who has obviously just arrived answers his new mobile phone with one arm around his girl-child wushima. "Indei? How did you know to call me at the Sheraton?" he asks his wife angrily.

      There are many jokes in Addis. They say its better to be a joker than a regular card. It’s the urban interpretation of my rural uncle’s “adapt-or- die” theory. Do you think its Darwinian? Well don’t! On the contrary, it’s a fundamentalist orthodox faith: survival of the funniest, kindest, most faithfully persevering. Mechalin yemesele wusha yelem .

      There is indeed no dog like Mechal. Maybe it the mechal which makes everyone so beautiful. Not that ferenje “ras’in mechal”, but the Ethiopian Mechal and Mechachal.

      Do I digress??? Its only my attempt to give you in a nutshell the rhyme and rhythm of what it means to return to Ethiopia after leaving her as a child and loving her as an adult. In a nutshell, she is still beautiful, she is full of beautiful people who have adapted and who know how to Mechal, even if it is with a little MM-hm- Hm on the side. It is wonderful to watch.

      By the way, I must say that I was very disappointed to hear that Gigi is not as famous Stateside as she is here. I heard she was a stand in for some Yemeni or Sudanese singer who failed to show up in LA and that she modestly and casually introduced her debut CD “One Ethiopia” at this event. Let me tell you folks, Gigi’s album has reached the remotest tej bets that teeter on the final frontiers of the highlands. You can hear her songs playing in Harer, Mekelle, Wolayita, Dessie; you can hear her where even the strongest of four wheel drives fear to tread. You can hear Gigi singing “HmHmHm Iskemechay…”.

      Eventually, I learned to stop watching and started living in Addis.

      Dateline: Addis Ababa

      STREET LIFE. Another day in Addis, but where’s another dollar?

      The rising sun lights up the rows of rusting corrugated iron roofs on dilapidated mud huts. The glimmering roofs encircle the Sheraton Hotel like a cheap choker on a beautiful neck.

      Nearby, at the gates of the old Imperial Palace the guard at the gate is lazily sprawled out on the tarmac, his head resting on his jacket as he shouts across to his colleagues, a group of guards sitting on stools playing cards. What’s wrong with this picture?? Nothing, the laid back accommodating atmosphere of Addis is amazing and there can be no accusations made that the rich have safe havens and retreat to the suburbs. The dream mansion and dessasa gojo are literally built side by side. In Nazareth and Debrezeit the latest four-wheel drive cars compete for road space with horse drawn garis. Its all horsepower anyway isn’t it?

      Pedestrians naturally get first priority on all tarmac roads in Ethiopia. It’s an unwritten rule and not only do people walk on streets full of traffic while ignoring it completely and carrying animated conversations, entire games of football are played right alongside rush hour traffic. The other popular street game is tether ball and its wonderful to see that the Electricity and Power Authority has kindly donated all its street lamp poles to the children of Addis to play foot-tether ball on.

      Not that the roads are worth fighting over. Huge craters have formed all over the Addis Ababa’s tarmac and burst pipes often fill these craters that form muddy lakes through which old Volkswagens and new Hyundai’s must sail across with equal reservations and determination. The burst pipes serve as an open-air Laundromat and any nearby wall, fence and open space will do to hang out the clothes to dry.

      And if you need a change of clothes in the meantime, no problem. Outside polished boutiques with names like Glamour and Paris Chic are the roving representatives of the “Kinde Boutique”, travelling salesmen with second hand clothes draped all over them. Their dressing room, like the Laundromat, is an open-air one so you try, you buy, right there on the street.

      You can get anything at the kinday boutique: shoes, jackets, trousers, dresses, skirts and each salesman specializes in one item. So, you need to call many kindays to get fully dressed.

      SHMBIRRRRRRR. Its time to eat. A little shimbira, a little qolo, a few peanuts and a toothpick for later, to pretend you have been eating Tibs, a little demakesen if you are worried about miCH. Construction workers stop for breakfast to swig on recycled cans containing a special mix of besso. That zur be gonay will keep him going until he goes for another recycled can in the street in the evening. This time, some moonshine known as “kill-me” with brand names like “super” and “nafTa”.

      Outside the churches, war-wounded, demobilized combatants enforce law and order amongst the beggars and thieves and the general population on the streets. They themselves are beggars, mostly disabled with missing limbs, but their faded memories of military discipline is enough to award them the unrecognized title of law enforcement officers at street level. They huddle in groups, away from other “common” beggars, and watch everything and hear everything. They protect the young shoe shine boys from neighborhood bullies, resolve conflicts amongst beggars and, sometimes, after a little kill-me, provide the pious audience with long-running social commentaries while leaning precariously on their crutches. But the audience has come for prayers, not politics.

      Hello Ourael, make cross and bow, bow, bow.

      Hello IsTifannos, make cross and bow, bow, bow.

      Hello Gabriel, make cross and bow, bow, bow.

      Hello Mariam, make cross and bow, bow, bow.

      “Tena-yistilin, Indemin Aderu?” (Don’t forget the right answer.) “Igziabeher yimesgen”. Someone told me that up north they only reply yimesgen or even 'mesgen . When they came to live in Addis, people would ask them “Ma yimesgen?” So now they have also learned the right answer.

      Not many people pass churches without saying hello to the resident Tabot. It is hard to ignore the churches as the services are broadcast through PA’s and intentionally spill out on to the streets. In the afternoons the priests broadcast their bible studies with sermons more fiery than anything by Billy Graham.

      In Merkato, the same is true of the sheiks at the Great Anwar Mosque. One o’clock in Merkato is like being transported to Mecca. The call to prayers fills Merkato’s millions of nooks and crannies, as the men rush from their shops to the mosque. Prayer mats and skullcaps and prayer beads everywhere and then, less than an hour later, it’s business as usual again.

      The most heartbreaking business as usual starts around 6:00 p.m. You know it’s that time when you see the little boys who sell condoms emerge. They sit at discreet distances in the shadows waiting for their unfailing customers to arrive.

      Then, before you see their faces, you hear their childish, girlish giggles. The giggles sound that way because they are girls, and they are children. They are wearing mommy’s lipstick and make up. But they’re not playing. This is business in Bole, honey. Addis is cold at night and these babies are practically naked. They keep each other warm with horseplay and running up and down the streets chasing cars with single men. It looks like a game, their baby faces and smiles and giggles make you want to believe its fun and funny and easy money. But it’s tragic to watch a little waif of a girl with a beautiful innocent face run after a car on the streets of Bole until it swerves into an appropriately dark alley and a little later, see them drive off together… Will she be safe?? Will she be back tomorrow? YES.

      Sunset in Addis. Cafes begin to bring in their outdoor tables and chairs. Their customers switch from caffeine to alcohol at this time, preferring to get good and drunk while sitting with their wushimas in the privacy of their cars. They will drive home much later, somehow, to a wife who won’t be waiting up.

      Dreadlocked and stocking capped young men, " G’s", emerge from their CHat houses, trousers hanging off their pelvic bones and resting on their fake designer shoes. (Real ones are worn by those with sisters and brothers in the US and Europe.) Wide eyed with mirqana they are ready for their chebsi in an appropriately fashionable draught-bet.

      Their female counterparts are getting ready too, fixing their hair into trendy styles with kilos of hair gel. The intricate curls and swirls are carefully pasted and plastered on foreheads and faces with the gel. Those who can’t afford gel use telba.

      Leqso, iIdir, mehaber, hospital, older people rush from work to fulfill social obligations. Not many, if any, go home to watch TV or video or stay in and wash their hair. The mosque and the church compete for the souls on the streets of Addis one last time before the sun sinks.

      It’s been another day in Addis, but where’s another dollar?
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      Every once in while we rhythmically pound our heads against the hand-stacked stone SELEDA aTir gibbi, and in muffled voices whisper, “We are not worth the ‘eda’ in SELEDA!” Just a little ritual we employ to ground us from the erratic high we get when Life Diarists submit sublime offerings that make us feel this big [take thumb and slap against index finger].

      Speaking of being on cloud nine, we were ready to set up permanent residence between that cute stratocumulus and that foreboding nimbostratus when January’s Life Diarists finally agreed to hold court.

      In the hunter green/sage corner: Beyroutawit Lakew, an MBA-(no, she has not sold her soul yet, but it is on the market) student at what some SELEDAns snidely call “the other l’il Ivy League”. In the bluey blue corner: Nemo Semret, president and CEO of Invisible Hands Networks , which, we were chagrined to find out, is neither invisible nor a hand. But that’s between him and his gods.

      Their entries traverse two continents. And if it were up to us we would have coerced them into scribing nine entries. Regrettably, we found the current kidnapping laws a little bit too… we dunno… constraining and stuff. Besides, some people might think it’d be rude.

      We have not ruled it out completely, however, but until then, enjoy…

      Entry One

      To: Nemo

      From: Beyrouthawit

      Subject: My Short, discrete but weighty Life Diary.

      Nemo, how could I possibly make the account of my life seem unbearably exciting so that you will hang on to my every word and wish you were ME?

      Well, lets see where to start. I was conceived in Lebanon (hence my name “Beyrouthawit” which was somehow derived from “Beirut”, the capital of Lebanon). Maybe I’m giving you too much detail and I’ll fast forward to more current times.

      I’m presently your uncommon and yet average 21 year-old senior in college. My school is painfully pre-professional and your personal worth is measured by the potential income you will eventually earn. Thus, I spend most of my days wondering if I should be busy looking for a husband with a high earning potential, or if I’m destined to ride the wave and become a workaholic investment banker like most of my beloved in peers in the rat-race.

      As for my living conditions, I live in a city where, if you are feeling suicidal, no need for razor blades- you just need to take a walk by yourself after 10p.m. and someone will more than happily murder you for a dollar. But I have to admit that I have become attached to America and the options that have opened up for me here, the great land of exploration.

      College has been a wonderful ride on the learning curve of life. I’ve come out a much wiser, selfish and confused person than I was when I first came here. But definitely a better person because, wouldn’t you agree Nemo, that it is better to be confused about relevant issues than to be so completely oblivious to them? I heard through the grapevine that the foggy period ends when you hit thirty. I figure you probably realize by then that all your options are really variations of the same theme i.e. how do you gamble your way out?

      A little History

      My recollections of leaving Ethiopia are really figments of imagination because, at the time of our departure, I was too young to remember anything concretely. At times I wonder if it is my separation from the homeland at the tender age of two or a predisposition to not “fit in” that has created such a disjunction between what defines me as a person and the mechanics of the Ethiopian community. A discussion of the infamous debate of “nature versus nurture” would be appropriate, but this would not be the forum for such a topic. I do not flatter myself in believing that I have the ability to lead a socio-biology discussion (although I don’t hesitate in holding stubbornly opinionated views).

      My travels with my family led us to a small and endearing European country that would become my home for the next 17 years of my life. I grew up pretty much following the normal rituals of life. I attended a high school where there were only two other Ethiopians, and, for some reason or another, were never my friends.

      I dutifully followed all the norms and smoked when smoking became the trend, drank when it was deemed necessary to drink, all according to our adolescent rules of behavior. I never really thought much about what I was doing and it was almost as if I was storing these items (or as I tenderly call them, “life experiences”) in a luggage for future reference.

      As I was growing up, the dichotomy that I now realize will probably prevail throughout my life became increasingly apparent. I was living in two separate worlds and I had expertly and rather unconsciously geared my behavior, thoughts and attitudes into two separate accounts: one for all occasions that dealt with my Ethiopianness and the other for all other occasions that had to do with my non-Ethiopianness.

      This disjunction was somewhat bridged at home because although my parents are dedicated abeshas and my mom was especially involved in certain monthly and yearly rituals such as “mehaber” and “enQutatash”, they never pressured me into internalizing these imported customs. I was a passive viewer and never gave much thought to my mom affectionately calling me “yenay ferenge”.

      When I was younger, I viewed our regular trips to Ethiopia from a very western point of view. In my mind, they represented “vacations” to a distant land to which I had some kind of fuzzy connection. I was happy to go and sad to leave. But the reason for my sadness was that the vacation was over, not because I was yet again being separated from my roots. And I never went back home changed or altered, or a little bit more Ethiopian.

      What defines me as a person is constantly changing, and my “life experiences” are what contribute the most to shaping my perspectives and cognitive horizons. Furthermore, the context in which I evolved has had a very strong influence and this context has very much been outside the realms of anything linked to Ethiopia.

      Further revelations came to me in college. Going away to college was both a difficult and rewarding experience. The relevant and unsurprising discovery I made during my four years of university is that I will never really become a full-fledged abesha. These years away from home have actually contributed in widening the gap between my Ethiopianity and me, leading me to place greater emphasis on my non-Ethiopian account. The amazing variety of people I met throughout my college years and the friendships I formed with people that have radically different views and histories from me all contributed to the impression that I was a global citizen and not an advocate of one nationality.

      However, my short analysis should not be perceived as an attempt by me to reject or discard my heritage. Although at times I have attempted to completely disassociate myself both mentally and physically from the Ethiopian community because I felt so irrevocably removed from it all, I have realized that I can not deny something that is so inherently part of me.

      It is not pure coincidence that I feel a little tingle of comfort when I hear Ethiopian music, or the need to approach someone that distinctly looks Ethiopian. These unconditioned responses were not learnt. They are natural and innate. However, they have been eroded and altered by the fact that I spent the most crucial years of my development outside of Ethiopia and with non-Ethiopians.

      Furthermore, something strange happened when I was in Ethiopia last summer. I was standing to cross the street, and for a moment I felt this overwhelming feeling of belonging and association with each and every person surrounding me. I felt like I was part of the air, that I had a share of the land, a page in the history, an interest in the future of this country that represented my origins (home). It was bizarre that this should have happened then-that revelation should dawn on me when I was in the processing of doing such a banal thing as crossing the road. But I interpret it as crossing to another side of my identity-my acknowledging and acceptance of my origins and how they defined me as a person. Now came the tricky part: how to amalgamate this newfound love of my country with my old self and habits?

      I strongly believe that peace of mind comes from realizing that a choice does not have to be made, but rather, that a new hybrid generation of Ethiopians will become an accepted trend. Because the question for many of us is how to amalgamate the customs of a culture which are radically incongruent with the norms of the particular society we live in?

      And this issue is faced not only by Ethiopians, but also by all nationalities in a country foreign to their own culture. Often, the children grow up with the impression that they have to make a choice between these two very different and often clashing worlds.

      Well, Nemo, I feel like I’ve just played a very loaded game of monopoly and someone cheated me and I am back to the starting point. In other words, my issues are still somewhat unresolved. I almost feel like you are my incognito therapist and I am forcing you to hear me out for free. Well, nothing is free and I guess your turn to spill the beans will also come around. How did we get involved in this reciprocal torture? I was blackmailed. And you?

      Berry.

      To: Berry

      From: Nemo

      Subject: Playing Roulette with the Devil.

      Dear Berry:

      Like you, I was blackmailed into doing this by shameless editors. So, I was planning to coast through this with a couple of superficial late-night ramblings, and then sit back and bask in the anonymous yet warm glow of Seledabrity.

      I didn’t plan on touching on anything actually meaningful, just have fun with verbal gymnastics and maybe get acquainted with someone… In short, I expected this to be the web equivalent of a cocktail party. Your “short, discrete but weighty Life Diary” demolished those expectations. You dove right into a very non-superficial subject. You leave me no choice but to get personal, and serious [crack my knuckles].

      I spent only one fifth of my life in the homeland (so now you’re wondering whether I left at a young age like you, or if I am very old… suspense, suspense). Funnily though, for years, I didn’t really struggle with exile, at least not on a personal level. I believed that I was as Ethiopian as anyone, that you can add to your identity (or add identities to your self) without subtracting.

      After all, you can learn a new language without forgetting your mother tongue, and what are culture, identity etc., but games of language. After a while, you start thinking in the new language, some of the time. Say at some point in your life, your mind is studying in one language all day, playing or being entertained in another after school, and being raised in another at home. You have no problem coping, you can deal with all these environments. The different departments do their jobs and somehow, they know enough of each other’s tongues to get along.

      “You” becomes a coalition of three "I"s, getting along in the same mind. Is consciousness itself an instance of language, like music is an instance of sound? Is there a conductor, Berry, in this orchestra of consciousness, and if so, what language does she think in? Here’s a puzzle: do you ever remember what language you dream in? I just realized, I am not sure… surely if I dream of specific people then I talk to them in the same language as I would in real life. But the narrator of the dream, the one that is remembering, what language does he use? I don’t know… And if you were expecting an answer, then I have a bridge to sell you. Anyway, you’ve expanded your mind, you could say to yourself, which can only be good.

      But, as your letter so eloquently showed, we are conscious of some kind of trade-off, a Faustian bargain. Are we, exiles, surviving, and even thriving, thanks to some kind of pact with the Devil? He gives us life, if not eternal, at least multiple lives in parallel, citizenship in the global village, incredibly privileged and fortunate by the standards of our native land, and multi-culturally “with it” by the standards of globalization. So what do we owe him in return, and when is the bill coming? Maybe we’re already paying, maybe the struggles with identity are the wages.

      The flip side of growing up with plural identities is that you never really belong (now I’m sounding like Oprah!) I always felt that I could deal with all of them: schoolmates and teachers, colleagues, social circles, my family and relatives and family friends, even though for the most part these were very different cultures.

      But then, I realize that I am always holding myself just outside the circle, the many circles. I may become very close, in a way that transcends culture, to a few specific individuals (and the funny thing is they have no common trait that I can discern), but I remain detached from any group or anything that has even the remotest hint of conformity or uniformity. I’ll get involved in activities or organizations to achieve certain shared goals, but I don’t think I can really belong to something that pre-supposes or is focused around an “identity”. Because I have several, or maybe because I have sold my identity to the Devil in exchange for the illusion of having several.

      The Devil can issue you many passports for example… How appropriate, for what is more evil than the notion of a passport and it’s partner, the border? Maybe that’s the deal. The real cost we are paying for multi-culturality (if you’ll forgive the word), the real cost is the painful awareness of how hopelessly divided this world this is.

      I tried to go to Germany once, my visa application was rejected for no other reason than my nationality. Then a year later, I have another passport, and they wave me in, no visa, no stamp, “have a nice stay, sir!” “But I’m the same person your country chased away like the plague last year!!”, I feel like screaming. But I don’t, I just smile at the irony and slip into the country.

      It makes us cynical. I’ll just accumulate all the passports in the world, and then I’ll really show them how stupid all this is! But is that selfish? Have I no soul? Of course not, the Devil has it! Or maybe the Devil is more like a publisher – you give the original and the copyright, and he gives you volume, the numbers, the hope for a bestseller, which is fame (second time I’m touching on fame – no, it’s not an unhealthy obsession of mine, it’s… well that’s another story): the more people know you, the more identities you possess, one in the mind of each. But in your own, who are you? What’s the point even if you get there? Will the conductor overseeing all these instruments please stand up?

      Standing on a corner in Addis that day, about to cross the street…actually, you never said corner, and in Addis Ababa as in New York, you don’t have to be at a corner to cross the street…Anyway, at that moment, you had a strange and beautiful experience, an “overwhelming feeling of belonging and association”, you felt your “share of the land”…

      You didn’t quite fall off the tightrope between identities, but you had a glimpse of the depths on one side, your roots. Who you are really is your DNA, and that is your ancestors. You are just a vehicle for genes that have mixed and matched and evolved for eons, and through one of many accidents of history, this particularly vehicle ended-up bouncing from one land to another. It doesn’t really matter, the genes will, in time, split-off join others and launch new vehicles. How do you, the vehicle, find meaning? I think we just have to survive, rely on an unexplainable sense of right and wrong, and act accordingly.

      You heard through the grapevine, Berry, that the foggy period ends when you hit thirty. “I figure you probably realize by then that all your options are really variations of the same theme i.e. how do you gamble your way out?” How prescient of you, I am amazed! That is exactly what I ended up saying, and I am 29 years and 10 months old (end of suspense). In a few weeks, I’ll let you know if the foggy period ended, or if it’s really just the beginning.

      Who am I? These SELEDA editors have a way of making the toughest questions sound so innocent, as if they are asking “would you like fries with that?”

      Well, speaking of fries, they say you are what you eat, in which case, right now, I’m room service - burger and fries to be exact, from the kitchen of a California hotel. But seriously, I finished school a few months ago (finally! That’s not what I think, I could have stayed in grad school for a couple of more decades, but that’s what the expression on people’s faces says when I say that I graduated).

      After more than two decades in school, you’d think I would go out and get a real life, wouldn’t you… But nooo… I spend most of my days “playing company” (as in “playing house” or “playing doctor”), working for an embryonic software company which I co-founded. It’s hard to summarize but right now, in this early stage, the work is like one big pot, with a strange stew boiling 24 hours a day, that contains everything that I’ve ever learned, and many things that nobody ever teaches.

      I do some math, some software, some reading and writing, and talking. Lots of talking, way too much talking. On the phone, conference calls, voice mails, returning calls, making appointments, software demonstrations, dog and pony shows, meetings, meetings, meetings, presentations, pitches, conferences, seminars, blah blah blah. Endlessly re-arranging the same words to explain what we do, in the hope that somehow, some particular sequence of words will make people say “cool! I’ll use your stuff” or “wow! Here’s some money”… Oh, and sometimes, my job requires me to think, which is nice. Soon I’ll also be doing research again and teaching too. And that’s about it. (c.f. the shrimp monologue in “Forrest Gump”).

      Foggy period indeed, Berry.

      Nemo.

      Entry Two

      To: Nemo

      From: Beyrouthawit

      Subject: The Fine Line Between Tigab and Self Examination

      Dear Nemo,

      Its Saturday night and what am I doing? Well let’s say that I am not sitting in a trendy downtown bar with my laptop on my lap and a Metropolitan in one hand.

      Following the optimistic trend of thought that claims that the glass is half full, let me just say that I am creating the building blocks for my future. As I sit here typing for hours, trying to spit out fifty coherent pages by Monday for my “Entrepreneurial Management” class, I keep telling myself that all this has a purpose. I only wish someone would show me a glimpse of my reward. I just want a little reassurance that ten years from now I will not look back and think that whether I had spent thirty caffeinated hours in the computer lab or whether I had been watching the Usual Suspects for the twelfth time would not have made any difference to where I would eventually end up. Do you think that I am asking for too much?

      After all, I keep telling myself that my level of confusion is really quite adequate for someone my age and rank of sanity. At least I have some issues figured out such as my religion (Christian Orthodox-but don’t ask me for details), my sex (female, and with a capital F-my short-lived feminism is not indicative of my femininity), and my age (even though it is only a number I wonder if my recurrent nightmares of my parents admitting that they had miscounted and I am actually 5 years older is of any significance). Lets just say that y’all have caught me at quite a bad stage-that annoying self-examinatory and absolutely void-of-utility stage where a question mark seems to hang over everything dead and alive.

      “Wey Tegab” my mom would say. According to her, back in her days, no one questioned anything. They lived and they said “temesgen”. Now, I repeatedly tell her that I am not inflicted by any kind of luxury-syndrome and that I am not ungrateful, just a little doubtful. But she adamantly believes that having access to all material things that satisfy my whims has only made me expect more from every round, and in the long-run, has made me more at risk for being disappointed. However, my version of the story is that I will not be ungrateful and a “life lived without questioning is one not lived at all” as 007 would say (I had to use a James Bond line somewhere!)

      Nevertheless, my life abroad was not bad in any way, but I don’t think that I ever had the reassurance of being in a cocoon of familiarity-of waking up everyday and knowing that even when I stepped outside of my house I would still be at home. Seriously, sometimes Emaye nearly succeeded in making me believe that if I had grown up in the homeland I would not be plagued by such perplexing crises. I would have probably gone to Lycee or Sandford, had my clique with whom I would eat lunch in a secluded corner of the playground and I would have had a very organized and transparent life. Not to say a good life. But I can only hypothesize because I never had the opportunity to experience this life.

      However, when I am back in Addis, I can sense that there is some kind of uneasiness underlying people’s everyday lives. And I wonder whether they too would question the routine if they were pushed and made to contemplate certain issues. Or maybe this type of “chinket” is really reserved for those that have been deprived of the simple essence of everyday living because they have been spoiled by materialism and they have come to expect too much from each day.

      Nevertheless, Europe has fostered some of the greatest thinkers and philosophical movements of our century and just living in a continent burdened with such intellectual history forces one to internalize some of this truth-seeking behavior. However, I truly believe that Africa too has embraced some of the most poetic and tantalizing minds that are equal to or surpass the philosophers and laureates of the Western world. Unfortunately, they are not given the homage or recognition they deserve. And the people are not given the chance to appreciate and experience their teachings. Whether that is a good thing or a bad thing, alawqim,. I am neither a philosopher, nor a poet. Just another candidate in the rat race who is trying to alleviate her daily stress with abstract forms of reassurances.

      Berry.

      To: Berry

      From: Nemo

      Subject: How I learnt to say “What about me? Memememe Me?”

      Berry,

      Speaking of gender, one of the (many) advantages of being male in this world is, paradoxically, the whole “Ladies first” thing. Case in point, this correspondence: you come up with the interesting ideas, all I have to do is just improvise around what you say. So here goes my

      Chinket" by Berry

      Embrace the question mark! This from a person who almost always has to respond to anything anyone says to with “Why?” or “But, not necessarily. How about…” But that’s worked out pretty well for me I think.

      Let me explain. Based on my experiences, I firmly believe that the foundation of true friendship is disagreement. If I can argue with someone for hours and hours on the most arcane topic, and if at the point where all the other people around start getting annoyed, we are just getting warmed up, then I know I have found a buddy. I once argued for 3 hours about whether the choice of one word in a newspaper ad was correct (it wasn’t even one of those fancy wordy intellectual sounding ads, just one of those little things in the corner, black and white, with a product on sale and a list of features - it would be too embarrassing to say what the actual word was). My opponent is now a lifelong friend. That the same thing applies with oneself. The truth is always there, waiting to be revealed. But it does not just show itself, you have to pull back the curtains, and most of the time, that means you need to pull on both sides in opposite directions. You have to be wracked with doubt, torn between self-love and self-hatred, and then you get to something interesting. You have to believe in something (to give meaning to life), but you can only believe what you have questioned… I believe (and therefore I question). In other words, I agree with you and James Bond.

      So you’re taking Entrepreneurial Management… That sounds like what I was referring to in my previous entry when I said “things nobody teaches you”. I guess they do teach that! So help me, what do they say about truth, in that class? Is it the first casualty of business? Have we, in this entrepreneurial age, finally reached a world where we live with “truth and consequences”? There’s a town called that: Truth and Consequences, Arizona (or maybe it was New Mexico). Because that’s how they lived back in the Wild West, or in someone’s romantic vision of it.

      Well, here we are in the Wild West phase of the digital economy, same mixture of romance and gritty reality. On the one hand, there’s the whole spirit of adventure, breaking free of a stuffy old world, a new era where there’s less privilege, more risk, a brave new world ruled by merit, hard work, daring, and most of all, luck. The entrepreneur can be like the straight-shooting cowboy of the movies. Or is it already the time of the crooks, where the game is for established forces to preserve their power by holding back the truth? Are techie entrepreneurs today true pioneers, or misfits greedily elbowing each other in a gold rush?

      Of course, I, like everyone, think I am one of the good guys. I guess you have to gamble that if you have something of value to offer, you can simply offer it and get your due. But you have to conceal some of your weaknesses in a negotiation, present some things you are about to develop as being already there… it’s a slippery slope. So is this attempt to put a philosophical twist on my daily reality.

      But here’s a more literal aspect of my daily routine, if I can call it that. I consider myself very lucky to be in New York City right now. The best part of it is that everything seems extraordinary. It usually starts with being squeezed with hundreds of people in a subway car, on the Number 1 train in Manhattan. I mean literally, somebody’s-nose-in-your-armpit squeezed. A couple of hundred people per car, a dozen cars per train, one train every couple of minutes, dozens of lines, it boggles the mind.

      This past week, the threat of a subway workers strike was treated like an approaching hurricane (adults panicking, children thrilled at maybe not having to go to school). It would just be impossible to move 10 million people onto, off, or just across this small island in a normal way without the subway. The Mayor, the union, the governor are involved, everything as high-drama, suspense until well after midnight the night before the strike date. I had a crucial meeting all the way downtown the next morning, and then another midtown, would I make it? Everyday is full of such uncertainties, things not fully in my control, but that could make or break what I’ve been working on passionately for over two years.

      I get off the subway at 34th street, right near Madison Square Garden. The street is like a river of people, you can’t take three steps in any direction without rubbing shoulders with someone, or stepping on their feet. Especially now that it is the shopping season, and right there across the street is the Mecca of shopping, Macy’s.

      It’s hard to describe Macy’s, nothing ordinary about it, it’s a monster, the Godzilla of department stores. But the first thing you see when you come out of the subway is not Macy’s, it’s the giant (advertising supported) millenium countdown clock. A couple of years ago, it was easy to dismiss as yet another instance of trivial commercialism. Now that it reads 12 days, and you see the seconds ticking down, every morning, no matter how rational I feel, I can’t help but get a sense of something extraordinary…

      This countdown… I remember seeing it with over a thousand days on it, the 21st century a distant hypothetical future. It’s right here! It makes you think of all the “by the year 2000” statements we heard growing up. I am reminded of a song call ‘Africa 2000’ by Roy Ayers and Fela Kuti. It was recorded in the 70s, and goes something like “By the time the year 2000 comes, we hope, no! We know! that black people will unite,// By the time the year 2000 comes, we know that Africa will be One …”

      I remember hearing it just yesterday (it seems) and thinking, “Yes, of course! Why wait 'til 2000, we’ll get there before that even!” Ah, the irony. Now that makes me feel old! In a way, the year 2000 is like an age equalizer. Because, suddenly, everyone over the age of 10, even if they aren’t big Sci-Fi fans, will have some memory that makes them say “Oh, this or that was supposed to happen before the year 2000 but it didn’t”, so we’ll all feel equally old. Y2K is the great “reset button” in the sky. It reminds me of Jubilee 2000, the campaign (inspired by the bible) to relieve the poorest nations of their debts on this occasion. Well, we will also be forgiving the burden of aging itself!

      So my point is: how lucky we are to live at a time when even the routine seems extraordinary! But it makes it harder to write a diary doesn’t it… I sense that you are in a time of flux too, where you can’t really look at anything as “daily routine”, when you know your life will be completely different in a few months, and it’s supposed to be up to you, but at the same time it feels like it isn’t up to you… I know the feeling, and it doesn’t go away so easily, is all I can say.

      Next week, I’ll actually be in Ethiopia. I can tell you already that your entries in this little exchange of ours will influence the way I think of my stay. I will be reading my email though, so I’ll make sure I update you with a play-by-play (what is that groan I hear? Sounds like SELEDA editors’ “yeah right!”).

      Before I leave you though, I just want to mention Zere Yaqob. I have this short and beautiful book, written by a 17th century Ethiopian by that name. I think you would find it most interesting… at the very least, it taught me that what we see as our traditions, and think of as immutable (usually when we consider them in contrast to some Western values we adopt by choice, force or chance) are not that fixed.

      Here was a religious guy, a monk, and one who had never been outside his country, so you’d expect him to be very conservative and unquestioning. Indeed, how much more fatalistic can you get than a guy who lived in silence, by himself for decades? Yet his thoughts, amazingly, are all about questioning and doubt.

      We generally think that our culture revolves entirely around family, the community, obligations, favors and holding together a tightly knit society. Anything that centers on “me” we think of as being more Western. Take death, for example. When someone dies, a Westerner might view it as “my loss”, “I need closure”, “privacy”, “let me see my psychoanalyst” etc., while Ethiopians have a very public leqso, beating of chests, material donations that are recorded in a public book. It almost seems like the whole point is to reinforce the community more than to address the individual feelings directly.

      But Zere Yaqob is very much concerned about the self: what is my position in this world, how can I find the truth etc., explicitly self-centered questions that we would associate more with westerners. I found this book most re-assuring. Basically, “just being a self-centered, egotistical, spoiled brat does not make me any less Ethiopian than the next guy!” But seriously, whenever I wonder if doing this or that is being “too ferenj” and get that vague feeling of guilt at not being true to the roots, I think of Zere Yaqob, and I say to myself… (I wish could drop a nice quote but I don’t have the book here so…) I simply think of Zere Yaqob and say: hmmm… What about me? Memememememe ME!!!

      Nemo.

      Entry Three

      To: Nemo

      From: Beyrouthawit

      Subject: Leaving My Heart in Addis…

      Dear Nemo,

      I almost feel guilty about taking time out to write to you because I have about 20 hours worth of errands to run on less than 2 hours of sleep before I get on the plane to go…yes…to Addis (that distant city we have been mulling over the past few weeks).

      I wanted to respond because I was very “moved” by what you wrote and it really touched base in a completely “truthful” way. Oh my gosh, and that line about Ethiopians public leqso. Its like a deja vue flashed before me.

      Yes, I always felt that the way sorrow is harnessed in Ethiopia by releasing it both vocally and physically is very different from the Western world’s dissection and analysis of grief-i.e. the whole divide and conquer mentality is applied to all aspects of life.

      As for Entrepreneurial Management, well, let me say that it is one of the most educational (in a relative sense) courses I have taken here. That class let me experience hands on what my capabilities are as an individual-was I just going with the flow or was there really some congruency between who I am as a person and the path I was carving for myself (okay maybe a little cocky of me to assume that I’m the architect).

      But I guess that is maybe where the element of truth comes in. Now, for New York City. Can I just tell you that the first time I went to New York (at the age of 16), walking in the streets, I felt that the great machine of capitalism would run me over any minute if I did not keep looking over my shoulder? I saw New York as an undisciplined and ruthless city and even the laws of the jungle seemed kinder.

      That was then and this is now. Nowadays, I idealize my life after graduation and the picture goes as follows:

      Location: NY.

      Frame: Cozy Uptown apartment.

      Décor: A smug collection of soon to be grown ups.

      Nemo I would rejoice in reading the suggested book/novel. (Probably more useful than looking for answers in the left corner of my finance book). Nevertheless, au revoir for now and hope it won’t be my nose in your armpit in our struggle to exit the subway.

      Berry.

      To: Berry

      From: Nemo

      Subject: Seeing Blue

      Berry,

      Here we are in the homeland. I think we might even have come in on the same flight, and I would have loved to meet you on the flight. I looked around, but unfortunately, passengers are not labeled with their names, so what could I do? I just thought of this now, I should have asked them to make an announcement: “Will Beyrouthawit please come to row 24…” Like most good ideas, this one came too late.

      Being here puts me in a paradoxical state. On the one hand, it reinforces my Ethiopiawinet, that feeling of belonging and association that you described in your first entry. On the other hand, no matter how hard you try not to stand out, everyone will automatically identify you as one of those whose pockets are loaded with 8 Birr for every dollar you came in with. Your private identity is so close and yet so far…

      Let me backtrack a little, and tell you about some “experiences” I had in the process of getting here, dealing with the public dimension of identity.

      Shades of blue

      I am one the many Ethiopians who have acquired a western passport. That in itself is not a problem for me. Notice I say passport, and not nationality, for, as a I mentioned in a previous entry, I really think of it as a piece of paper devoid of any meaning, just a means of circumventing some of the obstacles that the System puts in my path. A path which in my subversively megalomaniac moments, I think will lead to the destruction of that very System by exposing it’s contradictions. But the System won’t go down without a fight.

      System-defense #1: A few years ago, they wouldn’t let me renew my Ethiopian passport unless I could prove that I didn’t have another one, i.e. according to our regulations, I was presumed guilty and had to prove my innocence.

      So I had to chose between a light blue booklet which is supposed to give me a warm and fuzzy feeling, and a dark blue one which leaves me indifferent but allows me to study, work, and travel hassle-free pretty much anywhere in the world. Two different shades of blue, both give me the blues. So I chose dark blue, and have enjoyed many years of being able to get up and go to any country at the drop of a hat, never dealing with immigration officials etc.

      Shades of Kafka

      Any country, that is, except Ethiopia. To come home, I need a visa. No big deal, I went through it last time. This time though, there was a further twist. When I went to the Ethiopian consulate to apply for the visa, I saw on the form that unlike any other foreign nationals, those of Ethiopian origin have to fill out an extra section where you have to give some details about your parents… Well, if you’re already considered a foreigner, what business do they have checking your lineage? Anyway, when I went back to pick it up a couple of days later, I was politely informed that I was denied a visa, unless I could produce some documents of unspecified nature and content from the Ethiopian embassy in the country where I got the other passport.

      I could get the visa if these documents proved something about my parents, only they would not say what. (So much for the right to be judged as an individual.) To my surprise, I could not summon up righteous indignation, and protest about the injustice of it all. Partly because the people at the consulate were so polite and friendly even as they gave me devastating news, that it was hard to get upset. But mainly because I kept thinking of “The Trial” by Kafka, where the protagonist, Joseph K., is hopelessly engulfed in a bureaucratic nightmare, trying to prove his innocence but no one will tell him what he is accused of.

      In a roundabout way, I figured out that that something to prove was that neither my family nor I had anything to do with a certain neighboring country to the north of Ethiopia (duh!). Once again, as in the passport renewal conundrum, presumed guilty, proof of innocence required. Moreover, once again, the “crime” itself is based on a premise that I reject absolutely, the obsolete principle that what nation you “belong” to should limit the individual.

      But principles had to wait, I had a very practical problem: my flight was the next day. That night, the world’s telecommunications lines lit up with phone calls, faxes, and so on, between three countries, and the next morning miraculously, the proofs had arrived and I had a visa. But what if I did not have all those resources, what if I was some poor lonely student who got a foreign passport because he couldn’t afford tuition otherwise, and he was just trying to go home, with no one to back him up but himself? Tough luck.

      Anyway it wasn’t quite over yet. I get to Addis Abeba airport and my passport gets confiscated! I had to go into a little office on the side, where a young man politely asked me questions about my parents, where they were born, what ethnic group they belonged to and so on. Finally, after we went further up to my grandparents to get the desired degree of specificity, I got the passport back, and entered my country.

      On the drive from the airport to my uncle and aunt’s house, we passed by a Kebele, where hundreds of people of all ages were lined up, with variously sized and shaped bundles at their feet. I was told these were people waiting to join their deported relatives. For them, it is not about getting a visa in time to jet from one continent to another for a brief vacation, it was about leaving your whole life behind, probably a 2-day bus-ride and long walk across a border, not knowing what destiny awaits them, or even if they will find their deported husbands, wives, sons or daughters, on the other side.

      It’s been fun.

      Nemo.

      All rights reserved.

      House of Pictures
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      By: Mintiwab Tamegne

      It used to be the old judge’s chapel. Actually, it was larger than a chapel, yet smaller than a church. The house consisted of one very large middle room surrounded by four smaller rooms at each of its four corners.

      The middle room had a rectangular dome that extended beyond the roofs of the surrounding rooms. The dome was made of tinted glass. It was said that the old judge’s wife, who was almost a saint because she predicted the time of her death, carried some of the foundation stones on her back during the construction of the chapel. When the judge died, he left the house to his daughter. She in turn passed it on to her daughter. And when that daughter married her new husband, the children from her first marriage, my two brothers and I, moved into the chapel. We called it “The House of Pictures.”

      Its stone walls were covered with fading icons celebrating the glories of God and great men, who then seemed one and the same to me. Pictures of battles with great kings and warriors who fought in them would stare at you from various parts of the wall.

      Rows of Italian soldiers with equally oversized heads and eyes would be shooting at rows of Ethiopian soldiers who also had equally oversized heads and eyes. The only difference being that one row of men was a bit paler than the other.

      Saint George killing the dragon was as real and as great a hero as the warlords whose tales the servants wouldn’t tire of retelling.

      The never-ending legend of the Queen of Sheba (who went to the court of King Solomon to get herself impregnated) was reinforced with captions under each picture explaining the very obvious scenes. Unlike the Queen of Sheba, the Virgin Mary, also an inhabitant of the walls, never had to explain how she became the mother of the Child she was carrying in her arms.

      The Indian architect who designed and built the chapel must have known that some day little children would call it their home, for why else would he have the ceiling painted with floating Indian ladies wearing bright saris in a blue meadow full of flowers? They had nothing in common with the fearsome and solemn figures on the walls that surrounded them. Sometimes, when you were all alone in the big room, the people on the walls would talk back to you and, when they did, their eyes would get even bigger. The Indian ladies would definitely tell on you if you stole a piece of cake or candy.

      Other than the pictures on the walls, the house was very bare. There was some very old furniture that had seen better days. The velvet of the two remaining German armchairs was anything but the original purple. The gold leaf of the armrests was now dull and you could see the bare wood through it in places. A few old leather and carved wooden Ethiopian chairs were cluttered along the walls. Some had animal skins thrown over them. At one corner of the wall, there was a strong bare wooden table with chairs. That was where we children took our meals.

      My mother’s nanny, who looked very ancient with her nun’s skull cap and slightly stooped back, and the old Eunuch, who had been a man of power in my great-grandfather’s house, would preside over our meals. The old man’s very big and black frame was not comforting to us children, with the exception of my older brother, Alemu, who would be treated like a spoilt prince. Other than Alemu, all the kids in the house were afraid of the man.

      He would threaten us with one of the many canes he had because of a bad leg. Even Mother, who lived in a small house near the chapel, was afraid of him. Every time we hid behind her for some crime, obvious only to him, we could feel Mother shrink back in fear when his voice thundered at her. The saving grace for us children was the constant power struggle that went on between the two archaic figures of the nanny and the old Eunuch. This gave us the room we needed to explore and make a world of our own. Besides these two very dominant people were a number of servants and their children living within and around the house.

      About four times a week, a young priest would come to teach us the Ethiopian alphabet. Those children who could already read and write would learn to recite the Book of David from the Old Testament. I never knew why the Book of David played the central role it did in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, but that’s the way it was, and still is.

      The alphabet consists of thirty-two basic letters with seven vowels for each letter, making a total of 224 characters to be studied. It would have been easy enough for us to learn had the teacher taught us the logical pattern behind the vowels. Instead, he preferred us to repeat the characters after him, a seemingly endless litany.

      It did not really matter if you could identify the letters or not, just repeat loud enough for him to hear, “Ha…Ha” “Hu…Hu” “Le…Le” “Lu…Lu,” and so on.

      Sometimes, he would leave one of the older children in charge of the class, go into the kitchen, eat a meal and have some homemade beer or honey wine. At other times, he would take one of us on his lap or between his legs, pressing hard against us. Whoever went to sit on his lap would be in charge of class for that day. But, of course, none of us was really very eager to be the chosen one.

      We were an odd assortment of pupils: my two brothers and I, three cousins, a number of the house children and a young girl named Tamarind, who, at that time, seemed quite old to me with all her thirteen years.

      No one really knew where she came from. She was just there one day. Wherever she was from, they didn’t have priests or alphabets. She could neither read nor write. She didn’t have a particular place to sleep at night. Sometimes she would sleep on the floor of our bedroom, other times she would lie on the kitchen mat.

      Whenever our nanny couldn’t find something, Tamarind was the first to be suspected. Nanny herself or one of her helping hands would chase her. But, whatever Tamarind lacked in her knowledge of the books, she made up for with her swift feet. Nobody could run as fast. She would run and climb the tallest fig tree, swift as a cat, and wouldn’t come down, no matter what. At times, she would even sleep in the tree. By morning, whatever had driven her to seek those heights would be forgotten.

      One day, all of a sudden, she disappeared. No one asked where she could have gone to, just as no one asked where she had come from. She left our lives as effortlessly as she had entered.

      Wube, the cook, who had no say in anything that went on in the chapel, was our ally. She would tell us wonderful stories of her home which was somewhere in the highlands of northern Ethiopia: how she had been abducted from her family by a bandit; how she had lived as his wife for a few years; and how, to get away from her husband, she had joined some traders passing through on their way to Addis Abeba.

      I especially liked Wube because she would sometimes get hold of one of Nanny’s keys and share with me whatever goodies we could find in the pantry cupboard. Wube was the one who told me about the talking Indian ladies. She said, “If you ever take anything you’re not supposed to or do anything you shouldn’t do, do it outside the big room, or the Indian ladies will tell on you.”

      And, to prove her point, she would smack her lips, and sure enough, one of the ladies would smack back at her.
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      All rights reserved.

      SELEDA chilot
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      In Defense of Contemporary Ethiopian Music…

      Throughout the long-winded diatribe, Mintesinot had been inching his way to the edge of his seat, wide eyed and excited, eagerly listening to Imahoy Tisemé. He glances about the room, and without consulting with his erudite Tebeqa, he starts applauding the Grande Dame’s speechifying.

      Mintesinot

      "Tell it like it is, yene Enat! You got right to the point, and took the words right out of my mouth! . Bravo! Bravo!

      The stunned audience looks up at him as if he were possessed. Even Afe Negus is slow to respond, lost in thought, and doesn’t look up until the buzzing of voices breaks his reverie…

      Afe Negus

      Tsetita yikeberilin Inji! Order, for the last time!! Imahoy, you’ve obviously posed a very grave question, and since our defendant seems to have an opinion on the matter, let him answer the question. Well, sir, how do you explain the lack of true musical talent today?

      Mintesinot

      Well, I certainly did not expect this turn of events; may I suggest a brief recess before I answer you, as my response might take longer than a few minutes? This would also allow me to make a brief call to an associate of mine so he can join us. I think that you’ll find that his expertise in matters of music and entertainment extremely pertinent.

      Afe Negus

      Very well then, Court is in recess for one half hour, after which we will hear testimony from Mintesinot regarding the appalling state of Ethiopian music today.

      As Mintesinot steps away he pulls out his cell phone and furiously dials a number, oblivious to his approaching counsel, " Have you gone MAD?! What do you think you’re doing? You’ll get crucified! This is not the time and place to grandstand about the merits of Ethiopian music…Hellloooooo!? Are you even listening to me?"

      Mintesinot

      Ebakihin, tewegn legizzaew, and I’ll explain… “Hello? Yohannes! Ere diress baschekway. No, no, no… this can’t wait; I need you now! I’m sending the driver right away and I’ll be waiting.” He hangs up and turns with a small smile as he whispers to himself, “Ayzoh, the truth will come out today.”

      He looks off towards Imahoy, who is giving him a quizzical look, still unsure of his agenda. One of the silent members of the panel, Hajj Shenno, silently gives him the once-over; meanwhile, Afe Negus returns with refreshments for Imahoy and the other members of the bench. He then glances over to Mintesinot, who gives him an almost imperceptible nod to indicate that he is ready. While Afe Negus calls the court to order, Mintesinot motions one of the clerks over and gives him a quickly scribbled note, instructing the man to bring “Yohannes here b’aschekway.”

      Afe Negus gets the proceedings underway, "The question has been posed as to the ailing state of our music Ato Mintesinot, the floor is yours; please proceed.

      Mintesinot

      To all present, I wish to offend no-one, but sometimes the truth ain’t pretty. We’ve all known for years that Ethiopian music is in a period of stagnation. The number of truly talented musicians is growing ever smaller, whereas the poseurs and would-be cognoscenti abound; some would have you believe that our music is extremely dull because it primarily is based on the pentatonic scale…

      Imahoy

      Ihhhh, ité, yeminu lefdada new, ibakachihu? What in the name of Kidane-Mihret is this tonic? Tell us something we can understand or sit down!

      Mintesinot

      Yene enat, let me try to explain: the Amarigna Kignit is called a PENTATONIC scale in English. There are four primary pentatonic scales that are used in the composing of our music: Bati, tizita, anchi-hoy and Ambassel. Though the music sounded similar, the true litmus test of what was considered “good” music was the musicians’ ability to compose songs offering up lyrics that would challenge the most learned of us all. For instance, what few recordings of Kassa Tessema we still have are revered by Ethiopians throughout the world. Musically, it is very simple, uncluttered and beautiful, yet his songs appeal more because of his singing style and the spare accompaniment with the krar. The lyrics are also simple, but convey to the audience a feeling, an emotion that cannot be explained, or defined.

      Going back to the question of the poor state of Ethiopian music, a brief history is required, so please bear with me. Back in the day, when all the greats of our music were at their peak, what they did not know was that they were also ushering in a new dawn in Ethiopian music: the krar, masinqo, washint were being put aside in favor of the saxophone, the guitar and the piano. The emphasis shifted from lyric-driven acoustic music to a new, more electronic sound that ; all the bands raced to keep up: Police Orchestra comes out with a song emulating Chubby Checker’s popular “Twist”, then Kibur Zebegna Orchestra has to respond to the challenge by coming out with a James Brown-flavored piece of music; these were the “hooks” used to get their audience. Alemayehou Eshete, a.k.a. the Ethiopian James Brown, is a classic example of this practice. While I do not want to appear to be disparaging him, the facts do speak for themselves. Ask anyone to name a Mahmoud Ahmed song, and I wager that “Tiz Tiz” and “Alawekshilignim” would be counted as one of their favorite songs OF ALL TIME! And we all know that no-one dances the eskista to that – you TWIST.

      Now fast forward to today and you will see that the seeds that were sown 30 years back have taken root, and have had a major effect on music today. Take, for example, Mulatu Astatqe, a learned and experienced man in our musical history. But even his music has been affected by the Western taint. His earlier forays into instrumental music show a definite Latin influence, and his later recordings, either as an artist or producer, definitely show a seventies soul/jazz influence, so much so that one of his songs starts out with a piece of music written by Horace Silver, a noted African-American jazz musician. While it may be possible that Mr. Silver’s ancestors might have been Ethiopian, (Silver derived from Birru, perhaps?), I doubt very much that his impetus for composing said song had anything to do with being of Ethiopian descent. AND it is not in the afore-mentioned pentatonic scale! AHA, what does that say, well maybe Ato Mulatu wanted to pay homage to Mr. Silvers song " Song for my Father" and that’s why he used it , I can’t answer that, but next time I run in to Ato Mulatu I’ll remember to ask.

      Yared Mandefro

      Your honor, I beg you to make this fool cease his ranting. I ask for your forgiveness but I cannot let this go on, particularly about this last point. The sin is not that Ato Mulatu, an internationally recognized composer, used Latin influences at all…the issue is that these influences carry with them the thrum of African beats. Thus it is the Italian who must answer for the use of African rhythms, not the other way around.

      Mintesinot continues, unabashed, although the audience is clearly on Yared’s side.

      Mintesinot

      Coming to the music of today, though the style of music has certainly changed, I still find many things to celebrate. For instance, the music of Elias Negash is simply amazing, with his incredible mastery of the piano. (Finally, the crowd can relate to what he’s saying, and a few nods are seen around the room). Another Elias, Elias Tebabel, has a natural gift with the masinqo, and his ability to craft a giTem to fit the situation or venue is unparalleled. Setegn Atanaw is another gifted musician who has an uncanny ability to improvise verse at the drop of a hat. These are just to name a few. While their talents might not be as universally known as, say, Mahmoud or Tilahun, give them time and listen to them. Note, please, that I said listen to THEM. Don’t forget that the heart of our musical heritage lies in the lyrics, the giTem, the Sem’ena Worq. The music, or melody, is just there to add a bed for the words to lay on. The singer has to wrap the words around the music so that when we listen, mouth agape at these intricately woven strands, it’s like accepting a specially prepared gursha. One has to chew on the words, savor, swallow and digest them. Or we can resort to simplistic lyrics like…" Hodeye, wodedkush, anchiye lemenkush, blah blah blah …" Personally, I prefer the traditional gursha, thank you!

      Imahoy spontaneously claps her hands, “Inem, lije; inem, I prefer the traditional gursha.” Suddenly remembering, she rummages through her large bag and her chubby fingers emerge, triumphantly clutching a bit of day-old QiTa. She starts to gnaw away at it, but her attention remains unwaveringly on the speaker.

      I’m sure you now see why the blame cannot be placed solely on the shoulders of the musicians. The biggest culprits are the audience themselves. In order to keep them happy, we as musicians have to give them what they want; otherwise, we find ourselves looking for other work. Case in point, why is it that there is a market for acts like La Fontaine and Chachi, but someone like Teshome Mitiku has to strive for his market? To paraphrase from a very famous adage, while I might disagree with, or even dislike a person’s musical/artistic taste, I fully support his/her right to continue to practice that chosen craft. I know, I know this seems like I’m waffling but I’m not; while I personally CANNOT stand either of the two examples I gave, I certainly would not want to deny them their right to attempt to create something, anything. On the other hand, it is a crime that someone like Teshome Mitiku, who in my opinion has a much better grasp of our musical heritage, does not enjoy the same accolades as others. The irony to this statement, of course, is the knowledge that Teshome, along with his brother Teodros, was one of the founding members of the now defunct, Soul Ekos Band from the Sixties, which in its time was probably seen as a cutting edge modern electric band, possibly seen as a precursor to the impending demise of Ethiopian music (I wonder what the music literati of that time had to say, hmmmm)

      However, let me leave you with a grain of hope. While the music of today might appear to be in decline, I feel that we are in a period of great evolution. We are experiencing a birth, a rebirth if you will. The musical revolution that started with the likes of the Mitiku Brothers and the Soul Ekos Band, and the Ibex Band, is continuing, but the influx of new recording equipment and the relatively cheap electronic equipment of today has allowed anybody who is so inclined to release a CD. Remember Milli Vanilli, New Kids on the Block, or Hammer? They all enjoyed their 15 minutes of fame, all were extremely popular, but where are they now? I liken them to fast food, in a pinch you’ll stop and get something because you’re hungry, but you wouldn’t make a steady diet of it. Therefore, while there is a whole bunch of dreck available right now, there is also a collection of very good music that is waiting to be heard. But, again, very few people are listening because its not something or someone they are familiar with, OR because it sounds different (this last is a personal gripe).

      For example, I recently played Sileshi Demessae’s newest CD, entitled Sorene, to a non-musician friend. It was a children’s CD, with children singing with him. My friend immediately dismissed it as “yemanew shimagley k’hitsanatotch gar yemizefnew, yemanew sirra fet?” Having had numerous opportunities to speak with Ato Sileshi, I am well aware of his devotion to his craft and his years of understanding that music is a great artistic endeavor and that children would benefit from being exposed to it early on; this is evident in his work as well. But because it isn’t the eskista-inducing, rolling rhythm, his work is ignored by the majority of the Ethiopian music-buying population (incidentally, Sileshi plays the krar beautifully) While he certainly is a bit of an iconoclast, one cannot deny his obvious talent, nor his incredible mastery of the krar. Nor should anyone sane question why someone would want to pass this heritage on to our children.

      At the risk of boring you with too many anecdotes (Imahoy is back in the peanut gallery, “Wiy, awo, ere beQan – selechehen!”) regarding the lack of appreciation for new and “different” music by the general public, let me add this. When people arrive too late, or are too busy chatting outside, to catch the opening act at any concert, they will miss our growing efforts to identify new talent and to support music that is fresh and new, while trying to keep our feet grounded in our musical heritage. This is never an easy task; when we give “birth” to an artistic idea, it’s our “baby”, our creation , not a piece of steak you can send back to the kitchen to be cooked till it’s done, or to be tossed aside because you have a taste for tofu today.

      After all, let’s not forget that Mozart was one of the most reviled and least celebrated musicians of his time. The great Salieri, Composer to the Emperor Josef II, was better regarded than Mozart, but today he is a footnote in musical history, while Mozart’s genius, his “babies”, are celebrated worldwide. But I digress and the hour is getting late. With Your Honor’s permission, I would like to cede the floor to my esteemed colleague, who has just arrived…

      Afe Negus

      I’m sorry but you can’t just leave the floor to whomever you choose. Your lawyer, and the prosecutor are the only people allowed to speak. Is this man a witness on your behalf? If so, he can wait until he is called.

      Mintesinot

      I am sorry, he is my co-counsel. His flight was delays so he is just arriving from the airport. He will be assisting with the cross-examination and has some crucial evidence to present to the court.

      Afe Negus

      Very well then please step forward and identify yourself to the court, please.

      As the flashy stranger approaches the bench, several eyes are upon him; even to Imahoy there’s something oddly familiar about him. He sets down his briefcase, puts on his fashionable Lunor glasses, and adjusts his understated, yet expensive gold cufflinks; the matching ring has the initials YC. Turning a steady gaze at each member of the judging panel and then at prosecution, and finally at the audience (including the preening Imahoy), he introduces himself

      Ladies and Gentlemen, I apologize for arriving late, I am co-counsel for the defense, and as such I am privy to his dealings as they pertain to the entertainment industry within the Ethiopian community. Let me just say to you that he is innocent. Per the contract agreement that I have with me, signed by all parties involved in the concert in question, we will prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that my clients are not to be held accountable. Moreover, we are claiming that other parties were involved that did not want this event to go on as planned, and we will prove that with incontrovertible evidence. I have only one more statement to make

      If the musicians played (MuziQegnochu KeteCHawetu)

      They Must Get Paid! (B’weQtu Yikefelu)

      My name is Yohannes Cochrane. Thank you for your time

      A stunned silence follows…
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      All rights reserved.

      My Ethiopia
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      On Ethiopianess, Home and (dis)Connection: A New Generation Speaks.

      By: Haile Woldegeorgise and Saamra Mekuria-Grillo

      Haile…

      Well, I guess we should get this party started, right?

      A little bit about myself: I am a sophomore at Yale, history major, and contemplating a double major in International Studies. This year I have decided to drive myself totally insane by working two jobs and taking 5 classes.

      Okay, enough of the bland stuff.

      I have always struggled with my relationship to Ethiopia because I don’t speak Amharic. At this point, I can understand a lot of what goes on in a conversation, but I doubt that I will ever be able to speak it myself. This has created a huge barrier whenever I have visited Ethiopia. Even in the States, when Ethiopians know that I don’t speak Amharic they look upon me as not truly Ethiopian. In addition, because my father is not abesha, I have other walls to my acceptance. Thus I can’t really say that I consider Ethiopia my home, or homeland. This has alternately disappointed and frustrated my mother, who I think feels that it is her fault in part that I never learned Amharic.

      Do you speak Amharic, and how do you think that your language ability has affected your perception of Ethiopia?

      Saamra

      Dear Ms. Grillo:

      Please accept my sincerest apologies for not responding to your email sooner. I definitely feel that I can’t use the, “I’m too busy” excuse as you’re the one with two jobs and five classes. Unfortunately, I am a bit of a procrastinator. This is the result of my sign, Sagittarius.

      Anyhow, a little bit about myself. I am a senior here at the University of Virginia studying Foreign Affairs with a concentration in Economics. Hopefully, I will be able to attend law school in a couple of years. As for now though, I am looking for employment.

      Like you, I have grown up outside of Ethiopia all my life except for one brief year when I attended International Community School in Ethiopia. I was born in England, but grew up in Northern Virginia.

      Amharic is not exactly my strong suit, but I can say I have relative fluency. My accent is detectable at times. However, I have learned that Amharic is a very difficult and complex language to fully grasp. Moreover, I often find myself at odds with many elements of Ethiopian culture and the mentality of the people as well. When I lived there for a year, I was given a huge dose of reality. I found the people to be for the most part duplicitous, deceitful, untrusting and exploitative. Sorry, for the pessimistic overtones, but don’t get me wrong, I do love the country and its rich culture and heritage. Frankly, I had better expectations of the people, but I realized that it is the result of their dire and unpredictable circumstances.

      Indubitably, being of mixed heritage could potentially complicate matters even more because you would have competing and contradicting heritages to be loyal to. From the looks of it though it seems that I am the one who has some issues to sort out concerning Ethiopia. We will tackle those another time however.

      Ciao,

      Haile Woldegeorgise

      Hi Haile,

      I understand how easy it is to procrastinate. That’s why I have so much stuff to do; it’s the only way I can avoid procrastinating. In any case, I guess I have never had as much exposure as you have to life in Ethiopia. I can’t really relate to the issues you have, but I do know that my mother often discusses the same sort of problems with her friends, so you’re not alone. I think that Ethiopians are very focused on appearances and status, without placing as much value on truthfulness and sincerity as we might, growing up in the US. It seems to be a different world when I visit, because the country is in so much trouble economically and politically. Perhaps if I had lived there for a while, I would more fully understand what you are talking about.

      I wanted to speculate on what I think “home” means to my mother and one of her closest friend. It has always baffled me how the two of them are constantly talking about how they hate the way that nothing ever gets done, and people are so unhelpful in Ethiopia. Yet every chance they get, they go back there and live in that dissatisfaction happily. I know that I could never call any place home that made me so frustrated, but for them it is like there is an invisible bond that will always link them to Ethiopia. My mother wants to spend her retirement there. Her friend is in the process of moving back there. I’ve always wondered what makes it so special that they would live there if given the chance, even though they only complain about what they don’t like when asked.

      And my view of my home? (Boston) I love it, and there are many reasons that I could give you why I love it. But I also feel a connection to the city. I fit there, because I know where everything is, I know how to interpret the people who live there, and everything is familiar. I also love my physical home, the actual building, because again I know it so well. My room is always the way I want it (a situation very hard to find in dorm life, as I’ve found), and it is mine, no one else’s.

      Alright, enough for me.

      Saamra

      Dear Saamriya,

      Sorry for not getting to you much sooner. Unfortunately, we had our finals this week, and I haven’t had much time to think about our assignment. Nonetheless, you probably dislike me now, somewhat. However, I will be submitting something in today by about 5:30 at the latest. I must say that this deadline came upon us very fast. I was really under the impression that our submissions were due at a later date for some reason.

      I guess I am one of those victims of Attention Deficit Disorder which makes it necessary for instructions to be extremely clear and repeated several times without fail.

      Your entry was interesting, and has a strong resonance with me, as you may expect. Our home is America, and has been for the span of our young lives. Ethiopia, is a secondary place with more significance and meaning for our parents than it does for us. It’s more of a resort, in our minds, with of course not having to worry about lodging. That wasn’t funny, I know. But, you get the point. We obviously have some different experiences, but share some strong commonalties as well. Honestly, though, I am not one hundred percent sure as to how I will approach my essay. However, I will try to stay true to my distinct experiences, and hope that our papers will be unique, distinct, and educational to some and controversial to others.

      Coming to Terms with My Notion of Home

      By: Saamra Mekuria-Grillo

      Please excuse me if this response is somewhat stream-of-consciousness, but my thoughts tend to be a little jumbled whenever I think about this subject, and even more so, because of finals and such…

      I think that my most lasting memory of my first visit to Ethiopia (I’ve since returned 3 more times) was the one day we slaughtered a chicken in my grandmother’s yard, and I stood there fascinated, watching it run around headless. I think that this can also relate to my vision of Ethiopia as a whole though.

      I have always taken the position of observer, mostly because of my language barrier, especially after I became too old to demand that everything be translated into English for me. I have never been in Haile’s position of actually living in Ethiopia for an extended period of time. I was always there for vacation, which probably also influenced my view, since I never had the true interaction with the country that one can only have when working or going to school. I always stayed in more than one place each time I was there, a few days at my grandmother’s, a few at my aunt’s, and more recently, at my mother’s house. This gave the feeling that there was no permanence to my stay, no definite place associations in my memory.

      My home in the United States on the other hand, invokes a thousand associations with each thought I have of it. It makes me comfortable to even think of it in passing. I long to be there whenever I am away. Ethiopia simply does not make me feel the same way. Although I can remember smells and people and places, they do not all combine to create a desired image for me. They are separate in my mind.

      I think that my mixed heritage has a lot to do with the way I view Ethiopia. I am not all Ethiopian, because my father is American, and so I did not grow up with one unified culture. All of my relatives are not Ethiopian, some are Cuban, some Italian. My mother did not come to this country as a political refugee, but instead to go to college, which also has given me a different perspective on the revolution. I have never felt unsafe in Ethiopia, through 3 different regimes, and countless conflicts, probably because, as an American citizen, I never felt that any government there could affect my life.

      Far from feeling less out of place in Ethiopia, I felt more out of place there than in the United States. I was always wearing thoroughly American clothing, and my unaccented English rang out in any room as foreign. Even my own relatives would joke to me about me being too “ferenge,” which always made me uncomfortable, probably because it was too close to the truth for my own comfort.

      I think that I will never feel comfortable enough in Ethiopia to be anything more than a casual visitor. I know that my mother plans to retire there, and I will visit her I’m sure, but I don’t see myself ever setting up permanent residence there. I don’t speak the language, and that seems to me to be a barrier that will be in my way. I wish that I could say that I intend to learn Amharic, but at this point in my life, I don’t think that’s realistic. I will always be learning little by little, but I don’t think I will ever be anywhere near fluent. This is not because I don’t value the Ethiopian side of my heritage, but simply because I have never found it necessary to go out of my way to learn more Amharic. Everyone around me always speaks English anyway. That sounds selfish even to my ears, but that is the way it has turned out for me.

      I always reply with pride “yes” when people ask if I’m Ethiopian, because I would never want to deny any part of my heritage. But when people ask instead what my heritage is, I reply with all my parts: “I’m Ethiopian, Italian and Cuban.” Ethiopian always is first in the lineup, but it is not alone. My “home” is Boston, although I know that “Home” has more meanings than just the physical building or place. When I think of “home” in the way that Ethiopians say “home” I do not automatically think of Ethiopia, because I do not have that connection and longing.

      Well I guess that’s it. Thanks for your help, and it was nice to speak with you Haile, and get another perspective on this part of my life.

      Saamra

      “Home Away from Home” - Reconsidered

      By: Ezana Haile Woldegeorgise

      The word ‘home’ for many symbolizes comfort, happiness, belonging, permanency, and continuity. While for others, like myself, the concept can be bewildering, confusing, fickle, and downright daunting at times. As a first-generation Ethiopian-American, I am confronted with a myriad of internal and external conflicts, like so many other bi-cultural peoples, be they Mexican-Americans, Asian Americans, or Arab-Americans.

      My family, like countless others, came to this country for fear of their very lives and safety because of the Dergue regime and its cadres. As a result, I was born in London, England, and later moved to the Washington, D.C. area in 1978 at the tender age of one. Northern Virginia has since become what I would identify as my immediate home. It is the only locale in which I feel completely comfortable, familiar, and cozy albeit jaded at times. ‘Familiarity breeds contentment’, if I may misquote. And since this is the case, I can say that I feel little discomfort in defining this part of the U.S. as my one and only true home for the moment. This does not rule out the possibility, that I could one day make Ethiopia or any other country, for that matter, my second home.

      In fact, I was persuaded for one year by my father in 1993 to make Ethiopia my new home. I attended I.C.S. in Addis Ababa, for one year, where I then came to the conclusion, that Ethiopia was perhaps not as welcoming or comfortable for me as I once expected. My knowledge of Ethiopia before 1990 came purely by way of anecdotes, conversations with relatives and friends, magazine articles, and various political conferences and seminars dealing with Ethiopia. One could thus rightly infer that I have been very curious and annoyingly inquisitive on matters concerning Ethiopia, be it social, political, cultural, or historical. It was this intense curiosity that forced me to beg my parents incessantly to allow me to go to Ethiopia in the summer of 1990. As one can imagine, this proposition frightened my parents, as they had been very active in dissident politics. Nevertheless, my mother finally agreed to take my younger sister and I, after seeing that I was losing sleep and becoming very angry about the prospects of canceling the trip.

      Upon arrival at Addis Ababa Airport, I could not help but feel extremely anxious and terrified that I would be tortured, maimed or killed by some member of the government. And judging by my mother’s body language, she must have felt the same, as she had not been back to her country in over 16 years. Soon thereafter though, my anxiety dissipated, and I began to feel relatively comfortable within a couple of weeks. We had fun. We frequented the hotels, and ate at various relatives’ homes until we could no longer do so. It did feel good and reassuring to be in a place that was the birth and resting place of my intrepid forefathers and mothers. At first glance, it seemed that for once, I could walk outside of my home, and know that I completely blended in with the people around me. I was no longer just another ‘minority’ per se, but rather someone held in high regard and esteem (contempt and envy sometimes) by my fellow citizens and kin, although for superficial reasons at times. I did have an affinity with the people of Ethiopia on many levels: ethnic, historical, social, and cultural. My working knowledge of the language and minimal understanding of the socio-economic and political quagmire that the country faces only aided my efforts in truly grasping a more comprehensive and intimate understanding of Ethiopia.

      I felt more that I belonged than not. However, I did feel that there was a strong incongruence between the Ethiopia of my parents’ generation and the one that I encountered Post-Emperor Haile Selassie I. Times change everywhere, and this truism did not escape Ethiopia. When I lived in Ethiopia for that brief year, I found that the level of integrity and honesty was very low everywhere from the politicians, to my classmates. People lied, cheated and were involved in intrigue at a very young age and with such dexterity that royalty would be amazed. Some of my classmates spent a good deal of their time trying to emulate the merchants of the city by becoming the middle-men of various commercial enterprises like selling CD’s or clothes and in one case, firearms. The topic of the day was usually centered on who had or would be conned and bilked and what artifice would be employed to achieve that end. Understandably, this did irk me, I must admit, partly because I could not compete, but more for fear of being a helpless ferenge victim.

      From my understanding, some of these activities hardly ever occurred thirty years ago on the streets, let alone in a school setting (ICS, wasn’t of course your average school). Perhaps this understanding merely stemmed from my over-idealized perception of Ethiopia. It should be noted, however, that the overwhelming majority of the students were diligent, intelligent and highly ambitious. Later, I came to the realization that dire circumstances lead to dire measures. Ethiopians had to endure a regime devoid of compassion, ethics, and humanity for over 17 years. This would exert a heavy toll on any society. The moral and cultural fiber of the society was systematically detached, giving rise to the kleptocracy we see today.

      In the future (15 to 20 years), I do plan to set up residence in Ethiopia, although not for entirely benevolent reasons. Provided the country ever achieves stability, peace, and democracy, it would be an excellent marketplace for new ideas and products to take root. Moreover, with my ‘insider’ knowledge and foreign education, I, like countless others, could perhaps make a lasting contribution to our country by bringing and implementing new ideas that could help us break the cycle of poverty plaguing our country and its people.

      I will always be an Ethiopian, although I am a foreigner by birth and circumstance. When I walk down the street, whether I like it or not, I am recognized as being distinct (Ethiopian). In truth, I prefer it that way. Nobody wants to be just like everyone else. I am proud of the legacy of Ethiopia and Ethiopians. When asked the question, 'Where are you from?" I gleefully reply ‘Ethiopia!’, although I do realize that I am American as well in many important respects (I am an individualist, a capitalist and a pragmatist, objective and relatively transparent).

      In sum, my Ethiopian heritage infuses me with a greater sense of personal fulfillment, purpose, ethics, values and spirituality. I am eternally grateful that my family has tried to instill many Ethiopian traditions and virtues in me. But more importantly, I am happy that it was never forced upon me. Instead, I have decided to become Ethiopian on my own by identifying myself as one, and trying to learn about our past, present and the uncertain future that awaits us in the coming century.
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      All rights reserved.

      The Hellhole Diaries I
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      Memoirs of Home: The Hellhole Diaries.

      Now that I am done with my misadventures in the “menim chigir yelem” called Ethiopia, I have decided to submit the HellHole Memoirs to SELEDA. This after considerable cajoling by one whom I suspect of being a SELEDA insider. My “handler” however claims to be a low level Bolshevik, umpteen cells removed from the real players and celebrity shy moguls at SELEDA. Handler claims no editorial authority nor ambition. Whatever…

      Some background is in order:

      I was born and raised in Ethiopia. Certainly the best years of my life. My fondest memories. Shipped to the United States for kefetegna temhyrt in the mid 1970’s. Also the best years of my life. After kefetegna temhyrt, be fielday mesrat for many years proves to be great but unsatisfying. America is home until … the Dergue thugs collapse in 1991. Having spent half my life in blessed sidet, I decide to visit Ethiopia for a short trip-first mistake. Determine Ethiopia is a good risk. I would give it a shot and return-second mistake. A win-win for all concerned, for king and country.

      “There is gold in them there hills,” or so I fantasized. A planned two-year stay turned into almost four-third mistake. I realize how long I have been gone when I consider that the Dow Jones Industrial Average was just above 3,000 when I went to Ethiopia. At my exit it was above 8,000. But what over 10 years of corporate life in America failed to do to me, four years of Addis life did: almost total burn-out. Yeman neh guregna, meqaTel in Addis? Read on!

      Do not get me wrong, please. Ethiopia was not a total loss for me. Re-bonded with family. Connected spiritually with the ancestors. Made many friends. Gave back to agere a little bit. I just never quite felt at home however. Never felt I belonged. A foreigner in my own country. A stranger in a totally mystifying land. Yager fikir weTalign, bekagn. I am now back in the states. Ironic, it feels right to be back home again-for good. This is where I belong.

      Ethiopia lost its charm for me. Nevertheless, I still have considerable passion for the country, albeit at a distance (distance is good). I have a deep need to stay connected. For not doing so would be to dishonor my ancestors.

      Below are excerpts from HellHole Letters from Addis. Never before published except for limited distribution to a few confidants. I elect to remain nameless. If you feel compelled to comment, e-mail the folks at SELEDA. They promise to forward the anticipated deluge to me.

      Names have been altered to protect the innocent and guilty alike. Dates have been deleted for the most part. Journal covers mid 1990’s. Some of the content may seem dated. I believe however that it still captures the feel, color and spirit of Addis Ababa, as I experienced it. I wish more of us were disciplined enough to document our experiences there.

      Dateline Addis Ababa: May 15, 199X

      “Life & Times in This Here Hellhole.”

      By nature some of us are cynical. Hence, the above caption. Actually things are not as bad as implied by headline. They are worse. Perhaps explained by a serious case of withdrawal-withdrawal from friends, companions, bagel and cream cheese, “fresh” cigarettes, Miller Light, football, cable TV, showers with strong water pressure, The Sunday New York Times, The Nightly Business Report, NightLine.

      Trading off LA and Beverly Hills for the hills of Addis is indeed a tremendous trade-off. A trade-off worth taking (in foresight it seemed) and one that should pay off handsomely, in the long run. By definition, that is why the “misery index” is so high. Read on. And do come visit those of us who are in the trenches. You will be glad you did.

      Dateline Los Angeles February 27, 199X

      LA departure day (D-day). Too much kotet, total of three suitcases, six boxes. Three vehicles to transport to airport. Bekele and Ashagre kind enough to help. Tadele nowhere to be found, typical when it comes to Qumneger. Managed to pay only $200 for two pieces excess baggage. Tipped Oriental ticket agent $100. Thought this was a great deal until boarding time at Heathrow. Spent one hour at LAX. After umpteen years in the States, the most difficult one hour at any airport in my life.

      Dateline London: February 28, 199X

      Arrive Heathrow after grueling 13-hour flight. Mulu and Paulos are waiting. Went to London for lunch. It is freezing and all I am wearing are jeans. Ran into Abdella. Had not seen him since the mid 70’s. He seems very light skinned-lack of sun presumably. Back to the airport. Forced to pay 400 pounds by a stone-faced British ticket agent. Claimed LAX undercharged for excess baggage. So much for good fortune.

      Dateline Addis: March 1, 199X

      Arrive at Bole airport after an hour layover at Asmara. It seemed half the passengers drink and smoke excessively. Some have bad hygiene. I go through passport control without a hitch. They ask how much money you are carrying with you. How ill-mannered! Bole pretends to be an airport. Tijuana, Mexico bus terminal is more like it. Baggage area, seemed like forever, but all items accounted for. Damage appears minimal. Ran into “Gorb” from D.C. Great to see a friendly face. Alas! He departs today. Manage to sneak in Apple Powerbook computer, expensive speakers, all other luggage through customs. Seven items of video and hi-fi equipment are held hostage by drooling customs authorities. Spent a napful rest of day at my sisters’.

      Report to work next morning. Seems there is plenty to do in coming weeks and months. I have work cut out for me. This will not be a day at the beach-not for a while.

      March 3 - 6, 199X

      Quiet days except for an accident at Mesqel Square. It is 7 p.m., rear right door of the Mercedes I am driving opens accidentally. I had just dropped off Uncle A and his daughter. Perhaps they left door unshut. The door gets caught by a big camiyon truck’s front tire. Lucky door does not fly off, but is forced out of alignment. The truck driver is sympathetic, as are two policemen who are on the scene, who recognize the car and are protective. A crowd quickly gathers. It amazes me how fast a crowd assembles here, especially around an accident. One has to be cautious of crowds. I drive the car home with the door somewhat open but held in place by a rope tied against the other rear door. Rope courtesy of truck driver. I wonder if he would have been so kind had it been his fault. Police get gursha of Birr 20 for their protection from crowd. Gursha is cheap around these parts.

      Went to dinner at the Ararat (Armenian) Club with Adam, Misrak, Atnafu, Elias and Seble. She tells me that she just got out of the hospital after a month-long stay. Wow! it must have been serious I thought. Just the removal of kidney stones. Surely, any knucklehead knows that kidney stone removal does not require that much fuss. In Ethiopia it does. To insure operating room time, she admitted herself to the hospital way in advance (figure the logic of that!). The room was first class, in name only. No windows, pealing paint, foul odor, patients on stretchers in the hallway. She had the room painted at her own expense. Brought in her own bed sheets and covers. Her own medication and IV. One would think a fortune was spent for the treatment. Less than Birr 1000. Certainly a bargain. Given the first class (oops!) accommodations, time wasted, paint expense, I am not convinced of the bargain. The patient is pleased she got out alive. She is hopeful they only took out kidney stones. This is the state of Ethiopian medicine.

      The Ararat is a humble restaurant, but clean appetizing cuisine. After dinner discover that the bloody Mercedes’ gears are stuck in reverse. 10 p.m., What to do? Am told absolutely not to leave the vehicle unattended overnight. Adam knows someone living in the area. Drove car, in reverse, to safe harbor some three kilometers away. No tow trucks in Addis. Oh! LA how I long for you.

      Proceeded to an azmari bayt. Swore this would be the last time I would patronize such an establishment. Crammed quarters, no circulation, smoke filled. Deodorant starved patrons. Loud, distorted live music, several would-be vocalists taking turns, unintelligible lyrics. One organist-all this noise piped through one child aspiro-sized speaker. Will not serve you anything except liquor, take it or leave it. Actually, one cannot leave it. You are required to order and pay for an alcoholic libation whether you consume it or not. Ambo is never served solo. Only served with alcohol. Nothing will stop the liquor trade here. Not Mothers Against Drunk Driving, nor card carrying Alcoholic Anonymous members. An AA chapter, if one were to open in Addis would do thriving business. People love this azmari bayt scene. Azmari bayt is the default hangout choice in Addis.

      Wake up early to retrieve Mercedes. Take a taxi and bring along an unemployed mechanic. There are many out of work mechanics in Addis. They congregate in certain areas and wait for work, much like Mexicans wait for work at various locations in LA. And there is plenty of work for mechanics. Vehicles break down everywhere. For some reason, tires are changed right smack in the middle of the road. To this day, I do not know why. Mercedes takes two hours to repair. These mechanics are good and a bargain. Paid Birr 50. You can speculate how much it would have cost in LA. It certainly would not have been fixed on a Sunday.

      Sunday: Tea party at 4:00 p.m. at a flight attendant’s home. Nice home, nice neighborhood-very nice especially on a flight attendant’s income-on any income. But let’s not digress. Tea party, this is no tea party. There is no tea nor cookies to speak of. You could not get these to save your life. Only liquor. Flight attendants have access to duty free liquor. So if one is going to give a party, on or under budget, one better count flight attendants as friends. Everyone is dressed as if for a black-tie affair. This is Sunday, 4:00 p.m. and a particularly hot day. I am in khakis, much more comfortable. Probably the envy of many for being practical if not naïve, werada and balege as to the dress code of Addis tea parties. Needless to say, they overdress here.

      An Egyptian man associated with XYZ Corp. arrives for nine days. We go on a couple field trips. Zway is a government farm some 200 kilometers from Addis. The road there is horrific, especially after Mojo. Certainly not a pleasure drive. Certainly not made for a Ferrari. Do not bring yours. Stopped at a Bekele Mola Motel. It is 10:00 a.m. It is hot. No Ambo water, no soft drinks. We refuse to drink yeigzaber’s water. So we had beer and eggs. Not bad actually. The Egyptian is fascinated.

      Zway is a 1000 hectare state farm. Only 200 hectares currently in use for lack of pumps. Fruits and vegetables are grown by an Italian for export. Nice business I am told. Spent the night at Wabe Shebele Hotel in Langano. This is no Four Seasons Hotel. Dust under the bed. Dirty bathroom, no tissue paper, no soap, dirty towels, dirty bed sheets. Good thing we brought our own.

      Onto Amibara farm the following day. This is a World Bank financed irrigation project to irrigate pasture for grazing. The project started some seven years ago. After millions of dollars spent, it is yet to be completed. The Afars are nomads. No one asked them if they would settle down and become pasturalists. A wasted investment. It makes one sick. This is Afar country. The Afars have a habit of cutting male genitals. It proves their manhood at the expense of another. The Egyptian does not care to hear this and is relieved to get the hell out of Dodge.

      Onto Meki Zway, another government white elephant. 3000 hectares, barren, big irrigation pump house constructed by the North Koreans. Much money spent, no farming being done. Pretty much dead capital. Wasted tax taxpayer money. Too bad taxpayers do not have a lobby here. The land is there, water is plentiful, yet the land is not being worked.

      Out of two million hectares of potential irrigable land in Ethiopia, only 100,000 hectares are currently irrigated. They call Ethiopia the potential breadbasket of Africa. It does not appear that it is rushing to get there anytime soon.

      They claim there is no stress here, and that living is easy. Rubbish! Maybe so for the lazy and leisure rich-but if you hustle, are ambitious and hard working, you have much stress, long hours, plenty of frustration. The worst part of moving here (it is hard enough moving from one apartment to another in the same city), is the friends and relationship you leave behind. It’s much more difficult than I had imagined.

      And the TV, what a joke. Never thought how relevant the phrase “I WANT MY MTV” would be. Forget HBO and SHOWTIME. Give me The Box. Give me Yo!! MTV Raps and all the “tits & ass” titillation that comes with it. All those fly scantily dressed girls in butt floss bikinis “in-your-facing” it. Give me the NFL and NBA, and even baseball. Give me ESPN. How I miss Nick and Fred of Sports Tonight on CNN. Shit, give me the Weather Channel, I would settle for that.

      One tends to become uninformed as to “trivial” matters that seemed important at one time. Sure one listens to the BBC and keeps up with world events. But the trivia, that is what one misses here. Who got traded where? Who is holding-out? Who is renegotiating? Have the Clippers won a game yet? Are the Lakers still in the divisional cellar? Are the NY Knicks going to do it this year? The NCAA finals? Is George Forman still putting away younger opponents as he does hamburgers? Has he picked on somebody his age lately?

      How much has Clinton aged? Is he still jogging through McDonald’s? How powerful is Hillary proving to be? Does she still dress as goofy as on inauguration night? Chelsea, is she still wearing braces? All this you are forced fed, whether you like it or not. All this we are in the dark about. Inquiring minds you see. Addis is no media capital!

      Monday: Today is my birthday. I have reminded no one. It passes without much fuss. The highlight is an evening spent watching the wretched ETV (Ethiopian TV). Bad editing, lousy programming, and a lot of what seems to be irrelevant interview shows, with what look like irrelevant people. Many documentary shows about this or that gebere maheber. There is one hour of Tigrigna, one hour of Oromogna, two hours of Amharic, and two hours of English. A high-school media class would do better. The English news is excruciatingly embarrassing. The pronunciation and diction, my nine-year-old niece would do better. The graphics! Especially of the weather! Oh, well. You will learn to appreciate Sam Donaldson’s English.

      Negash, a transplant from Oakland calls to tell me that his house was burglarized, in the middle of the night, while he was asleep. The Hi Fi, a prized CD collection was stolen. The Hi Fi was recovered a few days later. The CDs are still at large. Previously owned CDs retail for Birr 120 plus here in some stores. With some 100 plus CDs, someone is making a tidy sum.

      After having lived more or less alone for many years, living as a refugee is getting a little tired. Staying with my sister, her husband and their two kids has many benefits. Bed is made complete with ironed sheets. If starch was available sheets would be starched. Laundry is taken care of. Food is plentiful and served on demand. Dishes wash themselves. Gates open automatically, with the help of a ticked off zebagna, regardless of how late you come home. Nieces are good company although they get on my nerves sometimes. Husband is good conversation and a nightcap partner, he prefers scotch, I like my Remy. Sister does not drink. I should be moving to my own place soon. That is the plan anyhow. Schedules and timelines tend to be moving targets here.

      Stayed home all day. Today is Fasika so folks must be devouring meat and butter. Put finishing touches on a business plan. Listening to KLON-Long Beach, on tape. Have some 50 cassettes full of KLON, with traffic reports and all. Sounds mighty odd listening to freeway traffic reports in Addis. Without the Walkman I would be dead by now.

      Bumped into Dexter at the Hilton. He works at the ECA . Dexter hangs out at Four Stars a lot. I am told that he likes the young girls there. Went to Tedla’s Banatu night spot’s grand opening. Not too grand. Too loud. Guys dancing with each other. Told Tedla he has to have a policy against such stuff. I hope it works out for him as I was not impressed. But no one loses money serving liquor to the public here. Went onto Andre’s for a quick nightcap and headed home. Another grand night in the big city!

      They say rainy days and Mondays! This is a Monday. This is a rainy day. It’s been raining for a week now-demet and wesha at times. My Kenneth Coles’ are getting ruined. The excitement of the day. Had what I thought was a productive meeting with an agricultural economist attached with the U.S. embassy in Kenya. Left the meeting. It was poring rain. Umbrella in the car-much good it was doing there. Got drenched. Was driving home. Got stopped by a red light behind two cars at Mesqel Square. Green light, started driving following cars in front. Bang! A green VW Beetle out of nowhere is smack in front of me. It was traveling against a red light to the right of me. I hit it broadside slightly. I came to a complete stop. VW continued on it’s merry way. I followed in pursuit onto Asmara road noting the license plate number AA 17081. Several kilometers later the VW stopped. I pulled over a safe distance in front. Got out of the car, driving rain, and inspected damage to my car. Only slight. The driver of the VW came running towards me. There were four in his car. He started screaming, “Yet abac! Yet abac!”

      I love my abat dearly, however, outnumbered, dark, raining, I decided a confrontation was definitely not in my best interest. Jumped into the car and fled. Driving in Addis is hazardous to one’s mental and physical health.

      Addis nightlife…or the lack thereof. Can be summed up in three phrases, Azmari bayt, Azmari bayt, Azmari bayt. After sampling a handful I have pledged never to go through the door of another. In general, an Azmari bayt is nothing but a hole in the wall, cramped, noisy, smoke filled room. Music distorted, loud and violent to the ears. Liquor consumption very high, predominately male, a gay bar really. Men dancing with each other, some slow dancing with passion, grinding. “Yet lemede new”, they say. Yeah right! There are a few “discos” in town. Black and White is a nice spot. Mostly underage crowd. Stars, Andre’s Place, excellent sound system and music. Someone described it as an underground New York style club. Dark, narrow and crowded. Always live. Mostly expatriates looking for action.

      Action is mostly very young girls, many pretty, supplementing their income. Many Ethiopian men are complaining. In the new Ethiopia, the number of expatriates is increasing. Their appetite for Ethiopian women is large. Thus, the ET male is being squeezed/bid out by the wealthier German, Brit, American and Middle Eastern. The Expat is having a field day. You see these old, falling apart Expats feasting on the girls here. Certainly, heaven for them as women in their homeland would not give them a second look.

      There is an African spot in Bole. Run by a Ugandan, located right smack in a residential neighborhood. The neighbors do not get much sleep around there. Zoning you ask? What is zoning? It is in a small house, crowded and very loud. Plays mostly African music. All sounds the same to me. Queens is run by a former Queens, NY resident. Current music but not very good setup. Coffee House, located near the university is as the name implies, coffee house. Sundays a live band entertains. Cottage is a UK style pub. Serves food and drinks.

      And oh! yes, the Hilton. One goes there mostly because for some reason everyone else does. This is where most everyone who comes to Addis passes through. The prices, highway robbery. These are triple prevailing prices in town. Caution: Prices here are extremely cheap when converted to US dollars. When first arriving here, one tends to convert everything to dollars. Very dangerous when you realize that your income is in Birr. When you think in Birr, cost of living is high. Addis has become an expensive town.

      Certainly a better day. Got instructions early to go to Bole customs to retrieve my belongings. Had to cash a check first, so off to the bank I go. But you need an ID card I am told. No problem, a California driver’s license does it every time. But not in Addis. Certainly a U.S. passport, a valuable possession anywhere should do the trick. Not here! Tried to cash the check by having two total strangers endorse the check. No, their ID’s are not acceptable either. Finally a third person’s ID does the trick. This is after the check has been endorsed by three people. Oh! Well. This is the state of banking in Ethiopia.

      Off to the airport for additional adventure. After seven or so stops, many forms, after three hours, after visiting various miserable excuses for humans, one hundred signatures, too many egzer yistilign and Birr 3,500 payment, it’s off to the warehouse.

      Thank goodness, all the items are there. After closer inspection discover that the state of the boxes and packing are atrocious. No care at all given to re-packing the goods in the original form. I am told to be thankful the material is still there. Thankful for what! For Birr 3,500 I would have expected the bloody fools to deliver to my door and hook up the equipment. Again, told to be thankful that I was not charged Birr 20,000 instead of Birr 3,500.

      I am starting to realize that folk here are thankful too often for too many things that any reasonable human would take for granted. People here complain but accept and flow with the currents. I am putting up a fight and resisting capitulation. Now with 100 plus CDs, 60 plus cassettes of KLON-Long Beach jazz music, cannot wait to plug-in the Hi-fi and blast the neighborhood, any neighborhood.

      Thursday: Tilahun Gessese appears on TV slashed on both wrists, stomach, and throat. Looks very bad. EyeWitness News TV cameras in his hospital room. Privacy? There is none here. The talk is that his wife did it. Others say it is attempted suicide. Poor chap, he may never sing again. He leaves for London tomorrow-better treatment there you see.

      Nothing on Friday. Boring day at work and early to bed. This is the state of my social life in Addis. Not much to do outside of work except drink and if you are lucky, turn into an alcoholic. Eritrean referendum is today continuing until Sunday. Pretty much a non-event. The consensus seems to be “who cares?” The polling stations were packed. Many Eritrean establishments closed. The place I get my morning machiato from also closed. Pisses me off. The Eritrean owner makes the best machiato in Addis.

      Saturday: Wedding reception at 4 p.m. Mamo and Mamitu’s wedding at Hilton Hotel pool area. Very nice, lucky it did not rain, first time it did not rain in two weeks. Allegedly a “benefactor” financed affair. These days, if one has a fancy soiree people claim it is a “benefactor” bankrolled affair, whether it is or not. Embarrassing to the many who often beg, steal and borrow to bankroll their own extravagant gybjja. Many are resorting to putting out statements to the contrary through their spokespersons (werren-noch). “Benefactor” is throwing a lot of money around town. There are countless many sniffing for crumbs. They look pretty pathetic.

      Plenty of high-end booze at this wedding. Soft drinks, mineral water, and food very difficult to obtain. Many “trendy” weddings now place an unopened premium bottle of scotch on each table. No more waiting on slow waiters. You pour it yourself-a sort of self-service bar at your own table. If bottle is not high-end, sewoch chumchumta about you. “Sisitam!” you are labeled. As a result, Keman anesku is driving many to the dehha bayt.

      Mahmud is singing. Amazing how folks can put away liquor, on empty stomachs at that. “Indayt be bado hod yibellal?” they say.

      Spent bulk of time nursing a beer and talking with the Gemechus. Off to the dinner at a private home, this at 9.30 p.m. Still no food to speak of. A tent set up and an extremely loud distorted azmari band playing what sounds like noise, but to many is music. Time ticks, no food but promises of it. 11:30pm no food. Booze consumption continues.

      Food finally is served when I am about to leave. Good food too, would have been worth the wait if only it was served earlier. Went home at 1:00 a.m. I understand they continued drinking until 5:00 a.m. I understand I missed a good fistfight. Yes, they still fight at gybjjas here.

      The fashion style here, or the lack of it! Fashion capital Addis is not. Wedding attire is no different than what one sees at an LA or DC wedding. No fashion sense at all. One wonders if these women actually think they look good. Do they have gwadegnoch? If so, how could they allow them to wear some of the bizarre, zegnagn threads they do. At least in the states, one makes a purchase at Nordstrom’s, or some other merchant, and returns it for credit after the event. Here a purchase is forever.

      Seyt weyzeroch here are as misguided in their fashion sense as their sisters in the States. Some odd looking outfits. Probably costing a pretty penny. ET women must be Armani Frankenstein’s laboratory rats for test marketing of new, grotesque designs. But to each her own. The men are no better. Men do not have too many attire options, besides the Old Faithful suit. Less opportunity for creativity, and thus goofing up. But the ties, oh! my God! Some high-water pants too. The shoes and socks? Do not get me started. The older folk? They dress in classic traditional, especially the women. The benefit and wisdom of years, you see.

      Telephones here are temperamental. Sometimes work, many times not. Often for months, especially during kiremt. When working, often lines are poor. Overseas lines are much clearer, perhaps because the profit margins are higher. Electricity is generally reliable in most neighborhoods. Other locales are not as fortunate. Water-there is an acute shortage of it. It is forecast to get worse. Too many bodies in town. During the day they walk around aimlessly, much like in the two movies “Night of the Living Dead” and “Invasion of the Body Snatchers”. I have no idea where they disappear at night. Crime is not as bad as one may think. In fact, it is not a campaign issue. Addis is safer than most “civilized” cities.

      Roads, what roads? Pothole capital of the world, Addis is. Driving, every man for himself. This is the Wild, Wild West. Traffic regulations are not respected. There might as well not be traffic regulations. Vehicles come in and out of non-existing lanes as they please. Taxi drivers are the worst offenders. They ought to be shot. Yet “road-rage” is unheard of here. You can curse drivers all you want but you will get little satisfaction. They simply look at you with that moronic smile showing you the hand to mouth gesture of “Min larg? Injera new”. Defensive driving-they wrote the book here. It is required reading.

      Buildings-shocking! Dirty, non-operational elevators. One is searched at entry. Who would want to bomb these already dilapidated government buildings is anybody’s guess.

      I am starting to run out of personal effects I brought in with me. Caress, Crest, Mitchum, ChapStick, Vidal Sasoon shampoo, Gillette razors, Foam Shaving Cream. No problem. The 7-11’s here, or Arab Bayts carry virtually everything, for a price. The other day I saw Charmaine (don’t squeeze the Charmaine) on an Arab Bayt shelf. Unlike his US counterpart, the Arab Bayt clerk will let you squeeze the Charmaine. Birr 18 per six roll. Squeezable soft paper, what a wonderful thought in a tissue paper starved country.

      I have not seen Mitchum deodorant yet. But ok there. Still have plenty supply. BUT the town does not! Talk about “o-dare” as Richard Pryor would say. One cannot escape this odor. It is everywhere. The funk shows up in the unlikeliest of places and on the unlikeliest of people. Not sure whether folks do not use deodorant, do not shower, or both, or whether ETs are just too funky (excuse the pun). It can be quite repugnant. Some rock star should organize “Funk-Aid” or “USA for Africa” and airlift deodorant to Ethiopia urgently. Noses here would be appreciative. But who knows, as Pryor would say, perhaps the natives find my cologne as repulsive as well.

      Had a beer at the Cottage with a Dawit, an old friend of Alemayehu’s from the old Oakland ESUNA days. Ran into Getaneh, Gemechu’s brother. He is looking as sharp as a razor. Dresses like a CEO/diplomat in a dark suit. He is in town looking for tedar. Good luck.

      Stopped over at Andre’s. This ghost appears in the person of Faisal, heir to the largest private fortune in Ethiopia, perhaps in all of East Africa. I had not seen the old chap in 15 years. Has been married twice. Has seven children! Explains why he looks so well preserved. Faisel had seen me earlier at the Cottage but claims he had not recognized me. He says I had gained too much weight since he last saw me. “You looked like a wealthy arrogant Yemeni” he says. An arrogant wealthy Turk, but a Yemeni! I blasted him for not recognizing his best childhood chum.

      Faisal tells me that year-to-date, on coffee exports alone, they have grossed Birr 18 million, should net Birr 9 million after taxes. This is more than all the Dergue years combined. Needless to say, the family loves the new free market Ethiopia. Who would not!

      Bayisa calls. He brings word from the Oakland front, from Samson, Eskinder, Ephrem, et al. They are all curious as to my well-being. It seems I am the guinea pig in this experiment called “Back to Ager Bayt” .

      In spite of how miserable this place is, in spite of the long hours at work, starting to enjoy what I do. I feel challenged and pushed, to the limit at times. Feel I am creating something, doing something good, and will ultimately be a part of something quite worthwhile. Settling into more of a routine. There are more trials and tribulations to report.

      Withdrawal getting acute. Cold sweat at night, blurry vision by day. This bloody place is hard to get adjusted to! Starting to miss the smog, traffic, drive-by shootings in LA. Missing the lazy pleasure drives along Pacific Coast Highway, the walks on Venice Beach, the magazine and book browsing at Barnes and Noble, the Sunday New York Times and Magazine. The machiato at Starbucks.

      And Kitfo, miss the raw Kitfo with a ton of butter at Awash Restaurant in LA, the stuff that melts in one’s mouth. One dare not eat it raw here however for there are consequences. Before moving I was warned to watch my cholesterol. I do not now consume eggs, milk products, or excessive meat. I advised Dr. Samuel. He says not to worry. No one worries about cholesterol here. Life expectancy is short. Folks die of other maladies before cholesterol does much harm. I intend to die of a heart attack. I intend to live long enough to die of a heart attack. So cholesterol I am concerned about.

      The principal malady here is biyrd and nefas, the infamous draft. Biyrd and nefas is the primary killer here. Someone dies and nine out of 10 times, it is claimed biyrd and nefas was the culprit. Folks here are terrorized by this biyrd and nefas. It can be the hottest day of the year, you see perfectly sane folks dressed layer after layer after layer. Kapport, kot, chemize, tight kerebat, kenetera, and the old faithful ubiquitous gabbii on top of that. The car window is rolled up for heavens sakes!!! No air conditioning! You do not see them break a sweat either. Petrified by the fearful biyrd and nefas you see.

      Doubt is starting to sink in deeper. Doubt about this whole exercise of returning to the fatherland. There is a whole new set of rules, mores and psychology to adjust to. Psychology that even Sigmund Freud would find difficult to dissect. Am journaling this entry after a bad day so judgment is clouded. Oh! LA how I long for you.

      Many overseas Ethiopians come to visit Addis for a month or two. Have a good time, leave and tell the world how wonderful, hunky-dory, fun and games life here is, layla neber they say. To them this is Club Med. The men get more play in one month than in all the years they have spent overseas. You see a lot of happy smiling overseas ET men here, especially in the morning. The visiting ET women smile a lot, too. I could tell you stories, but … Many come here on an hedonistic furlough, away from their individual rat races and tired lovers. Yes indeed, many a visiting Shegitu gets her groove back in Addis.

      Still others paint a dark and dire picture. One has to live here to really make a judgment. Not all bad, not all good. This HELL HOLE journal is simply one perspective, with a little humor meant not only to entertain but also inform. Inform those friends who may be interested on how day to day life really is. It is also meant for those who are mulling over prospect of returning.

      Coming back is a calculated decision that is best taken after careful, sober consideration. A move not easily reversed. A move not for everyone. A move, once made with the right perspective and expectations, could be quite fulfilling, rewarding, and liberating.

      The politics are another story. That I care not for, it is not my calling, nor is it of the overwhelming majority’s. Believe the ordinary man in the street does not care much either. If more folk were less concerned with politics, and more concerned with feeding their family, perhaps we would all be better off. So there!

      Doing business: There is no level playing field. Survival of the fittest, law of the jungle, that is the rule here. Sure there are laws, rules of conduct. But these are often either discarded or not adhered to. The local business folks here are well grounded in how this place operates. They are resourceful and fierce competitors. They do not take prisoners. One has to wake up pretty early in the morning to compete with them. Underestimate them at your own peril.

      The risk factors here are unlike anywhere else. Market, competitive, regulatory risks, yes. Add increasingly aggressive competitors owned and financed by the ruling party. New laws that are often retroactive. Lack of a functioning court system. Near impossible access to land, credit, phone lines. You get the idea.

      The first few economic reform steps have been weak and timid. More bold policies are imperative. The investment code: meek, irrelevant and disappointing. How they expect capital to flow to Ethiopia under this code is anybody’s guess. Have heard sentiments to the effect Ethiopiyan mesheT anfelegm.

      Who would want to megzat Ethiopia anyway? There are plenty of other options, and better at that. Capital is scarce, capital is timid, capital is highly mobile, capital is blind, capital needs to feel it is appreciated, wanted and protected. Capital requires stability and certainty. If a country intends to attract capital, as many of these conditions as possible have to be met.

      An unwelcome trend now is the proliferation of ruling party owned private companies. While the government is shutting down state-owned enterprises, it is setting up its own companies to compete with the private sector. These companies are well capitalized, connected, are privy to inside information, who knows if they pay taxes-it smells bad. It would be one thing if these corporations were undertaking real investment, building factories, employment generating activities. Unfortunately, they are primarily engaging in the importation of Qira-Qimbo consumer items. It appears they are also attempting to grab a piece of the commodity export market.

      Many feel that things are much easier than before. So what if things are better than before? Policies cannot forever be compared with the Dergue years. Policies have to be framed to closely match, and exceed progressive laws in other countries.

      When dealing with any government office the operative word seems to be nege, nege, always nege. A dimwitted individual sitting behind a desk, earning a miserable amount of Birr per month, making decisions on investments a million times his salary, has the nerve to dege-maTnat you. It makes no sense. Lead poisoned they are, the lot of them! Occasionally they will throw in “minim chigir yelem.” Watch out for this phrase! Minim chigir yelem generally means there is plenty of chigir to follow. And their moronic smile! Heavens, one will learn to hate that smile.

      There is a feeling that the bureaucracy is sabotaging the policies that the government is trying to promote. This is being done at the banks, investment offices, post-office, customs bureau, and even the airline. Ethiopian Airlines. Whoever is behind a government desk, in general is there not to serve but aggravate. As far as I am concerned, if every bureaucrat was fired today, it would be a day too late.

      Civil Servant is defined as a “servant” engaged to serve the public. Civil Lord is more appropriate. The civil lord’s whole being, its raison d’être if you will, is to aggravate, frustrate, castrate the public. These beasts will make you run around in circles until you turn blue, if that were possible on an habesha face. The angrier you seem, the slower they get. The more you protest, the more power they exert. The more you frustrate/bleed, the more nonchalant they become. They derive pleasure from your despair. Your anguish is their fuel. And they do that moronic smile, smile of pleasure at your astonishment. You know you may have to deal with these bone-heads again, so how should you treat them? It is catch-22.

      Many complain that the government is laying-off people. People who have given many years of disservice (or is it service) to their beloved country. People who have families, responsibilities. Oh! Well. They may have families but they treat you like you have none, that you are garbage. They forget that they are paid by the poor soul, Mamo Public taxpayer. Do not know about you, but my heart bleeds for these felonious illiterates every time I hear they have been sacked.

      Of course there are always virtuous folk that will inevitably fall through the cracks. Those I feel great empathy for. Indeed, I have met many gentlemen bureaucrats. Competent and proud in their work. The vast majority however are miserable souls. We hired a former government employee some months ago. Brought with him bad habits. He shows no initiative, reads the paper or one of the many periodicals being published, all day. No Puritan work ethic. I am about to show him the door.

      You go to any government office. Meat after meat sitting around doing absolutely nothing. Presumably waiting to ambush the next poor, unsuspecting Mamitu public-tax payer who walks through the door. Six, seven meat for every job it seems. Yet choma is always ready with an excuse not to perform a task. Throw the bums out of office.

      There is an unintended result with throwing the bums out however. The following was related to me by “A”. While he was stationed in Lagos, customs personnel were fired in mass for being corrupt. A thought this wonderful. The locals were despondent. Locals knew that as corrupt as the sacked workers were, they had at least been amassing wealth for sometime. The new hires, hungrier, would be twice as corrupt.

      Everyone is an accomplished virtuoso at passing the buck. No one is willing to use judgment to make decisions. Unless it is absolutely by the book you can forget it, your gudai will be shuttled from desk to desk, from knucklehead to imbecile to bone-head to deranged. A friend suggested that the civil service suffers from the acute effects of lead poisoning. That is about the best explanation I have heard on this subject.

      To be fair however, bureaucrats are essentially the same wherever they slither. Difference is, at least in the “civilized” world, one may only have to deal with one or two boneheads instead of five or six that is customary here. Enough already!

      Balcha invites me to an Harari wedding at the City Hall. I notice that folks are drinking Fanta and Coke. No alcohol, how refreshing for a change. A Rock & Roll Harari band is blasting away. Sounds half way decent. Run into Omer (LA). We exchange experiences since we returned. He leads me to a back room behind some curtains. Many men, hidden from the akrari crowd, drinking alcohol. Am told that this is the way it is done, to respect the sensibilities of the traditionalists. On re-entry to main hall, chewing gum is handed out-to cover the alcohol breath. Very colorful and beautiful Adere dresses worn by the elderly women. They have fashion sense.

      Weddings: Invariably the same formula, particularly those at the Hilton. Whoever has trademarked ET weddings is making a tidy living on the royalties. Except for the different faces of the wedding party, everything else is much the same. The ceremony, the band, the song selection, the guests, the food. From the grand entry, procession led by Hilton waiters carrying flaming dulas, to the pigeons released in the ballroom, to the iskista, to the sinibit. Bloody much the same formula.

      Asked by someone living abroad to deposit Birr 1000 in a bank account. What bank would reject deposit of money? Well I am at the bank with Birr 1000 and a deposit slip filled out all nicely. Oops! you cannot deposit cash into someone else’s account, account holder has to be present, we need the savings book to make deposit, you need authorization from bank manager… Excuses, no one wants to take responsibility. A bank that will not accept money, now that is alien to me. Withdrawal perhaps, but deposit? An hour later, after bank manager signs reluctantly, deposit is made. One would think manager’s time would be better spent managing than doing the tasks of a teller. Morons. Oh! LA how I long for you.

      Balcha takes me along to the post office to pick-up a package. He feels that I should learn the system. What a system it is. Stop at window seven to get a signature. Go to window nine to get a receipt to pay for an incoming package! (Payment for an incoming package! now that is a novel idea, one Clinton ought to consider to reduce the deficit). A package of catalogues with no commercial value. Go to window four to pay Birr 4.50. Lunatic woman claims she has no change. Mamo tells her to keep the change. Mamo says she does this all the time. Nice income for her. Go to window three to prove that the Birr 4.50 has been paid. Go to window five for what I forget. Go to window one to pick-up package. Go to window two to get package inspected for any custom payment. Process takes an hour. It involved many bored, tifir-biting, cannot wait until quitting time, postal workers. It should have taken two minutes. It should have involved one person. Time has no value In Ethiopia. Oh! LA how I long for you.

      Had lunch with Tilahun and a Getaneh at Castelli’s. The food is to die for, as is the price. I had to drink Melotti beer since they did not have any other. Melotti is now imported. Getaneh is still looking for tedar. Tedar, I do not know why men come to Addis looking for this thing called tedar. Many women it seems have all been exiled, living abroad. The ones that are still here, well there are a great many lovelies but trouble starts when they open their mouth.

      Getaneh keeps looking. Keep telling him the story that ET women are beautiful is a gross exaggeration. This man ought to know having lived in the beauty capital of the world, LA. There are indeed a few classic drop-dead ET beauties that startle the naked eye. One sees more pure beauty in LA however. If you plan to come here looking for tedar, do yourself a favor and look instead in the South of France. Tekeste tells me the bimbos are better conversation there. As a bonus, they also sport butt floss bikinis and converse with you topless with bronze tans one would kill for. Somehow just do not see ET bimbos emulating their South of France sisters anytime soon. Too bad. If they did, perhaps we would see less men dancing and fondling (no kidding) each other at azmari bayt.

      Sirak, a class mate of Lemma’s at St. Joseph tells me of the day Lemma’s mother slapped him upside the head, in front of the whole class, for being ranked third in his class. Go mom! Sirak claims he was first. Apparently, mom was quite a disciplinarian. Sirak is here for a month, extended it for another, somehow everybody extends their stay. Sirak loves this place. Most do, how can they not. Visitors are sheltered by friends and family. They are Johnny Walker whiskied and dinned. Almost all tabs are picked up by someone else, sometimes by total strangers (an odd and aberrant Ethiopian ritual). Folks fight over tabs here, it is the national past-time. Going “Dutch” is an alien concept.

      Mail is not delivered. So one quickly forgets that there are such matters as bills, rents, mortgages to settle each month. Network news does not get delivered here. So one does not get bombarded with news about the end of western civilization as we know it. No news on serial killers, drive-bys. No news on dismal housing starts, on auto sales. None on unemployment, on inflation, none on leading indicators, none on mass layoffs, on budget/trade deficits, on lack of consumer confidence, on new record taxes. No news on the Knicks traumatic loss to the Bulls, in spite of Jordan’s late night escapade in Atlantic City. No news on Clinton’s $200 LAX runway converted to barbershop haircut by a Hollywood barber with a French name. Sirak claims he is returning for good in a few months. He has not read HELL HOLE I, if he had, perhaps he would ponder twice.

      Many beggars/panhandlers around the city. Generally satisfied with 10-15 santim. You recognize the faces after a while. They recognize you, too. If you ignore or tell them “Igzer Yistilign” once too often, some will snap back. "Oph! Hul gize Igzer Yistilign, hul gize Igzer Yistilign! “” They come at you like locusts at traffic lights. And generally do not take no for an answer. You must carry a lot of loose change with you to ward off the onslaught.

      There is this woman I keep seeing around the new insurance building. They say she is insane. I say she knows the tricks of the trade. She is a lemagn, quite a successful one. She parades around topless, that is the scam and gimmick. The are a few men going around naked as well. They do not do as well. They are insane.

      California Highway Patrol and the LAPD would have a massive heart attack if they saw the driving, road and pedestrian conditions here. On the other hand, the San Francisco Police Dept. would find the AAPD quite liberal. AAPD allows its motorcycle police to ride-share. They do look rather ridiculous, grown-up men in full uniform, ride-sharing, the officer in the back hugging the driver for dear life. There are not enough bikes to go around.

      Avoiding pedestrians is a major preoccupation for drivers. Pedestrians lack common- sense, are oblivious and fearless of cars. Donkeys, sheep, cattle, and other assorted animals (which contribute to the crowding of Addis streets), are better pedestrians and more cognizant of danger than humans. It would be interesting to know the number of humans versus animals that are run-over in a year. I would hypothesize that human fatalities are greater.

      On Bole Road, right across the street from entry to Wollo Road, there is a house occupied by a French lady, or so the story goes. Allegedly the house is a house of Devil worship. The gate is painted. Looks to me like abstract art. The natives see it as Satan art. Human sacrifice is allegedly carried-out. A young boy and girl were sacrificed it is said. The natives got restive so the gate has been painted dull gray now by the kebele authorities. Too bad. I thought the artwork was quite creative. Not sure what happened to occupants.

      Politics. I have yet to recognize the alphabet soup political parties or what they stand for. There is the EDU, ENDO, EDC, OPDO, EDAG, OLF, ALF, BPLM. Must admit I have not allowed myself to be sucked into political debate with many. Most of the time it proves fruitless and a waste of time.

      Talked to an enat the other day. She has several children overseas that I know well. Some are considering a return. Enat is convinced it is not such a grand idea. Asked me to be brutally frank with them not only about realities here, but also about the hard facts about starting afresh here. Well, do not know how much more brutal HellHole can get. But the following may be what she meant.

      If you intend to come back heed the following:* Education: unimportant except for your ego and psyche, and to your parents’ sense of “Yetemare lidge alegn”.

      
        	Capital: crucial and lots of it required. Helps if one knows what to do with it. Capital also helpful to take at least three to four vacations a year overseas to keep your chinkilat sane.

        	Housing: one better have it. Decent housing is exorbitantly priced and hard to find. Mekina, costly, one cannot do without a car. Bringing one helps but be ready to pay through the nose to customs. Best bring a SUV. Korokonch is fatal here.

        	Sira: working as an serategna is not going to cut it. Wages are low, jobs are hard to find. If you can find work as an Expat, working for an international outfit, getting paid in hard currency, well and good. If not, better be ready to set-up your own shop.

        	Tough skin: come with an abundance of tolerance, tenacity, resilience, a forgiving “Christian” heart, and patience. Come with plenty of Tylenol, Pepto-Bismol, Valium (no kidding!). Would help if you come with yehager fiQir, guaranteed this place will test your tigist. Come convinced that this place will get better. That will make day to day aggravations a little easier to stomach. Arrive inspired.

        	Politics: leave it behind. There is no money or satisfaction in politics.

        	Women: if returning for men is difficult, for women it is ten times more so. Feminism is a 21st century concept here. A go-getter, independent woman will grow gray hair very fast. There are precious few things a woman can do alone here-comfortably. Been told by many the stares they get when they walk in to a bar, café, even the Hilton alone. The perception here is a woman alone is a setigna adari. It’s pathetic but that’s how it is. If you are looking for female mentors you will find few be it in business, academia, or politics.

        	Bottom-line: all the above are essential requirements. But if you have family here, with house, car, connections, it helps. Better still, if they are negadewoch and toogaroch, you will have much easier time integrating back. But even with that come prepared for a brutally rude awakening.

      

      Asked a favor by some zemed. Favor to help accompany this 21 year-old girl to the US embassy and help her get a student visa. Keen to help my fellow human I went along. It helped that she was quite the looker. There are literally hordes of Ethiopians at the US visa office, all wishing to go to America. Everybody wants to go to this thing called America. Few are granted the privilege. Back to this girl. No one told me she spoke peasant’s English. No one told me she had appalling grades. No one told me she had a visa application rejected some two years ago for forging her transcript. I was walking into a trap!

      Sure enough, she goes to the window, two minutes tops gets rejected. I am summoned to help. Wey Mewared. I plead her case with the officer. He runs through a laundry list of rejection criteria. I place my tail between my legs and walk away. Never again am I going to help anyone get a student visa, unless he is the Pope himself.

      I keep getting requests for help. Help my wife, my husband, my son, my daughter, my mistress, help my dog get a student visa to America. Everyone and their mother wants to go to America. I have a few friends at the US embassy. So everybody thinks I can get even Saddam Hussein a US student visa. I wish it were that simple. I can think of many Ethiopians that the country could do without. Now they should get a student visa!

      Part 2… Next month: More on life, liberty and the pursuit of good tissue paper in Addis.
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      In Honor of Ethiopian Excellence…

      IHA/UDP

      If you are like us and are determined to be more philanthropically correct in Y2K (providing that our own Qulibi Mikael… the one and only… will keep us on track), and would like to support one cause, may we bring to your attention the august work of The Integrated Holistic Approach- Urban Development Project.

      Gone are the days of cutesy and earnest UNICEF projects that pour millions of dollars into painting murals in the ghettos of Addis so that poor people can be happy, happy, happy even as they die cruel (yet artistically enriched) deaths.

      IHA puts the “Holy” in “Holistic”… as in “an integrated holistic approach to urban development [means] the idea that any lasting improvement to people’s lives must consider all of the problems in an area.”

      Maletim… “One problem cannot be solved without tackling the others. Improvements to the physical environment, community development (including income generation) and social awareness must therefore go hand in hand.”

      Essssssaye! And not that we are reductionist theorist or nuthin’ that fancy, but we take that to mean that if you want to paint murals on them QorQoros, siphon off some paint money to feed the people who have to stare at the damn thing.

      Since 1989, IHA/UDP has worked under 3 components (Physical Upgrading, Community Development and Primary Health Care) on 52 projects.

      Here’s what we like most about it: It is not affiliated with any massive, bureaucratic, international aid agency headed by people who’ve been heard screaming “I don’t care what we have to build in that rural, godforsaken place… build whatever it takes to make my cell phone work… and see if those emaciated cows can produce enough milk for my daily milk baths.”

      Ehem… where were we?..

      IHA/UDP depends on donations from generous individuals like you. It is working on setting up a web page… until then, for more information and to send your donations contact Sister Jember Teferra at PO Box 6889, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

      Telephone: 71-35-75 ; 71-46-70, or 71-46-71 Fax: 51-21-77 Email: iha-uda@telecom.net.et.

      ETHIOWEBCAST

      Nothing can make SELEDA editors snap shut our “Self Ethiopianization” guidebooks and interrupt our marathon “Can’t neurosis be a religion?” pontifications faster than mere utterances of “FiQir Eske MeQabir”, Ato Addis Alemayeu’s novel that has become a phenomenon in SELEDA circles. And you could have knocked us down with a feather when we got news that Ethiowebcast, a radio broadcast on the 'Net, would be serializing the book starting in mid January.

      Yes, the Internet Adbar has shined her CHora on the Diaspora. Ethiowebcast is embarking on a splendid concept of bringing Ethiopians a sense of connection through history and literature. It is presently concluding serializing “A’and Lenatu”, Abeaye Gubegna’s epic fictionalized story of Atse Tewodros. Accompanied by the mesmerizing voice of the narrator, his tone rising and falling with the nuance of the story, the timber and octave of his tenor painting such vivid pictures of the scenes that it is all we can do not to don our bernos, pretend our “In” box is a Gasha, our letter opener a Tor, and walk around the office muttering “Zeraf!”.

      Also noteworthy are the thrice weekly "Ye FiQir Mehader"s, short stories of love, Ethiopian style…although we are not sure if anyone we know is (as of yet) entertaining elaborate “Telefa” schemes of an uncooperative loved one. But we can’t say that with any kind of certitude.

      Check out Ethiowebcast at http://www.ethiowebcast.com/Radio.htm

      Habesha.com

      Filed under "Errrrrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeee!! ", with a carbon copy sent to our “Kick A** Ethiopian Websites!” file is Habesha.com. Finally, something good has come out of MIT besides highly, unpredictably, dubiously computer-crazed ET techies who keep fervently comparing the size of their hard drives.

      Habesha.com is the meeting place of Ethiopian college students, a virtual playground where youngish, puckish Ethiopians can network and do cute l’il college stuff. Beside it being a top-notch, U! U! Yemiyasbil design that has us struggling with “Web Envy”, as a mirriqat it throws in MP3s of fabulous music from Muluken, Tilahun and Aster. (We could live without someone called Chachi…but we are known curmudgeons. And if the kids like it, who are we to say otherwise.)

      Impressive still is that the page, (henceforth known as The "Entuff! Entuff! " Page) is updated regularly with news features, humor (do not miss a cutting satire on the use of the word “Entin”), sports and a growing list of temaris. Not unlike the people behind this genius, Habesha.com is easy on the eyes, user friendly and respectably self-deprecating. (What can we say…? If we were a few decades younger…)

      Well, we are impressed! And if there was something like this when we were in college, maybe we could have made something of ourselves… m’ts! But we take comfort in the awesome caliber and potential of young Ethiopian computer types who we want to be successful so that they can continue to fund the Social Security kitty. We want to retire in style.

      To be wowed, go to http://habesha.mit.edu

      ETHIOPIAN COMPUTER CLUB (ECC) in HOUSTON

      “Houston, we don’t have a problem… what problem?”

      Speaking of savvy networkers, we bow down in deference and meekly genuflect at the feet of the people behind ECC in Houston. We see this stuff and we can only say in talaQ akbrot , “Yeaowzer, dear Gussy!”

      Established in the early 90’s, the ECC is a learning center and meeting hub for Houston’s computer kebertays and neophytes alike. Not only does it offer beginner classes in Spreadsheets, Word Processing, Hardware and Operating Systems (to mention but a few of the offerings), but it is also venturing into remarkable fields of family and finance programs, broaching projects such as money management and investing in stocks. (Emboldened by this news, we at SELEDA ourselves are tearing into our firash to recover our savings and do a little stock tinkering.)

      ECC’s crown jewel is its networking arm where members meet every first Sunday of the month to talk shop. Operating under the tenants of discipline and dedication, it stands to “recognize the talents and knowledge of other Ethiopians and provide them with a forum and opportunity to share that knowledge with others”. You just go on with your http selves!

      Several “groups” within the membership focus on different aspects of ECC’s goals, among them the reading and Internet groups. It also invites Ethiopian professionals to speak to the membership and make presentations on a “variety of subjects”, and no doubt it is just a temporary glitch in the system that we have not yet received our invitation to speak on “Smartass-inet on the Web”. Bygones.

      But, longingly, we read some of the mantra of the ECC, and could not help but weep at anQess 11 (b). “Don’t start a project you can not finish, and if you start one, PLAN IT, PRACTICE IT and DELIVER IT”. And by the time we got to 11 (f) it was a bone fide “Ey-yay-yay”: “Expression of opinion is encouraged freely and openly.” We are hoping SELEDA upper management moves to Houston…

      SELEDA salutes a great initiative… and if they serve bulla at the Sunday meetings, we are so there faster than you could say, “gebss”.

      To learn more about ECC, visit http://members.xoom.com/ecchouston/
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      “What I Miss Most About Home…”

      The thing I miss most is Ye-tsadkan qeTero. That “celestial” encounter at a moment of post work/school fatigue while aimlessly wondering around town; to run into a friend(s) which almost always culminates in one fabulous get together. When the getting gets tough and the rat race gnaws deep into the soul, my spirit fantasize for those really, really laid back times that are often impulsive, and pervasive with the deGmo LeAnd hodaye naive attitude. It is coupled by the predictable magnanimity of my fellow country men.

      Amare from Maryland, USA.

      I miss eating iTir miTin yalech Doro WeT for Christmas.

      Hanna, Washington DC

      If home is where the heart is, mine would be in St. Paul, MN. I’ve spent more than half my life there. But wayyy inside me, I ache for the sight of my grandfather, his hand-made cane in tow, his spotless gabi resting on his zoot suit, telling me endless stories about the Italian war… and my grandmother passing by the room and sighing “ahoonim?.. albeQam?”

      Maybe home is where the soul is.

      Tamrat, Los Angeles

      The sound of rain beating on a QorQoro Tariya… the winged anbeTa serawit that storms the air in short lived levitation… the surreal lemony golden sunlight that creeps through the openings in the dark receding clouds [‘jib welledech’ they used to say]… I miss the ubiquitous roadside beQolo roasters… roasting gind beQolo… it was the smell that would greet you as you stepped out of a QorQwasha Fiat taxi at the corner of Sar Betoch in Addis …

      Of course i miss the smell of burning chibbo … and, gosh, even the popping sounds of the flame. But what I miss more about chibbo mabrat is the rare sense of daring that comes over you as a kid with a whole family [and a whole sefer in their own yards] gathered outdoors in the dark… probably the only time the howling of hyenas in the distance won’t send you running back inside…

      Sele, Providence RI

      As the song goes,

      Wey Addis Abeba, wey arada hoy;

      Agerm ende sew ynafqal wey…

      M.Z., Cupertino, CA

      “What I miss most …”?

      Plenty, my friends.

      The celebration of the REAL Ethiopian NEW YEAR is one such felicitous memory. We went to bed early on New year’s eve so that we wouldn’t miss out on a splinter of the festivities the next day. In the early morning hours, the beautiful neighborhood girls decorated in their lovely yabesha libis and accompanied by the rhythm from a makeshift kebero ushered in the NEW YEAR. “Abeba Ayehush… Lemlem…kebrew Yiqoyun kebrew…”

      As if their mere presence was not enough, the ubiquitous carpet of adey abeba and the abfab weather make the western drinking galas resemble ye eqa eqa chewata.

      Acham.

      I miss the phrases, seemingly banal, yet so laden with meaning that each one carries a thousand memories: “QorQor’yalew! Terrrrrrmuz’yalew! LiwaCH-LiwaCH! MeTregyyya-mewelweyyyya! Kulikulikuli (later more PC as WezaderWezaderWezader)! Qushasha awTu! Ishet, ishet, ishet, ishet. Frrrrrash-assssadashhhhh!”

      I miss the games (sung in their original languages at some point, but now irrevocably ye-Addis A’ba gibberish): deeemo… GOAL!!! (ay, nylen!)… seNo-makseNo… suluss bayshesheN … meharebosh… sei-bil-bankerebabit yader’afash!..Siolo (no) siolo (si!)… amina biyotana … basketil-balasketil batmeremireN … ankasé lehulasé … lupassé lei landeri passé dansé … imbushé gela … lubells kokashells evie ivy over … ité mété yelomi shita … imebété imebété sint irmija yifeQedilignal? (sost ye-ibab) … alé oolé – lébana poliss …yemiCHawet yemiCHawet … QunTiCHa le-QunTiCHa …

      LM, Virginia

      I miss the comfort of knowing that people actually know me. Know what I am thinking and my thought process; know when I am joking; know how I love playing in the yard with the stubborn wet morning dew that defiantly hung on to those gargantuan rose petals; know that when I laugh hard, I double over… I miss not having to constantly explain myself. I miss the silent communication and assurances of slightly nodded heads… and that subtle gesture of a raised eyebrow in lieu of a hundred words. I miss taking comfort in the unsaid understanding that if I fell, my neighbor would pick me up.

      Blaine, Atlanta GA.

      Who can’t miss being on line at Ambassador and mentally preparing for the elaborate Ethiopian courting procedure known as “yeToffe Tebesa”? … You strategize where you would sit, who you would talk to, who you would mashkormem, and once in a while, you would watch the movie.

      Asseged Alemayeu, Princeton, NJ.
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      February, 2000

      Note from the Editors

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      What do we at SELEDA know about love? Well, we certainly have issues with love… so… put two and two together, and here comes …“The Love Issue” hurling right at your heart. (Obviously, we failed our Logic class at that night school we hastily signed up for, so we are back to zibriQ-riQ thought processes.)

      Welcome to the Valentine’s issue! Not that every day is not Valentine’s day around here these days ever since top SELEDA sira askyajs were court marshaled to attend Anger Management classes.

      This l’il happenstance/fluke/gift from ya yeferedebet Qulibi Mikael has meant that the Creative “everyone is an associate here” Crew has been serving as our _de facto nefs abat_s, and will do so until the season for e-insurrections is over, becomes unfashionable and/or upper management comes crashing through our new Japanese screens after flunking “Your Anger and You: Harmonize” classes. By then we’re sure we’ll get sick of them beanbag chairs and lava lamps anyway.

      Meanwhile, we would like to take a break from another “not at all mandatory but yilblagn for your karma” yoga class to express our thanks to all our February contributors. We remain shocked, shocked by the absolute fineness, caliber and wordsmithery of this month’s writers. “Love,” the newly empowered writing crew kept chanting from underneath the conference table during editorial meetings, “Love fears no commas…it does not bow to paragraphs nor is enslaved by quotation marks.”

      …Y-y-yeah.

      We’re tickled pink, too.

      Heartfelt gratitude to all our readers-turned-writers, who came galloping forth, agelgils of beautifully constructed poetry and prose in tow to pay tribute to love and Cupid. It helped exorcise all remaining upper management gan-nens haunting the breakroom, and for that alone, we will forever be indebted.

      We have tried to cover some aspects of love among Ethiopians in the Diaspora in this issue. We keep saying that each issue has been the most fun to publish, but never has it rung truer. “Where are all these people coming from?” Indeed, where? We hope it has the same besemeab, besemeab, besemeab effect on you as it did us.

      So what else is new at SELEDA?

      The writing crew, what with being new to ruthless power wielding and all, could not synchronize the various schedules of its members to make this a smooth transition of power. (“Regrettably,” their interoffice memo read, “all of us attend different 12 step programs. Please re-schedule the meeting/schmeeting”).

      That meant we had to postpone “the mother of all editorial meetings” where we are supposed to map out the contents of our first year anniversary issue. Oh, well. Maybe after they finish reading the well-thumbed “Padding your Expense Account: The Mobutou Seseseko Approach” manual, they’ll have more free time to dedicate to solidifying the future of SELEDA. So, as of yet, no progress to report on the Gala Celebration. We are officially alarmed.

      What else have we not been going? Plenty.

      We have been getting a lot of inquiries about what the “purpose” of SELEDA is from readers who obviously believe in fuzzy little concepts like that. Hmm. Lack of purpose. This may be, was the general consensus around here, why eternal happiness has been eluding us. (Our new bosses promptly formed Purposelessness Anonymous. Three hours, twice a week. Bring your own Zoloft.)

      What purpose, we dismissed flippantly, until respectable azawints not associated with this 'zine summoned us into the guwada to inform us that the “purpose of SELEDA” was topic number 85 on the Ethiopian Dialogue-o-meter at several area idirs. (Up from languishing at # 299: right before rumors of Kassa Tessema sightings in DC and behind rabid tizibt,s that a certain mid-western Qess was seen taking Tai Chi classes. “Zim new ye-zarayn Qess.”)

      “Are you a place to get information,” these tiliQ sewotCH inquired of us in all seriousness. (Lucky for them we are not easily hod yemibisegn,.) Yeeeaah. Only if the information you’re looking for has anything to do with being incurable know-it-alls and/or taking advanced lessons in consummate snobbery! (We didn’t say that out loud. We just distracted them by adding fuel to the nefarious "they are building a nursing home behind bomb tera" CHim-CHim-ta.)

      It is, we hope by now, excruciatingly yadebabai misTir-ish like that all SELEDA information is gotten through sima belews and strategically placed werè aQebai’s. So, no. No information here.

      But for people like us, miskins and so easily susceptible to finding new and newly tasteful neurosis (it being a new century), we have taken on the obsession with “finding a purpose” as the new SELEDA Mania of the Millennium. There! We hope everybody is happy now.

      We hope the writing crew, who don’t miss an opportunity to tell us that they are very much in tune with all aspects of their “wusT simmèt” will spearhead the movement to find us a purpose. For now, we are toeing the company line: “This is the Web Sight about…nothing.”

      Moving on…

      We’ve been busy not settling for one look for the SELEDA front page. “We will vote on one permanent look,” we keep telling the computer komitay liQe menber, “very soonish.” But he doesn’t wanna play nice.

      “OK. We’ll vote on it this month” we tried to reassure him. But darn if he doesn’t protest the outcome of every vote. “200 to 7 against keeping one look? But there are only 17 of us voting! I demand a re-count,” he’d say coming dangerously close to calling us frauds. As if we have, er, time to stuff ballots.

      We patiently point out to Rule 17.91. “There shall have to be a vote to vote for a re-count.” Results: 341 to 1 against voting to vote for a re-vote. Ahh. We love democracy. So, until further notice, we look forward to new artwork and web wizardry every month. Valuable lesson: If you just let it, people, the system works just fine. We don’t care what Jesse Jackson says.

      Beterefe, we are working hard on the March issue focusing on “Science and Technology”. It has been a feeding frenzy for shamelessly hypochondriac Editors, who may have not just stepped over the ethical line but gallantly CHifliQ adirgew squashed it by soliciting free medical advice from potential writers, and computer guidance from prospective contributors. We apologize for their behavior, and remind ourselves to schedule a “vote” to vote them out.

      As always, we look forward to your feedback, suggestions and kurfia laced provocations. Send your thoughts and antidote for migraines to editors@seleda.com, or click on the “Comment Center”.

      Be CHer yigTemen.

      The Humble Editors.
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      By E. M

      Was she the perfect human being? No, she was flawed. Could I live without her? I am.

      Was she the only one who made my heart skip, my eyes well and my fingers shake? Yes, yes and yes.

      I let her go. I saw her walk away, and instead of running even walking in her direction, I watched her go, and heard my heart break.

      No, she was not perfect… but another Ethiopian love story gone wrong. Another abesha male pride protected, and another love affair crushed underneath the heavy burden, as old as it is ruthless, of appearing strong. You da man, man! Let her go… they are a dime a dozen… she will come back…

      A couple of years later, I still sing my song… my faint zeraf… my "wende lij negn!"The words are the same, but my beat is way off. The courage is always there… but the words seem ridiculous, even to my ears… even when I say them to myself.

      I let her go because I thought she would come back, because she turned my world upside down, because I had to win a stupid argument… because she would not conform to my world, and because she frightened me. IT frightened me… the whole thing.

      Inay ye wondu lij! Let her go… women are a dime a dozen…DC, NY, LA… go west young man… conquer…

      She was the love of my life. She is the love of my life. But when you are Ethiopian, and you are male, that ain’t a royal flush. You have to play for more… you have to risk more… and if you lose your shirt, you go back to the table with marked cards. You win at all costs. You lose face, you lose the game… and if you lose the game? Man, you are no man.

      So we all play on… we dance to the beat… “Abet wend! Abet wend! Abet jegna! Abet jegna!” And the beat goes on.

      I run into her in DC last summer. Ah… DC. It is Mecca, you see. Where ET men are MEN. We come we see and… yep!

      I saw her in a crowded room talking with her friends and laughing the way I used to make her laugh. I had forgotten her… I had. Over the months, the phone calls had become rarer, the emails less frequent, the carousing of places she and I used to frequent less obvious. Less “accidental” meetings… less feeling, less drama, less acting like a foolhardy teenager… less… everything. Less living.

      But the song kept on, the drums beat on… “Ehem new… zeraf! Wendin askebari,!”

      I did my gender proud, I did. The friends who were around me pretended nothing was wrong. They pretended not to see the strain in my eyes and my speech. How could they not? My friend were ye wendoch wends. And they welcomed me with open arms and open doors, and phone numbers of other women. My real friend looked at me, shook his head and asked me what the hell I was doing.

      I was, I explained to him, being a man.

      She was kind, most of all. I kept telling her that. She was like no woman I had ever known. She was exciting and smart, adventurous and sweet. She would look at me with eyes that melted me, and she cried with those same eyes. She fit in my arms so well and so perfectly, her wild side layered between her sweet self. I told her I loved her too early. But I did. Oh yes I did. I loved her because no one made me as happy or as miserable as she.

      Seeing her again, I tried to understand why I let her go… because it was going too fast… because she knew too much about me… because I could not settle down just yet. I had one more promotion to get, one more degree to acquire, one more mortgage to pay. “But I don’t want all that,” she had told me. No, no. She wanted more. She wanted my soul… and that is not on the table.

      So, I let her go. I watched her go. I always thought she would come back and wait for me to be ready… a man’s soul cannot come so cheaply. You gotta work for it, girlie. Now, work…

      But, she was like no other woman I had known… she cried for me, talked at length with me, and then she walked away… not even looking back to see if i was still standing. She walked away and did not even see me watch her go.

      That night in DC I watched her again from a distance. Her hair was longer, and I wondered if it still smelled the same. I wondered if she would still fit in my arms as perfectly. Why didn’t I run after her? Why didn’t I close my eyes and run after her and against everything I had learnt about what makes a man?.. I shoulda, coulda, woulda… But every time I picked up the phone, it weighed a ton. The million voices in me yelled, “Snap out of it! Is she the last woman on earth?” But they could not drown that lonely voice that urged me to find her, beg her, hold on and never let her go.

      She was gone when I finally turned around. And when I saw her again, she was in someone else’s arms… looking at him the way she looked at me once. The lucky devil, I thought. He might have gotten the woman, but I still had my pride.

      She was like no other woman I knew. And one day I will stop missing her. I will eventually forget her, the way she’d wriggle out of my arms in the middle of the night to tip toe to the bathroom. I will forget her scent, her eyes, her motion . I will, I will, I will. I will stop fighting to forget her, and before i know it, I will…

      But I won’t forget the memory of her drying her eyes and walking away.

      Abet wend! Abet jegna!.. Abet wend! Abet jegna! …
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      By: Yetinayet

      To anyone looking at me, I am the picture of cool and calm; but he catches my eye, and he knows the truth, yihé léba, for who better than he who puts the fever in my blood to measure its intensity? As is so common with the Ethiopian crowd, the men are all congregated on one side of the room, the women on the other. But looks are free to cross the divide, and do. Before I knew him, I saw absolutely no value to this type of separation of the sexes, but now, even if I still see its limitations, I have found one wonderful advantage. There is something profoundly delicious about knowing that, somewhere on the other side of the room, a man knows exactly what forbidden thoughts are racing through your head.

      In the middle of a hysterically funny joke being told by one of my friends, my hand goes to wipe the tears that inevitably come when I’m laughing that hard; this time, my eyes capture his. You see, he knows what else elicits my tears, and for a second it is as though we’re alone in the room. I hold him for a long moment then release him back to his friends. Isey, yetabatu; anticipation really is the most exquisite foreplay.

      And so the evening goes on, good food, great conversation, and the inevitable important tips about what to buy where, who does the best hair in town, who’s cheating on/with whom, etc.; and our game of aynuka continues. Finally, it’s time to go home; as usual, we offer rides to whoever needs one, and end up dropping an acquaintance of his off at her house before heading home.

      Back when we first started going out, time alone in the car was always fraught with the heart-tripping anxiety of “What happens next?”, when I would have to decide how much of the excitement I was feeling could safely be communicated to this man at my side; when he would have to determine how far he can raise the level of intimacy in the car without spooking the woman he was aching to take home. I loved that feeling of suspense, but I love this even more…this knowing what is to come, and the sheer clamor of heightened senses, passion barely contained.

      We are quiet tonight; there are times when we choose to fill this time with conversation – sometimes racy and intimate, other times deliberately mundane as if we are both unaware of what is being said between the lines. But tonight words seem unnecessary. Halfway home, he lifts my hand to his mouth, kissing the center of my palm, then letting me feel his teeth bite on the fleshy pad below my thumb before returning the hand to its rightful place on his leg. By tomorrow, the half-moon marks of my nails will probably have disappeared from his thigh, but his heated glance tells me that he won’t forget quite so quickly.

      He opens the door to the apartment, and helps me with my coat before taking his own off. Leaving my purse on the chair nearest the door, I walk to the fridge, and give him a glass of water as I pour juice for myself, the simple gesture almost as intimate as what is sure to come next. We turn the lights off in the living room and kitchen as we head toward the bedroom.

      He gives me a few minutes in the bathroom before coming in, and my eyes close at the warmth of his breath at the back of my neck. Mouth and teeth again on my skin, this time at the base of my neck where it meets my shoulder; ahhh, the heat is definitely on. His hands wander around to the front of my body, pausing along the way to remind me of other places he has previously plotted and trekked, and there is nothing more exciting than having my eyes witness the path of his fingers in the mirror even as I feel their audacious trail…hmm. But his efforts do not go unrewarded, especially once I turn around to remind him of my favorite places on him. He claims I have a particular laugh that reeks of triumph when I know I have him exactly where I want him. I don’t doubt it, since I love the heady sense of power I have when I’m with him, knowing it is as freely given as the power he has over me.

      We always laugh the morning after such nights, never really able to remember who took what off when, and rarely able to find all of our clothing in one place or at one time. Tonight would be no different; but then, yerasu guday. Of course, there was that one time a visitor found a lacy bra hanging from his dining room chandelier, when he had to mumble some feeble excuse – we laughed for days at his description of the incredulous look on Imama TiliQwa’s face. Needless to say, I was very glad I wasn’t there that day.

      So where were we? ahhh, awo lijé, … back in the bedroom now, and anticipation finally gives over to raw passion. No more teasing touches, no room for light play … it is heat, and sweat, and an undeniable, hungry burn. Time stands still. Words never uttered in the light of day – naughty, saucy, raunchy, forbidden, certainly unprintable – add the spice that pushes me over the line between control and heady sensation, and he is not far behind. My voyeur of a brain records only the little things, as though they best catalog what is really happening. And maybe they do: the rasp of a day-old beard against the inside of my elbow, and at my ear; the feel of his fingers in my hair, holding me close and closer again; the perfect fit of my hand in that indent where his thigh meets his hip (Tena’yisTiliN); the feel of his very short nails as they score a path up and down my shivery back; arms cradling my arching back, limbs cradling him; the catching breath in my throat caught also by his mouth (ihhh); the taste of him, the whispered words; the words mouthed against skin.

      He says my hands speak volumes, in private even more so than in public. And maybe, just maybe, they do. Tonight, they mark my territory (yihim yené; ya’m yené); bring continued disarray to a head normally kept well groomed; guide and misguide deliberately to prolong the journey; revel in his particular combination of muscle and sinew and hair …and everything in between. My hands accept no boundaries: they soothe and taunt and command …they plead and please…they claim shamelessly. If my hands were any stronger, the headboard would be reduced to splinters; if their nails were any sharper, the sheets would be torn to shreds. In the end my loving hands hold him close, just as he held me moments before, both of us taking the courage to let the vulnerable emotions show.

      At last, our racing hearts quieten, and he grins proudly as he wipes my tears. As I fall asleep, my last sensation is of his hand at the small of my back, where it belongs, and of his forearm braced over my head as he watches over me.

      “ ~
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      To anyone looking at me, I am the picture of cool and calm; but he catches my eye, and he knows the truth – who better than he? The scene is an evening at some friends’ house where he and I seem destined to meet at least once a year. As is so common with the abesha crowd, the men are all congregated on one side of the room, the women on the other. But looks are free to cross the divide, and do. And there is something profoundly unsettling about knowing that, somewhere on the other side of the room, a man knows exactly what unsettling thoughts are racing through your head.

      In the middle of a hysterically funny joke being told by one of my friends, my hand wipes the tears that inevitably come when I’m laughing that hard. I can feel him watching me do this, having watched me do it before. You see, he knows what else elicits my tears. I look away before he has the satisfaction of finding in my eyes what I cannot ever let him see.

      And so the evening goes on, good food, great conversation, and the inevitable important tips about what to buy where, who does the best hair in town, who’s been seen with whom, etc. It seems insufferably long, and I cannot wait for the moment I can politely excuse myself and go home.

      You see, this all reminds me of that other evening. It, too, had started like this, and as it wound down, he had walked across the room offering rides to whomever needed one, pointedly referring his offer to me. I had seen him several times before at such gatherings – his cousin was, after all, a friend of mine, so I gratefully accepted. I had felt his look throughout the evening and had sensed his interest in me, but figured I would hold off on making a judgment until I knew him a bit better. Maybe this ride would give me that chance.

      I remember the rest as if it were yesterday.

      So we’re in his car, talking about mundane things as we try to use everyday conversation to find out what we really want to know about each other. At some point, he insists on stopping at his place to give me the latest Ethiopiques CD he is raving about (“Mooch, igre-mengedachin new”). That alarm in every woman’s head goes off in the distance, but I can’t find a graceful way of saying that I’m uncomfortable going into his apartment. Now, he keeps reaching for my hand, and the alarms clang again: once, I pretend to look for something in my purse and avoid his reach; the second time, I quietly return his hand to his own side of the car before retreating to mine. By the third time, I feel confident that I’ve communicated my own wishes sufficiently without making a big scene.

      He opens the door to the apartment, and helps me with my coat before taking his own off – he will not hear of my initial request to wait for him in the car while he brings back the CD (“Bezih be’bird?”). Rather than searching right away for the CD, though, he goes into the kitchen and returns with two whiskeys, this in spite of my continued no-thank-you’s. I accept the glass but leave it on the table, untouched, as I perch on the very edge of his leather sofa. He finally finds the CD by the stereo, but then insists that I hear the first track. Shushing my protests, he pulls me back down to the sofa near him, his arm across the back behind me, his eyes everywhere.

      I can actually hear the pulse pounding at my temples while I try to think of how to extricate myself from this situation. The clock chimes 1:00 o’clock. I feel his breath near my face before his lips descend…I turn away in time, and he kisses my cheek instead. Indé! His hands are in my hair now, insistently stopping me from jumping to my feet as they hold my head in place; this time, I cannot move out of the way when his mouth opens over mine. I try to pry his face off of me – no luck. I push at his shoulder, first with one hand then with both, realizing too late that by removing my hold on the sofa seat, I have made it easy for him to maneuver me onto my back.

      By now my arms are trapped between us, and I start to beg him to let me go, with my words when his mouth releases mine, and with my eyes when I can no longer speak. My anger burns red hot, and for a brief moment when he eases off of me and my arms are free, I take my one chance to dig my nails into his face. My anger fizzles in the face of terror when he backhands me, hard, and pulls my hands over my head as I almost black out. Almost from a distance I hear the rip as my dress tears from my neck to my waist, and my bra is pushed up, a noose around my neck. Incoherent words are coming from my mouth now, and my hands are frantic within his grasp; I can almost get them free. But free, to what end? My mind freezes when his other hand holds my lacy panties up victoriously before tossing them over his head. My breath stops, my heart stops. Time stops. And feeling begins.

      The feeling of limbs jerked apart, helpless, useless; of unwilling skin ripping open; of teeth at my breasts gnawing away where my heart would have been if it were beating; of nails digging into my skin, marking me; of his words, indescribably crude, smashing into my ears in an echo of the pounding inside my body; of breath coming back only sporadically as his forearm remains strong against my mouth, forcing my face to turn aside. My eyes slowly focus on the mirror across the room, the one that shows my eyes, immobile. My hands, immobile. I hear the whimpers as if from a great distance. And I feel his shudders inside, outside – everywhere.

      His bark of a laugh as he finishes reeks of triumph – of power taken, unfettered, unchecked. I wait only for him to remove himself from me before rising, slowly. The clock reads 1:15; a lifetime has passed. He watches me with eyes half-lidded, sprawled on the couch, as I pull down my bra, pull together the seams of the dress, pull up the thigh-highs that had somehow come unraveled. Pull together my soul lying in tatters at my feet even as I look around – where are my panties? I cannot leave them here. Panic, and a frantic scrambling across the floor … oh God, where are they? Where? Then my memory clears a path in the haze, and he finds me there when he peers over the back of the sofa, soundlessly crying at the little rip in the lace on one side. He flops back on the sofa with an impatient “Oof” as my shaking fingers try to fix what cannot be fixed.

      When I come out of the bathroom, he is already asleep. For an instant, I think of what I could do – tell my brothers? They might beat him up, even kill him, but then again they might not: first, the questions would come – what were you doing in his car, at his apartment, in the first place? Did he have a gun, a knife at least, to threaten you with? I couldn’t stand to see the accusations or doubts in their eyes; couldn’t bear it if they decided to do nothing. Tell the police? Even if I were able to prove what happened, I would forever be tarnished in the eyes of the abesha community – used goods, fit only for more of the same. Someone would make up a clever name for me, cruel and eternal, and it would follow me everywhere. One rape is enough, thank you.

      I stand there, remembering to be thankful for the little things. At least he hadn’t had his friends there to witness the event, or to participate, although I imagine quite a few of them will be privy to the wendata that has just occurred. I am thankful that he looks like he’s done with me; kalweTalet, I might have to worry about him following me around with visions of a repeat. I am thankful that I am not in some village in the rural areas, where tomorrow morning I would have been handed back to this animal as his wife, to do with as he wished, as he has just done, for life. One rape is enough, thank you.

      I retrieve my coat and close the door soundlessly, cloaked in my helplessness and shame. In a week, the marks made by my slashing nails will probably have disappeared from his skin, but he has already stopped feeling them.

      So now, years later, as I turn away, as his eyes look for what I can never let him see, all I feel is the lasting memory of his forearm against my mouth, and I recall the tear in the lace I could never fix.

      " ~

      medfer. n. inf. Amharic. (i) to dare, to show courage, to be brave; (ii) to violate; to dishonor; to rape.
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      Dateline Addis Ababa: Life & Times in This Here Hellhole

      The February issue of SELEDA being a Valentines’ offering, the editors have asked that Part II of Hellhole also chronicle the author’s take on the travails of Cupid in Addis. First a disclaimer: The author does not pretend to be an authority on the mating habits of everyday natives. Observations made here are exclusive to the alen alen yemilu crowd of Addis, and of visiting overseas Ethiopians.

      Ethiopians are blessed with many positive attributes - jeggna, gobez, CHewa, astenagaje, tigistegna - some negative - tenkolegna, shaTiregna, miQegna. Romantic? I think not. Is there a word for romantic in Amharic? Is there a home grown Ethiopian Kidus Valentine? I think not. What I observed in my 4-year stay in Addis during the mid-1990’s is little evidence of romance. But plenty of sexual indulgence, ragging libidos, lecherous behavior, much promiscuity and decadence. This especially among the three V crowd: Volvo, villa, and video.

      Cupid is not kicking nor alive in Addis. Romantic is not a characteristic associated with Addis nor Addis Ababans. Tour operators do not use romantic as a selling point to promote Addis. Addis is no Venice nor Paris. Addis is not conducive to romance. Where does one go on a first date? A fine restaurant is about the only thing that comes to mind. The problem with this however is that you will be sighted by gossip columnists, and the town weregna mill will be in full swing the very next morning. It is near impossible to be discrete in Addis. There is anonymity and confusion in numbers however. That is why Ethiopians love to run in packs and crowds, meguatet.

      Man arrives from Brussels for 3 days. He is here to negotiate the granting of a franchise operation in Addis. Overseas visitors: they can and are often a pain in the behind. They come in for a few days. They are absolutely dependent. Take an inordinate amount of your time. They are like infants. Need shepherding around. You feed them and are generally with them from early morning until dinner. Many times after dinner. They come with healthy appetites whet for ETs of the fairer sex. (I understand there is an active and robust market developing for young ET boys as well).

      It usually takes a few days for them to place an “official” inquiry with you, but inevitably they do.This visitor I was hoping to sign a contract with (a Brit) wanted to go out drinking and also seek out some “action”. Took him to Stars. He hit it off with this 18 year-old absolutely gorgeous girl. She drove him wild. I was watching all this from the DJ booth. Round midnight he is ready to take her back to his room at the Hilton. Told him they would not let her in this late. Man insisted, so he tried anyway and was turned back. He slept alone. The following night we picked her up early at 8 p.m. That early, there is a lot of traffic at the hotel. He manages to sneak her in. I instruct him to pay her no more than Birr 100. To make sure his documents and cash, not to mention his person, are well protected.

      The following morning the man is all smiles. Apparently his first ET. She drove me crazy, he tells me. So crazy that he paid her an extra Birr 300. So crazy that he is flying her out to London for a week. Lucky girl. I feel like a pimp. But the man signed the contract that morning before he left.

      Maybe there is something to pimping after all.

      Overseas ET men visiting also get much action during their visits to Addis. Much of it is paid for. Not street girls, but the numerous young and stunning chewa, yebet setoch that hang at the various respectable clubs in town supplementing their income. There is no romance here. It’s pure business. And at 3 a.m., after one too many drinks, few men resist the temptation. Getting laid is a major preoccupation for many of them. The visiting overseas ET women? Indeed, many a visiting “Shegitu gets her groove back” in Addis. But Shegitu, God bless her, does not pay for her pleasures.

      There is an ad on local TV for a locally manufactured condom, trade name “Hiwot”. Locally, they call it “mot” since it breaks all the time apparently.

      Madison Avenue Addis ain’t. My favorite ad is for “Pretty Lady” feminine napkins. The advertising slogan is “ye Meskerem abeba meQebeya”. In the video, they have this quite heavyset lady riding around on an incredibly miniature moped, presumably wearing Pretty Lady.

      Music videos are offered a-plenty between shows. They are mostly 70’s, 80’s variety from Europe. ET videos are all basically same, setting either in a dance hall, on stage, or in the same bloody miserable looking garden “menafesha”. Tigrigna music videos are my nieces’ favorite - they enjoy the dizzying effect it has on them watching folks “rain dancing”, going around in circles for days!

      We have been offered a few live sports broadcasts in last couple of weeks. Sponsored by ET Telecom, by USAID, and the Italian Embassy. The European club soccer championship between AC Milan and Olympique-Marseilles, and the Riddick Bowe heavy weight championship bout. Too bad fight only lasted a round and 10 seconds. We have been promised more events. But no mention yet of NBA, NFL or baseball. Talking of the NBA, Damte sent me a tape of a NBA playoff game. My mouth watering, I went home, inserted tape in VCR and slumped on a sofa to enjoy. Enjoy I did, the bloody criminal sent me a tape of the Home Shopping Network. I could not believe my eyes. Very sick joke indeed!

      Corruption - Besides your everyday, garden-variety graft, the nature of corruption in Ethiopian today is as sinister as it is ingenious. One party now owns and operates so called private limited companies in the banking, insurance, trading, exports, pharmaceuticals, media, construction and other sectors. The damage being done to the economy by way of taxes not paid to the central treasury, misallocation of scarce resources, “legitimate” private capital being intimidated away from sectors dominated by party affiliated firms, and the undermining of competition is huge. If there is a more insidious phenomenon in Ethiopia today, I do not know it. Control of politics is one thing. Control of politics and commerce is quite another.

      The “Atobus”. I feel sorry for those who have to commute in buses. Very old, poorly maintained, paint peeling (EPA would ban them as potential lead poison hazards), packed like sardines, leaning dangerously to one side. Taxis, many miserable taxis. One goes in one at one’s own risk. Likely that there will be a breakdown before one reaches destination. No air conditioning. Windows rolled up. As foul as it smells inside, as hot as it gets, they will not allow you to roll down the windows - “Biyrd and nefas. Abet draft” they scream.

      Cars are so expensive here. Since few are imported, the country has had to preserve and extend the life of its existing inventory. There are a few nice cars here too. Many owned by the expat community. All the latest Mercedes, BMWs, Lexus’ are represented. Even saw a Porsche 941 and a Mazzerati. Unfortunately no motorways to cruise in them.

      This is the end of the month, so I need to meet payroll. Payroll is paid in cash here. Thursday noon I send our accountant to the bank to bring a bag full of cash to pay the employees. He gets there too late, noon. Bank is closed. Some story about end-of-month closing of the books. The Bank will not re-open until Tuesday. Four and a half days! I have Birr 10 in my pocket. There are no ATMs. So what to do? The whole town is probably as pissed off as is this office.

      No bank in the world, as far as I know, stays closed for 4 1/2 straight days. There would be civil unrest if that were the case. Today is Thursday. Tomorrow there is some bloody anniversary so it’s a holiday. Saturday government offices are closed. Sunday, well Sunday is Sunday. Monday is another bloody holiday. Government offices closed.

      There are no Brinks armored trucks. VW “Kumbees” are used to transport cold cash from bank branch to branch. No armed “awtanti”. Just a lowly driver. I have seen bags full of cash being taken off kumbees by listiro boys, in to the bank, as if it were just another commodity. An enterprising armed robber could make a good living knocking off these non armored trucks. I had thought of it many times myself, to meet payroll.

      I have not gone out of town for pleasure as of yet. Have not had the urge or drive to do so. What I have seen, however, is quite something. Ethiopia, to appreciate her, one must go out of the city. What I have seen is green, serene, a sight to behold. It does take the breath away. But travelling is such a chore. Long waits at airports not to mention the body searches. If you drive out of town, do not expect to find any Howard Johnson’s.

      Tesfaye comes in from Nairobi for a few days. He just happens to be staying next door to me. We run into Maru at the Banatu. Maru has “meshebet”. He is back for good. His wife and kid will follow in a couple of months.

      After avoiding the dreaded ET flu for some 3 months I have finally succumbed. Am heavily sedated with Coricidin ‘D’. Runny nose, a little fever, drowsy, and miserable. I need my night nurse!

      Dinner at Asrat’s. He lives close to the English School in a grand house with incredibly high ceilings. The property would have to be fired bombed to force him out. Property being rented from the government for peanuts. The Dergue had nationalized it from a prominent family some years ago. A son from this family, who now lives in the States, paid Asrat a visit. Asked if Asrat would be kind enough to intervene with the government so that house could be returned. Although sympathetic, I doubt if Asrat would sign his own eviction. Asrat is also resigned to the fact that his nationalized family property now looks most unlikely to be returned.

      Private property rent inflation is unbelievable. Homes in the better neighborhoods are going for Birr 7 to 8,000 a month. The government should return homes it is renting out (government as landlord, or industrialist, or farmer is an absurd and discredited idea anyway). Unfortunately, the ruling party, in its infinite wisdom, is publicly declaring that homes will not be returned. It is foot dragging on issue of returning factories that were "meze-reff"ed by the Dergue, essentially endorsing the thievery of the Dergue. On the one hand, government pays lip service to private enterprise. On the other hand, it fails to right the wrongs of the previous government as it continues to benefit from these wrongs.

      Adam comes in from New York on the day of Id al Fatir, the end of Ramadan. I pick him up at the airport. Man looks like he has had a facial, looks fresh and lacking of sun. Winter in America, he tells me. Take him to Akaki where his family lives. Boy forgot the directions to the house where he grew up. No problem, the whole village knows where Adam grew up. This man takes us to his house.

      Adam’s car gets broken into outside the Investment Office. He had left his car unattended for 15 minutes. Toiletries and wardrobe get stolen, including shirts, suits and underwear. Stuff on his back are his only clothing items left. Next few days, Adam, who boasts that he changes twice a day, is seen around town wearing the same clothing, presumably same underwear as well. Unless of course he washes them at night. He is appalled that 5 th Avenue is 6,000 miles away in Manhattan, and that Armani does not maintain a shop in Piazza.

      Had to fire an employee today. The man, a former government employee, just could not cut it. The Dergue has destroyed / corrupted the abesha work ethic of its children. Students have been used to guaranteed jobs at graduation, regardless of qualifications. State enterprises were simply given quotas of the number of graduating students to employ. They had no choice in the matter. Now that this is no longer the case, on top of workers being laid-off, where in the world all this human resource is going to get absorbed is anybody’s guess.

      The school system has degenerated. You have children graduating from college without learning the three 'R’s. And you thought American education was bad! If these kids coming out of school are Ethiopia’s future, well…Some college grads I have been interviewing speak peasant’s English not the Queen’s English. They write even worse. When you review their transcript you find A’s and B’s. Talk about grade inflation!

      Courses taken in college include “Scientific Communism”, “Fundamentals of Marxist-Leninist Philosophy”, “Introduction to Marxist Thought and Practice”. All relevant and useful in this highly mobile, constantly changing, fast moving technological world. Education had taken a back seat during the communist years. Small wonder the authorities are trying to reform the whole system. A daunting task indeed!

      Good schools are becoming expensive. American Community School, is Birr 10,000 this year, increases to Birr 30,000 next year! Some story about impact of devaluation. Some suspect that the school’s motive is really to get all Ethiopians out by making it unaffordable. The English School, Birr 4,000 this year, increased to Birr 4,400 next. Ethiopians complain that these schools are screwing the locals, favor expats as they can pay whatever the going rate is. Serves them right too. ET interest in their children’s education, and school affairs is almost non-existent. Very few attend PTA meetings, or board meetings when important decisions are handed down.

      My sister dragged me along to the annual English School board meeting where board members were to be elected. Amongst other decision-making responsibilities, the board also decides on school fees. My sister insisted I place my name for election. “We need Ethiopians on the board to fight for Ethiopian mebt” she said. As it turned out, of some 100 parents present, perhaps 10 were Ethiopian. Yet ETs represent some 55% of the student population. Needless to say, no Ethiopians were elected to the board. Fees were increased. I was saved embarrassment of losing. My name could not be placed on the ballot for “technical” reasons.

      “Cha-chi” is a sensation in Addis. Seriously. She is a regular at the Ibex Hotel with a band that includes Bibisha. Her face is all over the newspapers advertising her “engagement” at the Ibex. She has a huge local hit, “Endemin Neh?” Actually quite a good record with deep bass, heavy horns. My nieces are quite fond of her. They tell me there was a near riot at school when Cha-chi paid a visit to sign autographs. Imagine that!?

      Went to see her perform at the Memo. The band was smoking. Cha-chi, much energy, enthusiasm, revealing outfit, suggestive movement. So-so vocals. The crowd loved it. The novelty of seeing an Ethiopian woman coming off like, imitating and moving like Madonna has not worn off here yet. Understand Cha-chi is also the aerobics instructor at the Ibex Health Club. Imagine that! Overweight ET women strutting it in full leotard gear. It must be quite a sight. I wonder if “eskista” is one of the routines.

      Saw a helicopter today. First helicopter since leaving LA. Had forgotten these things existed. Mamitu (lead poison observation is entirely to her credit) and Lemma Ashenafi call and wake me up at 11:30 p.m. Saturday night. Am told to take delivery of some 6 video tapes containing NBA games from Ashenafis who are arriving Addis tomorrow. Am assured that tapes are authentic and not of Home Shopping Network.

      Go over to the Ashenafi’s to pick-up some thirty-six hours of video of NBA finals that Lemma had sent. They are probably thinking what a gentleman I am for being the first person to welcome them. Oh well! I could not wait. It was good to see them and hear how expansive Mamitu was getting due to her pregnancy, and how much Lemma was enjoying her upper body development.

      Watched two games, Houston vs. Seattle, and first game of Chicago vs. New York, with commercials and all. It felt like I was in West LA watching the games. It is a strange feeling watching familiar shows outside of where one normally used to watch them. Had to stop at two games as nieces complained about my monopolizing the TV. Imagine, nieces wanting to watch “Jake and the Fat Man” on ETV rather than NBA? Strange girls! I suppose after 6 straight hours of basketball, they are entitled to a break.

      They arrest cars here! Was pulled over, actually flagged down for making a right turn on red. California driving license: no good. Cop claimed I have been here longer than the allowed 3 months. So the car was literally arrested for half a day until a properly licensed driver bailed it out. I will have to appear in court.

      Went on a field trip to visit Koka Dairy farm-another investment possibility that is being rumored to be on selling block. Another sad state-farm story. Millions spent, completed over five years ago. Capacity for 1,000 milk cows, but there are only 50 very sick looking animals there. All the infrastructure is complete. It is only 150 km from Addis. Looks well-built, plenty of land to do other things as well, e.g. raising sheep, cattle, and planting of vegetable, fruits etc.

      The pattern for starting these projects is becoming clear. The project set-up was highly profitable. It lined pockets of many who helped grant and sign the contracts. After that, projects are neglected. There is precious little fast money to be made in managing the bloody things. Pity again the sorry ET taxpayer.

      In the “It is a Small World” category: Was having trouble transmitting a fax to the Chevrolet dealership that just opened its doors (the Americans are coming!). So I called the main number to investigate. A Michael from Falls Church, VA answers the phone. We strike up a conversation. Tells me he is an XYZ College graduate here doing time with Chevrolet. An XYZ College grad in Addis of all places, for heaven’s sake. We are thinking of starting an alumni association with an initial membership of two. Who knows, there may be others tucked away somewhere in Addis.

      Went to a funeral today, an associate’s mother-in-law, 80 years old. “LeQso” and “Qebir” in general, these are indeed the national past times. Suspect it is good excuse for entire government agencies, businesses to shut down in order to bury a sorry soul. The “leQegnoch” come in droves. In buses, in Mercedes, in beat up cars, on foot. They tie up traffic for hours. One would think the Pope died - no it’s only a low - life bureaucrat.

      Great party at Elfinesh’s. Lady loves throwing parties. Would give one at the drop of a hat. Big production. Occasion was Roberto’s 10th wedding anniversary. He was dressed in a tuxedo, his wife, Misrak was wearing her original dashing white wedding dress. This was not a Benefactor financed affair. A good crowd really. Many locals, many who had moved, and many visiting as well. Jamming music, a good sound system for a change. Saw Tadios. He is here for 3 weeks, exploring he says.

      Tamrat has gone back to DC to collect his family and move back. One sees many, many Ethiopians from the Diaspora in town. They are easily recognizable by their mode of dress. Some have moved lock, stock, and barrel. Others are probing. Still others are here strictly for a good time. They would not even consider moving. Many claim they are investors looking for opportunities - most are full of it. “Gurenoch”. The bulk come around Christmas and New Years. Thousands upon thousands, I am told. I would not know. I am out of the country around that time. Christmas is better spent in the bright lights of LA, you see. Addis has no snow, city is not decorated with lights. Most important, there are no Christmas sales.

      Starting to get The Sunday New York Times from the ECA on a weekly basis. Read it from cover to cover. It beats the local excuse for a paper that is published here. The Ethiopian Herald has started a Sunday edition, total of eight pages. No magazine, no funny pages, no food, no travel, no book review sections, no coupons, no classifieds. Recent sampling of headlines reads: “Deserted by Family, Mengistu Reportedly Finds Solace in Drink”. “HIV Carriers Now Half Million”, “Fraudulent Bank Employee Under Arrest”, “Encounter in US Between Alleged Red Terror Criminals attract attention of Intl. Media”, “Diseases of Affluence”, “Video Centers Accused of Poisoning Youth’s Minds”, “Two years on, Toppled Dictator a Recluse”, “Porno-Talk and Rising Emotions”, “Public Cautioned against Counterfeiters”, “_An Ethiopian Nightingale: Cha-ch_i”, “Alcoholism - Are we in its Grips?”, “An Ethiopian Cure for AIDS?”

      The headlines of private papers and magazines are more sensational, would put the National Inquirer to shame. A few locally published “balege” magazines in circulation too. Actually quite tame by western standards. Women groups are in uproar, government is likely to put a stop to the publications.

      Theaters - No Showcase Cinemas, nor Cineplex Odeon, no multi screens, no wide screen, no DTX Lucas sound here. Only City Hall, National and Ras Theaters here. The theaters I understand are filthy. Some have rats as non-paying patrons. No popcorn! Disgusting excuses for sound systems. Recent features include the very latest. “Shaft”, “Shaft in Africa”, “Oedipus the King”, “Romancing the Stone”, “Iron Eagle”, “Hiroot, Who is her Father?”, “Golden Exterminator”, “Tootsie”, “The Graduate”, “Soul Man” . Oh!

      The old drive-in theater is in operation again. I understand like teen-agers everywhere, there is much making-out and little watching there. Video stores, however, carry the latest, including some films that are not out on video yet. These include “Malcolm X”, “Basic Instinct”, “Crying Game” . Obviously counterfeit. And oh! Such bad quality.

      Finally was able to get an Ethiopian driver’s license from Addis Ababa DMV. They had been out of licenses for the past month. One has to surrender ones original drivers’ license before they give you an Ethiopian version. I was able to keep my California license after paying off someone a total of Birr 150. He claimed this was a discount from the customary Birr 400.

      The BIRR - Too bad that the soon to be established banks cannot print currency. The currency in circulation now! Filthy, worn out, falling apart, and downright reeking of stench. Particularly the one birr notes. Put these in your pocket, guaranteed you will smell like you are walking around with something dead on your person. Why in the world these notes are not retired after a defined period of depreciation is anybody’s guess. Could it be because they are next to impossible to counterfeit?

      Went to Bole airport customs to clear two sample telephone sets that came in for a Telecommunication tender. Spent three hours there trying to knock some sense into ignorant officials. Had the letter from Telecom instructing customs to release the sets as they were for government purposes

      No good. Fed up, I told them to give me an estimate so payment could be made and I could be on my merry way. They kept me going back and forth to this and that meathead. I hit the roof. Had to let off steam. I let it out in front of a lot of many other frustrated citizens.

      “It is people like you who have ruined Ethiopia. You have no respect for people or their time. You have no respect for yourself. Is it “gubo” you want? How much is it? Tell me, so I can pay you and get on my way. My taxes pay your bloody miserable salary. I expect and demand respect and help, not abuse. I have better things to do with my time, rather than spend it with the likes of you!” etc.

      This was delivered in broken and unintelligible Amharic. However, I got a standing ovation from other frustrated customs clients. The workers there had nothing to say. I left feeling pretty good, but without the phone sets. I can never show my face in that office again. The sets were released the following day. Another more patient person picked them up. He had to apologize for me. Told them I was a naive recent returnee from another planet, one that did not appreciate nor comprehend the intricate and finer art of Ethiopian “bahil” or “tigist” and “gubo”.

      Many government employees are getting sacked. These include folk from Ethiopian Light & Power Authority, Customs Bureau (very deservingly), Commercial and National Banks (serves them right). Ethiopian Telecommunications Authority is on the next hit list. Explanations for these firings range from incompetence, corruption, betrayal of public trust. The electric, water and telephone workers are notorious. Whole neighborhoods are systematically “turned off” from electricity, water and telephone. Workers go around after a few days to collect “service” and reconnect fees from disgusted but hapless and doomed taxpayers.

      It is getting more difficult to find the time, good material, and enough motivation to write HELLHOLE. The “fun” has long gone out of this place. The initial euphoria and hope have been slowly drained out. Getting the hell out for a trip to civilization always helps. Just to remind oneself that there is a world out there where phones and electricity work, and the water runs. Where shower water flows hard, where folks are not lead-poisoned.

      September: Went to London for 10 wonderful, but oh! rainy days - except last day of my visit which was nice, sunny and warm. Stayed with Turuneh. Spent some time with Faisal, the coffee heir, who was also visiting. Discovered a fantastic baklava bakery and pigged out on enough to last forever. Went to Harrod’s but was refused entry - they do not allow torn jeans nor t - shirts. “But I am an American just here for a few days, please let us in”, pleaded a friend. They didn’t go for that.

      Three days of Council of Representatives’ discussion and passage of Land Lease system on ETV. It was a public relations disaster for the government. No public relations firms in Addis to spin control you see. There is much debate around town about leasing. Much of it very much against. Whoever is giving the government advice, if indeed they listen, is no Nobel Laureate.

      Below is from ET Herald of February 19, 1993. It appears government is about to shake up Ethiopian Airlines:

      The headline: “ETHIOPIAN Teeters on the Edge of Collapse”

      "(ENA) Ethiopian Airlines board chairman, Siye Abraha said Thursday the airline management was “inefficient and corrupt” which needed "surgical operation…

      EAL is now sagging beneath a debt burden of over Birr 300 million," Defense Minister Siye said, keeping the 2,500 airline workers under a spell of silence and surprise during a day long meeting at the congress hall. …The Airline Board chairman said the reason why EAL survived was thanks to a "cheap but skilled labor force … Siye said some offices opened only to benefit a “friend” and said the management was too extravagant that have put the future of the company at risk.

      Elucidating the high life of the managers the board would like to see combed out, Siye equated the expense of an EAL regional manager in Frankfurt with the total expense of 50 airline workers at home. …" UNQUOTE

      The Addis Zemen version is even more scathing. “Highlights” of this meeting were shown on ETV. The board chairman, dressed in army fatigues (had not as yet developed a taste for Armani suits) was direct and crude with his audience, as professional an audience as one can get in Ethiopia. Again a public relations disaster. Understand there was heated debate, and pointed questions from the crowd. Unfortunately, ETV elected not to show any of that.

      I read a letter to the editor in BusinessWeek (November 8 and not related at all to Ethiopia) that best describes Ethiopia’s current situation. In part, it reads:

      “… the great divisions among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultural, ideological and economic. What we are seeing is the emergence and triumph of what I would call tribal capitalism (the new order) over tribal militarism (the old order). Tribal militarism exercises power through the physical control of land, people, capital, resources, and communications. Its executives are the political elite, who suppress the creation of wealth in favor of corporate governance of “the state,” which they control, ultimately, through their military machine. Tribal capitalism exercises power through the free flow of people, capital, resources, and communications. Its executive encourages the creation of wealth, a hard-work ethic, a disciplined society, and, above all, to achieve ultimate competitive advantage, it avoids substantial military expenditure and/or war on its soil. Tribal capitalism retains power through the creation of a society based on allowing individuals and corporations to create wealth to achieve high standards of living for the majority of the population.”

      Because of the lease policy, the government appears to have lost the business community and the would be “would like to own a piece of Ethiopia” crowd. Aggressive “affirmative action” policies are filling government offices with ruling party members.

      Not sure where the country is headed anymore. A friend put it best, “Look, if you have never presided over a family budget, never bought groceries, never cooked, never paid taxes, property or otherwise, never owned property, never chased girls at city clubs, how in the world can you be expected to run the affairs of state?”

      Dagne came through town for a whirlwind visit of three weeks. One of the only individuals who had warned me against returning to Ethiopia. He is playing a new tune now. He does not see this rat hole as the black hole he had envisioned. Claims he is returning in January for further investigation.

      Menasse came through town for a few weeks with his fiancé, a cute twenty-something. Lemma and Mamitu are here for three weeks. Plenty of zemeds to visit and be visited by. Mamitu, the last week before they left literally closed the door to keep out all manner of zemeds. She had overdosed on zemeds and visitors. I went along to few “eating sessions” given in their honor.

      Ethiopia is an eating and drinking culture! And there were many eating sessions. Speeches were required - Lemma giving most of them. Mamitu gave one that had me on the floor. The woman talks Amharic like a true New Yorker. Too much time away from hager bet.

      Kidane is here - been here now for 5 weeks. I spend much time with him drinking machiato and talking about how miserable this place is. He may be returning for good. He expects to become a “patron of Ethiopian art” - if it were possible, he would endow an art chair at the university.

      We almost made it to a wedding close to Nazareth School. Its about 8 p.m. when we pull up and park across the street from the school. The house is up a dark alley so we start walking. Smack - total darkness in front - one cannot see for at least 30 feet. Very eerie, scary. Kidane looks at me and says “Hey, LAPD is not here to rescue my ass - I do not know about you, but I’m not going through this dark alley.”

      That was all he had to say. We turned around and left. The boy guarding the car earned his fastest one Birr ever. Peculiar that they did not make some arrangement to escort timid folks through the tunnel of darkness. If we turned back, certainly others did too. Very few women at the wedding we learned later, naturally. The Nazareth School Alumni Association would be appalled that such a neighborhood exists so close to their alma mater. Perhaps they ought to start thinking of raising funds to light up the school neighborhood.

      Gebre sped through town, three days total, his customary quota. He has an interesting project that he is shopping. Anteneh, Tayitu, Guenet, Hailu, Lemma, Daniel, Mesfin, Marta, Wondwossen, Mengesha, Orlando, Selam, I could go on, entirely too many folks coming through town. Ethiopia has become the tourist spot of choice for overseas Ethiopians. It is getting quite old seeing them actually. It does take entirely too much time, expense and energy entertaining them. Even those you knew only casually in the States expect to be treated as long lost friends.

      Took my favorite necktie to MAGIC Laundry. Spaghetti and favorite ties do not go together. Got it back dry cleaned, yes, but all torn apart. A brand new Armani! I complained, but was getting no satisfaction. Told them that this is a bloody Armani and that they would have to pay for it. The woman looks at me and says, “Just because some ferenegi puts his name on a piece of clothing, you people pay extra?” What does one say to such a retard?

      A disturbing phenomenon is the sight of girls that populate the main city streets at night. It seems they are coming out earlier these days, and are getting more aggressive in their approach. Literally coming onto the road to flag you down as you pass by. Bole Road, near the Hilton, the palace is where most set up their business. They do get business too, as they would not be out there if that were not the case. Most cars that do pick them up are those belonging to the expatriate community, UN, diplomatic, non-government-organizations and the like.

      Drove out to Wondo - Guenet, some 60 kilo - meters beyond Langano. Went there with the old man and a business visitor from Florida. Translated, Wondo - Guenet means heaven on earth. Do not know about all that, suffice it to say that it is a charming retreat that even under government mismanagement is tranquil. In private hands it could be converted into Wondo - Guenet. Rented the bungalow for Birr 165 per night. The very same bungalow that Haile Sellasie used to stay at. Very much beaten up, but very same furniture we were told. We let our guest sleep in “the” bed. The man had never slept in the bed of royalty. He immediately called his wife in Florida to tell her. As Sellasie was physically small, the bedroom furniture and bed, bathroom fixtures were made to size.
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      Letter to my childhood friend:

      Choices-- in the end, it’s all about choices: having them, losing them, acknowledging maybe that we never had them to begin with. So here we are, the two of us discussing larger-than-life decisions that we never thought we’d ever face. Someone up There obviously has some sense of humor.

      Let’s start with me, the quintessential career woman by any definition of the word (and a short time ago, this was also you) – I work 11+ hours a day, often six days a week, at a great job with wonderful benefits: fulfillment galore. I knew what I wanted to do early on, and I was lucky enough to get both the education and the job opportunities to make that dream happen. Even now, 10 years into this (my first job after school), and I still love it. I am financially secure (even bought a house a couple of years ago) and have a huge network of family and friends in the area, which allows me to be lazy about venturing out and meeting new people. So, what could I be complaining about, right?

      I am also the classic stressed out career woman in her thirties – wow, can you actually believe we’re there!? Who could have guessed when we were those tomboys in grade school that we’d one day actually BE this old? Dunno about you, but back then I was sure that I’d be old and decrepit by my thirties, and even pictured myself as a mini-version of my mother (that 70s hairdo, parted in the middle and pinned-up the back in a bouffant; the two-zippered black leather purse with the double-straps balanced carefully between the wrist and elbow, ij-teQesiro (can’t you just hear the loud Qwa of the crisscrossing metal snaps?); the cardigan sweater Tal-tedergo on the shoulders with only the first button buttoned; the “Mother’s Reserve” Madame Rochas perfume; the Jemal-suQ stockings; and the mandatory hubby with a passel of children in tow). None of these are true visions of me today, least of all the grubby kids. Which is indirectly why I’m writing this.

      Back to me: I’m probably the typical “modern” woman of the new millennium: I can’t imagine cooking after a long work day – in fact, I don’t cook unless there’s a verry good reason (like, all the regular takeout places are closed) even though on occasion I can put together a pretty kick-ass meal, even if I do say so myself; laundry and housework are my idea of punishment, so chaos is the name of the game at my house; I love visitors and welcome them provided they don’t expect the “QeTema gozguzo, buna aflito, ingida-teQebay” behavior of our ancestors (meaning they get a key and loving accommodations, and a well-stocked fridge, but woe unto the hapless zemed who expects shai every hour on the hour, and CHeCHebsa, QiinCHe or, at the very least, fresh Qategna in the early morning!).

      With all that “woman of the 90s” groove, you would think that marriage and children would be the furthest thing from my mind. But lately, I think about kids all the time. Somehow, caught up in the intense pursuit of education and career, I made some fabulous male friends but never really found The One… you know, He who knows me, who doesn’t expect a souped-up version of his mother (i.e. updated clothes but the same caregiver role); who is as proud of my achievements as I would be of his; who isn’t hell bent on reforming me by changing those exact same “unique” qualities that attracted him to me in the first place; who cannot imagine life without me; and the real doozy, someone whom I can trust. It’s a pretty tall order, everyone would agree, so I decided to limit the list to one or two key requirements – how about someone whom I love who loves me, and whom I can trust? Turns out this is still too much to ask, so I think it’s time to face the facts and realize that it’s not gonna happen in this chick’s lifetime. So I’m moving on to thinking about children.

      I love kids – I always have, even when they’re screaming brats whom I gladly hand back to their parents. And I want a couple of my own, though, if for some reason I am unable to have them “naturally”, I would be more than happy to adopt. And a few close friends/family have suggested that I do that; it would make a difference in the life of a child who is already on earth; “tiTSedQiyalesh,” they say; and it also seems more acceptable to them than having me make what seems to be a “calculated” decision without weighing all of the consequences…yet I have weighed them, and weighed them, and weigh them still. But I can’t get around that gut-wrenching, deep-down feeling of wanting to go through the entire process if I can: pregnancy, nausea, stretch marks, labor, childbirth, stitches: the works. It’s hard for me to accept that I shouldn’t try to fulfill this dream, but if it’s going to happen, I’m convinced that it’s now or never. The biological clock is ticking, but more importantly, I really want to have those rug-rats now, when I have the energy and resources, and the resolve. Before I chicken out and live to regret it.

      I spend a lot of time wondering why I find myself (like a rapidly growing number of my abesha and ferenj female friends) actually contemplating single motherhood. I think back on hysterically funny conversations I’d had with two of my aunts (unrelated to each other) when I was in Addis in the mid-90s; surprisingly, both of them enthusiastically encouraged me to have kids without getting married. They were both very traditional women, one still married, the other a widow. Half of this advice came from their own desperation about my single-inet, and I think they figured my fatherless children would be better than nothing (I regularly get the requisite tear-jerker “lijochishin salay: salsim indalmot” speech). But the other half is their recognition that the rigid limits placed on them do not exist for me, or exist to a far lesser degree. Unlike them when they were younger, I do not need a husband’s or father’s financial support or physical protection to survive; I don’t really need society’s approval (although that would be nice); and I do not have to shoulder the moral burden of either besmirching the family honor or incurring religious condemnation. Not just that; the fact that both my parents have passed away makes choosing to become a single parent infinitely easier than if they were still alive. As one of my aunts advised me, wistfully, as though she wished she had had the same choice herself, “Andun melke-melkam feligii-na, have two kids, and send him on his way if he’s not worth keeping.” Oh, yes, Dorothy, we’re definitely not in Kansas anymore.

      So what to do? As far as the “who” and “how”, I actually have a very convenient way figured out if I do decide to go the single parenthood route (it doesn’t involve some unsuspecting man). But will I regret the experience? More importantly, will my kid(s)? There are so many terrible words used in our culture “ye-set lij”, like it’s some kind of sin; “diQala” – another favorite of mine. Am I depriving my children of the social acceptance I enjoyed growing up? But then I say, do I deserve to go through the rest of my life childless to satisfy the “they” who make the rules? “Their” rules have never held me back before – why should I let them start now? “They” also warn that a woman in her 30s with a child is as likely to find a husband as of getting hit by a meteor as she races after a career. And how, I ask as I look over my shoulder for my own meteor to hit, is that different from the current situation?

      Then I get more practical: Are there any real reasons (aside from having an extra set of hands) why two lukewarm parents are really better than one super-committed one? I am a firm believer that, although two loving committed parents are best, it’s better to have one stable loving parent than to be in a family with two parents who disagree about life in general, and child rearing in particular. I’ve seen some people go through that, and I guarantee their children will be no less screwed up than mine would be! I also think that the norm of the two-parent family is rapidly disappearing in this day and age (in my neighborhood back home, which was very mixed socio-economically, in the early 80s there were probably ten times as many new births to unwed mothers in their teens and 20s as there were to married ones). People are getting married later, but many are having kids long before that. Sometimes I feel like the very traditional Ethiopian community in the US is stuck in a time warp – things have been evolving rather quickly back home, but people who left 20-30 years ago still believe in the nonexistent social mores they left behind. Should these outdated views influence me?

      The good news is, my friends and immediate family have been pretty encouraging (I’ve been floating this idea for a couple of years now, preparing them for the shock!), though everyone says it would be better to be married first. Yeah, right, that WOULD be nice, but let’s wake up and smell the buna, shall we? I still would rather not be married if I haven’t found that special someone who completes my life, who brings something to it that it wouldn’t otherwise have. I know, I’m an incurable romantic…and I have the luxury of holding out for that dream, as my aunts pointed out. But is that really true? Or am I a fool for thinking that I actually still have choices, when in fact, having taken one path meant that I gave up the other? Should I gracefully accept the cold, harsh fact that I am a career woman, never to marry (the voices say “You waited too long – who wants an agul-ferenj woman in her thirties who would rather not cook OR clean and who insists on the importance of her career? Have you seen the to-die-for balemoya koredas in their early 20s these days?”), and never to have kids (they add, “Why must you selfishly want to have everything? You wanted to make your own way through life; now live with your choices.”)?

      Ten years ago, I wasn’t even thinking in these terms, and used to react violently if someone even suggested I give some thought to questions of marriage and family. Five years ago, if I had heard that you were giving up a pretty high-power career to raise your two kids, it would have made me rear up in horror (I’m thinkin’ you were probably not contemplating that five years ago, either). Right now, though, I am less sure about any of these things, and here you are having made the choice to dump the job for your kids. Tell me, oh wise one, what was going through your mind when you made that decision? Having spent some time with your two beautiful, adorable critters, I know you can’t have too many regrets. But if you were in my shoes (and, but for the grace of God, perhaps you would have been), what would you have done?

      I await your answer with bated breath …… wipe the Qirshat off your shoulder and tell me your story……

      The Friend replies:

      And to think that I thought this letter writing thing was going to be a piece of cake! Well, kiddo, let’s take things step by step. Like you, I always thought about the concept of education and career first over everything else. In fact, on the subject of marriage and kids, I always felt that by some miracle I would find the most wonderful man who (by some coincidence) would have two kids from a previous marriage. On days that I was generous the ex-wife would be remarried and living far away, but more often than not she was dead and would never return to the scene to reclaim her kids. Very warped thinking! But as the years went by and I went on to college and to graduate school, I felt that it was important that I not confine myself simply to the art of study and career development. I also dated, at first very tentatively. And as time passed I was able to evaluate the few relationships I had been in and to begin to study those relationships of my friends and family objectively. I realized that “perfect”, in the sense of all of those romance books we pored through when we were teens, didn’t exist in that format in this world I lived in. The characteristics of a “perfect” man for me no longer followed the lines of a romance novel. In fact, I found that the characteristics of men today don’t even resemble those of the men in my father’s day and age. That mold was broken, never to be seen again. So what was it that was out there? And was I interested? Did it fulfill my needs?

      Scene I: What’s out there? A lot of jerks and then, there are a lot of great guys out there whom we avoid. These are the guys who have not managed to present themselves with the bang that the superficial world we live in mandates, and don’t look or act like a “perfect guy”. These guys are “nice guys”. They do everything right, they’re the greatest fun to hang out with, they don’t mind going shopping with you, they love to come over and cook or do other mundane house work with you, they’re always there when you need a real friend to talk to. These are the guys, kiddo, that all of us have known at some time in our lives. They’re the guys that we probably should marry but we convince ourselves that there’s no electricity, sparks, romance possible with them.

      Guess what? The sparks, electricity, holding hands at every street corner and smooching in public, those things that make our blood run hot and cold on first dates, eventually fade. We are then left with either a fabulous guy whom we love and respect or a tired excuse of one. The true test of love is its ability to withstand time. Then you know you’ve found the perfect guy. Sometimes you just have to close your eyes and take a risk (pretty scary, huh?).

      Assume you wade through your history files or current files of guys you really like (love?) and you find one that stands out. Well, think about what you would be able to do for each other. How would you be able to complement each other? In my case, I really felt that this guy was the one. This guy had so much potential, he was so caring, he was not stodgy, he supported me and my dreams, he had confidence and respect for me, he did not compete with me, he wanted to be with me and grow together with me. I knew that this was the guy, even though at first I did not feel any sparks. I was so sure of it. Don’t ask me how, but I really felt I knew. I figured that somehow, those sparks would come. And you know what, they did.

      Scene II: Taking the Step. You know, when I finally settled it in my mind that I was going to marry this guy, I actually told him that I didn’t want to maintain a relationship that was not going to lead to a commitment of some sort. Believe it or not the guy did not run away! We got married. Very simple, but very scary because I had been so used to being on my own for so long I knew that I would have to compromise and could not have everything my way all the time. In fact, I think that, in those days, I was so cantankerous at times that I think that somewhere deep in the recess of my heart I was just afraid of being with someone “forever”. I could not fathom how my life would be in marriage. That fear soon passed. Today, I cannot imagine why I was so persistently afraid of commitment even while desiring it. I know now that unless we are willing to open ourselves to a relationship, completely with no restraints, we can never know if it was meant to happen. At the same time I did think about the possibility of children. And in this respect I too felt then, as I do now, that if there are children in a relationship which is faltering or collapsing, it is better for that relationship to end rather than to raise children within a toxic environment in which parents are continuously sparring. Therefore, the possibility of being a single parent was ever present. I strongly felt that if my “relationship” were to come to an end, we would, at the very least, be able to make decisions for our children(s) that would be in their best interest. I had no more fears to conquer after that.

      Scene III: Children. Well the rug-rats soon appeared in our relationship. There were two, a boy and a girl. Can you imagine that! I was, of course, thrown into a frenzy between working and having to care for baby. The first blow to my maternal ears was that there was no such thing as maternity leave. In fact, my workplace provided the basic minimum required by law. I was deemed to be on short-term disability leave. I did not get paid my full salary. I had to get back to work within the prescribed six-week maximum disability leave I got. I was not ready. All those articles in Working Mother and Parenting are crap! All that fuzzy vocabulary about finding a quiet place to pump at work if you were breastfeeding – girl, what a crock. There was no way in hell that I could interrupt major meetings to traipse out with my little blue Aveeno pumping kit slung over my shoulders to ease the pain of motherhood. In fact, shortly after I started working, my little baby was weaned off of the breast. I did not miss a day of work; well, that is until, less than a year later, to my surprise, I found that I was pregnant again. Now I had two on my hands and my workload at the office remained the same. I went back to work six weeks after my second child. There were so many issues I had to deal with in the workplace and at home. At work I was beginning to question if this was the career track I really wanted. The shifting environment, mergers/acquisitions and other issues of integrating systems made me think that perhaps this career track was too narrow. At home, it was increasingly impossible to get home in time to relieve the babysitter (who was paid a pretty penny!), cook dinner, and put my kids to sleep. Sometimes there never seemed enough time in the day to even sit back and think frivolous thoughts. I knew something, somewhere, had to give. I needed to make a decision about whether or not I would be able to spend more time with my children vs. whether or not I could stay on my career track and maintain the pace.

      Listen carefully, this is the key! Enter supportive husband, mentor and father of my children. My husband told me in no uncertain terms that he would support any decision I made whether it was to quit my job and stay home with the kids, while figuring out what I wanted to do with my career, or to continue with the status quo. What a difficult decision to make! I chose to stay home. I would get two very important opportunities if I did. First and most importantly, I would be able to spend time with my children at the age when they are so dependent on mom and dad. Second, I would take advantage of this “hiatus” to rethink my career plans. The hardest part was to overcome that niggling doubt/fear. I was afraid to lose control. I associated control with career, earning one’s own income, being able to bring food to the table. I was thinking in the singular term, I, and not “we”. Remember, kiddo, once you’re married, or have children, even outside a marriage, it is no longer “I” but “we”. Everything changes with children. I hope you have the chance to experience this change. It’s crazy, sometimes totally uncontrollable, but always exhilarating. Having kids is great!

      More tomorrow!

      The writer rebuts:

      Yemin “kiddo” ameTashibiN!? Imété, I’d like to remind you that I am a full six months older than you are, y’hear? Now that the record’s set straight … I loved reading your piece, and I hope you’ve shared the bits about your husband with him, because I’m sure he’d be as touched as I was. I’ve been thinking about the “nice” guys you were talking about, and I’ll admit there is some truth to the minimum duriyé-factor that women look for (you know what I mean, the li’l bit of jerk-ness that a guy must have to avoid the debilitating label of being “a great friend” in that eternally platonic sense). I’ll also state that the greatest guys I’ve known, “nice” and duriyé alike, all ended up with women who were about as unlike me as you could get while staying within the same species. It’s humbling to realize that over the last 10 years the men I was closest to (family, friends and others), the men I looked up to, the men whom I knew for years and who knew me, those whose trust I enjoyed and who were in turn my confidants, almost without exception ended up with women with whom I had verrry little in common. After the 50th such example, I have to recognize that there is also a minimum molQaQa-quotient that women must have if they are to avoid the “she’s a fabulous friend” label in that eternally platonic sense. Hey, at least there’s symmetry in the world. Now if only I’d paid attention in Relentless Pouting 401…

      While writing this, I’ve spoken with a few friends who have confirmed to me that many of us, women and men alike, are dealing with these same issues. It also seems that no answers are easily available. So I don’t place this responsibility solely on you to provide answers – I just think we can start the ball rolling on this most important discussion, and see what comes up. I think it’s intriguing that so many Diaspora Ethiopians our age are unmarried. My guess is that it’s some strange combination of being uprooted from home and not having both the easy access to like-minded people as well as the economic/social pressure to marry (although it’s equally fascinating that a significant minority of people in the same age group are also unmarried back home. What do you think is going on?)

      I’m trying hard not to come across as a cynic – sometimes it’s hard, though. In my most brutally honest moments, I see that, although our entire diaspora group faces the same difficulties, in the end the men will still have the option of waiting as long as they are comfortable (i.e. no ticking clock) and of marrying women anywhere between the ages of 19 and infinity, if they so desire. Somehow, although there are some exceptions, I don’t think women have the same latitude. Pisses me off, but c’est la vie, as they say. I’m pretty tired of waiting for things to change … I’d like to get on with my life the best I can with what I’ve got.

      There IS that one question I get asked by abesha and ferenj alike: why does it have to be an Ethiopian man? For years, I didn’t think it did. After coming here, my new friends tended to be predominantly other diasporants (hey, I think I just created a word) from all over the world as well as some wiCH-Qemes Americans. I have had a remarkably easy time blending into that environment, and for a time I thought that was the right one for me. But slowly, I began to change my mind: after the umpteenth time that I walked back home alone at 1 a.m. from an evening out, or was waved off to catch my own taxi, I realized there’s something to the Olde Worlde charm of a protective Ethiopian man gallantly seeing you home safe and sound (yeah, Ms. Magazine is going to ask me to relinquish my feminist ID). I realized there are precious traditions I want my children to be introduced to, not as outsiders experiencing “Mommy’s” culture like some kind of school project, but as involved participants: I want them to learn our extraordinary languages, eat our delicious food, and learn our traditions within their own home, without my having to turn into some kind of lone Cultural Crusader.

      But it’s not just about the appeals of Ethiopian men … there are also the trials of dating outsiders.

      If you’re really (un)lucky, you might land one of those adventurous ferenj guys, boldly going where no one in his family has gone before (“my uncle once dated a Catholic,” he’ll say proudly). Now you’ve become this exotic thing whose every move and cheekbone is to be marveled at – how “different”! (you learn to hate that word). At first it’s easy to get caught up in ANYONE who is mesmerized by your enticing eyes, your lilting accent, the “interesting” sound of your language and that gasping in-drawn breath that means “yes” even when you’re on the phone; who thinks your two hour hair-relaxing, -rolling and -drying scene with your sister is some kind of elaborate preparation for a Sunday afternoon African ritual sacrifice. But eventually you yearn for someone to whom you don’t have to explain genfo; your need to mastenag-ed everyone who comes to your house; what is so important about leQso and other death rituals; dropping in to see your friends without calling; and men holding hands platonically. More importantly, you want someone who will look beyond the exotic to the real you.

      Of course, there is that other gem: the just-left-Peace Corps guy who is waay more ethnic than you. This “enlightened” dread-lock-by-force cannot wait to feed you his special awazé (having developed his own recipe after traveling to the most renowned awazé-shaCH in the depths of Menz); he is enthralled by your traditions, such as the washing of the husband’s feet at the end of a long day (moñihin felig); and has been harassing you to get a niQisat to celebrate your culture (it seems you can get one at the mall these days). He is often irritated by any vestiges of the Western culture that you might have adopted (like the aforementioned kinki-taming relaxer). He wants his African trophy, and by God he’ll get her. Er…ere weraj ale.

      Ah, but wait…what if you do find the right non-Ethiopian to share your life with? Then you run into that unbearable trauma of having a ferenj join you in abesha gatherings, where none of us are remotely polite enough to speak in English even a fraction of the time (it’s like all these people who often CHOOSE to speak English when among themselves, all of a sudden lose that ability the minute a ferenj shows up). Consequently, you spend half the night apologizing for his isolation and the other half trying to explain comments that do not lend themselves well to translation (how DO you tell the “Abebe beQolo …lebesse” joke in English? You’d first have to explain Nazareth School girls, then the early Amarigna primers that were similar to “See Spot Run” … by now everyone is bored and irritated). As a result, you end up splitting yourself in two, spending half of your time solo doing the abesha thing, and the other half with the ferenj contingent, where you are held up as an amazing example of someone who has assimilated so much that they “don’t even remember you’re not an American.” High praise, indeed. No wonder some of us are prime candidates for split-personality disorders (stay tuned for The Three Faces of Héwan).

      I (don’t really) apologize for the caricatures I’ve drawn, hoping to amuse you as much as to illustrate my dilemma. At some point, I decided that it might be easier to find a compatible Ethiopian in this haystack than to enlighten (or un-enlighten in many cases) a ferenj. I’m not yet sure if that was the right choice. Maybe, like I said in the beginning, it’s time to acknowledge that these choices are not mine to make now, and may never have been.

      You’re lucky to have the delightful kids (if I leave you the eldest, and if I ask nicely, won’t you lend me the adorable 1.5 year old for a few months?) and the supportive and loving husband (no, I’m not going to go The Big Chill on yo’ ass and ask if I can borrow him, too). Reading what you’ve written, I wouldn’t argue with most of what you’ve had to say. But you leave me hanging without answering my biggest questions – already practicing how to sidestep those difficult questions your kids will surely ask, are you? So I’ll ask them again … now pay attention this time.

      Even if I accept that, in the past, maybe I should have looked more closely at the pool of nice-guy friends for the man of my dreams, what would you advise me to do NOW: should I look back with regret but proceed with my tentative plans, or am I to stop all child-bearing intentions and start looking anew for Mr. Abesha-and-Nice-and-Right? In a scenario that does NOT include “supportive husband, mentor and father of my children” (yemin inQuliliCHo meTa?), will I survive single mother careerhood? Or is a man the necessary and sufficient pre-condition?

      I would also love to have an answer to the three other yegizew-angebgabi TiyaQéwoch that others have asked me during this writing. First, how do you know when you’ve met the right person? Do NOT dare to give me the time-honored (and may I say asinine) response, “I just knew.” Someone as articulate and reflective as you should be able to come up with a few reality-based pointers, don’tcha think? Second, why is it that some can just take the plunge into these lasting relationships while others teeter on the diving board or even further away? Where do those who plunge get the wherewithal and confidence? Perhaps that goes beyond the scope of our little exchange – or is it, as I suspect, all part of the same complex phase we all seem to be going through? Finally, and here’s the doozy, do you believe, like so many others who have “advised” me, that women with children are about as likely to land husbands (or even playmates for an occasional frolic) as Mars-bound NASA crafts are likely to land on Mars?

      Speak, oh Oracle of Joy.

      12:40AM

      Response to “Angebgabi tiyaqewech”

      While I’m glad that you took the time to read through my earlier personal and historical account, I do apologize for not having answered any of the questions you had posed. Consider it a precursor to my current response.

      “Will I survive single mother careerhood? Or is a man the necessary and sufficient pre-condition?”

      I’ll have to say that you will not be the first, nor will you be the last, single mother with a career raising a child in America. In fact there are tons of women that do it every day. So, I’ll say with ease that a man is not a necessary pre-condition to being a mother with a career. However, this does not mean that all single career women that think it will be fun to have a baby should go out and have babies. You see, in order to be able to responsibly raise a child, you need to provide a loving and nurturing environment; financial security; and you need to be available to the child always (or as much as you absolutely can). I will be the first one to tell you that when I was working, my life was extremely stressful. It was hard to always be there for my kids; be totally involved and responsive when I was there (particularly after a grueling day at the office!) and be razor sharp at work every day. For example, in just the past 30 minutes, I’ve been interrupted 4 times. The first time, my son fell off the bed and cried. The second time, my daughter woke up crying because she needed to go potty. The third time, my son woke up again, this time for milk. The fourth time, my daughter woke up because she was scared of the dark. The sum of the above equation is lack of sleep for Mom. And you wonder why I’m cranky a lot. If there was a man in your life (preferably one who is living under the same roof), you could take turns responding to the children’s needs (take “needs” in the broadest way possible). You can share some of the other responsibilities such as getting the kid(s) ready to go somewhere, dropping off and picking up child(ren) to and from school, paying for all of those kid things (and let me tell you, kids are very expensive - and I’m not just talking about college), kissing the booboo better, reading bedtime stories, trying to get them to eat, changing diapers, doling out the discipline, and….God, there are so many things that you need to do as a parent that I can’t even attempt to paint a complete picture for you.

      So, dear friend, not having a man does not mean you can’t have your cake and eat it. Consider having a man share the child rearing experience with you as icing on the cake.

      “How do you know when you’ve met the right person?”

      You sort of make a mental list of all the things that are really important to you in a lifelong partner and cross-reference them with what this guy has to offer. I know that this sounds somewhat callous, but I’ll tell you, it is really an opportunity to examine a few things. First, what you’re really all about, what makes you tick, what your dreams, desires, fears and hopes are. Second, it will really help you put the man in perspective.

      When I say make a list of important things, I don’t mean things that are superficial. For example, “I will not have anything to do with a guy with polyester bell-bottoms and a silky shirt unbuttoned to the last hair on his chest to reveal a little gold squiggle necklace nestling in the hairy chest”, would not be something I would include on the list. That is an obvious sign of his inability to extricate himself from a fashion time warp. Get him out of that fashion no-no quick. I’m talking about more fundamental things such as on a scale of 1 to 10, “how much respect do I have for this guy”. I personally think that something like this is important because, if you don’t have any respect for this person, your relationship will eventually deteriorate. The list can be as long or short as you want. The longer it is the more difficult it is to find the right match, so weigh your thoughts and try to eliminate ones which are not, in the long run, so critical to you.

      Some of the things on my list were as follows:

      
        	Is he inherently a good person?

        	Do I think he respects me, loves me, and supports my ideas?

        	Does he have the potential to be successful in whatever he chooses to do (this sort of ties in with whether he has strength of character and stamina to follow through with his ambitions)?

        	Do I love him?

        	Will he be a good father?

      

      “Why is it that some can just take the plunge into these lasting relationships while others teeter on the diving board or even further away? Where do those who plunge get the wherewithal and confidence?”

      I guess there are a lot of reasons why some of us take the plunge. I can only give you some of mine and those of close friends who have taken the “plunge”.

      
        	Some of us are incurable romantics. We think that this guy is the one (sometimes one too many times, but nevertheless, we have this hopelessly romantic idea that things will work fabulously). If the relationship turns sour, we cry, get over it and move on. You really have to be somewhat of a dreamer to fall into this category.

        	Some of us have been around the block and back in the dating scene and realize that dating is not all it’s made out to be. We’re tired of going out and returning to an empty apartment. We feel like it’s time to permanently share our space with someone who can enhance it.

        	Some of us recognize and respond to the niggling feeling that perhaps our parents know something we don’t when they press us to get married and have kids. We feel that “this is the way it should be”. Kind of weird, but along the lines of you changing your initial image of your lifelong partner from a ferenj to an habesha.

        	Some of us honestly fall in love and “know” this is the right one. Can’t help saying it, it does happen.

        	Some of us have never been hurt badly enough and our confidence is still intact. Others of us having tremendous confidence in ourselves (perhaps it may be unwarranted) and we move forward quickly in relationships.

      

      I’m sure there are so many other reasons. I think that what you need to do is examine why you have not made a commitment with anybody you’ve met in the past. Could it be that you are afraid of taking a risk? Everything in life is a risk. Unless you are willing to take it you can never move on in that aspect of your life. Perhaps you’ve been so busy pursuing all other aspects of your life fearlessly that you’ve neglected this part of your life. Perhaps you are, underneath all the bravado of independence, unwilling to admit that there is a side of you that needs someone in your life. Perhaps not. I know that for me it was the most difficult thing for me to relinquish my “independence”. Which, by the way, I defined so narrowly that it basically meant my refusal to be dependent upon another for my physical and financial wellbeing. I know, duh, what a silly thing. But in retrospect, I know that I never felt that having someone to fulfill of my emotional needs and who stimulated my mind was a reliance on someone else, a sort of compromise of my “independence”. I guess that I felt that I would be relinquishing my independence if I had someone share my expenses? In every relationship there have to be boundaries you establish, even with your most beloved one. Look at the boundaries we establish with our siblings and best friends. “Don’t boss me around”, “don’t wear my clothes without asking me”, “don’t expect to eat without participating in the cooking (or ordering take out, whichever it may be)”, etc.

      The bottom line is that having a life partner does not automatically change the essence of you, unless you allow it to. This is a choice that you make, not one he makes for you.

      “Do you believe, like so many others who have “advised” me, that women with children are about as likely to land husbands (or even playmates for an occasional frolic) as Mars-bound NASA crafts are likely to land on Mars?”

      NO. You’ll be surprised that there are men (husbands and playmates) who will be attracted to you whether or not you have a toddler in tow. If they are intimidated by an occasional diaper change, l’ihach (or as my daughter calls it “welela”) and kirshat then perhaps they don’t need to be taking up your valuable time. This is prime time in child-rearing years. Don’t forget, now that you have a child and a career, you don’t even have the time of day to give these fools. If they are interested they will pursue.

      I say this with some degree of confidence because you are a smart, beautiful and loving person and I can’t imagine someone else not sharing my opinion.

      Keep yourself focused. Don’t spend too much time pondering everything. Everything will work out fine. Think of our lives and the tremendous changes we’ve all gone through leaving our families, our countries, and starting from scratch. Everything will be fine. Be positive. Let go a little and live. Name the rug-rat after me.

      Over and out….

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      All rights reserved.

      Between Good and Bad
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      By: Eskerdar Y.

      Flowers are nice to get. But a whole vat full of orchids delivered to the office…?? Hmm. Now, that is class. Too bad this whole thing was part of an intricate head game being played by two people who should know better.

      I wanted to like the orchids. I wanted to call the guy who sent them to me, put on my sweet, little girl voice and purr on the phone. “Teddy, yene geta… they are splendid. Let’s do dinner…”

      Teddy is Tewodros*. (*Not his real name) Teddy was/is presiding officer of the “Bad Boys” club. He is striking. Eyes adorned with thick, forever eyelashes, selkek yale nose, lips that pucker when he laughs, chiseled features… he is the type that when he leaves a room full of older women, women my mother’s age, they all stay quiet for a long while, then let out loaded sighs and whisper “Ay Qumena… ay Qumena…”

      Back home, in high school, he was one of those guys who you hope 15 years down the line would be fat, short and bald. The guy you would peer down at from your Bottega Veneta eyewear, and with voice tinged with triumph and awe say, “Teddy? Is that you? You look… so… different. Tinnish weferk?”

      Not this cowboy. He was still as flawlessly charming, witty, and (hello) dibign bilo memot gorgeous as the day he brushed against me at a school dance. I was obediently lounging around the “annoying ChuCHay” ghetto of the dance hall, the dark corners we “outsiders” were relegated to, behind the spider webs. He was shashaying in between the cool and the ubër cool crowd, nodding at his various constituencies, shaking hands, air kissing. He made embodying suave look effortless. He was the quintessential superintendent of the in-in, really “in” crowd.

      Teddy was not a person, he was a phenomenon. Lucky for me, he had exactly zero time for mousy geeks. (That would be me.) If he had, I would have been an insignificant blip on the “Weren’t you and Teddy…?” graph/demographics/pie chart.

      Then came sidet, college and graduate school in America. My early 20s were spent either at the library or, when I was feeling real wacky, at the research library. If I wanted to walk on the wild side, I would take the train downtown and sneak into the NYU library. I would live vicariously through the folklore of wild stories of Ethiopians in DC during summer.

      Dating was done sporadically, but I was pretty much happy with the intellectual types who’d take immense pains to point out and get analytical pleasures from obscure cases… Wayne vs. Commonwealth of Virginia, 1876… Discuss among yourselves. A couple of serious relationships, and a near walk down the aisle.

      I was on cruise control in the career/life path when I saw Teddy again. This time in the city I live in, years later, at a very boring, very “your chance to schmooze and be schmoozed” function my firm was throwing. Actually, there were four of us Ethiopians at the function, and fump! we somehow found each other and took up a corner to trade war stories.

      And then, in walks in Mr. Ay Qumena . Tall, confident, impeccably dressed in an unmistakably Boateng suit. Giddy up!

      We were, surprise, surprise, in the same field! He was successful, well traveled and reasonably intelligent, though not intimidatingly so. Surprisingly sophisticated. (The orchid stunt was after an evening talking about Thailand. Nice touch.)

      He was still a playboy. His reputation uglier than he was beautiful. The vistas of women slain by him littered his pathway, be-gira, be-qegn. I know this because we have friends in common, even though I am still thrice removed from his crowd.

      We all ended up going for cocktails after the event that night, and at around midnight it was just Teddy and I. He tried to remember me from back home, but I was too obscure.

      “You went to so-and-so school?”

      “Yes.”

      “Were you in so-and-so’s class?”

      “No, two below.”

      “So-and-so’s?”

      “No, she was much older.”

      “Hmmm. Did you ever go to such-and-such?”

      “No, my parents would not let me.”

      And so it went. He, spinning his magic around me. Me, basking in the glow of his attention… dying to ask him whatever happened between him and the myriad of girls he had been associated with. “Whatever happened to…?” “Weren’t you and…?” “Is the story about you and … true?”

      I was 13 all over again, attracted to the danger and myth of him. Him! Esu! Half the time I was hanging to his every word, the other half I was listening to imaginary background music playing softly as his lips moved. The kind of music that starts to play in the movies right before lovers slowly bring their faces closer. Stringy, violin music. Any moment now, I said to myself, he would start singing an aria from Aida for me. That aria right before (or after?) the Great March… daaaaaaaaaaaa, rum te dum… dumpty-de-dum. “Anchi qonjo…” tar-um… da dum.

      I called my best girlfriend that night, as I cradled his business card in my hands.

      “Guess who I was slapping down Sambucas with tonight?”

      “Not your watchmaker. It’s two o’clock in the morning.”

      “Teddy X.”

      Silence.

      “Who?”

      “Teddy X. And he is… lemme tell you.”

      20-minute discourse on how he looked, sounded, ate, drank.

      “Is he still with so-and-so?”

      “I dunno.”

      “So-and-so?”

      “I dunno.”

      "You remember so-and-so? "

      “Yeah. We’re having dinner tomorrow.”

      “He’s not on drugs, an alcoholic or both?”

      “No…”

      “Damn.”

      “Is he…?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you…?”

      “No!”

      “Are you… will you…?”

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Wait…”

      “It’s three o’clock. I gotta go.”

      He called me the next day to confirm dinner, one of many in the next several weeks. We accompanied each other to office functions and some abesha ones. Before I knew it, I was the “who’s she?” in Teddy’s arms.

      This was fun, I keep telling myself two months later. Really, it was fun. Yep. Fun. Good, clean fun.

      Creeping inside me though was that queasy feeling of boredom. That debzaza bulb of a fading spotlight. “Hey,” my subconscious knocked on my brain. “Hey, you! Why can’t you take me anywhere nice? He is still charming, witty, and finger-lickin’ cute. Just shurrup and have some fun.” Mumble, mumble, mumble. “And… and he has started wearing those cute suspenders.”

      He had.

      But at the heart of me, I was still a good little girl. And I realized that I really liked good little boys. Boys who were honorable, decent and honest when they were growing up, and boys who had grown into Men who live with clear consciouses. My DNA was not made to keep up with former playboys. I’m still a geek, in a different body. Someone please, tell the empress she has no clothes.

      How do you break up with him/Esu? Besides, we were not even dating, dating.

      “Er, Teddy… I really got over my bad boy curiosity. You may leave now…”?

      “Ah, let’s meet for dinner…at half past never”?

      “It’s not you, it’s me” ?

      Arfo meQemeTin yemesele neger iyale.

      I just wanted life zip back pre-Teddy. I missed my seemingly boring life. No looking at him wondering how many women he had said those exact words to; no being on guard all the time in order to avoid being swept away; no calculating my every nuance and move; no playing coy …Echhech. I just wanted a good, old-fashioned courting and love affair: including but not limited to sweaty palms, stolen glances, dingiT malet and carefully orchestrated touches.

      I was unfair to him, yes. I judged him by his past. Even though he showed no signs of “playing” me, I wanted to see evil in him. I would pretend to see fault in his subtle moves. I would deliberately misconstrue and misinterpret his sentences. I’d hunt his eyes for non-existent duplicity and/or double entrandes. I cruelly dissected and deconstructed his objectives: to finally settle down, marriage, kids… I secretly scoffed at his dreams of finding a “good girl” to build a family with. Ha! Sure. Play around with loose women, then come back to the respectability fold by setting down with one of us?

      It was exhausting. Damn. Being a bad girl, even pretending to be one, was a lotta work.

      What are you, I screamed back at my subconscious, The Great Avenger of all the jilted women in his life?

      I behaved reprehensibly. I didn’t return calls, emails or pages. And when he did catch me on the phone, I flirted with him outrageously and made plans with him I knew I would break.

      “Lunch on the 10th sounds great! I am writing it on my calendar,” I’d chirp. I was writing it down. Problem was, I was also flipping over to the 9th and on the 7:00 a.m. line impersonally scratching in “Cancel tomorrow’s lunch plans with T.”

      I felt sleazy, immoral and sub-human. It was great. It was liberating, and if were not for those damn puritan tendencies sewn to my brain lining, I would have lingered around in my newfound freedom. The more I became unavailable, the more he steadfastly pursued. “Wow. This is how the other half lives.”

      Reality sunk in eventually when I saw those beautifully arranged orchids. They are the most beautiful flowers in the world, yet the most difficult to maintain. They are temperamental, prone to attract weeds, too fragile, and without constant attention, they’d turn ugly.

      I didn’t want to be Teddy’s “good girl” trophy. But more importantly, I didn’t want him to be my “bad boy” one.

      My assistant had to go all the way down to the lobby to get them because the prissy flower delivery guy didn’t feel “right” leaving orchids with a burly security officer “with a Brooklyn accent”. She wasn’t too pleased, so she had just slammed them on my table and huffed out. Gosh. They were even a pain in the ass to deliver.

      Poor orchids. They were too beautiful to be part of this inane game. I heard my phone ring. I didn’t answer it. I saw my message button light up. I knew who it was. Poor orchids.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      All rights reserved.

      Why I Love Her
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      By: SF

      The French have a proverb that goes

      “Try to reason about love, and you will lose your reason.”

      I may not succeed but I will try anyway.

      I had been out in the cold wilderness of solitude -

      the furious wind of loneliness whistling past my ears.

      I looked up and there she was:

      Tall, intelligent, beautiful, sexy.

      I wake up and she is my sunshine, warming me up. Brightening my day.

      I look at her and my heart skips more than a beat.

      I watch her and I am filled with pure happiness.

      I steal a glance at her and I get goose bumps…shivers of delight.

      I hear her voice and she makes the world all right with me.

      I listen to her laughter as she throws her head back and it melts my heart.

      I kiss her and she is the sweetest caramel in the whole universe.

      I touch her and waves of fire course through my body.

      I smell her and she is the only bouquet in the garden of my life.

      I taste her and I know I will never give her up.

      I go to sleep and she is always the star of my dreams.

      I trust her. She is a warden of my joy.

      I adore her, hold her dear, and cherish her presence in my life.

      She has my happiness in her hands.

      I love her because she makes me feel incredibly… good.

      If I am not daydreaming about her, I must be with her.

      She is sensitive, caring, thoughtful, affectionate, romantic, and sincere.

      She is kind. Has a big heart. And no pretensions.

      She is strong, independent, non-conformist and yet steadfastly traditionalist.

      She is spiritual and non-judgmental and yet full of rock solid values.

      She loves getting silly yet she is a serious intellectual.

      She has a sense of humor that embraces my twisted sense of comedy.

      She is witty and has ways with words that stir me.

      She is all I want in a woman - responsible, loving, understanding, committed, and smart.

      Above all she has an undying and deep passion for life and for me

      that makes me look at the whole world and believe there is a reason for our existence.

      And our love.

      She is my life.
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      The Duel
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      By: Yared Mengistu

      There she sat. Quiet, poised - perhaps a little shy, but with the glow of someone who knows she is at a place where she is likely to have a good time.

      She was one of the many Ethiopian beauties gracing every table and barstool in this particular restaurant, but she stood out because of the smile dancing in her eyes. Yes, she did have a slight grin on her lips, but she had what I always knew was my weakness - an irrepressible twinkle in the eyes.

      We were both at an Ethiopian restaurant in the Midwest— flocked in to catch the latest musical act passing through. Many had driven two and three hours to get a chance at another Ethiopian get-together and perhaps even to make new social bonds. This was not LA, or Dallas or Washington, DC. There wasn’t a large Ethiopian population in this town. But this restaurant was a toehold in the vast flatness of the American prairie, anchoring widely dispersed Ethiopians by providing food, entertainment and a place to meet. So people crowd into cars, vans and trucks to brighten up their social calendar.

      Of course, I had never seen her before, but then again, I don’t get to meet too many Ethiopians anyway. She was seated at her table with a group of friends, all of them chattering away about God-knows-what, while their eyes roamed and cased the room. They were not alone. This was prime opportunity to see and to be seen. Many come to these things to see if they get to meet a special someone - some even harboring fantasies of a memorably hot and torrid encounter.

      I scanned the room during dinner. This place was packed full, and I knew it was going to be even more crowded as the evening progressed. “Fire and Ice”, I thought, not for the first time. The people here sat calmly and talked in rather hushed tones. Nothing about their introverted and somewhat reserved manner of talking, their gestures and facial expressions could possibly prepare the uninformed for the wild frenzy that was going to take place on that floor in a very short while.

      Back to the girl. I studied her with surreptitious glances. I loved her elegant motions, and her small, yet pouty lips. She had a slim and elegantly long neck, on which sat her oval shaped head, dominated by large eyes. She did not talk as much as the other girls at her table, yet I could catch her pleasing laughter every once in a while. She was dressed in a style designed to suggest and nothing more. She wore some make-up, but not much. I liked everything I saw - but it was the smile dancing in her eyes that did it for me.

      The tables that had finished eating were moving on to drinks, and Heineken beers and dark gold colored drinks in ice filled glasses started filling tabletops. The crowd was getting louder and the laughters more boisterous. On the stage, the band started to tinker and tune its instruments.

      Finally, the band struck up with a throbbing rendition of Muluqen’s “Nanu Nanu Ney”. As people whistled and applauded, the singer walked over to his beloved microphone. The mic was going to be our friend tonight, fusing his talent with our need to feel Ethiopian music in our hearts. In his wake, most of the tables also immediately emptied, as people descended on the dance floor, immediately and spontaneously forming about five eskesta circles. The party had begun.

      I was part of the group that swamped the floor after the first few bars. My friends and I joined one of the circles, and started clapping to the rhythm of the beat. There were already a couple of guys in the center of the circle, shaking their shoulders and stamping their feet to the beat.

      Yes, the “ice” of reserve and introspection was being blasted away by the “fire” of the irresistible beat of eskesta music. As individuals got tired or felt the other dancers in the center were outshining them, they left and others quickly filled their place.

      Eskesta, just like almost all Ethiopian dances, is a social dance. One could listen to the songs, or dance by oneself, but the glory of Ethiopian dances is in the vibrancy given it by the participation of the whole group. Those not dancing are instrumental in setting the rhythm, encouraging dancers and supplying new blood. Everyone has a role to play.

      As one eskesta song followed another, I spied her among the crowd in our circle, clapping to the rhythm. She was not dancing, but I could tell by the rhythmic nodding of her head and that smile on her lips that she was into it. I had already been in the center, and I plunged back in. I headed to where she was, and taking her hand, pulled her into the center.

      If I had any suspicions that she was a wallflower, she very quickly dispelled them. As I swayed to the beat and alternately moved my shoulders up and down, she matched me, shoulder thrust to shoulder thrust.

      “This was not acceptable,” I told her with my eyes. “I’m the baddest, meanest “eskestist” this side of Lake Michigan, and she better know it.”

      “I don’t think so”, she said with an especially elegant half turn on top of her shoulder move.

      “Well, we shall see won’t we?” I shot back, with another smile and glance.

      “Try your best,” her eyes taunted me.

      Ah, I said to myself, I think I am in love. This was a girl after my own heart. As the music blared on and the rhythm seized us, I could feel within me that point when my moves stopped being mine, and some internal drive took over.

      I let myself go, mentally walking away from the urge to control my body and its gyrations. It was as if the god of music had taken notice and sent one of his minions to possess me. I recalled what some European writer had said about this moment - “…an ecstatic shivering that seems to get hold of the dancer…” How true, I thought, I was in my ecstasy.

      She was in that zone too: between ecstatic abandon and complete control of the game of out-dancing me. She alternately raises and lowers first her left, then her right shoulder. I dance in and out, throwing my head back and forth over her alternating shoulders. She changes tack and starts throwing her chest forward, hands on her waist. I spread my arms and circle behind her, standing back to back and both of us still in rhythm. I start to lower myself. She follows me down, down, down in a game of provocative “how low can you go?” Back to back, kneeling lower and lower, while all the while moving our upper torsos to the inescapable beat.

      She was not going to let me get the better of her.

      I laugh and we spring back up and face each other, still jamming. With my hands on my waist, I stop stamping and feel my shoulders shiver. She does the same, but she has her arms extended out sideways, and she adds a slow left to right swaying to her move. Beautiful, I say to myself.

      The rhythm changes to a minjar beat, where the feet take over. Jump up, stretch one foot out, bring it back right in, do the same for the other foot - all in one beat. We are side by side, looking at each other, still keeping rhythm. Was this going to be where she gives up?

      The music changed to the Gurage beat. Everyone is exhausted, but no one was going to forego this one. A new crowd, fresh from the tables joins us all again, swelling the ranks. We get a chance to catch our breath while waiting for the chorus. In the meantime, standing in the circle, everyone is swaying together. Left, clap, right, clap.

      I flash a look at her, and she smiles back. I tell her she is good. She says thank you, so are you. We were making polite conversation, but somehow, I know she is, like me, waiting for a chance to get back to the dancing.

      The song shifts gear and people start letting out piercing whistles. The swaying stops and those who dare, start the dance.

      Clap, jump and kick out.

      The floor changes into a wild frenzy of flying legs, joined palms thrusting back and forth, and piercing whistles. You either join the fray or you get run over by an exuberant crowd. We both jump in, but quickly find our own saner corner. She is a master at this game - she can do the exuberant male version or the more graceful female “look at me making myself up as I dance” move. I do the jump and kick out, and then the more demanding kneel down and lean back move - all in perfect rhythm.

      She never backed down. I was in dancing heaven. As she swayed, leaped and bobbed, I told myself I could see her soul in her eyes. She was dancing without reserve, openly giving herself to the joy of the moment. She, like me, enjoyed dancing for dancing’s sake, not because it was a social event, but because she loved it. The way she kept perfect rhythm with each song, song after song, while her eyes seemed locked somewhere between here and infinity told me she had her own music.

      She was into a musical “flow”, connected to something she knew existed, for which she had no explanation, but of which she had no fear. She was very capable, yet completely trusting.

      As the music cycled through the calmer beats of Tigrigna and Oromo songs, we stay together, still on the dance floor, getting to know each other. As people move to form one huge rotating circle, she and I stick together. She does the Tigrigna glide well, I tell myself, as I circle her while moving along with the wheeling crowd.

      I hold her during the Oromo songs, as everyone puts their arm around the waist of the person on either side, gently stamping their feet and bobbing their chest. The crowd gets delirious as the circle becomes two chains of people facing each other, advancing and retreating with and against each other.

      In the lulls, I say some sweet nothings and she gives me playful answers, but I felt we had asked and answered all the questions that mattered while our heads were lost in the heat of the dance floor. The way she held and squeezed my hand told me she agreed.

      In accepted eskesta tradition, you “win” the duel if you outlast your partner or partners. If you ask me, I would tell you I won the duel. But I lost my heart that night to an Ethiopian girl who gave herself up to the dancing gods.
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      Love Ethiopian Style
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      by Yeshi M.

      I’m a reasonably attractive female, educated, intelligent, funny, kind, interesting … and single. Any number of my Ethiopian female friends and relatives could use these words to describe themselves. If it were in a want add for singles, it would probably read like this:

      SEF - attractive, educated, intelligent, funny, kind, interesting - seeking same in a Single Ethiopian Male. If you’re out there, let me know. We could meet for coffee and take it from there…

      Of course, none of us would ever dream of putting in a want add. Just thinking about the possible social fallout in the community makes me shudder. If you were ever ferenge enough to contemplate - and then take - such a route, and if by some miracle you found your soul mate dangling after those ellipses, your ethio-psychosis would probably kick right in and you’d find yourself wondering why, if he were indeed such a gem, he was reading the want-ads for singles in the first place. God only knows what he would be coolly contemplating about your values as you both silently sipped your overpriced lattes wondering who was going to pay for this semi-date. And let’s not even mention the gossiping hordes who would incessantly tweeter about how Abebe and Abebech met via the want ads. Your children would be teased. Your children’s children would bear the stigma. Ethiopians everywhere would form support groups such as EASDVWA (Ethiopians Against Soliciting for Dates Via the Want-Ads). Charter members will have monthly meetings on how to avoid such traumas in their own lives. Some lucky souls will meet at these sibsebas and get married. Your effigies, however, will continue to burn at the Ethiopian alubalta-stake.

      So, okay, want-ads are out.

      The thing is, we really don’t have an avenue - outside of the tired bar scene - whereby we could meet, socialize without having to feel like meats on a hook, and perhaps meet again and again, get to know each other until we felt comfortable enough to ask or be asked out on a date. Our parents - yebarkachew - are for the most part so out of the loop that they can’t arrange for us to casually meet an eligible partner. Then there are the old ferenge standbys - the funeral or wedding scene. Uh, yeah! We have a looong way to go there.

      In my experience, weddings are what I would call the ogling-opportunity scene where most eligibles have perfected and successfully practice the art of ogle but don’t touch, don’t talk, don’t look interested….wezete. And leqsos? If I need to mabrarat, we live in parallel universes. Oh, sure, there are those few stalwart females who get gussied up to go to a leqso, foregoing the traditional lean towards austerity-in-black to slather on their lipstick and deck themselves out in their complete 30-year collection of gold jewelry. But they still end up hugging the “girls’” corner while the men peer at them through a smoky haze hoping that the next bottle of free beer will give them the courage to break formation and actually cross that invisible gender line and make contact with a female of the Ethiopian species.

      So, scratch out want-ads and leqsos and weddings on that mental list of yours. What’s left? Church, of course.

      I’ve heard that church is one of the best places to meet and greet. Still, I remain skeptical. I have yet to meet a single person who is currently married to, dating or planning to marry someone they met during qidase. Again, this brings into question your respective moral fibers, doesn’t it? Wey ida!

      So…

      Want-ads(moche-igegnalehu)

      Weddings

      Leqsos

      Church

      What’s left…?

      Ooh, yeah, I forgot one! The agerbet lij. Yes, there are those who go home and lasso back a bride/groom to sport proudly around. I know of three cases. Two are divorced. Not a thrilling ratio of success here. For me, merely contemplating the notion leaves me fighting off hives. Too many issues here for me to deal with. Too many variables, his real motivations topping the list.

      So, perhaps you’re beginning to understand why, much like fish out of water, my current social life could be accurately described as limp and gasping for breath. Just two years ago, I was sitting squarely on the dating shelf (shoulder to shoulder with Andy Warhol’s soup cans), actively waiting for some age-appropriate, like-minded single-Ethiopian-male-seeking-same kinda’ dude to pick me out of the crowd and, after several dates, announce his undying love for me. What I got was secondary smoke and a flat butt (Okay, okay, a flatter butt).

      Let me elaborate…

      To be quite honest about this whole thing, I’m not much of a hunter in the fields of dating. I don’t know how to play the games, say the right thing in just the right way or bat my overly-mascaraed eyelashes. I don’t know how to perfectly impersonate the angelic-slut or simper enough so that the Mr. Possibly (could he be?) Right will not be offended by my intelligence. I say what I mean. I don’t flatter without cause and I don’t ask for phone numbers. In fact, were all of this up to me, I would be quite happy in my singledom, presiding over my bachelorette pad, dispensing good taste and freedom wherever I stepped. But it’s really not all up to me. I have a sense of obligation, one moreover that is continuously being reinforced by this short, loveable but demanding woman in my life. Like a good Ethiopian girl, I feel that I owe my mother a grandchild.

      And then, of course, there are those natural urges. I used to say, “My clock isn’t ticking. It’s GONGING!” Still, I’ve managed to put those biological urges to the backburner for the time being. Mind you, my clock is still ticking, but I’ve upgraded to a digital so it’s not quite so tiresomely loud and demanding. Oh, but for the pesky presence of my ovaries, I’d be a free soul indeed. But there you are, biology is the final cruel joke on my sex. Still, I’ve tried shifting the focus of my biological imperative from child-bearing to attracting the right lifetime partner. I use this term reluctantly, but given the ever nebulous waters of dating these days, you really have to be careful what terminology you put out there for fear of scaring away a particularly good catch. (Lifetime partner leaves the door wide-open for those commitment-phobic, emotionally unavailable men to zoom right out or in. Some men, you see, are afraid of only the “M” word. They can live with you, share your bed, leave the cap off your toothpaste tube which they have taken great care to squeeze from the middle, hold your hand in public and refer to you as “misté ” - a tragic misuse of a word that connotes more than a temporary, commitment-free alliance - but they cannot [will not! must not! insist their inner voices] claim you as a legally wedded wife before God and man for reasons that are crystal clear only to them and their personal demons).

      But let’s go back to “good catches” for a minute. There’s a catch-all phrase if ever there was one! Of late, my female friends have taken to asking me what my ideal man would be like. Ideal man? Is there any such thing? But hope burns brightest in the single female’s heart so you dutifully put your list out there. You want to forego tall, dark and handsome, for kind, fun and intelligent, but dammit all, what good are wish lists if you can’t put the moon in there, too. “I need a man who reads,” pipes up a friend. Then quickly amends that all too ambiguous wish to “…I mean reads literature, not the sports pages.” So would I, ihit, but in certain circles, I’ve learnt that’s just too much to ask for. “I want a man that is confident enough to handle my intelligence without morphing into a snuffling male chauvinist pig,” puts in another. Amen, sistah!

      “He has to like kids…”

      “He has to want kids!”

      “He must respect his mother and sisters…”

      “He has to believe in God…”

      And so on, and so on… .

      But, Dear Reader: You may have noticed by now that no one has mentioned the old standards: Job, Car, Money, Education, and Ambition. Let me elucidate: this is because for this particular group of women, myself included, it goes without saying. None of us is really looking for a meal-ticket, least of all me. You see, we all have the job, the car, the money, the education, and a healthy amount of ambition. We look forward to playing on a level field. We’re not looking for someone to make us a housewife, or conversely, someone who’s going to ask us to put him through school. As my sister used to say: “I don’t have time to play the struggling couple. I’m there. And I want my man to meet me there.”

      Oh, okay, this all sounds very elitist and snobbish and blah, blah, blah…, but may I remind you, we were rattling off our wish list. In most cases, experience has already taught us that the right partner is fashioned out of a healthy bit of compromising. Granted, some women for whom the bell tolls loudest compromise just a tad too much away, but there you have it. Reality bites. Then you divorce him. But not before you squeeze out the requisite number of sim terafis and progenitor pleasers. Thereafter, you reside in the realm of How did I get here? while you turn petty custody battles into an art form. The moral of this paragraph is: Be careful what you’re willing to compromise away. Certainly, my worst nightmare would be where my son grows up, writes a biography and titles it: Yeshi’s Amed (after a certain, currently popular Irish tragicomedy).

      Ah, let me go on. Where was I? Oh, yes, on why I’m no longer sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with the other soup cans….

      The reason is as complicated as it is simple. I’m afraid of landing Mr. Right only to find out three years and two kids later that he’s turning into Mr. Oh-My-God-What-Was-I-Thinking!? To my way of reasoning, there is no excuse – indeed, no room - for that kind of conjugal mistake. After surveying the bodies and spirits littering the Ethiopian Divorce Field (EDF), I’ve come to the conclusion that Mr. Right-for-me is worth waiting for. So, left with nothing to occupy my weekends, I’ve turned to the much neglected job of self-betterment with the mentality that if/when Mr. Right-for-me comes sailing by, he would consider me Ms. Just-Right and invite me on-board. Until then, I’ll bide my time, I suppose. Learn about how to best avoid ending up elbow to elbow with an EDF veteran and ruminate over whether my expectations are realistic or if they will leave me alone, lonely, and suddenly cognizant of my age when I turn 40 (ten or fifteen years from now).

      To tell you the ugly truth, some terrified part of me fantasizes about skipping over this entire dating-to-marry, crappy dance and running straight to a sperm bank (Do not pass Go! Do not collect the wedding band!). Only thing leashing me back right now is having to face my kid with the truth someday. If I could ever formulate the words adequate enough to pacify my child (and my mother), well… .

      I’m sure by now, a whole bunch of you are shaking your heads at me and saying, This girl couldn’t possibly be Ethiopian. Wey agul ferenginet! Uh, reality check! I am Ethiopian. And, oh – news flash – I’m not alone!

      So my God, I’ve brought you all the way from summarily dismissing dabbling in the singles’ want-ads to contemplating a sperm bank instead of a husband. Some of you are agreeing and saying, Well, what’s a girl to do? But most of you are probably saying: Not this! That’s expected. This is nothing but a brief verbal mosaic of Love, Ethiopian Style. Sometimes sadly, and sometimes happily, it happens to be true (or will be true) for some of us.
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      The Kiss
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      BY: Lelaqen Eseyemalehu

      Boldly Stolen…

      yet eagerly expected.

      Smooth strong hands…

      gently cupping a chin

      Anticipation…

      tickling the lips.

      And a voice inside says:

      “ere tey…tey tey…”

      Drawn…

      like a moth to a bonfire.

      Knowing better…

      yet overriding logic and reason.

      gasping…

      as a thumb gently slides over the lips…

      And a voice inside says:

      “be hig amlak! tey biyalehu!”

      Nerves…

      ready to devour the slightest touch

      Drums…

      beating up a storm in the chest

      *boom* *boom* *boom*

      The cannibals shall feast tonight!

      Brain…

      overwhelmed with information…

      initiates emergency shut down sequence

      Eyes…

      obey and shut…

      self control exits…

      muttering “ayyeeeee, meches min yidereg”

      In the darkness…

      Nostrils…

      let out a sigh…

      and His lips brush mine

      And a voice inside says:

      “egziooooo meharene kiristos!!”
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      Limousine Love
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      By: Yilkal Abate Kassa

      Time is running out, the argument is raging…

      “John, please cut my…”

      “Are we renting a car or are we chilling in a limo?” he interrupts.

      “Cut my hair first, John, and no, I don’t want to go bald!.. Oh, flip!..”

      The front door bell of the boys’ cottage rings and Kourish is here with his prospect (means hair cut has to be delayed and we have to behave ourselves while she is there).

      When she is not looking, the gestures for tonight’s plans rage on. As minutes pass, gestures are obviously not doing enough and talking…or rather, fist throwing and barking, seem necessary. About five minutes later Kourish and the lady go to the main building for convenience.

      John discloses that he’s reached his overdraft limit and his card wouldn’t be accepted to make the deposit for the car…I feel myself twitch; and for a brief moment I hear my parents say, “Fall to no temptation…Education first, second, third, fourth and fifth. The rest follows.” Or was I just uncomfortable with leaving my card tied to those thugs who would send 500 pounds from my account down the Bermuda triangle at the slightest scratch on the car’s paint, let alone a dent on the body.

      All indications from earlier experience are that the chances of me nose-diving into more red from the likely commitment are not negligible, to put it mildly. So I figure if we get a limo… the driver can scratch and bump the hell he likes out of the car, we won’t be responsible and no deposit will be required…Yilkal is happy. John is thrilled at the suggestion and a deal seems to have been struck, finally. He agrees, as promised, to pay the bulk for the excursion.

      “John, let’s do this hair thing…”

      I still have not gotten used to the idea of having my hair cut by a stranger in a shop. Maybe I am still put off by the sanitation or the lack thereof of the barber shops in Debre Zeit; plus my mother always did a wonderful job, although it sometimes came with a ‘complimentary’ kurkum for refusing to sit still.

      After much moaning my hair is cut…and we are making a call to the limousine company. (Brief mixture of feelings including “Wei QibTet”.) They tell us that the payment has to be made by card in advance – a sum of £400 for 4 hours of service. Hell! It’s down to my card again, but John agrees to refund the bulk…and it’s getting too late. We take the deal.

      Fierce mid-term exams have just passed, it’s time to impress the birds again (…or was it time to hope). The Annual International Night of the University and its dire expenses has arrived in Spring '98.

      Not only have you got to dress-to-kill that night, but you also have to turn up in a Car, not the tube nor the bus (that is a die-hard situation). You see, it is a ‘Representation’ thing at the International Night celebrations of the most expensive university in Europe. For me, and surely some others, the carnival has appalling consequences on our pockets afterwards… but hey, the time to sulk is not as the driver holds the door of the 12-seater for us right outside my room. I sink in my first-ever red limousine seat - delight! Who would have thought I could be chilling in a limo two years ago? Temesgen new, I mutter although John doesn’t understand.

      The cool-white stretch comes with a TV, CD and tape player controllable from your arm rest, champagne glasses in a fine cupboard, an empty bottle and a cooler, power-controlled tinted windows, lots of space, air conditioning, a telephone we can’t use, breathtaking interior design, a mike by our seat to tell the driver where to go…above all, it has the desired effect when we come out at the Hippodrome.

      On the way, John indulges in a bottle of expensive champagne with the money he’s supposed to put in my account!! I put in initial resistance but give in to his argument of having a ‘complete’ picture for the babes.

      Entrance fee of International Night celebration: another £20 each. (Millionaire subscribers of SELEDA, please read £20 in the context of students hit by Tebsh). At the entrance, guests are treated to an amateur show by students. We couldn’t care less. We are orchestrating our moves on pretty girls.

      Our self-destructive expenditures go well into the night and we stay in the spotlight. At times the attention from the girls on the dance floor is torrential. Whatever we ask for, we get. Whether that’s because of the Limo, us, us and the Limo, them, the music, the weather, the building, the air… I don’t know for sure. But I have my suspicions.

      " ~

      I woke up the next day knocked out of balance but happy for having had sex the previous night. For the rest of that semester I languished in the debt of the celebration and wondered about the issue of over-spending for a ‘relationship’. I could not find anybody else to blame for the consequences of that night.

      I would not want to spend another such night in College and I cannot deny the eluding nature of the equilibrium between cost, studies and ‘relationship’.

      ‘How much does having money help you in getting the girl you like?’ I suspect quite a bit.

      ‘How much does shortage of money stop you from getting the girl you like?’ It doesn’t make it impossible.

      Our whole lives are but a point in time. So, I choose to enjoy it while it lasts, and not self-destruct with it.
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      Walking Him in my Shoes
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      I met my husband at work in a country where I was practically the only Ethiopian, and in an institution where I was one of two Africans (the other one being a North African).

      A few months after what must have been the cheapest wedding ever staged in continental Europe, (total cost: US $500, which included the paper work, court fees and lunch at a nice restaurant for 8 adults and 3 children) I took my husband along to ager-bet to introduce him to my family, and to get to know a part of me he had no other way of knowing.

      We arrived at Addis Ababa Bole Airport around 11:00 a.m. in August. We went through Immigration and stood in line to go through Customs, where we had to fill out forms indicating how much foreign currency we were bringing in. The Customs lady looked at the form, looked at me, then looked at the form again, then back to me. She looked at my shoes and noticed that I had on a pair of old shera CHama, very old jeans and an old T-shirt. Then, angrily denouncing me as a liar, she barked, “Are you telling me that you have this much money in your purse? Get all the money out and count it here!” (Oh she was rude!!!) Although nothing like this had ever happened to me before, I calmly smiled and asked her whether I looked so poor. She continued angrily, “Stop kidding around and show me the actual money!” My husband, who was struggling with our luggage, came from behind and asked what was going on. The lady then asked whether I was with the ferenji, and before I could answer she said, “Oh, if you are with him then I believe you have that much money – you don’t have to show it to me. Besides, ferenjis never lie.” Wow! What could I say to that?

      We spent a few days in Addis with my siblings and then got ready to go to Gojjam to visit my parents. Advised not to drive, we flew to Bahir Dar and then took a bus to Andit Ketema the next day. We tried to hire a taxi from Bahir Dar, but the price went up as soon as they saw the ferenji – it did not matter that I was the person negotiating and arranging it. When I protested, they started accusing me of not caring for my beloved and poor countrymen. They plainly asked me, “Why should you care about the ferenji’s money? All ferenjis have a lot of money, so just let us get some of it, sister.”

      I did not bother to explain to them that his money was mine and vice versa; we just decided to take a bus instead. That, too, was an experience; everybody on the bus wanted to know about the ferenji. Some of the passengers wanted to touch and feel his hair, etc. After many, many stops in all the small towns between Bahir Dar and Andit Ketema, we finally arrived. Two young guys carried our suitcases and we walked for about 25 minutes to my parents’ house. The road was muddy as hell – though my husband fell down twice and got soaked in the mud, it was no problem for me. You see, this is where I grew up and went to elementary and junior high school. I had walked that route two-three times a day, rain or shine, sometimes carrying heavy loads on my back. All along the route, the people of Andit Ketema came out of their homes en masse, alerted by small children who were thrilled to see a very, very tall, very blond ferenji. The children followed us all the way yelling and screaming, “ferenji, ferenji……” – I protested and asked them to leave us alone, but no success. The guys who carried our suitcases tried to chase some of the kids away. Nope, no luck!

      We arrived at my parents’ house where we were received with joy. There was fresh Qetema covering the floor, fresh coffee brewing, Qolo (which, by the way, is still my husband’s favorite snack), Tela and AreQe served. The many people who came to visit us all brought something, mostly Tela and AreQe. My husband didn’t understand the ceremonial greetings, particularly since I hadn’t explained any of this to him in advance (I’d forgotten all about it myself). The guests all kissed me on the cheek forcefully, but most were not sure what to do with my husband; some simply kissed him the way they kissed me, but the younger ones bowed to kiss our knees or feet – we were supposed to pick them up and kiss them on the cheeks. Of course, we had to stand every time people came to the house, as well. Though he didn’t like it much, my husband adjusted to this custom quickly.

      My favorite neighbors came to visit at the end of the day. She was a remarkable lady who had loved me as a child and truly understood me. I was a rebellious child – being herself a rebellious woman at heart, she understood and appreciated that part in me. After she became a widow, two years before our visit, she decided to be a menekuse, so she was Emahoy during our visit. I was so glad to see her. She kissed both of us and then she declared that she wanted to sit very close to my husband and look at him carefully. I smiled and did not say anything; basically she was not asking anybody’s permission – she was simply informing us of her intentions. She pulled her chair in front of my husband and looked at him carefully. My husband turned to me and asked, “What is she doing?” I laughed and told him that she just wanted to have a close look at him because she had never seen a white person in her life before. After several minutes of looking him in the eye, touching his arms and neck, etc., she turned to me and to others and declared "Woyine, gud new! Aynu lik yedimet ayin yimeslal. Yayletal? " I laughed hard, but she was not that far off in what she said. His eyes are too blue and strange looking, especially for a person who had never imagined that eyes could be anything other than black or dark brown. Come to think of it, it is not so strange that she wondered whether my husband could really see with his deep blue eyes. I gently kissed her forehead and assured her that he was not blind. When she was done with her examination, she sighed heavily, turned to me and said “Well, you were always different and I am not surprised that you married a ferenji, but at least you chose a ferenji who is not terribly white.” My husband’s tan from exposure to the tropical sun was the only thing acceptable to this remarkable old woman – in fact, this was the only “semi-endorsement” I got from anybody in Ethiopia.

      Many of the villagers who came to visit asked whether my husband was “Amarican” or “Talian”. For them all ferenjis were either American or Italian. They had never heard of anything else. I told them his nationality, but I doubt whether they understood.

      When it was dark, we lit a kuraz as there was no electricity. We had a good dinner, but my husband did not like the idea of everybody eating from one big mesob – he thought it was totally unhygienic. Then he wanted to go to the toilet, but there wasn’t any – not like he was used to. I informed him that he could take the flashlight we brought with us and go to the nearby bush. Then he asked me where he could get some toilet paper. Well, there wasn’t any of that, either! He said “Well, what am going to use?” I told him to go to the bush, look around and figure out what the natives or anybody else would use in that situation. He left, unhappy I must add. When he came back, I asked him what he had done. He smiled and informed me that he had used soft leaves. Good! That is exactly what we did growing up.

      Then it was bed time. My parents had bought new bed sheets for us, but I removed them and arranged our bed the way it had been when I was a kid. I did not use bed sheets back then – we would not use them now. We slept on jendi or aguaza (I guess only the Gojjamés know these words – these are cow or sheep hides). It had been a long day and we were both exhausted. We slept well. However, we discovered in the morning that the hungry fleas had had a field day on my husband’s body. He was completely covered with flea bites. It was an incredible sight; I had never seen anything like it. He wanted me to count the big blisters and also to take a picture before they disappeared so that he could report the “big adventure” back to his family in Europe. What good would that do? I thought. As it turned out, neither the pictures nor the count were needed as the blisters stayed in place for about a month! Needless to say, not a single blister appeared on me. Either the fleas knew me all too well and did not want a bite anymore, or my body had already developed immunity after so many years of exposure to the fleas!

      We went to the market on Saturday. Both my husband and I love open markets and always visit them wherever we go, buying unusual things from locals and tasting various foods (the only exceptions, at least for me, were foods in the markets of China where practically every crawling or walking animal on the face of the earth is cooked and eaten). Anyway, the Saturday market visit in Andit Ketema was not a success. We were swamped with curious onlookers who wanted to have a close look at this extremely tall and strange looking ferenji – it was unbelievable. My mother tried to intervene, but had no success. They wanted to touch his hair (the men commented that his hair looked like yemashila chira, i.e. corn silk), his eyes like yedimet ayin (so you see, my dear Emahoy had been right), and comments like "Ayehew? Woy enate, endet loga new! " But looking on the bright side, I am glad we gave them this excitement and something to talk about for few days. My husband was more amused than irritated by all the attention and now, some seven years later, he still talks about it with a big smile on his face.

      We took the same route back to Addis three days later. It rained heavily the night before our departure. My husband managed to reach the bus stop without falling down this time, but he was still soaked with mud. Some people complained "Ferenjun minew asekayeshiw? " (I wondered whether they expected me to carry him) We waited in the street for about an hour, the crowd around my husband getting bigger by the minute. Finally the bus for Bahir Dar arrived and people were scrambling to get on the bus since it was obvious there weren’t enough seats for everybody. The awtanti pushed the people forcefully away from the door, shouting and insulting the people who pushed back and tried to get on the bus. He screamed and instructed them to let only the ferenji in. He kept on yelling “Come on in, ferenji”; I told my husband what he was saying, and with the help of the awtanti managed to get in, but then awtanti tried to close the door and would not let me in. I shouted back and told him that the ferenji would not go without me!!! Then he opened the door and told the pushing crowd "Lijituan asgebuat! " (Well, here I was an adult woman, a Senior Scientist at an international research organization with a PhD and all sorts of other credentials, but some guy was calling me “lijitua”. Oh, these dirty old jeans and old canvas shoes are not helping, are they?). But I got in, whew! We spent one night in Bahir Dar and flew back to Addis the next day.

      We walked endlessly all over Addis including, of course, Merkato. The verbal abuse I sustained from strangers in the streets of Addis is a long, long story, and I must tell you that it was always and without exception men who were the abusers. They shouted at me, asking me why I was with a ferenji, how much he had paid me, etc. (I often wonder whether it ever occurs to any of these guys that black and white couples could be madly in love with each other). Interestingly, when we went back to Ethiopia three years later with our baby (my husband always carried our baby on his back everywhere we went in Addis), nobody in the streets uttered a word. It seemed that we had earned their respect just by producing a lovely baby. The only comment I got was “Aye, wondun lij lij asazelshiw! Menew anchi bitaziyat?” I smiled and explained jokingly that I carried the baby for nine months and now it was his turn to carry her.

      In short, what I had done was not only introduce my husband to my family, but also to the part of me he had no other way of knowing. I simply wanted him to have some appreciation for my very long march to academic success, for the extreme differences in our respective backgrounds and upbringing, and for my tenacity, hard work and determination, which had gotten me out of Andit Ketema and had made our life together possible.

      Each time I go back to Andit Ketema, I revisit the bush where I collected fire wood, visit the river and small stream where I fetched drinking water or washed clothes or took a bath, visit the poor neighbors who gave me so much love and encouragement as a kid, sit under my favorite tree and replay in my head my whole childhood. And each time I come back full of energy and happiness: knowing where I had been, and happy with where I am headed.
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      His Hands
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      By: “Meli’kte”

      Q and I were married less than a year after we met. We met at the home of a mutual relative who in turn comes from a respectable family of mutual relatives who had long ago given up trying to get Q and I to meet each other. They tried for about 5 years but we were never where we were supposed to be so “chance” meetings at planned events flopped and “set up” dates were nothing that either of us ever agreed to. We were just going to go about working hard, travelling about and being lost to reason. Our mutual relative is full of love and stories. I went to help him celebrate something private and important: being cancer-free for a year after a hurricane of surgeries and chemotherapy.

      Q showed up for an evening of politics. Our mutual relative speaks politics well. A language that I have never learnt to read nor write in. I speak it haltingly; I prefer pictures. I can assure you, in politics, Jane and Spot play hard but the ball always ends up in the gutter. My mother is a smart woman, she insists that people get the government that they deserve. I say that we never stood a chance. Only the mighty get what they deserve.

      Q and our mutual relative come from the proud lineage of aristocratic men who believe that they understand politics. The only reason that they are alive is because they live in America and nobody else listens to them. The generation before them who spoke politics on a regular basis, at least the ones that I knew and loved, ended up dead or otherwise incapacitated. That is why I have a certain affinity to men who speak politics. They remind me of men I loved deeply, men who cared about their country in unfathomable ways and who believed that words are much mightier than swords. They were wrong. One of them was my father. I was aware that when I sat down to tea that afternoon, Q and our mutual relative were speaking politics in a way that my father and his good men used to. Loudly, emphatically and in their world, for sure, Spot and Jane were going to get the ball back somehow.

      Q is a man from a world that is parallel to reality. This is why we are always happy. We live in a place that is neither here nor there. “My cousins,” (there are hundreds of people who are “my cousins”), are the only other people that I knew who were living just in this parallel realm. Q fit into my life, I fit into his.

      The first person who knew this was another visitor that dropped in for tea that day. Someone who is as close to me as my own mother. She came with her daughter. Polite tea. Q, the mutual relative, my mother figure, her daughter and myself. “Ibacachu shai TeTu.” Real abesha sit-down afternoon tea. You know as well as I that it is hard to get to know somebody very well over such affairs. The mother figure and daughter left in an hour or two. By now, mind you, Q and I have known each other for less than 3 hours. The daughter of the mother figure told me, months later, when I phoned to tell them that Q and I were engaged to be married, that the mother figure had said, as they departed after the tea, that she was happy that she had just met “yelijen bal”. I told you that she is like a mother to me. Her daughter reminded her that I had just met Q that day, she being my age, reminded her mother that Q and I did not know each other well enough to have set a date for the movies, let alone our wedding. The mother figure just smiled and said, “tayalesh, yigabalu”. Some people have the knowledge of these things.

      Q was supposed to leave after tea. He kept saying that he had a barbeque at a friend’s. He kept staying. At suppertime, he was still there. I was still there, as was the mutual relative, a relative of the mutual relative who was related to me and not Q and the daughter of the mutual relative. She would, less than a year, later be my maid of honor. That night though, we all had pasta in the kitchen.

      I looked at Q’s hands when he poured my wine. (As an aside: many years before, after college and before graduate school, I used to waitress. I had just served a man his drink and was writing his order when he raised the glass to take a sip. I saw his hands in good light for the first time and asked him if he was related to a certain “so-and-so”. The man spluttered, “He is my brother, but how the hell did you know?” I told him that they have the same hands. “So-and-so” was a college friend of mine. He was an aspiring filmmaker then; now, he is becoming famous. He was not famous then. This man told my friend “so-and-so” that a waitress had picked him out his brother just by looking at his hand. For a time there, I think they thought of me as some kind of witch. Who ever heard of that, recognizing brothers just by looking at their hands. In a restaurant, in a city that neither of them lived in.

      Anyway, I looked at Q’s hands and I started to fall in love with him.

      He did not call. I wanted him to call and say hello but he had not asked for my number so I could not expect him to call. I just wanted him to call and say hello. To this day, as I am writing this, I can see his hand as he poured the wine. I was starting to fall in love with him. I can truly say that I had never felt like that.

      He called the daughter of the mutual relative. She is one of my closest friends and a first-order cousin. I don’t know about your family, in my family, first-order cousins are not necessarily your first cousins. First cousins can be first-order cousins but first-order cousins can originate from a more distant branch of the family tree. But they are the ones that you spend your life with.

      The next week Q, my first order cousin who would be my maid of honor less than a year later and Q’s first order cousin (who I knew from high school), and who would be Q’s best man less than a year later and myself all had dinner together. We left when the restaurant was about to close. Q and I went to coffee. We left when that coffee shop closed and went to a diner where they never close but where if you sit too, too long the customers in line eat you for breakfast. So we left.

      It was time for the sun to come out so we drove to a place that faced east. The sun did not rise that morning. It was too cloudy. Day just happened. Q lived with his brother then. His brother was already up when Q got home. He, of course, wanted to know where Q had been…

      “Bird-watching” was the answer. It was obvious that there had not been a sunrise. That was our first date. There has never been a day since then that we have not seen each other. Except the days when we travel for work.

      Q had told me that he was going to marry me. He is a very self-confident person. He is by no means a bully. So, he can say something like “I will marry you” to me on the second date and I would not hold it against him. I would stick around for a third date.

      So we kept on seeing each other every day. Dinner, no matter how late. Then he would drop me off and we would call each other as soon as he got home. We both work long hours. We would fall asleep talking to each other on the phone. One time, it was morning before we realized that both had slept all night with the phones open. Time to hang up the phones and go to work. I wonder if this happens to people who date across time lines. Could get expensive. If you are falling asleep talking on the phones it is one of two things: the relationship is a dud, time to hang up. Or, you are trying to eke out every awake second out of each other’s company, time to shack up.

      Q and I were very happy while we were dating. It was February. Our friends and cousins kept telling us of warm places that they had been. Q and I wanted to go away but I was pretty down in February. It is the month that my father and most-favorite aunt died. It is the longest month of the year. March ended badly last year. A deep friend and first-order cousin was in a coma. A freak thing. One in a million, maybe. One of those things that you go to bed smiling and never wake up from. I knew that she was already dead. Her heart was still beating. We had a first-order aunt who lived dead for over ten (maybe fifteen) years. I did not know how God was going to play this one out. It was February.

      Q told me that we were going to Florida for 3 days so I could walk on the beach. And read my books.

      Q called the concierge and booked us on a dinner cruise in the Miami bay. He almost killed us getting there, breakneck speed. He was fidgety. I got mad. Okay, we’ll get on a big boat, but what is wrong with you? I kept asking him. Is my cousin ok. Why are you fidgeting?

      Nothing bad, he kept telling me. He wanted to make sure that I got on a big boat. I had never been on a big boat. Could be fun. It was more than fun. This boat was totally weird. The concierge must have been totally weird. Ukrainian ship, with mostly Soviet crew. Gambling on the lower deck once dinner was over and you were in international waters.

      We went up on deck. We were the only people not gambling. We were talking and laughing. It was quiet. Miami twinkled. We were leaning over the railing. I looked up to see Q’s face and turned around to look out over the black ocean and at the twinkle of Miami. His hand was stretched out over the railing, with a ring in a box. The box was as black as the water. The ring sparkled like the lights. I’ll leave the rest to the imagination. We came back to Miami both knowing that we would spend the rest of our lives together.
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      …Top Ten Ethiopian Personal Ads

      
        	10. Melke-melkam set-weizerit seeks loga [tall] Ethiopian man. If you are 5’5’, full-bodied and able to support a kid on your borCH, let’s talk turkey. Special consideration given if you also sport that charming ET receding hairline.

        	9. Overachieving Single Ethiopian Female seeks Single Ethiopian Male who is the model “perpetual graduate student” in any field. Me: finishing up my fifth Ph.D. in mathematics. You: willing to multiply my Vectors. Show me your Nonlinear Dynamics and I’ll bare my Fluid Dynamics. Let’s see whose Applied Probability lasts longer. Willing to share my Tat’miyasQoreTimu, Fractal Geometry theories if you are open to “integer dimension”-ing your way to my axiom. Please, no fractal divisions, hang-ups about The Sierpinski Triangle or weird obsessions with your Koch Curve. Non-smoker, occasional boozer with healthy appetite for logistic equations OK. Call me.

        	8. QorraT welloyé, a mere toddler when the Emperor returned from exile, seeks woman 18-20 ½ , who’s fertile and has swallowed her saliva. I’ve completed all four Qiddassie zikrat, own 45 sheep and 17 cows. Can get more if it will cement the deal.

        	7. I am a SEMESSRS (Single Ethiopian Male Educated in Single-Sex Religious School) who still weakens at the knees at the thought of a long wooden paddle dispensing some much needed and well-deserved punishment. I am in search of a costara SEF who is a strict and exacting disciplinarian. I’ll meQTef the sama, fire up the berbere maTegna stove, and pick a choice limiCH or two for your careful consideration; I’ve been a very, very bad boy.

        	6. Frustrated Ethio man seeks Ethio woman of any age, complexion and size who does not believe she’ll descend to EnToroTos for moving during lovemaking. Would consider marriage if you are open to making some/any noise as well.

        	5. I am a recent “12 complete” who has not yet found a job that can support me in the manner I would like to be accustomed. I am 25 years old, with light brown eyes and luCHa hair for which I am quite famous, a selkaka loga who has to fight off women. I require a visa (DV or green card preferred) to the US, a wardrobe, a generous teQoraCH for, er, expenses, an apartema close to abesha nightspots and markets. Poor women, no matter how beautiful, need not apply.

        	4. Remember making out behind the amphitheater, and those gym parties? Remember the fun we had taking SATs and seeing the people from other schools sweat out TOEFL? (Tee hee!)…So what if we cant speak a word of decent Amarigna, and who cares about what life in Addis was “really” like? (Tish, Tosh.) Successful ye’ICS molQaQa seeking same. Let’s get together over flavored coffee and recount the ways we are better than everyone else. Please bring ICS diploma (hope you have it laminated and mounted on white oak frame, as do I), college transcript and credit report. Let’s promise not to mention our embarrassing matric results – didn’t want to do well anyway, aydel?

        	3. Mature Ethiopian awaQee seeking a God-fearing, church-going Ethiopian woman who steadfastly observes the arb-erob fast, respects the adbar and knows the atete ritual inside out. Let’s magwarat together – your wiQabi or mine?

        	2. Are you a tall, erudite, independent SEF, 29-45, tired of the 18th Street scene, and seeking someone who could be The One? I am SEM, 40, tall, dark, (some say handsome) with an odd sense of humor, a better sense of timing, and a remarkable ability to laugh with you about life and its strange twists. I cook, I read poetry, and I’m known to give extraordinary backrubs. I also will enjoy trying on any of your clothing, particularly if you have scratchy, acrylic ye-beteseb mutanti (you know the kind – garish bright colors, long like biker shorts and edged with itchy lace?) from the Addis awirdulign merchants. Let’s make sweet music together…

      

      … and the number one Ethiopian personal ad…

      
        	1. To that special Single Ethiopian Woman: I’m the Vaseline for your QeCH, the dingetegna for your ras-mitat, the ariti for your gunfan, the abish for your gastrike, the Qibat for your Chirt. Let me be the best medhaneet you’ve ever had – take two and I promise you won’t need to call the doctor in the morning.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      All rights reserved.

      The backpage
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      The Advice Column for the Lovelorn Ethiopian…

      Dear Immahoye and Haji:

      I am an Ethiopian male, and damn proud of it. I do everything the “Ethiopian way”. However, slight glitch in that plan, these days. I am in the middle of having a mid-life crisis… Now, the buying a Corvette and dumping my wife for a 22-year old blonde seems like the natural thing to do, but I think it is too garishly American. I want to stay true to my Ethiopian-ness. Can you enlighten me on how I can have a respectably authentic Ethiopian mid-life crisis?

      IMMAHOY: Well, let me share with you the Ethiopian way: where I come from, men solve short-term itches with young nubile women, who will scratch your back if you scratch theirs, if you understand what I mean. Every once in a while there’s a fool who is ignorant enough to keep one of these girls around, but in the long run it’s the mother of his children who resides over his funeral. My suggestion to you is to buy a Marchedees (it will look great in the funeral cortege – yemin Corvette?), find a disposable set of long nails, and scratch that itch, for now. The good news is, regardless of all the hype over Viagra, very soon all you will be able to do is look at the nails – there won’t be anything to scratch, and you will even have forgotten what it was like to itch. And then what are you going to do with the blond nails, wendimé? So do yourself a favor – keep the wife, satisfy the itch, and remember not to leave anything behind that can ruin that funeral.

      HAJI: Culturally speaking, one way to have a respectable Ethiopian mid-life crisis is… to buy a Honda Accord 2000 and dump your wife for a brunette of your wife’s age, who thinks she can pass for a 22-year-old. Now, if your wife happens to be Ethiopian, this may actually turn into an end-of-life crisis, and the marital bond may not be the only thing… severed. So, we say, stay put and ride it out… no, we don’t mean the Corvette, nor the blonde…

      Dear Immahoy and Haji:

      Well, it is a case of “yeferut yidersal”. My grandmother, a sweet old woman who I remember making me Ingocha, came to this country 4 years ago to take care of my twins. She’s been very helpful, and we have tried to make life comfortable for her. But I think she has become too Americanized. A few months ago, she announced that she, too, has “needs”. She said the postman has “gedai” eyes, and that “maybe she will get weighed and stamped by him.” We are Christians and we really don’t know what that means, but by the look on her face, we assume she doesn’t not mean she is shipping a package to Dessie. Is this normal? Should we tell her that the spandex pants and the tube top she bought with money she earned babysitting is not appropriate attire for our equb meeting?

      HAJI: Perpetual youth is a wonderful gift, in any wrapping. Seeing that grandma has forfeited the ascetic life of a convent decades ago, and is so keen on, ehem, stamping, we say, get the hell outta her way… just make sure:

      (1) the postage stamp is self-adhesive. (2) destination address starts “The Jerry Springer Show”. (3) “Do not bend” is printed on the back of the package.

      IMMAHOY: Well put, Haji. (p.s. He really does have gedai eyes.)

      Dear Immahoy and Haji:

      I’m engaged to a lovely girl from Wisconsin who can’t stand spicy food. I being a red blooded Ethiopian can only stomach spaghetti for so long. As the day of exchanging our vows draws closer, I’m having doubts about giving up WeT for love. Should I dump her for the joy of kitfo or settle for whoopee and meat loaf?

      IMMAHOY: a staple of cream-of-mushroom-soup and a craving for kitfo, we looked up, are not filed under the column of clashing-mixes in our mahder of druidical recipes. That’s a good sign. Your fiancée can’t stand spicy stuff, but she can stand you… that makes you some bland stuff. That is not a good sign. We say, “If she can’t stand the miT-mi-Ta, get her out of your anjet!”

      Dear Immahoy and Haji:

      I consider myself a progressive woman. Well, recently made progressive. My husband and I have been married since we were 9. (My parents owed his parents two silichas of Teff and several gembos of Qibe. Dad thought, what the hey, I have an “extra” daughter.) We moved to America, and I have been lucky enough to go to community college. A friend urged me to take a “Women’s studies” course and I ended the semester bouncing around the literary symbolism of Kate Chopin’s “The Awakening” like it was a balooni kuwass. When my husband found out that I was not just taking “kiroshay” classes, he fell off the berChumma he had specially made for him… He thinks I am an ager assedabi and ye-seyTan gebbari, and he’s summoned an army of debteras first to exorcise, then to megezzet me. I’m torn. I still love him, but I feel that 19th Century literature is my new wushima. What to do?

      IMMAHOY: My how times have changed! When I think of what one gembo Qibe would have gotten a man in my days? (The whole village.) Well, thanks to your deadbeat dad, you are now obliged to your husband… and as the book says, “What God has put together… yadda… yadda”. So, I say, take a couple of kiroshay classes (make a nice cover for the TV) and try to live in wedded bliss.

      HAJI: Ere yetabatu! Minnew Immahoy! I say sit him down on a real chair and knock some sense into him. If he cannot appreciate the tragedy and mood of such a fin-de-siecle novel, (which appreciatively covers the romanticism, naturalism and modernism movement) then I say fling back the genbo and send him back to rudimentary Literary Allusions class. As Mrs. Haji says, “SelTen.”

      Dear Immahoy & Haji,

      Now that we’re married, my husband is no longer the gallant romantic let’s-dance-and-drink-all-night kind of man. His volcano has gone dormant while mine is still active and bubbling with fiery magma. A few weeks ago, I ran into a high school sweetheart, an exuberant, fun-loving perpetual youth of a man who wants to make love upside down in the middle of a sky-dive… who likes to roller blade down the SF hills while holding hands, and could smooch for an hour in public without any “sew min yilal”'s. And he’s asked me out on multiple dates. I cringe at the prospect of spending my life with a precocious old man, but I also cringe when I wonder if this intense spotlight of interest from my wild boyfriend may just be a fleeting weret. Should I flip a coin?

      HAJI: Wiy, wiy, wiy lijé…minew? If your hubby’s volcano is dormant and not extinct, I just have one word for you: Viagra. And not the Ethiopian version of girrawa ChimaQi, boiled with over-ripe Qei Siir either. You need the real deal. And I suggest a healthy dose of anti- yilugnta biss antidote for your tendency towards exchanging tonsils in public. No good misht does that. Even by loose DC standards, that is ?N’wir.

      IMMAHOY: Ere koi… he can kiss for an hour?

      Dear Immahoy & Haji,

      I’m married to an intellectual snob. Despite popular wisdom, I opted for love and married a woman with multiple degrees who makes more than I do. It’s proving to be a painful price to pay for love because she goes berserk if I ever, God-forbid, admit that I have never heard of a country called Belize, and sulks if I look blank-faced when she asks what the GNP of Nepal was this past fiscal year. She is offended that I don’t even know what GNP is. Should I gracefully bail out and go on and marry a quiet, kind, high school grad endowed set with down-to-earth wisdom, who knows her ‘damakesse’ from her ‘dingetegna’, but doesn’t give a damn if I could name the 14th president of the US?

      IMMAHOY: Esti-sti-sti… You found love AND intelligence in a woman and now it’s her fault that you look blank-faced? Ante Qiletam – even I know about Belize, and I didn’t see the sunny side of Meserete Timhirt. Do yourself and your wife a favor and tolo! wede timihirt bet. Besides, what makes you think that a high school grad would be satisfied with an ignorant wesswasa any more than your current wife, anyway? Demo jebdu yimesil “I don’t know who the 14th president is”! Franklin Pierce, Mt’s ité.

      HAJI: Ah, I knew that.
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      The Science and Technology issue

      March, 2000

      Note from the Editors

      There is a definite buzz here at SELEDA… the kind of cautious high we used to get from seeing our former bosses straggle in from a night of debauchery, which meant they would have to agree to all our demands because the hangover ras mitat made them weak.

      Last we left you, we here at SELEDA were in the middle of an embarrassingly flimsy mefenqile mengist that ushered in the Zemene “Creative Crew”. As new management gets acclimated to SELEDA house rules, we are enjoying that certain joie de vivre buzz. (We think it is the same kind of short-lived euphoria that used to engulf us whenever we managed to pull one over a Qebele official who would come inquiring as to why the presently- adhari -but- tikus-hayl - in- the- making kid did not attend yet another ,Gimegema Komitay sibseba.)

      Welcome to the Science and Technology issue of SELEDA! Someone must have messed with the carrot/wheat germ/granola frappé New Upper (“we are not bosses, we are visionaries-in-chiefs”) management people megonCHet before passing editorial edicts, because they were this close to nixing the whole idea and subbing it with a gargantuan “Poetry and Meaning” issue.

      OK, fine. And maybe there was a kifu intimation from the unnecessarily caustic at SELEDA who… well, someone wrote “Scientists and Techies don’t know alliteration from urination!” in the executive washroom. Not nice. Not nice at all. (Neither was the fallout: a very mandatory “Hate is not a family value” seminar underwritten by the Natural Food Co-operative frequented by SELEDA bosses.)

      But as soon as articles came flowing in, all those who even fleetingly demurred that scientists and techies would barter their akist lijs for a whiff of Boron, went slinking to the new “time out” nuzzazay corner to appease the scorned gods of bytes and Bunsen burners. If white men can jump, then our pre-judged brethren have proven that they too can be prolific, thoughtful and passionate writers.

      Our deepest gratitude to all our March contributors, who, we will state for the record, were the most prompt and least demanding writers with whom SELEDA has ever been graced. We are proud of the achievers amongst us, and are delighted they were so agreeable in sharing their stories. Enjoy.

      Onto more mundane matters… What’s new at SELEDA?

      Well, by “new” we assume you don’t mean the brand spankin’ new ergonomically correct Boardroom, which is now sans a conference room table… it, er, slowed down new management’s “positive wavelength emission”, and was a “subconscious oppressor of free thought”. (Hey, we just work here!)

      Rather, the authentically new thing at SELEDA is that plans for our anniversary issue are finally in motion. With the April issue, SELEDA will be “coming back to its roots”… and no, that does not mean the entire staff will go back into therapy to see what else we can blame on Mengistu. Instead, we will be exploring in depth the issue of being professional Ethiopians in what we have dubbed, (besemeab, we-weld , we-menfess Qidus…) the “Careers” issue. (Gonbess belu… ere gonbess belu!)

      Quickly, before those in the non(giggle, giggle)-profit sector synchronize their whine about being the Qei Tegur ye-injera lijoch (that would be red-headed step-children) of the SELEDA “professional” hierarchy, may we say that the only professionals we at SELEDA have unadulterated disdain for are Soviet trained executioners… followed by kleptrocratic dictators (well, you know, those who are not on our staff)… then lawyers. In that order. So, please, if you work at a non (snicker, snicker)-profit, we will thank you in advance for not besieging us with allegations of élitism. (Although we think you would have a good case against your college advisor…. Just kidding! Tiny joke. Semi-joke. Quasi joke. The Diet Coke of jokes.)

      Ehem. Esti sine s’rat.

      The Careers issue will cover aspects of climbing the corporate ladder, abandoning the rat race, advancing in our workplaces, advice, networking, personal essays, tichit, the grandeur of being starving artists, and, yes! loving those in the non(gfaw!)-profit sector. (Abo!) Hopefully, we will also have a surprise or two about making SELEDA more interactive, (yeah… you haven’t heard that one before!) and, no, that does not mean executing an invite-only SELEDA Singles Mingles session at Fasika’s. (Although…)

      Er, we would like to take this opportunity to remind our readers what the appropriate gift is for first anniversaries at SELEDA Land: lotsa, lotsa gerricans of ye-ChanCHo Qibé. Barring that, we hope you will be part of the mother of all surveys, the penultimate SELEDA Survey. In 35 words (more or less), tell us why you read SELEDA. Authors of the most amusing entries (and let’s face it, “amusing entries” in SELEDA Speak translates to… bribes) will qualify to be contestants on “Who Wants to Marry an Ethiopian Millionaire?” slated to air on UPN next fall. We wait with bated breath. Please have your entries in by March 15.

      What else?

      Not that we are being either misgana nor Qelbe bissoCH, not at all, but we will go right ahead and assume that the surge of inquiries from readers about submitting articles to SELEDA is evidence that entirely too many people are taking us seriously. (Our nefs abats are horrified and we hope you are too.)

      Now to a little damage control about the protocol of submitting essays to SELEDA and how the editors choose articles for publication.

      Despite what you may have heard on your way to the dance floor at the Ritz-Carlton Poppo Laré, we would like to debunk the theory that editors meet at the crack of dawn of every third full moon of the Gregorian calendar, by a bahir zaff whose longest branch faces north-west-north and whose roots are fertilized by the fresh blood of an organically fed Tebbot beré, holding Twaffs pledged to Qulibi Mikael with our right hands, and Tsebel yetereCHebet thesaurus on our left, chewing tobacco before we ini-mini-miney-mo articles we end up publishing. Pure conjecture! Half-truths and untruths! Lies and sim maTfats! The tree branch faces north- east- north.

      However, if you are so inclined to grace us with an article, alls you have to do is send in a query as to the subject matter, a board certified physician’s affidavit testifying to your sanity, and a sworn- before- your- nissiha’abbat promise to deliver what you’ve promised on time. (Deviating from the last rule shall unleash SELEDA penal code 106.7 upon you: “Thou shalt not regress to abeshanet and fail to deliver articles on time. If you do, you grant ruthless SELEDA editors to erase everything on your hard drive, and/or burn your Kenny G. CD collection. Whichever is more painful.)

      So, welcome all writers.

      And so that it might serve as a lighthouse to prospective scribes, some of the upcoming “themes” we are entertaining are the “History”, “Food and Drink”, “ Family”, “Money” and “The Role of Echinacea and other Home Remedies to Assuage the Frayed Ethiopian Nerve” issues. Somethin’ for everybody.

      QeTilo…

      No news or development on the “What is the Purpose of SELEDA?” uncertainty that had whipped us into a frenzy early on last month. A stalemate was reached when we could not extricate ourselves from a daylong discussion on whether sinking SELEDA monies into patenting a “tea-paccino” machine was financially sound or not. (The coffee drinking cabal ended up playing the “you are horrible Ethiopians for not drinking buna” card that resulted in the newly empowered “tea-drinking pansies” to go running out of the room in tears.) And thus, another SELEDA editorial meeting bites the dust.

      Therefore, we remain, yours truly, The Web Site about Nothing.

      But, we are happy to report, definite progress was made on how to resolve the “what the SELEDA look should be” CHiQ-i-ChiQ. After numerous votes on re-votes (it was established that voting twice or under a dead person’s name was bilgina), we have come to a conclusion that in order to sustain our creative front page, we would have to, er, outsource. Therefore, if you are an Ethiopian artist or graphic design guru (or if you play one on TV), and would like to showcase your work, please contact us with more information on how to properly mooch off your considerable talents. So, officially, SELEDA front page is open to… sanity.

      With that, we hope you will join us in celebrating a great year next month. We hope we have managed to capture your interest at one time or another, and we hope you will be a part of another year of “SELEDA: The Golden Years.” As always, your words of encouragement, debasement and any recipes for a salmon and minchetabish terrine are most welcome.

      ZiQ bilen ij nestenal.

      The Humble Editors.

      Editors@seleda.com

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      The Mail

      Starved for attention and embittered by having to work in the “dank, sub-human” basement of the SELEDA Shrine, our Mail editor, as the Americans quaintly put it, went “postal” on us. “Sandford School classrooms have better ventilation that that … well, ok… it’s not Sandford School building code bad, but it’s bad!” We tell ya, everybody is a victim. Said editor ended up storming the executive floor, dressed in fatigues (tastefully accessorized with a cute Hermes scarf), and holding up a moldy keyboard panel in what was a very uncomely (and decidedly uncivil) disobedience. (“I shall over-r-r coo-o-me… I shall over come, one daaayyyy.”)

      Lordy!

      Fine, the worn out SELEDA abetoota komitay, said. If it will stop this godlessness, we will capitulate to the demands of the malcontented. So, from now on, said editor shall be known as “ye-posta betachin fitawrari”, will work out of a first floor office with a view of SELEDA upper management’s private parking lot, and come next fiscal year will get the #1 item on the blackmail (did we say blackmail? We meant demand) list: a computer upgrade… to a “brand new 360”. (The moldy keyboard stays!) Chigir new getinet.

      Bottom line, the SELEDA flag was lowered to half-staff in remembrance of this ugly incident, we all chanted “Never again!” and “The Revolution shall be televised!” and we are back to SELEDA standard normalcy.

      We apologize for a two-month forfay, but in light of this unfortunate Tena metawek, we hope our readers will have the magnanimity to forgive and forget.

      Before going into a sampling of mail, tiny piece of business: in the middle of all this un-selamawi self and wreckage, a message from a reader who had submitted a wonderful piece called “Martyrs and Heroes” was lost. If you are still out there, dear reader, please email us soon.

      So, what has been the vibe in the cyber alem…

      December was our “Arts” issue, and Biniam, he from that certain New Hampshire college which we are convinced is a breeding ground for future Jesse Helms campaign managers, Absolut Vodka spokespeople, and/or The Jeffrey Dalmer Society CHiffroch, was not “terribly impressed”. “[SELEDA’s] contents have turned into largely tirki-mirki topics, liberally garnished with vainglorious verbiage, and authored by out-of-touch and self-appointed liQs,” he writes, lips pursed and ye-teshemededdu SAT words still fresh in his mind.

      Ah, kids raised on Sony Playstations these days! We would have become all niminy-pimimy and reciprocated with verbal kurkums, but he was sweet in calling us “self-appointed liQs”, so here, Bini, here is a shout out from your SELEDA homey slices: “Go, Jesse, go!”

      Lucky for us, we have a friend in Joe Ciuffini. “Thanks for the two-part CHilot,” his gracious email begins. “That article was the best of the best! Not the conflict, but the passing analysis of the music scene. (Someone knew what they were writing about.) Sure, I like Chachi for her looks, but not for her music… sure I like Gigi for both her music and her looks… That analysis is the model for the changes that are taking place across the generations of Ethiopians, and in a sense always have. The key to Ethiopia has been it’s wonderfully stubborn refusal to become western, cheap and tawdry. I hope that it remains so! Thanks, thanks, thanks for some terrific reading and those ‘spot on’ dialogues. … One notable exception is that the Sunday morning Amharic radio program recently played the Macerana in Amharic! Groan!”

      (Gulp!) Does this mean you’re gonna hate us for our new business venture, JC? The double CD set of “SELEDA’s Broadway Showtunes in Amharic”? ($79.99. Coming soon to amazon.com. Look under the “Cheap and Tawdry” selections.)

      Remember our January issue on “Home”? Remember when we tried to pay homage to the motherland?

      DinQ’em!, was Mahlet’s retort, whose emasculating email reads in part: “I am definitely impressed by SELEDA peeps… even though we see you party at Bravo Bravo’s!! (so we’ve been told)…” [Ere be-feTeresh! Unless Bravo Bravo is a gedam where they give refresher courses on zimaraye mewasit, we’ve never stepped foot in it.] “But I was pretty much saddened by the January issue. I couldn’t believe it was possible to find so many people who really couldn’t connect to Ethiopia or being Ethiopiawe. Really you should make just as much effort to tell (and, believe me, they need to be told) the positive side to being Ethiopiawe and growing up in Ethiopia. Esti lets find some people out there who are really connected to their roots…”

      Did we miss something here? If we didn’t feel deeply connected to Ethiopia (the positive and the negative) would we bear putting ourselves through the Aushwitz of editorial meetings every month to bring you SELEDA? No. We would be sitting in front of a flat-screen TV, eating gourmet desta keremelas, watching “It’s a Wonderful World” for the 299th time, and royally pissing off the executive committee of the “Institute to Determine who is a ‘Really Connected’ Ethiopian?” Minnew, Mali?

      …A moment, please, as we climb down from our high horse.

      Moving on, MM from NYC writing on Sza Sza Zelleke’s piece: “Addis Rhapsodies!! It does not get any better than this. It cannot get any better than this. The prose, my God, the Prose! It should be required reading for those of us who have not been back home in a while. It made me realize that time doesn’t make you forget home. It just sedates the raging urges. And then you read “Addis Rhapsodies”, and you are packing your bags, ready to fill your inner potholes. It is the flagship article for SELEDA.”

      We agree, and if it wasn’t for a few legal type complications, we would have already re-named this 'zine, SZA-LEDA. In lieu of that, Tuesdays have been declared makSZA-gno around here. We have sent a dozen SZAn’Tilas to Qulibiew Mike for sending us Addis Rhapsodies. When we become indignant we stomp our feet and scream, “SZA-raff! Ye-tiQil aSZAker!”, then take two ProSZAcs and nod “SZAna ideru” to SELEDA interns, who are known as protèSZAs.

      OK. Enough. Tinnish tenSZA-SZAn.

      Hellhole Diaries … ah, what can we say about Hellhole Diaries? You either thought it was manna, or you wondered if you had accidentally stumbled onto www.s’eeol.com by way of ge’hannem.com.

      Particularly underwhemled by the whole exercise is our new friend Acham Kassa, who smacked HD’s around with poignancy, whipped, tarred-and-feathered it with brilliant critique, and then brought out the chains of weQesa for a little “Who’s your daddy, now?” (Good thing we’ve worked through our S & M, hum, problems.)

      To wit: “… resulted in sub-optimal D/E (delivery to expectation ratio)”… “actually more of bar hopping and the red light district”… “a good example of how bad a writing and expression of opinion can get”… “cyber littering”… “audacity to apply and impose his LA values to the Ethiopian culture…”.

      U! U! U! Igray awCHin to a safe corner to gasp for air.

      The final blow: “Friends, the writer is an example of what I hope the “Young Ethiopian Professional” is not. We are not brutal iconoclasts, bigots, myopic mammals, antisocial critters or homophobes. I was quite disturbed to realize that you are preparing us for Part 2 of this tragic writing. Well, what have we not heard yet? Xenophobia - deporting the poor and Somalians out of Ethiopia as he has compared them with the Mexicans in the streets of L.A? Or maybe sodomy in the azmari bet or yet another car accident…”

      Ahhh… c’mon, guy. We’re sure that by Part 14 you, too, Achamay, shall be swinging to the Hellhole Diaries groove, and join the legions who are throwing “HD theme-ed” cocktail parties. (Imagine: the bar could be the post office in Addis, and eleven bartenders would be in charge of making your martini… one to get the shaker, one to chill the glass, one to get the crushed ice, one to add in the vermouth, one to drain the vermouth, one to pour in the gin, one to stir it, one to get the chilled glass, one to drop in the olive, one to serve it to you, and the last one to ask you if you need another drink, and if you do, to step to the back of the line. See? Fun. When SELEDA throws you a lemon… either make lemon soufflé, or drink yourself into oblivion.

      Also chagrined was Abraham, who was a little more coquettish in his ziQ ziQ madreg.: “Ere Matric basalefechin Mariam! No more Hellhole d’s! …although I would have pimped myself to have seen our guy in Addis throw that temper tantrum in broken Amarigna! Now, a transcript of THAT would have demonstrated great journalistic prowess.”

      Well, Abe, as fortuitous co-inky-dinky would have it, guess what SELEDA’s second CD venture is? Yep. “Temper Tantrums in Broken Amharic… the Azamari ‘Bayt’ Version”. ($49.99 at amazon.com. Look under the “Xenophobic Iconoclasts” selections.)

      Not all of you were rubbed the wrong way. Marta Gebre-Tsadik thought it was “informative and playful”; Yonas B. declared it “superb” and this from S. Getachew: " ‘Hellhole’ reminded me of trips we used to take outside Addis… you know, inevitably there is roadkill, and our parents scream at us to close our eyes so that we don’t witness first-hand some gory accident and then be traumatized for life. Well, I tried to squeeze my eyes shut, but HD’s kept beckoning me. I peeked, and I am traumatized. Tantalized and traumatized, my conscious dived to tizibt level. Wei gud!"

      Hmm. We’re not sure what that means exactly, but we’re so sure there’s a Collector’s Edition 4-pack CD venture in it somewhere.

      A moment, again, while we climb back up on our high horse…

      Hellhole Diaries was audacious, no question about it. But it is, as the author conceded right from the beginning, only a sliver of the life of an expatriate in Addis. As offensive as some parts could have been to some people, there were elements of resounding truth to them. Undeniably. That was why we decided to publish it. Painful as it may have been to read at times, incidents he described happen… every minute, every day, every week. Not to everybody. But they happen. The difference is that he said it. Was it jarring? Hell, yes. But the author did more than most of us have … he went back home to at least try to make a difference… four years worth of difference, with obvious visceral instincts that makes us all crave home (without opening up yet another nightclub/bar/gym). We have worked hard not to be some weenie 'zine that tries to make everyone happy all the time, spineless and mehal sefari , tiptoeing around meekly hoping everyone likes us. Sometime, you just gotta jump in. Someone might get splashed, but you still gotta jump in.

      OK. What? What? Whhhhhaaat? How did we end up here? Jeez, Scottie, beam us back down. And then there was light: The Valentine’s issue. Which, of course, brought along its own set of problems.

      The Abol…

      L. Tessema, a self described "callow reader from Ye -Fascist Hager ": “Hey there Humble Editors … I must say that this month’s issue is, by virtue of the theme you chose (the big L-O-V-E), debased. But who’s to say that’s a bad thing? I’m glad you ‘stooped’ to the level of discussing sappy love related issue instead of going on and on and on and on … about culture shocks, cultural gaps, inter-racial hu-ha … etc, etc. Keep it up.”

      Sebhat l’ab !! Does anyone from the CHewa kifle hager s of these United States read SELEDA anymore??

      The Jeba …

      Mulmebet Y.: “Skeptical me: ‘SELEDA on Love? Is that like Clinton on abstinence?’ I know. Here, take my wrist… Whack! Whack! Post reading your latest issue: pleasantly surprised. You actually manage to make a “love issue” palatable and, at some point, even classy. And terrifyingly appealing. Whoever you people are, you have changed Ethiopian cyber-scholarship and intellectual interface.”

      Er, yegna emebet… for another “whack!” of those exquisite wrists of yours we will happily bare open the SELEDA vaults.

      (Really, no, really! We have worked through our D & S, huh, problems.)

      And the Bereka …

      Ah, Samson from Dallas: “FiQir wei fiQir …wish I could say ’ been there, done that’. But, can’t. I have been ducking while the bullets flew in high school. Even in college… Why torture [ourselves] (the ones who kept our abesha pride)? [So we] said ‘Love her? Never. She is just a friend’. We kept our pride. ‘Fiqir le Lysceè temariwoch yehun.’ Just an ex St. Joe venting. Tell me I haven’t missed anything… Oh yeah, loved Limousine Love…wonder if someone had ‘weyiyet love’ before?”

      Did you miss out by sidestepping around Lyceè (the "firash terra " of schools) Love? Gawsh, no! But weiyet love? You haven’t lived 'til you’ve tried it. The beQlo bet -to- menaheria route is remembered with special fondness by some SELEDA editors… But, wait…Sammy… you probably did mean love in a weiyet ? … Ah, well. Now you know.

      Moving on to higher intellectual ground…

      “I finished reading Medfer ,” writes He Who Shall Remain Nameless. "I have to admit, the first time I read it, I was too hasty and I couldn’t, literally, read past the sexy details. It is among the best-crafted articles I have read anywhere, trying to reach at a very difficult topic in our culture. I remember at a male-only drinking session, one of my ‘friends’ started talking about his good old days straight out of high school. Most of the stories were his own rape stories, which he admitted to us without flinching an eye. And there was no shame. It was sad, but what was even sadder was the confusion in the room on how to react to the stories. But, it was clear that rape in our culture was not regarded as the evil it truly is. As evidenced by time past concepts such as "Telfo magbat “, the stage has been set to accept non-consensual sex as a norm. I know about four elder couples back home where the wife was a hostage before she was a bride. To make matters worse, the prevailing belief is that “no” has never meant “no” for either gender, and this concept of megder-der has become a ‘communication’ tool. Back to my friend, I wish I could tell you that I was furious with his stories and that I had stormed out of the room. For various reasons, I sat still and let him finish. I wonder what I would have done if that scene was reenacted today? It was a good article.”

      Also on Medfer : S. from all the way in the United Arab Emirates comments, “…The article about date rape was, after a slightly soft core beginning, phenomenally insightful. The issue has been imbedded in those of us who went to college in the 80’s, and took part in “Take Back the Night” rallies. But you read it in context of our own little dirty secret, and all the rationalizations of NIMBY–not in my neighborhood-- quietly/not-so-quietly come crashing down. “Who would have thought” changes to “how could I have not thought”? It was a very disturbing awakening, and if it wasn’t done so beautifully, would have left a lot more people cringing than enlightened. Awed. I am awed.”

      Yessir! SELEDA: over a billion Qum neger s served. Ok, a million. OK, a hundred. Fine, two, but y’all have to stop splitting hairs.

      But then again, we have our l’il friend, D. Taye, the Ato Adeffriss of SELEDA bliss, to bring us down to earth.

      His chatty email was written in all caps, and if there ever comes a time when you can attach pouty lips to an email, well, watch out! As it is, we are grateful he used only 7,201 exclamation marks. His sulky soliloquy about “Choices”, the letter exchange between two childhood friends, reads in part: “You’ve made out of SELEDA a forum for “self-therapy”, an A.A. club for women in their 30s/40s who have failed in their relationships.”

      (Hmm. We sense …crankiness?)

      “The writing is good,” he continues, “but I want to see one SELEDA article that doesn’t go into relationship problems - with family, friends, the other sex…” (Note to ourselves: forward DT advanced copy of the All you need to know about Semi-Conductors but were too shy to ask issue.) “There’s exaggeration of facts, sometimes to a hyperbolic degree… but on your latest issue, I noticed it definitely once too often. (i.e. should we start an ‘Ethiopian’ sperm bank?)…I find myself screaming foul, and then wondering why I’m wasting time reading these desultory ramblings of some demi-feminists.”

      (OK. We know that’s meant as a rhetorical question, but we’ll answer anyway… 'COZ, THE ‘D’ IN ‘D. TAYE’ STANDS FOR “DEMI AND EVEN SEMI FEMINIST LOVER”.

      Ehem. He then offers an astaraQi medemdemia that is all demi-misogynist like: "When it’s funny though, it’s to the point where I stand up and clap. Just too much. And then there are times it just makes me seriously think … how can we men take better care of these lost sisters. Ah, SELEDA! Can’t live with you, can’t live without … (or is it ‘pass the beer nuts’?)

      No, dear. It’s “Pass the beer, and where are the directions to the sperm bank?”

      Straight to our “Scratch head and say ‘huh!’ in exasperation” file goes Yalemzewd Negash’s email that has us wondering, “Damn! Why did we ever, ever go cold turkey on funneling 240 proof rum when reading SELEDA mail?” [Parental warning: the following not edited for … well, for nothing.]

      “I read some articles written by some guys who spent some time in Ethiopia. This guys seems well educated. They have serving America for many years. But didn’t serve (or think about) Ethiopia. And they tell all the awful things about Ethiopia. And they try to compare Ethiopia with America (guys compare the compairables). They may have some blood from Ethiopia. But that doesn’t mean they are real Ethiopians. I am really sorry to hear those bad staffs only. There are many good things to tell about Ethiopia (what do you say). I think you don’t want to hear good things about Ethiopia. What I am trying to say is that What did you do for Ethiopia that makes you hate her. What did one president of America say (I think don’t ask what you country could do to you, but what can you do for your country). But it seems the only thing you guys want to do about Ethiopia is to tell about all the bad staffs and laugh at it. Sorry to know that. I though all Ethiopians abroad want to do! Something feasible to their country. All the developed nation, even America, were even worse than Ethiopia once. But thanks to their citizens they are now developed. Hope you guys know this very well or didn’t you?”

      Well, maybe a sip here and there won’t hurt anyone…ah, what the hell. Pass around the funnel.

      “Who is Valentine?” screams out our friend Mekonnen Tesfahuney, Ph.D. “What the heck do I care if Valentine is the god of this or that? Ain’t our symbol, anyway. So why fall in line with “whitey” symbols and perpetuate, ‘white washed history’? …”

      Hummm. We get a feeling we will be hearing from Mekonnen again right after we roll out our much touted “St. Patrick’s Day” issue…Dang, that’s followed by the “Greyhound Day” issue…Hopefully he has nothing against Christopher Columbus, because… yep. (Note to ourselves: scratch “A Tribute to Aerosmith” idea.)

      There were, thankfully, a few of you, who resisted the temptation to Tor memzez and dropped offerings into our “suggestions” box. Ij simenal. May you live long enough to see them come to fruition.

      Our old pal Abiy Hailu called us to task on the Qusil that is SELEDA’s “purpose”. In his email aptly titled ‘Networking 101’, he illucidates: “I am still waiting for the clear objective of SELEDA. If it is meant as an on-line magazine, then it should stick to the current format/approach on putting together interesting, educational and funny stories. However, on the other hand, the ultimate goal, which was to set-up a network for Ethiopian professionals has been completely abandoned or so it seems … or are we still being selective??”

      Well, actually, Abiy, if only. One look at the SELEDA gene pool, and you would be reaching for chlorine… How, we often ask each other, did we end up in this sullen syndicate, and will giving up truffled goose foie gras d’oie during the filseta Tsom will buy us a ticket out?

      Echoing Abiy’s exact sentiments, Zewditu 66, (not related to Zeberga 99, we don’t think) throws this our way: “I think you guys should facilitate networking among your readers. Ethiopians from all over the U.S are regularly visiting this site. This forum provides an opportunity for Ethiopians to meet each other. Maybe, you can have a discussion forum where SELEDA members visiting certain states can post notices. Just a thought!”

      And a stellar one at that, Z. And as soon as our wayward interns stop taking advantage of their furlough outside the SELEDA gates to CHirash mekoblel, leaving no one to hand deliver SELEDA membership invitations, we will get on it. (Incidentally, there is a handsome reward awaiting anyone who returns to us stray SELEDA interns. We’ll take them back, dead or alive, although we do not recommend you try apprehending one by yourself: they are deadly when they are alive.)

      But we digress…

      We always get all light-headed and stuff when readers actually do things for us without us resorting to highly immoral emotional blackmail and/or psychotic e-stalking, all, of course, done with our trademark sweetly murderous undertones.

      Egigahehu came to our mercy recently, and, hence the “The Egigahehu Pasta Primavera” is now a Blue Plate special at the SELEDA commissary.

      "Ere be hig amalak “, she decried one of our front covers. " [It] weighs in at a whopping 171k, taking over a minute and a half to load at optimal conditions. Remember, you at SELEDA Towers might enjoy DSL and T-1 access, but for us denizens, 56k is all we’ve got.” Then comes more technical stuff … yadda, yadda… she’s reduced something from 160k to 32k… yadda… converted some other thing to gif format…, and then, hello, sunshine! “If you like, in the future you may email me images in advance of publication so you may go to press at optimal pre-bout weight.”

      Immamlakin, if we were people who did research of any kind, trust us, our library? “The Egigahehu T. Library and Research Center: Take a Big Byte o’ This!”

      In the same category is Fesseha, who must not be aware of our #1 fetish and juvenile delinquency tendencies about making crank calls, because he included his phone number with his email. (“Aalloooow… alllloooo… tezewa-warii new?… yisemal?…. Man libel?… alllloooo …”) He says: “…also, I can help as an advisory person, not that you need it, but in case…if finance is an issue, I can help in any way I can… just let me know.”

      Egggggggzio mahrene krisssssssstossssssssss !! Slap us silly and call us “Nieman Marcus”. We are deeply touched, of course, and grateful that someone thinks we are this worthy. Ye-ijotin yisTilin , Gashe Fesseha, and the entity known as “The SELEDA on-Staff Bankruptcy Lawyers” will be getting in touch with you… soon. Be cher yigTemachiu .

      But, in the end, love conquers all… and when we read love mail from SELEDA cognoscenti/imbi ashaferegn fans, we realize, wow! The world is such a …a swell place!

      We must have somehow impressed Sewit, because her tidal-wave size ego booster of an email had us squealing in delight. “I hope you guys know just how much me and my kind (those of us who promote any and all twisted, nay, sprained expressions of wit, humor and Qum neger about life in the abat ager ) appreciate the amount of work you put into SELEDA. You entertain me for the first 5 days every month (used to read it all in one day…but have started rationing myself to stretch out the pleasure…”

      Ah, self control. Something we only think of dreaming about.

      Meanwhile, Leelai Demoz promptly writes to us mere hours after SELEDA came out, and announced that he had just finished reading the whole issue in one lap, and “what should I read now?”

      Ere tin indaylih …well, the SELEDA Book Club recommends the SELEDA CD collections we mentioned earlier on. But if you are bent on actually reading something, well, the lyrics to our CD collection are printed on the cover. Enjoy.

      Who would have known that we, l’il old us would appeal to the more restrained, refined and respected Ethiopian Diaspora in Europe. (Don’t all of them go to finishing school there?)

      A reader named Fishkaw from the Netherlands sends his greeting, "Selam be-anget, wegeb sira alebet “. (You see? Them people is classy.) He tell us that takes time away from his job connecting Amsterdam (“Grassland”… his word, not ours… we like it… the word, not the grass… never mind) to Paris (Love City… we’re not even gonna go there) via a high-speed railway lines, to read SELEDA.“I have already gotten two warnings from my boss… he hates to see me with an English-English dictionary in my hand and SELEDA on my screen. Thus I ask you in the name of your Qulibiew Mikael and my Adamaw Karama and be-Arusiew Shegenaw Husssien” to minimize your effort a little more boring so that I can keep my job.”

      Done, but only if you promise to help us connect SELEDA upper management to reality.

      Meanwhile, Ammauel coyly complains that, “Because of [SELEDA], my electric bill has reached uncharted territories. I am asking the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power to switch my subscription to ELPA. Maybe paying in Birr would ease the pain. I am assuming that deregulation of utilities extends to all.”

      We dunno what deregulation means in LA, but in these neck o’ the woods, we’ve struck a deal with the power company: 2 insolent interns for every 90 kilo watts of energy we use. And if the 200 new heat lamps upper management just expensed (“we need then to, um, grow stuff indoors”) is any indication, we will have to make frequent trips to the Intern Mart.

      Judging by his email address, Daniel in Chicago works for an affiliate of a power/energy company, so maybe he could be dragged into this conversation. He confesses that SELEDA “… is the only sight that has made me stay on line for so many minutes,” surpassing, ostensibly, the minutes he spends on “the vast balegay sites.” (Nope. Not a vision we wanna see.) But he redeems himself by adding, " … I used to think that only the “people” at NPR or BBC could write the way your writers do. Only Garrison Keillor can come close."

      And with that vision of holding SELEDA retreats in an Ethiopian-ized Prairie Home, with very non-balegay sites to keep company, we close this bag of SELEDA mail… Again, our heartfelt gratitude to all of you who make it possible for us to grow, get better and giddy with joy. SELEDA could never have come this far without the QuTa and mikir of our readers, and, gawsh darn it, if we could only agelebabTo mesam each and every one of you, we would.

      Tena-yisTilin.

      Editors@seleda.com
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      Engulfato

      “Engulfato”-ed and Going Nowhere

      By: Yared Mengistu

      The car sputtered and died somewhere between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Jubilee Palace. Notwithstanding the pretty surroundings, pushing the car out of the way of oncoming traffic was an embarrassing affair. A few minutes later, the car was parked at the African Unity park. Amid the lush trees planted by the likes of Jomo Kenyatta and Sedar Senghor, and with the exotic roars of the lions still gracing the old Emperor’s palace compound serving as background, the hood was popped open, and we were all sticking our curious noses underneath it, eager to figure out the mystery.

      As a schoolboy, anything out of the ordinary was an event, and even though I knew I was going to be late for school, this was excitement! I had looked with envy at my father doing the “fun” jobs…cleaning out the carburetor, replacing the brake pads, drying out the distributor caps after a wash, changing spark plugs, etc.…while I was relegated to the mundane task of washing the car. So a chance to look at the guts of this old Renault was wonderful.

      Not too long after the car had come to a complete standstill, we were surrounded by the (expected) spontaneously formed band of would-be analysts and troubleshooters. None looked like he had ever had a day’s worth of formal education, but soon exotic words were emanating from everyone’s lips.

      “Frisionu alqo new,” says one.

      “Yenedaj tubow tedefno new,” says another.

      “Engulfato huno new,” says a third.

      Of all the words I heard that morning, it was this last one, “engulfato”, that somehow captured my fancy. I knew “frision” and “yenedaj tubo” but “engulfato” sounded like some major catastrophe. The mystery about its meaning and its possible power made even more of an impact when I eventually heard the word used again during the exercise of the cure, which involved unplugging a tube, sucking gasoline from it, running the engine without the tube, and spitting the gasoline into what I later found out was the “carburetor”. As far as I was concerned, this was surgery of no minor consequence. I had seen what was done, but the words used in the process of diagnosing and curing the problem were so alien that I felt I needed to be initiated into some arcane priesthood.

      “Engulfato”, I was told, referred to a condition where there is too much fuel in the carburetor of a car. The air-fuel mixture becomes too rich and the engine just cannot find enough air to burn the fuel supplied to it. Of the crowd that hung around, most had heard of the word, and some had lucked out in using the word when diagnosing our problem. Most had no idea what it meant. There were a couple of people who did, and yes, they were among the initiated few who had had the luck of working in a garage where this particular word resides in comfort.

      But did they know what the word implied?

      Years later, I found out that “engulfato” was an Italian word, and its English translation was – hold on to your seats – “engulfed”. For someone who knew Italian, hearing the word “engulfato” conveyed something infinitely more than a particular type of problem in an internal combustion engine. An old Italian nun who had never left her convent outside of Venezia would, on hearing the word “engulfato”, immediately want to know what was engulfed and with what. She would sense that the condition of being engulfed perhaps needed reversing – where some excess fluid would probably have to be removed or reduced. And thus, from a single word she would have a sense of the problem, and some idea of its solution.

      In a sense, societies such as Ethiopia’s are versions of the schoolboy that I was back then. We are aware that there is some vast world of extremely useful and pertinent knowledge out there, but we do not have easy access to it because the gateway to this knowledge is an alien language. There is a severe disjoint between the language that the society at large uses to define and celebrate itself, and that which the society’s thinkers and teachers use to retain, ponder and enrich their skills and wisdom.

      Imagine yourself a native Amharic speaker walking down one of Addis’ promenades and seeing a car rendered immobile. You have never heard Italian, cannot read English and have never worked in a garage. You crowd in to find out what is going on. Which of the following two descriptions of the problem would be enlightening?

      
        	“Carburettoru engulfato hono new,” or

        	“Ye-ayer inna nedajj medebaleQiyaw be nedajj teTleqlqo new”

      

      Obviously, response number two not only explains the situation much better, but has the added benefit of having taught a layperson something about how an engine works. Even more important, this statement could potentially spark an interest among the uninitiated in some of the mechanical arts.

      There are so many dimensions to this issue of language and knowledge that no one paper can do it justice. But this author is convinced that a discussion of science and technology and Ethiopia cannot go far without taking into account what this is ultimately all about – empowering people. And there is no empowerment more relevant and more effective than the passing of pertinent knowledge across to those who desperately need it.

      Those of us who have the privilege of calling ourselves professionals in America or Europe have had countless resources spent on us to teach us English so that we can pick up knowledge in that language. Today, we do profit from it. In the grand scheme of things, we are no more intelligent nor our lives more valuable than our compatriots who have not had our good fortune. And beyond earning that paycheck, neither are we more likely to use our knowledge to directly change our lives. On the other hand, it is not inconceivable to think that a potential Einstein is herding his sheep in the hills of MoTa, or riding her camel to the Thursday market in Bati. The difference between us and them is that they do not get to hear or read about the wonderful world of science and its resultant marvels of technology in the same language they use to call their younger brother to play “dibibiqosh” or their aunt to partake of some “abol bunna”.

      Not only is an alien language a barrier to grasping useful knowledge, but in many ways it de-sensitizes the non-native speaker from the actual excitement and marvel of knowledge gained through science. I remember once explaining the tide to a relative, in Amharic. Her reaction? My little speech sounded so unbelievable that she thought I was making fun of her. But I cannot blame her…whoever heard of the moon pulling on the earth’s waters? The notion that the moon is engaged in a fantastic tug of war with the earth for the planet’s seas is really incredible. But, she could appreciate just how amazing the whole thing is when it was explained in terms of the things she can relate to in her day-to-day life. I can imagine the countless young and fertile imaginations that would be fired up if they were to hear the same thing.

      Almost all of us reading this on-line magazine are college educated. Locked away in our brains is knowledge that is the result of hundreds of years’ worth of scientific research and study. Just a tiny fraction of that knowledge can make such a difference if effectively transmitted to those who need it most!

      As I said before, there are any number of dimensions to this issue. There may be those who will ask if I am recommending teaching college in local vernacular. Ask whether we have the resources to translate every college textbook into Amharic. Ask whether we can indeed agree on one language or more, etc. etc. Before I explain my particular corner of this issue, let me give you some perspective.

      In this country, I have been an avid follower of popular science and technology publications and broadcast media presentations. I have worked as a volunteer in high school science and technology mentoring and competition programs. I have talked to countless average people, generally with non-technical jobs and careers, about their hobbies of rocketry, or gunsmithing, or software, or modifying their cars for racing. I have listened in astonishment to the story of a Michigan thirteen-year-old who actually went a long way towards creating a nuclear reactor in his backyard. (He got all his parts and radioactive materials from garbage. His whole shed became so radioactive that the government eventually confiscated the whole thing and buried it with the rest of the national nuclear waste in Nevada.)

      The point to all this is that, for those who are interested, a vast amount of useful and comprehensible technical information is available at any age and comprehension level outside of the formal education system.

      When it comes to language and technology, I am interested in two things. One is popularizing science and technology so that people do not have to go to college to know how they can improve their water wells or change their stoves so their wood lasts longer. A little work with those who spend their days pounding a lump of iron ore into a doma or maresha can transform them into small scale foundrymen – melting and pouring iron instead of beating it into shape. There is a deep hunger out there for life-saving and immediately practical knowledge.

      My other interest is in encouraging children’s interest in science and technology. Children are the ones who dare to ask the simplest and yet most profound questions. Why is the sky red at sunset? Why does a pellet launched by a slingshot come back down to the ground? Why does water flow downhill instead of up? Science has an answer to all of these questions. Not only can science answer these questions, but the responses can lead to many more fantastic things. The optics of sunsets can lead into explaining the eyeglasses worn by Grandma. The rockets strapped to the space shuttle are just the latest manifestation of humanity’s urge to throw things higher and farther so they do not come back like that pellet.

      There will come a time when the vision of a child in Ambassel reading about and understanding gene splicing in an Amharic book or newspaper will come true. In the meantime, those of us who have the knowledge need to keep this issue in mind. The greatest contribution we can make is to share knowledge – to pass it along and distribute it. Right now, we are “engulfato-ed”. We are choking with knowledge, but since we are not seeding it into the air of the popular culture, the fire that would move us forward cannot ignite and, as a result, we are stuck and going nowhere.
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      On Technology

      On Technology, the Information Revolution, and Development…

      By: Haeran Fisseha

      Here in Silicon Valley, one can scarcely sit in a café for a peaceful cup of coffee without overhearing some twenty year olds brainstorming ideas for their new startup, or a young woman advising her friend on the virtues of registering a domain name for her internet business. Every other person it seems is either working in some high-tech startup or is brainstorming an idea for a startup. The highways here are lined with billboards for “dot com” companies promising to “move your business at internet speed” or some such lofty goal. Just as one excitedly points out famous actors in Los Angeles, here we gossip about Larry Ellison (of Oracle) being spotted at Spago’s or of a Jerry Yang (Yahoo!) sighting in the neighborhood.

      It is the “information revolution” and here in the middle of the hyper energy, the hyper technology and the hyper money, I can’t help wondering what this all could mean for Ethiopia, for Africa? Admittedly, sitting in Silicon Valley, one can easily lose perspective on the role of “the Information Revolution” and technology as a whole in the world. But can we leverage this “revolution” to pull ourselves out of abject poverty? If technology can create so much wealth in Silicon Valley, can it at least create a livable life in Ethiopia? How have other countries been able to use technology to pull themselves up? What is the role of all of us Ethiopians, who have had exposure to the best of technology in every field, in realizing this goal? These are the questions that led to my reflections below. I will not pretend to have answered these questions conclusively, and I beg the dear reader to forgive any lack of structure that may be detected in my ramblings. My attempt is to add meaningful discussion to this topic, highlight some of the stubbornly unanswered question marks, and perhaps maybe even provoke some new thought in the discussion.

      A gentleman from Wyoming who decided to exchange his cowboy days on a cattle ranch for a new life in Silicon Valley, wrote about the ease of the transformation from cows to cyberspace. Mr. John Perry Barlow attributed his low learning curve to the fact that his agricultural background “…spared me some crippling assumptions about this emerging world” 1 He theorized that the same would be true about Africa and set out to prove that Africa could leapfrog over industrialization altogether and land neatly in the information age. He traveled throughout Africa and in his fascinating article 2 concludes that Africa can indeed leapfrog directly into the information age. I was very encouraged to hear him say that he had never before "… met people anywhere who could learn how to operate a computer more quickly ". But as for Africa leapfrogging over industrialization entirely and jumping into an information economy, as tempting as this sounds I am not quite convinced. You can not eat information, you can not wear it and it will not keep you warm at night. Information is valuable only when it gives you the knowledge to solve a specific problem. I heard my brother quote a slogan from one of the gazillion startups here. I forget the name of the start up but I found its message very profound. It goes “Information + Context = Knowledge”. In order to be useful and valuable, information has to be given a context.

      The rage right now in Silicon Valley is “business to business e-commerce” - using the internet to build a virtual marketplace where companies can buy and sell from each other. Information technology is then used to integrate their business processes so the whole process of buying and selling is dramatically streamlined and made more efficient. I agree that this is not a fad but a fundamental change in the way business will be done. When General Motors and Ford recently announced their plans to jump on the bandwagon by partnering with Silicon Valley software companies, the implications were astounding. Each would be moving over $80 billion of business with their suppliers to the internet. Information with a context.

      I heard of the case of Ugandan coffee farmers who were given access to the internet so they could access information about coffee prices on the global market. Just by having access to this information, they were able to determine when to sell their coffee for export and when to hold it. They no longer blindly sold their coffee to some middleman at the same low price and their profit skyrocketed. Information with a context.

      I guess my point is that there is no doubt that information technology can dramatically improve the operation of an enterprise, whether it is a network of businesses that manufacture and buy and sell, or a farmer learning about market prices or new pesticides for that matter. But the fact remains that we must make or grow things we consume and information alone will not do that for us. Unfortunately we don’t seem to make a whole lot of anything in Africa. A friend tells me that the tools they use to pound yam in Nigeria are imported from some Asian country (where yam pounding is most certainly not practiced). And we all know that (recent developments in assembling TV’s etc not withstanding), Ethiopia manufactures very few items even by African standards. So in addition to talking about information, perhaps we should also talk about creating the context that will make this information valuable and relevant. This context could be about growing food, or curing sick people, or making some of the basic things we use. Since I am more familiar with the part about making things, I will focus on manufacturing.

      So why is it again that we make so very few of the goods we consume in Africa? I remember our self-critical discussions in Ethiopia “speel inkwan aniseram”. I wonder if it is still true. I think we would find it very insightful to look at the experience of some other countries to understand our situation today.

      We should remind ourselves that the gap between Africa and the rest of the planet was not so wide a few years ago. "In 1962 Taiwan stood between Zaire and the Congo on the global ranking of income per head, by 1986 its neighbors were Greece and Malta. In 1962 South Korea was poorer than Sudan, by 1986 it was richer than Argentina"3. What exactly happened?

      Starting with the first industrial revolution in England, governments have been playing an increasing role in ensuring the success of industries in their countries. The British government really had no role in the beginning of industrialization in England. Individual inventors started creating gadget s to make a variety of consumer goods on a more massive scale and with better quality. By the time the industrial revolution got to the US, the American government was already playing a more active role by imposing taxes and tariffs to protect the newly budding American industries from the more established British ones. By the time Industrialization gets to Japan, the technology gap is already significantly wider, and the Japanese government decides to take matters into its own hands and plays a critical role in closing the gap. For the first time ever, a national government constructs a National Technology Policy.

      For all the talk about “Free Markets”, the fact is that when one looks at the success stories of Japan and the Asian Tigers, it is obvious that the governments played a very active role in the growing industrial might of their countries. By delicately balancing infant industry protection (imposing trade barriers on imports to allow local industries to develop) with a policy of export promotion, these governments skillfully developed world class manufacturing in their countries. Through infant industry protection, they ensured that their local industries were given a chance to develop at a time when they could easily be drowned by much more sophisticated and cheaper imports. After allowing for this development phase however, these governments then proceeded to open up their markets to force their local industries to compete with world class manufacturers. This then provided the incentive to manufacture at or above global standards of quality. The Japanese automotive industry is one beneficiary of such a policy.

      But perhaps even more importantly, these governments invested in their human capital. From the Meiji dynasty in Japan to Lee Kwan Yew in Singapore, we see that these governments invested in quality education for the masses. Using a well defined technology policy, they made a concerted effort to build the “local technological capability” by ensuring that education is not limited to an elite few who are educated at the highest level possible. In addition, basic education was made available to all, and the population was trained in technical skills needed to support the new industries. It was also stipulated that foreign companies who invested in their countries contribute to meaningful technology transfer by forming joint ventures with local companies on favorable terms. The role of the Japanese government in the education and industrialization of that nation is a fascinating story. In the early 1950’s a well known Ethiopian, Ato Kebede Michael found the story of industrialization in Japan so interesting and relevant to Ethiopia that he took the initiative to research and write a book on the topic. His goal in writing the book “Japan Indemin Seletenech” was that the Ethiopian government would learn some valuable lessons from the Japanese experience. On the topic of building local technological capability he says
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      As Ato Kebede pointed out, the education system must be able to meet the needs of local industries. Workers need good basic education and technical training to be effective on the job because building local technological capability means more than being able to assemble foreign made parts. It means that the local people have the skill and the ability to modify the technology to make it more appropriate to their particular context, that they have the understanding to make incremental improvements on the product or process, and use the technology to address their unique needs.

      This building of local technological capability does not seem to be happening in Africa, at least not to a significant extent. One reason is the obvious lack of an educated and skilled workforce. Another reason is that, although joint ventures with multinational corporations have been successfully used by Asian governments as a means for transferring technology and thus building local technological capability, this has not been the case in Africa. As an example of the failure of Industrialization due to lack of local technological capability, we can look at the case of the Bonsa Tire Company (BTC) in Ghana. According to a case study by Stephen Adei of the UNDP5, BTC which started as a joint venture between the government of Ghana and Firestone, is a story that illustrates among other things, the failure that is assured when there is no meaningful technology transfer to the host country. To make a long story short, one of the primary reasons why this joint venture failed is that despite being given a 10 year tax holiday, exemption from import duties and all kinds of favorable credit terms, the specialists and senior staff at BTC were strictly expatriates. Although the contract had stated that “Firestone shall train Ghanaians in all aspects of the industry”, the Ghanaian government failed to ensure that this was in fact the case. There were no training schedules, and no penalty for failure to train the local staff. As it turned out the company had no formal training program and the local staff did not even have technical manuals and journals to read.

      As another example, in Ethiopia Ato Kebede observed back in the 1950’s that the country depended too much on expatriate skills. He says
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      Well one can learn from success as much as from failure. One of the very few brilliantly successful stories we have in Ethiopia is o f course our airlines. Though I don’t have a case study on the airlines, it seems obvious that one of the main reasons for its success was its ability to build Ethiopian technical and managerial capability. The airline was set up in 1945 under an agreement between the Ethiopian government and TWA. TWA initially provided the management staff for the airline, but according to our historian Bahru Zewde, "The issue of Ethiopianization dominated the history of the airline with the Americans trying to delay its realization for as long as possible. But the airline managed to achieve self-sufficiency in flying, technical and administrative personnel by the end of the period under study. The first Ethiopian general manager was appointed in 1971"7. The success of the airline since then seems to have been based on a combination of achieving local technical expertise (so much so that Ethiopian Airlines trains staff for other African airlines), and a market strategy that focused on the under served African continent. It is doubtful that had TWA retained control of the airline, it would have evolved in a manner that is relevant to its unique African context.

      In addition to building local technological capability, another factor that was important to the success of much of Asia was a sense of “shared destiny” among the people. This means that individuals did not necessarily measure success by their own personal achievement only. Since there was a strong identification with the community, success meant pulling up the community with you. For example as Japan developed, the emerging middle class purchased locally manufactured furniture and other items. This had the effect of pulling up a whole new segment of society, the local craftsmen and artisans. In contrast, in most developing countries in Latin America and Africa, middle class society rushes to invest in imported consumer goods, thus their improved standard of living does nothing to pull up the rest of their society. As another illustration of this sense of “shared destiny”, I recall reading how a Japanese doctor would be far more inclined to sit down and discuss affairs of his country with a Japanese farmer than he would with a European doctor. A doctor from Latin America on the other hand, would identify more closely with a European doctor and talk disparagingly of the illiterate farmer from his country. As stereotypical as this sounds I think it has an element of truth, and I believe the same can be said of an Ethiopian doctor or any other African doctor (and I am not trying to single out doctors here). The point is that unless we are all able to see the problem of the lowliest of our country folk as our common problem we will make precious little progress as a nation.

      So among the many reasons for the Asian miracle, we have the carefully planned intervention of visionary governments to build local technological expertise, and a sense of "shared destiny" amongst the people. Well if there is one thing that Africa lacks it is visionary leadership, so what is an African to do ? The growing technological gap requires prompt action by governments to invest in basic education and technical training for all (in addition of course to food security and public health), and to carefully craft a technology policy to bridge the gap. Until this ideal state of affairs is realized, it seems that the only choice is for each of us individuals who have had the benefit of being exposed to cutting edge technology in every field, to contribute to building technological capability in Ethiopia to solve some of the pressing needs of the country.

      Now this was not an easy conclusion for me to make since it is not very clear to me exactly how I personally would achieve this goal. However if we look at specific areas of need, perhaps the task could look less daunting. For example one thing I find very striking about the Ethiopian landscape is that there seem to be absolutely no trees left anymore. The country seems to be on the verge of being transformed into one big desert. In most developing countries, over 90% of the firewood needs are for cooking. We have all seen women in Addis Ababa bent over double carrying inhumanely large loads of firewood on their backs. Not only are the trees chopped down, and the soil eroded, these women also suffer terribly by damaging their spines with the load, and ruining their lungs with the smoke from the firewood. I remember one of the nuns from my high school in Ethiopia telling us “if you somehow find a permanent solution for these women and it is the only thing you ever achieve in your life you will have accomplished a great deal”. Well I may never have had to carry firewood on my back myself, but if I have any sense of shared destiny with my countrywomen, their problem should be a very pressing problem for me as well.

      So what can I do about it ? Well as it turns out the “sunbelt” of the world, i.e. the area that receives the most solar radiation on the planet is also the most energy starved. Would it not make sense for us to leverage technology and this God given resource to meet our energy needs ? There is no need to re-invent the wheel, significant amount of work has already been done in this area that we can leverage. India has a significant solar energy industry and even manufactures high tech photovoltaic cells (to convert sunlight into electricity). In addition, I know there is a professor at a certain university here in the US doing research on highly efficient thermal solar cells for solar cookers. Can I play a role in aiding the development of a project say at the mechanical engineering department at Addis Ababa University, that would focus on developing and building an efficient and affordable solar cooker that can be produced locally ? My presence in the US provides me great access to information and funding, can I assist AAU gain this same access ? Can I assist in setting up Ethiopian businesses to manufacture and sell these cookers locally ?

      This is just a small example and it may sound idealistic and simplistic. But I am sure each of us can think of a specific way we can contribute to building the technological capability in Ethiopia to solve a local problem. Although studies show that as the technology gap widens, successful and visionary governments have had to play a greater role in closing the gap, the unfortunate reality of Africa indicates that we will in fact need a new paradigm. Or maybe it is not a new paradigm. At the beginning of the industrial revolution, it was entrepreneurial, thoughtful, and creative individuals not governments who were behind the development of their countries. Now this late in the game, perhaps we’re back to this model. Like Ato Kebede Michael, maybe we as individuals or groups of individuals should take the initiative to start looking at who has developed how and why. And like the entrepreneurs of Silicon Valley, perhaps we should start thinking in terms of creating new, profitable businesses in Ethiopia that use technology and local talent to solve specific problems. In the process we would build local technical skill, encourage self-sufficiency, creativity, and entrepreneurship. And just maybe, we will never hear of famine in Ethiopia again

      “Everything You Know About Africa is Wrong” Wired January 1998
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      Not Waiting to Exhale

      Not Waiting to Exhale…

      By: “Saba”

      The radio from the apartment downstairs can faintly be heard from the terrace where I am standing trying to finish my cigarette, much to the horror of the elderly women who are sitting in the living room behind me. I can just imagine the conversation “Yezare set lijoch. Mts mts .”

      I turn slightly and see one of them giving me a serious gilmiCHa and a dramatic ‘woladite amlak, min aynet mebelasht new’ look, all the while shaking her head. It is true what they say about abesha women of a certain age just genetically not being capable of minding their own business. I feel like turning around and blowing smoke rings towards them.

      I squinted up at the noon sun as I used my hands to cover my eyes. A warm gust of wind made the cotton of my neTela flutter around me and loosened the delicate wrap I had put around my shoulders. I put the cigarette out and went back into the dragon’s den. Ah, if looks could kill, they’d have another leQso on their hands.

      They all stop talking and look at me as I take a seat. After about 4 minutes of close inspection, one of them asks me if I was from out of town. My mood was as bright as Alaska in December, so not up to any conversation, I grunt yes and look away. Endet balege hognalehu, I metazeb myself. But only for a fleeting second. Is no one familiar with the chaos theory? I take no responsibility for my actions.

      The ladies dismiss my rudeness, turn away, and start chatting on their own. About, what else, how they hate smoking; hate the smell, hate the way smokers have dark and wrinkled lips. What a Qoshasha habit! One of them turns to me and asks me why I smoke.

      She says it bitterly, like my smoking was the cause for all the strife in the world. I hesitate for a moment but then decide to let her know why. Well, because I like it. A lot. Watching the curling smoke as I exhale, and the burning tip glow a fiery red during each inhale. The burning sensation of inhaling smoke and nicotine and the coolness of letting it out. It burns, chokes me. I can sense it leaving a nasty charcoal residue in my lungs, but I find inexplicable beauty in it.

      They all look up at me. I don’t know if they understood the whole tirade, but what a Kodak moment! I was going to continue, but I stop. One of them sucks her teeth and touches her deret. At this point my poor aunt comes into the room and sits by me.

      I had crawled out of my Y2K bunker 2 months ago, severely disappointed that the world did survive. There I was, a bitter disillusioned jaded malcontent at large, full of angst, trying to figure out what to do with a dozen boxes of canned beans and how best to disarm the small illegal immigrant militia I had been training in my backyard. My local Ethiopian market doesn’t even want to negotiate a refund for the year’s supply of beso that I had bought.

      Needless to say, I was trying to carry on with ‘normal’ existence, and enjoying the only new year’s gift I got; a picture someone brought back from Addis of an azmari bet that had a “Y2K compliant” sign up. (You never know with those damned digital masinqos.)

      The year continued in its screwed up course as 5 people I knew, loved and admired died. All separately. A couple of weeks apart. Ranging from ages of 24 – 89. So try if you will, to understand why I’ve been letting the fingers do the talking, more than one on a good day, when interacting with other humans. These poor ladies at the leQso caught me at a bad time. Not a good time to be confronted by anyone, on any issue, when I’m dealing with the realities of life and death, the fragility of our world, those around us and our very own existence.

      The ladies see as my aunt takes my hands, and one of them asks, ‘Lijwot nat ende’? That is all my aunt needed to rattle off my resume. Not much impresses them until she mentions I am an engineer. And then the whole room lights up. Suddenly the women like me. No, they love me. They ask me what I do in detail as a chorus of ‘gosh, gosh’ hums in the background. For reaction like this, all those sleepless nights in labs and being soul mates with Chinese men who speak 5 words of English and pretty much spending my college days in either libraries or labs…it all seems to have paid off.

      Yilugnta be damned, I can do or say the most ridiculous things and it will be chalked up to the eccentricity of a female engineer. In most abesha mothers’ eyes, you can’t ever really be a bad person if you have an engineering degree, so the world isn’t all that bad.

      I went back to the balcony to light up another smoke in the “sucking the marrow out of life” tradition of Thoreau.
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      Life diaries

      Life Diaries Entry One

      From: Robel

      To: Sefanit

      Subject: Min feredebign ibakachihu!

      Letewdedshiw ihite weyzerit Sefanit, selam, tenayistilign, yene imebet! Keteleyayenibet gizena se’at jemiro … yeah, you know how that goes … So, word around town is that the editors are fire-spitting evil-doers who brainwashed us into writing for these life diary things … (note to editors: that was said with all due respect and admiration, so please don’t send your people to shoot me “where it don’t grow back”).

      Yilukunis, bizu salQebatir, I’d better introduce myself, for formality’s sake. My parents named me Robel. They claim it’s biblical and means, “for God so heard my prayers and gave me a son.” I don’t quite know how one word could mean all that, but I suppose I have no reason to distrust them.

      Betimihirtu akwaya, I am a bitter sophomore at a college that has the aura and congeniality of a mental institution, in a city where you consider yourself extremely lucky if you get mugged and all you lost was your arm and teeth on your lower jaw. Since this issue of SELEDA is about Science and Technology, I suppose I have to admit that I casually fit into that clique of people who’re affectionately referred to as “techies.” Gin, behig amlak, don’t hold that against me. I am actually one of the few people minoring in both math and art … wannaw neger, my major is what they call Digital Media Design, which means I make a career of typing away on the Kulf-Tawla and clicking on the AyiT creating digital art (web design, print layout, animations, special effects, wezete…).

      Anyway, I left Ethiopia only about two years ago, so yes, I’m fresh meat on this side of the Atlantic. But no, I never really experienced any of the culture shock or yeQuanQua siKay that so many speak of. The real siKay – and the one that is truly under-rated – is trying to juggle jobs and schoolwork, and still manage to have an ounce of life in you. No, actually, I retract that statement. The REAL siKay is trying to understand that damned Computer Science professor … Someone should have told me that Chinese was a prerequisite for the class. Data structure this, algorithm that, compile wedezih, debug wedezia … wey mekera! Demmo isum alans bilo iko, they just felt obliged to hire the guy with the thickest and least discernable accent.

      Bicha, yiQribish yene imebet, technology can sometimes be like ye’ayiT weTmed … once you get caught, it’s going to be a damn painful and bloody experience getting out of it. So you end up expiring in it … Oh, that was unnecessarily morbid, wasn’t it?

      You know, Miss Sefanit, the amusing thing right now for me is the mere fact that I have a CS midterm in 5 hours and 14 minutes (and counting) … and yet, here I am, “taking a much-deserved break” ranting and raving on IRC and ICQ while trying to put coherent thoughts into this short little entry (well, so far, coherent it is NOT).

      I’m escaping a technology/science-related topic by indulging myself into manifestations of the same “entity”! Mellaw y’abesha hizb seems to be hooking up through the flimsy servers of ethio.com.

      Damn it! I suppose I should cut it short here, because I’m running low on thought and creativity. (Editors read: Too bad, a page and a half seem to be unattainable at 4:53 am). And the reading material for that midterm keeps on giving me this look … very intimidating, I must say. I guess I’ll have to succumb to its prowess and delve back into miserable academics again.

      So, this said, I’ll sign off and leave you to yelam-beret my teret-teret.

      Robel

      From: Sefanit

      To: Robel

      Subject: Yelam beret… Don’t you say**_, “hodish yitterter be gale biret…”

      _**

      Slowly and softly “as in the morning sunrise,” I approach this daunting task of putting coherent thoughts about a topic that is more foreign than is familiar. From all the archived diaries I have been exploring (in hopes of some guidance / inspiration), it seems as if the SELEDA editors with their whips and chains (what an image) are characters much feared by the brainwashed, tricked and be gulbet yetegededu past-diarists. So I hold my breath, pray to all the tabots I kind of remember, as I get ready to send my thoughts through this optic line! Be sime ab we weld we menfes kedus amen!

      And slowly, Ato Robel, I approach to yelam beret yanten teret.

      A little formal history from this side, as well? My name is Sefanit (woman of power/upon the throne – true? Can’t say objectively), but my family calls me Munit (small, fragile, sweet – true? same as above). I would like to think I fall somewhere in between.

      I’ve been out of Ethiopia for the past eight years…almost half my life, a little less, and for the past eight years, I have been truly blessed to have the opportunity to live in a couple of countries due to my mother’s occupation and educational opportunities, becoming a Global-Ethiopian-Citizen (and to come to terms with this title was a struggle!) So, here I am today writing from the bitter coldness of northern Massachusetts that my two-seasons, zenab-wey-tseha_y-_only, moderate-weather loving self can’t quite handle, in my first year in college and third year in the States.

      I, too, am caught in the frenzy of the ‘mid-term-blues.’ They say those that suffer together are elevated to a higher level of intimacy and consciousness. No offense, but I’d rather rise to such levels through other means than three papers and an exam. So, instead, I write a life diary.

      Well, Mr.“Techie” (struggling to stay on topic!), I must confess. Technology and I have had quite a love-hate relationship…with more of the ha … never mind. (In college, I am inclined towards the medical-anthro, international relations and the arts. Need I say more?) I have to admit my fear of this unknown, mysterious entity called the Internet and how all the IRC’s / ICQ’s and other acronyms, I can’t pretend to know, work. (For example, how did SELEDA staff find me at all my multiple addresses?) [staff reply: We mobilized the New England division of our cyber joro-Tebee seraweet. The operation took a whole NINE seconds.] I couldn’t even hide! At the same time, as I fear it, I am utterly amazed at the potential the Internet has shown as a means to network amongst so many Ethiopian minds/lives of all wakes and of various backgrounds/ ages / experiences / knowledge. This science and technology business (Igzihare yebarkew!) is allowing for things I never dreamt possible to happen. Berochen kefetfet, bergedged eyarege new!

      Quick examples I can give of such ‘impossible-dreams’ that have become realities are the creation of such forums as PAHA, People-to-People, Ethiopian Students Association (ESA) and of course, can’t forget that SELEDA thing! [unforgettable editors reply: we just about snapped our whip, there!] Prior to the introduction of other ‘Ethio-techies’, much of my knowledge of Ethiopia in cyberspace was limited to Ethio.com (and the oh-so-many that spent hours upon hours of entertaining / incoherent / frustrating / inspiring dialogues about everything and nothing) and the Addis Tribune. Although I had attempted to join in the dialogues of Ethio.com chitchat, I could never keep up with the speed of their type-send buzz and whirr. So, for the slower ones like myself, the forums, such as, the ESA provided, were ideal.

      I could slowly compose my thoughts / worries / joys / pains and hopes about being an Ethiopian ‘singing my song in a strange land’ and in isolation, and I could share it with many others that thought along the same lines as I did (ego?), that were also fervently dreaming about a better day in Ethiopia and taking an active role in making this dream a reality. Not only was there support, there was also much inspiration. As a CHuCHe, a young one, I was glad to have many others to look up to and see striving for / achieving wonderful dreams of giving-back to the land and people that have given so much! It has made a difference in shaping my future. I could finally scream for joy, “I AM NOT ALONE!” And what a glorious feeling that was, to come out of isolation.

      Of course that meant that I had to take a crash course on TIME MANAGEMENT and learn, the very hard way, that I can’t spend all my waking hours writing/thinking/dreaming about future projects with the Ethiopian students. I also had to survive college…the present. After all, I didn’t care much for being disowned by mother for failing my first term! But it was in cyberspace, with all those hundreds of screen names (couldn’t even tell if they were men or women…they were merely brilliant minds forging equal grounds, working “hand in hand” without knowing what the other looked like etc.) that I have met wonderful people such as you (oh, oh…is that…gasp…your head inflating? Waa! Endayfeneda!), and many more that I can see myself working with for years to come…ideally and hopefully!

      There is nothing as powerful as the power of NETWORK! So despite my fear of it, here I am daring these techno-waters. But I have to leave you as I might have to re-engage in another crash course on time management…and that I can’t afford…unless…well, lottery kalashenefku (in the next coming days). And as I don’t see that happening, I say goodbye…and hope that your books megelametun akomewal. Yenae metsehafetoch selamawi self liwetu menem alkerachewem! Let me go and maintain order.

      Engdih endegena eskenegenagn deres,

      Take care,

      S-M

      Life Diaries Entry Two

      From: Robel

      To: Munit

      Subject: I’ve always hated this “subject” thing you know … how the hell do you narrow down two pages of nonsense into one concise line? Technology does have it’s flaws …

      Puh! Puh! Puh! Puh! Puh! Guud iko new bakish, lik and gets ke’gimash new yetsafshiw. The editors must be grinning in fits of jovial ecstasy right about now… :-)

      Lemanignawim, wudd Munit, it was good of you to respond to my train of thought so expeditiously. It was nice that you mentioned ESA in your foray into Ethiocentric cyber-fermatawoch. The power of Ethiopian networking on this side of the Atlantic never ceases to amaze me. You know, it really is true what they say about six degrees of separation. It doesn’t matter how large the population is burgeoning nowadays. Somehow, the internet, telelphone, and ya hulu tirke mirke has managed to bring us all closer and closer by the minute. And the ethio chatrooms! How can one slight those precious moments of typing guramayle in a frenzy of excitement at recognizing a nickname (“Oh! Weyne tadiyeeee, QuantaRas52 is online!” or flooding the chat module with copy-pastes of “Arrrrrrrriiiiiiiiiiiiiiffffffffffffffffffff98!!!”). Call me paranoid, in a way, but the fact that this world is just too damn small scares the gehannem out of me.

      Today was a good day. Min iKebaTiralehu, it’s 4.02am. I mean, YESTERDAY was a good day. It’s always comforting to find one more Ethiopian who goes to the same school and shares your misery. Bicha, the funny thing is, I was staring at her for a while (of course, they say staring is rude, but who cares what people say anyway), and the girl looked like she was getting uncomfortable by my scrutiny. I was only trying to make sure that she was tikikilegna habesha. Imiballa meslwat new meselegn, she hurriedly picked up her books and papers and started leaving the library. But, Munit, you know how curiosity gets the better of people sometimes. So I quickly left after her, caught up, and asked her where she was from. Obviously, of course, she confirmed my speculations. Immediately, amarignawin maQelaTef jemerkwa! And she had this look of utter amazement on her face. Then she said, and I quote: “Indeeee, you’re Ethiopian, ante! Bete’amir abesha atmeslim. You look black!” I look black? What, I’m not supposed to look black? Lenegerus, I managed to guise my irritation at the comment with a smiley, and promised I would keep in touch. But, let me backtrack (even though it has as much to do with technology as the nail on my big toe does with Liberia’s national deficit) to the moment where she said, “you look black.” Maybe I shouldn’t be spending too much time on this, but it’s not as trivial a topic as many people think it is. I am black. And I’m Ethiopian. My citizenship in no way makes me less of a black man! You know, Ivy League doesn’t necessarily instill common sense into someone …

      Wey mekera … bicha I just had to vent to someone about that little annoying incident.

      On another note, though, that midterm went well thankfully. Meaning, of course, that everybody did terrible, which pulled down the mean, so what would be an F any other day in any other class is now a decent B/C+ Wey iDile! Apparently, I’m trying to use this as some kind of transition to the topic of the technology TaTa fenTaTa. One of the things that I’ve noticed is that there is usually a genuine excitement at stumbling across another Ethiopian’s homepage, or managing to wring a link out of them after 2 minutes of a trivial dialogue in IRC. Granted, this “excitement” could often be some people’s desperate lunge at hooking up with a hopefully appealing person. But I have a feeling it’s also more than that. It evokes some kind of comforting feeling – almost like an ishuRuRu, especially to us college kids – to realize that Ethiopian presence online is growing extremely fast, with the likes of ESA, PAHA, SELEDA, and the ever increasing amount of personal homepages (read: the ridiculously garish ones with a handful of pictures and a joniya-ful of Ethiocentric graphics and animations…). That is exactly what makes me want to pursue a career in startup internet companies, web graphics, and the like within the Ethiopian community – you get to bring your fellow abeshas together, and hey, birrum yihen yahil metfo aydelem Speaking of money … I have so much deep-seated fury at how over-rated it’s become nowadays, but I won’t get into it now. I need to ration out my writing. Demo behuala what if I can’t contribute an Entry 4? Idme’liken ke’SELEDA gar dibibiKosh siCHawet linor? Bechirash!

      So, I’ll cut this short, and head out to the class that I’m already late for.

      Take care and do write back soon.

      R.

      PS: I couldn’t help but notice that you signed your diary entries as “S-M” and you somehow made mention of “chains and whips” (or something to that effect) in your writing … made me think for a while … LOL! But then again, it’s the typical male sick mind kickin’ into gear! Bey ciao, boobooye, booboo’alem, before I miss the part of the lecture where the professor starts doing the moonwalk (the reasons I go to class … ayiii, shame on me!)

      From: Munit

      To: Robel

      Subject: Who is this Mailer-Daemon?

      Man abatwa nech yechi Mailer-Daemon yemiluat sateyo who sends me messages about her incompetence at delivering my debdabe? I didn’t mean to make you writhe, dear Editors! As we talk about technology, let us remember that as it enriches our lives in unfathomable ways, connecting us, making the world more efficient etc., so does it stab us in the back and twist the knife…right when the deadlines arrive! So here I go. Trying again…with a little touch-up.

      Robel, beTam yeQerta, asTebekuh. Good things come to those who wait, they say. Does that make me ‘the good’? (Abet gurra!) Eshi! You left me much to think about, yeah? But before I start let me first say that if I hear one more reference to the S-M coincidence…yekrebeh! I know where you live…and if I didn’t, thanks to yehae yemenamogesew technology, I could find you down to your building, room number etc.! (Not to nurture your already growing paranoia or anything…) Just stressing your point about how connected a community we’re becoming! Second, a quick little tip about how to approach those you think to be Ethiopian, especially women. Staring for an extended amount of time, just watching them, like a hawk seeking its prey (my own mental image), is not a good idea. Next time carry a white…better yet, an Ethiopian flag with you wherever you go :-). As she wasn’t obviously Ethiopian, neither were you. The flag might make the connections easier.

      But isn’t it lovely to know that a venting space is but a screen, a keyboard and a send button away? To know that someone who understands your experiences (my city thinks I am a ganja selling Rastafarian –“Long Live Jah HaileSelassieI! Rasta woman, where the 'oly 'erb?”), who can calm the bitterness, laugh with you and encourage you to have patience and good humor is on the other side. The preconceived notions of many about who / what you might be by the way you talk, look, ‘strut your stuff’ and where you’re coming from are many. To be able to share this with you and other Ethiopians (family included) who have been burdened by the wrath of much ignorance is a luxury that has given me back a lot of my sanity. I no longer talk to myself about the trials of my interactions (outwardly black Rasta woman, inwardly Ethiopian). Thank you technology.

      From the dialogues amongst Ethiopian youth on many forums, I’m beginning to see that we are evolving into a multiple-identity of a multi-cultured population. Assimilating to the foreign while holding on to the familiar…and trying not to lose our minds as we struggle to maintain the precarious balance (better you ask me to walk on egg shells than maintain such a balance! TaTa eko new!) In meeting all the Ariff 98’s, whoever they might be, from wherever in the world we might be dwelling, we are attempting to keep these connections alive. I would just like to say that the support systems we are forging through these optic connections have been quite appreciated.

      It hasn’t only been emotional support but these “Ethiocentric cyber-fermatawoch” (to use your terminology, if I may) are now evolving to be a space where we might be able to help other Ethiopian brothers and sisters who are in trying situations and have been fortunate enough as to have access to such means of connections like the Internet. Recently, I found out about a young Ethiopian who, for the first time as far as I know, came out about his HIV positive status here in the States. Through the networks that have been set up by People-to-People there is now a project underway to have him speak and educate as many Ethiopian communities as possible about the HIV/AIDS situation amongst Ethiopians within and without Ethiopia. How long would it have taken to get this across had we not been all connected (and to all reading this, go and see how you might be able to help!)? And as it is a burning urgent issue, the speed of it all is a tremendous blessing…if we use it right. (A recent success would be the Christmas for Orphans project where the connections tied the Ethiopians in Ethiopia and us, scattered beyond!)

      Today, I logged on to the computer to find (besides Mailer-Daemon) messages from the ESA (let’s get active committees), PPL2PPL (support the young Ethiopian), protests about the acquittal of Amadou Diallo’s killers, working women’s global strike, peaceful protest at the IMF/World Bank meeting at DC. People are mobilizing, and they are mobilizing at larger scales than ever seen before. The potential is tremendous here!

      So Ato. Robel, please do connect us. Be the links, oh-you-many-technology-masters out there. Bring us together under one, big umbrella and let us see / use the potential we have, what a force of change we might turn out to be. Berta! Keep passing those exams and go to class whether there be a moonwalk or not!

      Give us cyber-Ethio-Libraries. Let all those who don’t know (myself included) learn their proper history even from the remotest, most inaccessible corners of this globe. Bring up the yellow pages, and connect the many dots. In the meantime, keep on keepin’ on.

      **_Eskenegenagn deres,

      Dehna hun.

      _**

      Munit

      Life Diaries Entry Three

      From: Robel

      To: Munit

      Subject: Maelor-Daemon is really a bitter suburban-residing 400-lb. lesbian …

      What are you doing now?

      This damn life diary.

      You don’t like doing it?

      It’s alright … I’m liking it more and more now.

      What’s on your mind?

      The midterm I just had.

      What about it?

      It went better than I thought.

      Did you study a lot for it?

      I pulled an all-nighter yesterday.

      Did you study a lot for it?

      I pulled an all-nighter yesterday.

      Did you study a lot for it?

      No.

      Why not?

      I’m a procrastinator by nature.

      What did you do instead of studying then?

      I don’t know. I don’t remember.

      You should have done this life diary.

      That thought had crossed my mind.

      So why didn’t you do it?

      Because my berCHuma in the sky waved hello.

      Huh?

      Forget it.

      Well, weyzerit Munit, now you know what’s on mind. I think I’m in dire need of intense psychiatric care. Too much schoolwork … indyaw QuaQ lilegn new zendiro. I am really sorry for not responding to your last entry any sooner, but between real work and genuine procrastination I just didn’t have enough time on my hands to type out my train of thought. Lemanignawim, the midterm went well this morning. Now I have another class in just over an hour, but we’ll see how far I get with this entry before I decided if I’m going to meforef the class or not…

      The racial stereotype you mentioned was quite amusing, by the way. Amusing, but sadly true too. But the trick, dear, is to use it to your advantage. Here in Philly, where you learn to sleep peacefully with sirens and megaphones blaring out loud, you have to be able to talk the talk and walk the walk. Unfortunately, being black nowadays is associated either with crime or, of course, the 'oly 'erb. Silezih, the thing to do is to be unpredictable. Look the stereotype, but don’t live it – that’s my motto for now. On the same token, though, we live in a world that worships appearance. No one appreciates teCHemari afinCHa or sostegna any anymore. What is this world coming to? Shame. But on a serious note, though, it’s kind of unfortunate that what you look like automatically forms an immediate impression in your viewer’s mind – beka iko indew si’il linihon minim alkerenim … just stand and let people scrutinize you inch by inch, while they interpret your demeanor in any way that they are comfortable with. And this is where the money thing comes into play … I remember I said I’d mention this issue sometime … so here goes.

      What’s wrong with money?

      Nothing. People just think it’s a pre-requisite for happiness.

      Isn’t it?

      Ay, yene geta, aymeslegnim.

      Lemin?

      Because I’m talking from experience.

      Agul deha neberku minamin yemilutin BS litnegregn new demo ahun?

      No, not really. I’m just saying, the closest money gets to happiness is the fact that it occasionally puts a smile on your face.

      Tadia isn’t that happiness?

      Yemanim necha chiba didun bageTeTe QuTir it’s happiness litilegn new inde nefsu?

      I’m asking the questions here.

      Well ask the right ones then, mengaCHilahin salarbetebitew.

      Are you threatening me?

      Ouuufaa! Ahunis complexen anCHaCHahibign …

      See, Miss Munit, even I can’t figure it out yet. Either that or my alter ego is intentionally trying to spite me.

      I have a strange feeling that the nefarious editors are spitting ye’irgiman zedem azmad hulu at me, as I have digressed from “science and technology” all this time. But let me make one last desperate lunge at it before I head out to class.

      Just the other day, I was actually thinking about technology in Ethiopia and other developing countries today. I think yegna siQay might be trying to keep up with the rest of the world. 386, 486, Pentium Too, Pentium Tree, Pentium For, silu silefelifu, nalachan zoro new kuch yeminilew. And those of us – the very lucky few – who manage to somehow keep up with what’s going on cannot help but increase the gap between the fortunate and the less fortunate (you notice I’m trying to use PC lingo … I guess a college education does come in handy sometimes) and as a result of that our chances of intellectually, emotionally, and societal (read: financially, too) developing becomes limited … hence, all the brain drain. I realize I will sound like yet another dreamer, who just spits politically correct I-have-a-dream speeches with no action to back them up, when I say this: we need to use technology to close the ever-widening gap b/n “rich” and “poor” instead of keeping all this information as some sort of esoteric mit’Hat among the lucky few. Yes, right now, words is all I have, but it’s gotta start somewhere right?

      Bey, bey, yene ashaTiregna … asleflifesh asleflifesh ke’Class litasQerign new aydel? Mesloshal! I gotta head out now. I apologize for the disconcerted writing. Do grant me the benefit of the doubt, though. I haven’t slept since Saturday afternoon…

      I await the choo-choo of your train of thought. Mine has apparently already derailed into oblivion.

      Robel.

      From: Munit

      To: Robel

      Subject: Ere gud! Ena Mailer-daemon gorebete nech malet new? Yegermal!

      Eshi. So now I’m making you a leflafi?

      Let me tell you, though! Freud would have had a field day with you and your alter ego. (Is it your ‘id’ peeking through?) Let’s hope Dear-Freud doesn’t connect it to a certain…Atse Oedipus syndrome? Hehe! Despite the alter-ego, the advice on how to deal with the 'oly-'erb-lady following was a sound one. As of yet, I haven’t succumbed to their image of me! This stems from my ‘no need for deportation’ sentiment, as well.

      Ena elehalehu, ezih kelelitu hulet se’at lihon new. Do I have a plethora of unfinished work awaiting me…snickering in my back pack saying, “Go ahead! Try us, baby. Can you handle us?” Were those rhetorical questions? Hmm…

      Koy gen. Are we supposed to be so stressed, sleep deprived and fatigued while we’re so young, I ask you? “Gena lejoch aydelachehum endae? Keltef keltef belu enji!” At this moment, any keltef keltefing from my part would lead to my immediate and inevitable demise. I am surprised that my neurons eskahun ergef adergew telewegn alehaedum. They haven’t surrendered in their fatigue and refused to translate / transmute / trans-something the message from brain to finger tip (the same fingertips that SELEDA editors might be kissing sometime soon….? Hmm. How titillating! The simple pleasures of life !) [editors reply: better your finger tips than your toes, what with mujale and all…]

      So you hope / say / plan to bridge the gap between the haves and the have-nots using technology, bridge the knowledge gap? I commend you. Yes, they are hopeful, idealistic dreams…but what is a society without idealists? And remember, as many idealists as there are, there are twice as many pessimists! Ewneten new. Some might say that idealism and realism are mutually exclusive. Don’t let them fool you! I don’t know how to not make them not mutually exclude (goodness knows, I’ve failed) but I’ve seen it work somewhere else. It can happen!

      So dreams, helmoCh, yes, dreams do have to start somewhere, and by verbalizing them, saying them over and over again like a broken record (or a better image, a Buddhist chanting his mantra for peace!) makes them real, and a part of our everyday existence. Keeps them close to our minds so as we may not forget what our larger picture of ‘the meaning / purpose of our life’ looks like. One needs dreams to understand, justify and motivate to go through all the little / big struggles we go through daily. Without a dream, to what end do we struggle?

      As far as bridging technological gaps, I remember hearing, once, that the so-called third world countries are, in a sense, lucky because they do not have to go through the millions of models / ideas / machines that other industrialized nations have gone through as technology has constantly and rapidly evolved. They can simply jump from nothing to the best, “bomb-diggy” (to be colloquial and non-PC – what I learnt at Smith!) technology available. Hmm. Besides the fact that I can’t see when exactly technology is going to stop bettering itself in the near future, I just wanted to say, “Is this for real?” The person making these statements was a hopeful / ambitious one, to say the least. I mean, where do these “bomb-diggy” contraptions come from? Who buys them? (Money money money money (space) money (space) money money money) (That was a song, by the way! :-) ) So, again, who buys them…'cause if there’s one lesson one learns in this global economy we have going, nothing comes for free! (Bravo, Jubilee 2000!) And then, who runs and sustains these QiraQimbowoCh in environments not included in the specifications of the initial the production? What if it breaks down? Constant flow of electricity, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week everywhere in Ethiopia? Hey, if it happens, more power to us all, yeah?

      (Here’s a funny story. Italy donates computers to Senegal. All manuals and computer programs are in Italian. Italy hasn’t sent a translator…not even an French-Italian dictionary, and the Senegalese people had stopped learning Italian a couple of years ago. Moral of story: with the toys are needed the boys and girls that can make them work.)

      So, hold on to that dream like you hold on to your alter-ego…or the blanket when your 100 year old metal heater stops functioning in the dead of winter.

      I hope to see you on the other side.

      While we’re talking about hopeful dreams…and closing gaps. I was talking to my brother the other day. Conversation wandered and we came to this topic of technology. At some point, he had an epiphany! (When was the last time I had one of those!?) He pointed out to me how all the gadgets that have appeared in what seemed like as-removed-from-reality-as-we-know-it sci-fi films (Space 1999 and that telewawach Maya person) shows were becoming realities. The particular show in our conversation was Star Trek and the gadgets? The watch with audio/video? Coming soon in a Wal-Mart near you. “Phones” with screens in computers? You don’t have those yet? Ere menew? :-)

      So here’s my proposal. Following in this tradition, I propose that somebody should work on the teletransporter. “Beam me up, Scotty nefse!” Think about it! I mean, seriously! Can you see the potential here? Point A to Point B. Here to Home in a matter of micro-cosmic seconds. I know I need one of those teletransporters real bad! There’s something about a New England winter, I tell you. It just makes waking up and stepping out…well…let’s just say turning back the hands of time and waking up and stepping out are, to me, on the same caliber as far as a challenge goes. Right after those two comes doing the anthropology paper that is due…too soon. It’s always too soon.

      So, next stop teletransporter? Please, please, please! Benateh?

      You know what? I was wondering about something. You said that you were a math and art 'wanaw neger’ (major) aydel? See that’s a brilliant balance. In talking about SCIENCE and technology, I have noticed lately that I don’t hear much about young ethiopians taking the arts, or even the social sciences, as a major…or else I have been in the dark about their existence. I know I had my little struggle… Why did I use the past tense? I know I have my struggles. I am struggling to break away from the ‘doctor wey engineer or mechanic wey…’ mentality (Aluta continua), the,‘these are the jobs that are real jobs that make you money’ idea. But here’s my question. What if money isn’t your final goal…and your measurement for ‘real happiness’ like I think you might have said in that jumbled conversation? To what end is one going to pursue the ‘proper / real job’ whether or not that’s your calling? Freedom of choice from those oh-so-subtle (at times) social pressures? Are we going to do the same to our young ones?

      What you think?

      I think enQelf is des yemetel neger!

      So till we wander in each other’s optic view…assuming I will still be a conscious person, adios!!

      munit

      Life Diaries Entry Four

      From: Robel

      To: Munit

      Subject: The last act … hey Scotty, you’re in charge of the curtains, make sure you beam them onto the stage on time

      Letewdedshiw ye’Munit lijoch inat, leTenash indemindineshilign? Well, that’s just about all the formal greeting as I’ll do, especially since I have to go work on that teletransporter you suggested. Why so soon? I have a disturbing feeling that the SELEDA editors have issued a warrant for my decapitation … I think I may have been a little too “creative” with my last entry. Keyazugnim ingideh, they’ll megelagel me from the miseries of school. In that case, I’ll make sure I leave you the damned gadget in my will … just don’t mind the rubber dolly on one of the seats … she can be good company though…

      So this is our last round of diary entries … somehow I feel obliged to make a point today … Hopefully, I’ll find that point by the end of this short little scribble. As for the stress thing you mentioned … I have no idea why it seems to be an ingrained component of college life. Sometimes I feel compelled to scream out, “Erediyaaa, idawin beCHerQu” and drop the whole thing. Oh, no, but how could I do that when the voice of reason (I don’t know why but this voice usually sounds like either of my parents’) that’s tucked away in the back of my head keeps pricking my brain every time that thought occurs to me! Negative reinforcement new yemilut? Unfortunately, the only way to beat “the system” is by going through it, even though a couple of nervous breakdowns or fits of insanity and post-traumatic stress syndromes can be untimely and frequent consequences. And how to deal with all this stress? Gidgidawin bebuTi? Drop computers out your window (this is the official stress relief procedure at CalTech, no joke!)? Personally, gashe MuziQa seems to be a redeemer. Make me go two days without the sound of a tune, and I will go berserk … if there are any national secrets that I may know of, I’ll spill my guts … There is something about a familiar tune (be it that Ethiopian song that leaves an idiotic grin plastered to your face, or the latest from commercial pop culture that makes you bob your head back and forth) that is unbelievably comforting.

      Getting back on the technology tip, though … you are right about the Star Trek-y gadgets that are adorning the walls of stores nowadays. Wireless Internet, MP3 players the size and shape of a ball point pen (coming soon from Sony), personal organizers the size of credit cards, watches with audio/video options (somehow I feel obliged to include Viagra in this list but I’m not sure if it would quite make the cut … you know they wouldn’t accept my suggestion for a motto: “Keep your head up” … I don’t know why they wouldn’t like it). [editors respond: We’ll have you know that THIS barely made the cut of SELEDA sanssur beero.] Yihe hulu tirke mirke beyebotaw tezrekriko iko tadia, it’s amazing how many people even here in the “West” opt to remain uninformed about them. Of course, there’s always the issue of affordability (which is always involved when the issue of hi-tech gear comes up) … gin demo min yadergal, the day after I buy the latest in hi-tech equipment a new and improved one will come out for a cheaper sale … why is the market trying to spite us?

      Nonetheless, even though we often take technology for granted, it is obvious that it is paving the way for a better tomorrow, an easier and more comfortable realm for us, our children, and the generations to come. (No, I don’t watch CSPAN the whole day, heheh). So, Munitiye, I say to you: dare to dive into the deep pool of tech-world. You won’t regret it. Besides, it’s really not as confusing and ye’angol beshita as they say it is. Well, maybe just a little bit … :-)

      So … here I am … trying to wind this thing to a reasonable conclusion while the mesmerizing jazz tunes of Charles Mingus blast the living daylights out of my dirQ yeCHeresaChew speakers. All I can say is, this truly is a sad moment. No, wait, who am I kidding? I’m ecstatic like a drunken butterfly in spring to have the laser-gun-totting editors off my back. Firjayen new iko yasayugn zendiro. Nevertheless, I shall cherish this experience (Is that an inkling of sycophancy, I wonder?) of venting out our ideas on the toes and heels of life, while occasionally touching on that dreadful thing called technology. It has been one hell of a rushed ride for sure … thanks to the editors’ deadlines!

      So it’s over?

      Yeah.

      Are you glad?

      I guess.

      You guess?

      Well, yeah, that’s one less deadline to worry about now.

      Oh.

      Yeah, and I’m glad I contributed something.

      Something good?

      Yeah right!

      Meaning?

      Something more along the lines of mad rants and raves is more like it.

      Whatever floats your boat, man. You are weird.

      So are you.

      Thank you.

      You’re welcome.

      So you’re going to bid them farewell then?

      Yeah. Farewell.

      Just like that?

      Um, no, not really. Here goes: Miss Sefanit, igziabher yisTish for listening to my liflefa and enlightening me with yours.

      You want her to keep in touch then?

      Of course! Keep in touch, Sefanit. Or next time you desire the thrill and rush of getting mugged, or the syncopated tunes of police sirens, drop by Philly and grace us with your presence. Just don’t bring Mailer-Daemon along…

      What about the editors?

      What about them?

      No last words?

      Yeah … I want my stock options!

      Hey, you’re late for class.

      I know, I’m leaving.

      Later, man.

      Yeah. Ciao.

      I’ll miss you.

      You too.

      From: Munit

      To: Robel

      Subject: Le tewededut wed sekaram birabiro

      Dear future diarists: WARNING the editors most probably will control your life for the duration of the diary. They most probably will threaten your life…but when you do what they want you to, they can actually be kind of pleasant…“pleasant” being quite relative. I’ll leave it to your imagination!

      I take my final bow. The curtains are slowly but surely converging to the center. The lights are going dim. Tear stained faces, snotty noses, sobby hiccups… Can you hear it? Do you hear the crowd? Ah, what tragedy is this?

      Sewoch, beka haedachehu? Ahun men lareg new? Funny enough, I have become attached (gasp!) to your unseen faces, your faces that have merely been 12 size, Times New Roman font with splashes of bold-italic interpretations of some mutation of the amharic-englified phonetic language. Your words that have, at times, left me fesae kuk eskil deres eyesaku. (“Keep your head up”? Sketchy! Robeliye, stay away from advertising! Just a thought.) Ay, benafekot endalemot! Gen betam ataseb. I’m sure I’ll get over it in…hmm…I’d rather not say. I don’t want to bruise any egos…

      It has been quite a fascinating, fast-forward motion week. My blood pressure has reached elevations unknown. Shibet be shibet hognalehu… and my roommate is about to cage the computer as I have been laughing alone at the screen while reading English letters that, to her, look like keyboarding gone terribly wrong! It’s a beautiful thing. My own little personal joke which she will never get. Hehe.

      But it has been real. To connect with you, to hear your little struggles and idiosyncrasies and smile and say, “Hey, kenae yebase Kewti lekass ale!” It has been interesting to hear you go from, “Stay away from the mouse trap of technology!” to “Take a dive into the tech-pool!” What are you trying to do? Is this a trick? A test? “Wede fetenam atageban! Ke kefu hulu adenen enji…Amen.”

      Betam amesegenalehu for the invitation to the tech-pool (which quickly converts into the shark infested pools of James Bond fame!), but I think I’ll just skirt around it, dip / wiggle my awra-taToch periodically, and yank them back if the water proves too cold, too isolating, too removed from life and the warmth of real people…and too surrounded by mice with Microsoft logos and terminal cramps in my right thumb, my best friend to the keyboard’s space bar! Besides, my eyesight isn’t the 20/20 vision it used to be. Actually I might be allergic to computer screens. Wey gud. Yehame ale endae?

      By the way, as Charles Mingus was in your ear while you composed, Charles Mingus was in mine while I read and, now, write. Cosmic connections? What science and technology explains this little bit? You know what my little conclusion asmesay is?

      As a species, with our technologies and toys, we raise ourselves up, and pull ourselves down…and at this point, lord knows which side we’re leaning towards. I mean, I think it was the Chinese that thought they found the secret to eternal youth and made gun-powder instead, right? Right? (I think it was.) Good intentions but…oops. What did you do when you said oops? But then, at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter, really. I mean, tomorrow, we might get hit by a maniacal taxi driver / stampede of aheyawoch / or a shower of nature-sharpened icicles from the edges of roofs, depending where you live. At the end of the day, we are but two-legged creatures that are prone to distinction by our own choices / free-will as a species and by the quirks of Emama nature and the vast unknown!

      At the end of the day, in the grander scheme of things, in the scopes of universes even the Voyager hasn’t pretended to warp-speed into, despite how deep we have dug, the millions of questions we have asked, the millions we have answered and those we still have to ask, despite all of this, we still know just the tip of the mysteries of life, our existence and purpose. We are still, thousands of years later, asking, “Who am I and why am I here?” No technology has given an answer to those essential questions-to-self.

      What else has technology not done? It hasn’t helped me stay awake through writing this…through the ranting and raving about nothing trying to disguise itself as something. Please, don’t ask me how much cafféin I have injested! My blood vessels are browner than they used to be and I am sweating espressos! Like technology crashes…so must I, unless someone volunteers to upgrade me? Volunteers? I didn’t think there would be.

      So let me take this chance while I’m still alive to say thank you to whoever Seleda member found me here and made me a pawn in their game of dictatorship (do this, go there, jump here, 1782 words exactly is what we need!). Thank you Robel for the words, the smiles they brought, your patience, and the teletransporter, too. You know I’ve been missing those beautiful melodies of police sirens and my daily mugging action. I might see you not too far in the future…if you will still be alive and haven’t thrown yourself out with the computers (I’m really hoping you weren’t serious about that.) I can’t stand the goodbyes. Snif snif. Parting is such sweet sorrow.

      The curtains are drawn.

      Dehna hunu lejoch.

      Yezare abebawoch

      Yenege feraewoch…

      Yezare feraewoch

      Yenege abebawoch…

      _Dehna hun, yenae sekaram birabiro

      _

      Dehna hunu, 12Times New Roman font with a dash of bold-italics.

      _

      Dehna hunu.

      _

      Munit

      Seleda salutes

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      David Mesfin © 2000

      Not since we camped out all night to buy katanga tickets for a concert by the “Chiret formerly known as Prince” have we at SELEDA been more enthusiastic about any thing, project, person or million-dollar word than are we are about www.ethiopianfilms.com.

      As we approach the end of an entire year since we first dusted off a tattered “How to Make Them Spiffy Web Page Thing-a-ma-Bobs for Dummies” book, thumbed through it, and brought you SELEDA Version 0.001, we realize that we’ve been enthused before, but maybe never this giddy with glee. Nor have we ever had a clearer raison d’être than right at this juncture, particularly since we’ve recently learned to bandy about expressions in français, n’est pas?

      So, yadda, yadda… connecting to back home… yadda… yadda… healing old wounds… and then finally, “Where’s the beef?”

      Well, this ain’t your grandfather’s beef… this is ye Borena QurT sigga with ye Harer senga CHoma added to boot. Let us introduce you to ethiopianfilms.com, a site set up to “support and promote” Ethiopian films. It is a new venture, a leap of faith, a strong voice for proving, once and for all, that the “dir” that is the Ethiopian Diaspora can indeed “maber”.

      Entuff! Entuff! Inkuwn le Qum neger aderesen…

      The idea is simple, the plan ingenious, and the belief in our community admirable. ethiopianfilms.com has launched a website where the film-maker/writer duo of Yemane I. Demissie and Solomon Deressa share with us the details of their upcoming film, and invite us to be patrons of the arts. Now we at SELEDA have never shied away from patronizing anyone (ask anyone ill-advised enough to send us mail), so we agreed to give it a go, and we are delighted to have the opportunity to help launch this endeavor.

      The arts chronicle our history. They will tell our grandchildren that we took their legacy seriously. And the arts are where we can launch the SELEDA Cocktail hour, so you see why we are all delirious about this. ethiopianfilms.com aims to produce films that will tell our stories, the million of them hidden in the crevices of history. And wouldn’t it be great to actually not have a some willy-nilly ferenji director saying, “But I don’t wanna have an Ethiopian actor play that part… how about Tom Hanks… if he got a really deep tan?”

      …and then the rains return is the first feature film slated for production by ethiopianfilms.com The screenplay was written by esachew, kiburinetachew Ato Solomon Deressa, the ye-hiwot CHora of SELEDAites, who bow in deference every time we utter his name sotto voce. The film is directed by Blatengeta Yemane I. Demissie of Gir-Gir/Tumult fame, who graced our pages in the December issue of SELEDA. (The levelheaded producers would not let us near the script lest we got tempted to whip out our red pens and insert Amari-English-isims into early 20th century dialogue.)

      The story is set in 1918 Ethiopia, around two families who struggle to survive the Spanish influenza, the most devastating pandemic in human history. It is a story of a community’s will to survive, of holding on to hope, of finding peace of mind and love in the midst of pestilence, and of letting go. (Our idea of adding a chase scene in there somewhere is being, er, “carefully considered” by the prudent producers.)

      SELEDA deeply salutes ethiopianfilms.com and the 2,000 Club, its fundraising campaign. Two thousand of us raising our voices. Doable? Absolutely! (And we hope at least 1527 of them come from SELEDA readers since we are in the middle of, er, backroom negotiations for a 25% …30% cut.) Think about it–with a little money (the equivalent of a week’s worth of lattés at Starbucks, or a trip to that trendy new barber in DC, or a piece of enticing lingerie at ye’intina misTir), you too can say you’ve contributed to a film that is sure to be more engulfing than Titanic, more romantic than Ghost (without those evil megagnas), more devastating than Hurricane, and altogether as enticing as Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct when she uncrossed…ahem… besmeab… where were we?

      Oh, and SELEDA editors promise to out themselves to the first 10 people spotted wearing a 2,000 Club T-shirt. Please, no foul language and looming “Qoi bicha” threats above our heads.

      Be heard! Usher in a new era! Go to www.ethiopianfilms.com.
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      Why AIDS?

      Why should we care about HIV/AIDS among Ethiopians?

      _By:_Tadesse Wuhib, MD, MPH

      Interim Coordinator, Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia (PAHA Ethiopia)

      twuhib@bellsouth.net PAHAEthiopia@hotmail.com

      http://PAHA.listbot.com http://PAHA.ooi.net

      In this short article, I was asked to address why we should care about and join the fight against HIV/AIDS and how we can join the fight as an individual and/or in a group setting. The reasons outlined in this article make HIV/AIDS an emergency – threatening Ethiopia’s present and future – requiring an emergent action. Anyone who cares about him/herself, Ethiopia and Ethiopians should care about HIV/AIDS.

      Firstly, we should care because HIV/AIDS is Ethiopia’s #1 public health problem with impacts in the social, economic and health spheres. As such, it will affect most of us personally either directly or indirectly. Secondly, for those living in the developed world, treatment is now available that allows individuals infected with the virus to live a productive and fulfilling life for many years. Thirdly, for those of us interested in giving back to Ethiopia, the disease has provided an opportunity for us to help our people as demonstrated by the group known as Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia (PAHA Ethiopia or PAHA).

      HIV (Human Immuno-deficiency Virus) is the virus that causes the disease known as AIDS (Acquired Immuno-deficiency Syndrome). AIDS is characterized by a severely weakened immune system resulting in a wide range of serious illnesses and eventual death. HIV (among Ethiopians) is transmitted mainly through heterosexual contact. It takes an average of 4-10 years from the time one acquires the virus to develop AIDS. There is no cure or vaccine available and thus prevention is the only effective way to stop the virus.

      The article is organized in four parts:

      
        	Reasons why we should care about HIV/AIDS and the opportunities that HIV/AIDS provides to the Ethiopian Diaspora

        	What you can do about the HIV/AIDS problem among Ethiopians

        	Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia (PAHA)

        	Summary

      

      I. Reasons why we should care about HIV/AIDS and the opportunities that HIV/AIDS provide to the Ethiopian Diaspora

      The reasons include:

      1. HIV/AIDS is Ethiopia’s #1 public health problem resulting in significant amount of morbidity and mortality. The Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) ranked Ethiopia 16th according to percent of the adult population (15-49) infected – 9.3% – by the end of 1997. Ethiopia has the third largest population of HIV-infected individuals in the world; currently, 3 million Ethiopians are living with HIV accounting for 21% and 4.5% urban and rural population aged 15-49 respectively. AIDS has already killed one million Ethiopians and continues to do so currently at a rate of 1 every 2 minutes (about 35 a day in Addis Ababa alone). New infections occur at even higher rate than deaths rates; about 100 get newly infected in Addis Ababa alone.

      2. AIDS has far-reaching effect beyond the infected individual distinguishing it from many other diseases. AIDS has created and will continue to create a tremendous burden on health care, social structure, child survival and to negatively impact economic development. This is mainly because it selectively affects the economically productive age group (15-49) which also happens to be the group with families. Of the number of reported cases, 93% are between 15 and 49 years of age. Thus, it has grave consequences to children, the economy, social structure/fabric and others. As a result of the epidemic, already, 140,000 children have been infected, 700,000 children have been orphaned, life expectancy have dropped from 51 to 41 and social/governmental institutions have been stretched. If nothing is done, 10 years from now, the Ministry of Health predicts that about 60% of males aged 15-49 would be dead, and ~2 million children would be orphaned. We will be living with the impacts of HIV/AIDS far into the future.

      3. HIV has a long incubation period. Infected individuals live on average 4 to 10 years before they manifest symptoms. Thus, in a country where diagnostic tests are scarce and not widely available to the general public, infected individuals spread the disease to others for a long time without even realizing it.

      4. The country has not yet been able to get a handle on the disease. Effective control measures (at least proven to be effective in the Ethiopian setting) do not yet exist to my knowledge (unlike malaria for example). Treatment, cure, and vaccines are not available. Prevention is further hampered by the cultural norms such as the fact that sex is not a topic openly discussed (including parent to child, in schools,…) and wshima/kemit/extramarital affairs….types of practices seem acceptable and in some areas part of the culture.

      5. Treatment is available for those HIV infected individuals living in the developed world. AIDS has also infiltrated Ethiopians in the Diaspora though actual numbers are not known as of yet. Last week, a courageous Ethiopian from Colorado by the name of Mr. Ataklit Berhe became the first Ethiopian in North America (probably in the Diaspora as a whole) to publicly reveal his HIV status so as through his example others could be saved. Anti-HIV drugs have been shown to be effective at prolonging the period of time between HIV and AIDS and between AIDS and death. Now, HIV-positive individuals are able to live a productive and fulfilling lives. Thus, it is important for all of us to know our HIV status so we can receive these treatments if infected; the sooner one receives treatment, the longer one lives. PAHA has gotten permission to analyze the HIV/AIDS data reported to the United States to determine the number of Ethiopians who are currently living in the US with HIV/AIDS for purpose of community education.

      HIV/AIDS provides several opportunities for the Diaspora to get involved and contribute positively to their country. These include:

      6. HIV/AIDS should, at lease theoretically, be a uniting disease because it affects everyone. HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia has been reported among all ethnic groups and from every region. Moreover, because of its huge and widespread magnitude, it will be with us for many years to come affecting many of us personally. That is, for those of us interested in developing a model of how we can give back to our community/country from wherever we might be, it would give ample time to create and develop a workable and effective model. Chances are good that people will not give up until the disease is controlled.

      7. HIV/AIDS affects many sectors of society so it brings in other non-traditional partners into the health sector. Many areas such as Faith-based Organizations, educators, economists, businesspersons, have not been partners in the health sector in the past at least in the setting of the Ethiopian health system. I believe that health should be every citizen’s business NOT just that of health care workers.

      8. HIV/AIDS is a pandemic. That is, the world is interested and resources are available. Again, this provides an opportunity and makes it easier for those of us in the Diaspora interested to link friends of Ethiopia, institutions and others with Ethiopia to create a truly functional network.

      II. What you can do about the HIV/AIDS problem among Ethiopians

      There are several things at an individual and group level that one can do to contribute to the reduction of the HIV/AIDS disease burden.

      A. As an Individual:

      1. Educate yourself about HIV/AIDS and how you can protect yourself from acquiring the disease.

      2. Practice abstinence. If you are going to engage in a sexual act, practice safe sex such as using a latex condom (male or female) consistently and correctly (i.e., every time).

      3. Educate your family and friends, i.e., share what you have learned with those who reside where you are and those in Ethiopia especially the young about HIV transmission and on how they can protect themselves from the disease.

      B. In a group:

      1. Join an organization that is working on HIV/AIDS problem among Ethiopians like Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia described below. It is possible, at least with PAHA, to contribute/help your country and people without leaving your home and from your desk.

      2. If you belong to an organization – social or political or other – propose to include HIV/AIDS as one of the activities for the organization to address.

      III. Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia (PAHA Ethiopia)

      Because of the reasons described above, concerned Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia in the Diaspora came together and established a global internet- and city-based organization named Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia (PAHA). PAHA is currently in the process of establishing itself as a non-profit organization based in Washington, D.C., home to the largest number of Ethiopians outside of Ethiopia.

      PAHA is a voluntary, NON-GOVERNMENTAL, NON-POLITICAL, and humanitarian organization that aims to facilitate the fight against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia, by Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia, individually and in people’s chosen groups. It was created to provide EACH individual a chance to contribute towards reducing the burden of this disease. Though PAHA chose a humanitarian platform, it respects members’ rights to engage in political activities outside of PAHA. PAHA believes that we can differ in our political affiliations and views but can at the same time unite in matters of importance to our country and people.

      PAHA’s overall vision is to make Ethiopians free of the virus. The overarching goal is to save lives by halting the spread of HIV/AIDS and sharply reducing its devastating impact on quality of life and socioeconomic development. PAHA aims to be the best advocate of the people affected and in danger of being affected and to respond in the most effective and efficient manner to the needs.

      PAHA is established based on two premises: 1. There are Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia who love and want to help Ethiopia and 2. They have the potential to do so. These premises are currently being realized. Over the last 10 months of PAHA’s existence, it has grown to 325 listserve members. Members come from over 80 international and national organizations, businesses and universities and reside in 22 countries (Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Ethiopia, Finland, Germany, Ghana, India, Italy, Japan, Kenya, Namibia, Norway, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, U.A.E, U.K., U.S. and Zimbabwe).

      PAHA has also established City Groups to provide opportunity to those individuals without e-mail/internet to get involved in PAHA and outlets for coordinating local events, disseminating information about HIV/AIDS, PAHA, action plan, projects,…in those locales; 10 City Groups (Addis Ababa, Atlanta, Bay Area, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, New York, Boston, Toronto, London, Greensboro) are currently at various stages of formation.

      PAHA is inclusive of all no matter what the individual’s background is (nationality, race/ethnicity, gender, age, field of interest, employment). Current members include: a high school, college and graduate (medical) students; university faculty; public health practitioners; physicians; medical residents; musicians; professors; minister; restaurant owners; pharmacists; writers (newspaper, magazine); engineers; computer system operators; accountants/businessmen; and people in industry, government and non-profit organizations.

      PAHA attempts to bring to bear the intellectual, material, financial, and physical potentials of the Diaspora in the fight against HIV/AIDS among Ethiopians. Specific Diaspora assets include technical expertise and support; current information and research findings; network of professionals and institutions; opportunity for collaborative action; opportunity to tap into existing resources; monetary resources; access to leading Ethiopian artists; access to institutions (international and national organizations, NGOs, Universities, Colleges,…) and others.

      PAHA has conducted an assessment survey among Non-Governmental Organizations working on HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia and has started its outreach by providing HIV/AIDS information for Ethiopians in Diaspora by being present at different events including the 1999 North America Ethiopian Soccer Tournament held in Dallas, conducting radio interviews (VOA to Ethiopia, DC, Minneapolis and Atlanta) and sponsoring Town Hall meeting (DC and currently being planned in Atlanta and Bay Area). PAHA has established an information resource center in Addis Ababa in collaboration with local non-governmental organizations. The list of Organizations working on HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia will soon be available on PAHA’s web site.

      PAHA has developed an Action Plan to help its members and working partners to combat this dreadful problem strategically and in more structured manner. It has currently begun the process of incorporation beginning with election of Board of Directors. In collaboration with other organizations, detailed project plans are currently being developed in the following areas:

      
        	Information, Education and Communication Campaign in Ethiopia: TV/Radio Drama Series, radio-call-in-show, AIDS Telephone Hotline and Newsletter;

        	Addressing the needs of people living with HIV/AIDS: supporting the Dawn of Hope, an organization based in Ethiopia formed by people living with HIV/AIDS;

        	Targeting the Youth: establishing and supporting anti-HIV/AIDS Clubs;

        	Addressing the Needs of Ethiopian Children Orphaned by AIDS;

        	Elimination of childhood AIDS in response to Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric Foundation Call for Action (using Nevirapine and other methods);

        	Establishing and maintaining HIV/AIDS Information Center in Ethiopia;

        	Supporting HIV/AIDS clinics in Ethiopia;

        	Addressing the needs of Ethiopians living outside of Ethiopia and;

        	Conducting Annual Ethiopian Diaspora Summit on HIV/AIDS (this year in Toronto).

      

      PAHA aims to coordinate its efforts in mobilizing resources, filling technical gaps, supporting networking, policy advocacy (speaking out publicly, loudly, frequently) and sharing of lessons learned between and among partners. As much as possible, PAHA aims to use and reinforce existing mechanisms and structures avoiding duplication (the reason for doing the NGO survey) while increasing synergy to minimize administrative and organization-related costs. It will support only those goals and activities with agreed upon measurable, specific and time-phased objectives with milestones and indicators of achievement as well as evaluation component.

      You can join PAHA by visiting the group’s list serve home page at http://PAHA.listbot.com where you can also review archived messages. You can also visit our library at PAHA Library and our web site under construction at http://PAHA.ooi.net to review and download documents on the status of the epidemic in Ethiopia. You can also write to PAHA at PAHAEthiopia@hotmail.com or directly to me at twuhib@bellsouth.net.

      IV. Summary

      HIV/AIDS is an emergency. Since the diagnosis of the first case of HIV in 1986 in Ethiopia, the disease has progressively compounded causing tremendous amount of morbidity and mortality and negatively impacting the social, economic and health sectors. Unless current trend is averted NOW, the disease will continue to affect the population in its prime and working life eroding the already depleted economy of the country. Mr. Ataklit Berhe’s recent heroic public revelation of his HIV status brought to life what was already known that HIV has also infiltrated Ethiopians in the Diaspora.

      Concerned Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia established an internet-and city-based non-governmental, non-political, voluntary humanitarian partnership named Partners Against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia (PAHA). PAHA has developed an action plan to combat this dreadful problem strategically and currently is in the process of establishing itself as a non-profit organization. Given that we can’t wait for a perfect political climate in regards to emergency problems such as this and of the need for a united effort, PAHA adapted a humanitarian platform and utilizes the internet technology to establish and strengthen a global network. This online network currently links over 300 health professionals and lay members from 22 countries.

      PAHA’s experience in mobilizing individuals and educating and promoting preventive strategies at policy and grassroots level is an innovative approach to virtual public health education and policymaking venture. In so doing, PAHA is also providing “the brain drain” in the Diaspora an opportunity to contribute positively to the creation of a better life for their families, friends, and relatives they left behind and set examples for the future generation. The development of this functional model, the PAHA Movement, will have applications and implications to other areas particularly for Ethiopians and friends of Ethiopia who wish to give back to Ethiopians in Ethiopia and in their midst.
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      EEKOK

      Eekok

      By: G. Tefera

      Act I The Committee

      Friday 6:00 pm SHARP !!!

      (ECC) Ethiopian Computer Club, Houston

      Prez: Ladies and gentlemen, shall we start our meeting ?

      Officer 1: Yes, let’s start with the review of last week’s presentation.

      Officer 2: What is there to say … we just keep on getting better and better. Have you heard the phrase on the auto-commercial “the best just got better !”. I used to think, “now how can something that is already claimed to be “the best” get better ?”

      Officer 3: Well sister, that refers to us ! Our Club’s successive monthly presentations outdo the previous performance almost every time !

      Officer 1: Prez, last weeks Ethiopian mechanic presentation addressed some important issues on maintaining ones Mekina. And think about it … who will tell you the tricks of trade the way he did ?

      Officer 2: I’m telling you friends, I promised to myself that I’ll never pass the 3,000 mile oil change ever again. I don’t want to see my 81’ Qenubish in an Amerikan Sumale Tera.

      Officer 1: Let’s see, so far we’ve learned about the techniques of auto buying and what a credit history is, floods & drainage pattern of Houston, and status of AIDS epidemic in ager bet.

      Prez: How about how to record music digitally on your home PC ?

      Officer 2: And the Geologist who addressed ever intriguing question, “Why in the name of “ye Qulubiw Mike” the Oil in flows to the Arabs and not towards us ?”

      Officer 3: How about the presentation by the Ethiopian Computer scholar on the state of Computer technology back home, the Dr. who presented about diabetics, how to choose stock broker, the art of buying house and what it takes to be a million dollar generating realtor not to mention how to cook a tasty spaghetti for us bachelors and how to do your taxes …

      Officer 2: … and to think that all is done by our own people.

      Prez: beqa beqa … we can go on and on … but right now lets get back to business. Who’s going to be the MC (Master of Ceremony) on the next monthly meeting ? How about you ?

      Officer 3: I wish I could but my girlfriend & her friend will be coming to town.

      All: ;So ?

      Act II His Residence

      Sunday 2:15 pm

      Officer 4 Residence

      Officer Ladies c’mon let’s go.

      Girlfriend (GF): Excuse you ! Let’s finish the coffee. Ye’min Tidfiya new ?.

      Girlfriend’s Friend (GF-F): Where are we going ?

      Officer: Eekok.

      GF & GFF: Who is that ?

      Officer 3: That’s the name of our computer club. Eekok !!!

      GF-F: Excuse me, but is that some kind of computer jargon ?

      Officer 4: Well, it actually stands for the initials of ECC, Ethiopian Computer Club in Amarigna. Plus it could also stand for “E” for electronic “kok” the fruit. So technically speaking we do represent/produce electronically inclined fruitful people.

      GF-F: Indich nech filsifina !

      Officer: I think it’s one of the few organizations that educates Ethiopians by Ethiopians in a ferenj land. Well let’s go now.

      GF-F: Let me tell you something boy … don’t cross my highly protected, God granted, Ethiopian almost constitutionally approved tardiness right. I have to finish the Tona & Bereka. Besides we’ll lose face with the buna adbar.. As qoRaT typical Abesha I reserve my right to be at least 1 hour late.

      Officer: I don’t think so. Besides I’m the MC today so get your butt movin’.

      ACT III At the Club

      Sunday (1st Sunday of the month)

      Eekok Office uptown Houston

      4:00 pm SHARP !!!

      MC: Ladies & Gents, welcome to monthly meeting. It’s our Ethiopian tradition to greet our guests and welcome them. Guests please introduce yourselves.

      MC: Next, as usual we share computer and technology related news. Does anybody have information to share ?

      Club member: For those of you who are tired of paying telephone bill, (GF-F: Talk to me about it!) there is a website (www.dialpad.com) that lets you talk for free if you visit the ads posted on their page.

      MC Any other information to share ?

      Club Member: It’s the objective of our club for all the members to be connected to the Internet. Now you can get free Internet access by Subscribing to Netzero.com

      MC: Thank you all. Now let’s hear the monthly updates from the different task groups. Shall we start with the famous Networking group ?

      Network: Well after a dedicated 4 months of hard work, we’ve finished building these 4 computers and networked 3 of them … the server being this one. We are honored to donate these computers that we’ve built to ECC, so future students can make use of them. (Loud applause).

      Club member: Is it true that you guys had to stay here past midnight on some nights ?

      Network: You better believe it ! Even though we are wage earning wezader’s,our accomplishment couldn’t have been possible without the understanding of our tolerant wives.

      MC: Next, let’s hear from the Web page design task group ?

      Web: We’ve completed HTML and designed the preliminary ECC web page using the skills. We’re now ready to plunge into the science of JavaScripting.

      MC: Finance group ?

      Finance: Still following the market closely. But our own Houston based Compaq is failing us.

      MC: Multimedia task group ? Multimedia

      Member: You’ll see the material we taped on x-mas party in the second half of today’s program.

      MC: Children’s Amharic group ?

      Amharic: We’d like to thank ya’ll for the moral & material support. We just carried out our 3nd class. The kids are excited. Bbut we still need you Abesha men to be more involved in this challenging endeavor. For example, you can teach them the Geography and History of Ethiopia… Any volunteers ?

      GF-F: Girl, the men are different here. Look, I can see 3 volunteers so far. I think I’m going to move here.

      MC: Very well. How about Class 13 ?

      Class 13 Well we’ve completed Word, Excel, PowerPoint and we’re cruising thru Access.

      MC: Last but not least the Book Club ?

      Book Club: Our leader has gone to Ethiopia to get the book and he is not back yet !!!

      MC: Well if ya’ll need any kind of help just let us know. Moving on we have some good news:

      
        	We’ve finally been granted the non-profit status that we worked so hard for.

        	Last month one of the founding members challenged us that he’ll prepare an Ethiopian calendar on CD-ROM and all proceeds from the sale to go to the college scholarship fund. Well, I’m happy to tell you that we’ve met the challenge & raised $2,000 on the first day. (Applause)

      

      MC We’ve an exciting programs for you today. During the first session we will review the challenges & success of our club in 1999. Then we’ll take a 15-minute break. In the 2nd half, the Multimedia task group will entertain us with “Eekok News” & events that they taped within our community.

      Act IV Back to his Residence

      Time 8:00 pm

      Officer 4 resident

      GF: Fiqir, I learned so much today. You built up my confidence that we Ethiopians can really advance if we put our minds and heart together.

      GF-F: Do you get paid to do this ? How did all these groups get formed ?

      Officer 4 Well it’s simple. We have some simple principles that we adhere.

      First, we “Keep it simple”. Monthly meetings are more like friends gathering rather than a typical sibseba. As you saw it today, jokes, comments and questions are thrown informally to give the program some flavor.

      Second: We strongly believe in ourselves. It’s Ethiopians for and by Ethiopians. You’ll be amazed to see how much hidden talent, skills and experience we all possess. The club gives us a venue to share your knowledge and experience.

      Third: The committee only oversees and facilitates avenues for interested parties to carry out a project. They never tell you how to do things. They don’t try to control you which I believe is where the secret for the success of this club lies.

      GF: Fiqir, how do you finance all these projects ?

      Officer 4: From membership and monthly fee and contributions. We receive checks from Ethiopians that hardly know us. I think they like to see an Ethiopian club that actually functions and makes change in peoples lives.

      A couple of years ago our office was vandalized and we lost everything. All our computers, sound system, 32 inch TV, you name it, they took it. Word was out about the incident and within 1 week we fundraised more than $4,000. We were back in business in a better shape. Talk to me about Ethiopian commitment !!!

      GF: Fiqir, you just moved to Houston recently. How did you become a balse’silTan ?

      Officer 4: First time I came here, I was so impressed at what these guys were trying to do. I noticed that it was a place free from the plagues that cripple us Ethiopians everywhere from achieving something collectively.

      GF-F: You mean the race and ideological differences …

      Officer 4: Exactly !!! People come here for one purpose. To learn and change their life. Plus the club looks for resource from within ourselves.

      GF: So why don’t you tell others. I mean this should happen all over where Ethiopians reside ?

      Officer 4: Last year, the Dallas Ethiopian Community invited us to do a presentation. Ask the Ethiopians in Dallas what they think of us.

      GF-F: So do they have a club now ?

      Officer 4: I believe they in the process of setting up one.

      GF: Has anybody really personally benefited from taking class ?

      Officer 4: Our students have reported to us that they are progressing in their companies, some have changed jobs and some have even changed careers.

      GF-F: Do you guys carry other activities outside the club ?

      Officer 4: Once or twice a year we hold our meetings in a park where we barbeque and have fun. At the end of the year we usually throw a party.

      GF: I like the children program and scholarship.

      Officer 4: We have decided to give more emphasis to the children. We had a very interesting talent show a few months ago. A 9 year old girl read us a poem that she wrote and a 7 year old showed us his physics experiment. It was awesome. I believe the scholarship program is going to take off successfully.

      GF-F: To tell you the truth, I was very skeptical when you took us to Eekok. But thank you for opening my eyes and building our confidence as Ethiopians.

      Officer 4: You’re welcome and now you know what to do right ?

      GF & GF-F: Yep !!! Ye’Jebenawa adbar tiketelen !!!

      Officer 4: Amen Amen !!!

      Note: The above drama is a typical monthly meeting at the Ethiopian Computer Club in Houston.
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      E-Love

      e-Love

      By: Zarayacob

      Gud meTa, gud meTa…genfo zaf lay weTa.

      I am one of the hundreds of Ethiopians who frequents the Ethiopian chat lines. I have been part of the “online 18th street” for the past 5 or 6 years. In the early days, it was the only way I had to connect with other Ethiopians. I lived in one of those towns you couldn’t locate on a map!

      I do not miss meals for sake of chatting anymore. Beye apartment building wusT sigeba weTu bayasneTsegnm, I now live where there are number of abeshas. That has not completely stopped me from visiting yechiger Qen mesedejayEn.

      Like most people, I have never taken the chat lines seriously. It is just one way to kill time. On occasion I run into interesting people and have wonderful discussions. By any standard, I would not characterize the habesha channels to be intellectual. They are more like “online bars”.

      At the end of last year, while on Internet Relay Chat (IRC), I run into a friend from another state. We started to chat about the usual stuff; entena ena entena endih honu…sera …“boring stuff”. While talking to my friend though, I noticed an intense conversation between two people I had never seen before.

      They were talking about a topic related to the physical sciences. Quite a change from the usual yet neber seferesh? … amed beduqEt yemilewT?..not to mention the bad Ebonics…ughh …

      One of them had a female nickname. An Ethiopian female talking about science on IRC? Ewnetem sementegnaw shii. Remember, I have been part of the online abesha community for quite a few years, and I’m not making a generalization when I say that.

      For the next few days, I saw the same female user trying to provoke different people into intellectual conversations. Curious, I sent her a greeting message. The usual selam. Without even responding to my greeting message, she asked me if I knew anything about the search for the Grand Unified Theory. Although I have always been interested in physics, I have never used it to pick up women. What a nerd!

      The conversation that started out discussing physics ended up covering many other areas, except anything personal. We didn’t know where either one lived. I didn’t know her height or bra size. And, for a change, someone who was not worried about the circumference of my chest or biceps.

      For the next few days, I started going online whenever I’d get back from work. She and I had no appointments to chat, but she somehow knew I would turn up, and she’d wait for me. We would spontaneously start a conversation, and continue chatting for hours. My bedtime was pushed back to 2a.m. Then 3a.m….!

      With each passing day, I grew restless. If she had not logged on, I’d stare at the screen and wait for her without talking to anyone else.

      One evening, I asked her for her location. She was in DC, on school break. Unfortunately for me, she did her full time living on the West Coast Bicha Kristian tesfa ayqorTm.

      Eventually, we started talking about our personal lives. I told her my name. She told me hers. We talked about our family. I admired the amount of respect and love she had for them.

      We both knew that a special bond was developing. I craved for her. Wanted to talk to her day and night.

      Few days later, I asked if I could hear her voice. She gave me her number with no hesitation. I logged out, and dialed the number. A calm, soft voice answered the phone. It was “her”.

      We were still not brave enough to talk about any “extra” feelings, so we reverted to our regular conversation, the “important stuff”. Our conversation lasted for more than two hours. It was intense and beautiful. For the first time, I noticed that I was falling for her. I didn’t tell her, but I am sure she sensed it…

      Weeks passed….

      All this time, I had not seen her picture nor had she seen mine. I asked her if she was curious about my looks. She wanted to see my picture if I chose to email it. So I emailed it to her. I didn’t ask to see her picture because I felt I might lose the special non-superficial feeling I had for her. I was sure that no matter what she looked like, I was already in love.

      Deep in my heart, I knew the odds of us being together were small. However, that didn’t deter me from wanting to be with her. A girl you would only meet once in a lifetime. Was it a bad gamble? I didn’t think so. After all, I had been with another woman for two years and thought I knew her. I was completely wrong about her, so what is there to lose?

      From time to time, she would tell me that talking to me overwhelmed her. “After we finish talking, I feel as if I was just hit by a hurricane”, she’d say. I believed her.

      Things moved fast. I felt as if I was traveling through a long dark tunnel, with no light in sight. Unknown future… I had never met anyone who would make me high with mental stimulation. With deep conversation and thought, wonderful personality! Everything I wanted in an Ethiopian woman…

      She told me her vacation days were coming to an end and that she would be moving back to the west in few days. Although I had not physically seen her, I felt as if she was leaving my arms and going far away. I might never see her. In a strange way, I felt as if I was about to say good bye.

      I finally got the courage to tell her that I thought I was in love with her and that nothing would stop me from wanting to be with her. She told me that she liked me a lot but that she would have to think about this whole thing. Finally…one of us was being rational. I hated it!

      She was not done with school and she had to concentrate on that. I offered to give her all the time she wanted. Then she mentioned the boyfriend that she was not sure of. She had told me that they were not together. At least, she gave me the impression that there was no future for them…she was very confused… I suppose it is understandable…

      A week later she moved back to school. I didn’t hear from her for few days.

      I missed her.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The cool and calm, Zarayacob was way over his head with hopelessness. Finally, I couldn’t stand waiting for her email. I wrote her a poem and emailed it…

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Few days later, she wrote back. She had missed me, too, but was unsure of the strange relationship we had started. I suppose I didn’t want to lose hope, yet I suspected how all this would end.

      I responded back with the following, an old kirar song:
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      I didn’t write more…

      For two weeks AOL did not send me a notification that my email was picked up. She has not checked her email. With every passing day, I was losing hope…

      And just when I was starting to think that she was going to be just a bright spot in my memory, I run into her on AOL. She seemed happy yet scared to “see” me. I had the same mixed feelings. I asked her why she was not checking her email. She said that was afraid of her feelings and that she had stopped logging on to the Internet or checking her emails…. She hated being confused …

      She then continued telling me that she is trying to fix the situation with her ‘boyfriend’. I doubt that she truly loved him. Then again, why would she end it, for something ultimately “not real”…

      That day, we were unable to talk about the usual “important stuff”. All I could say was how much I had missed her and want to be with her.

      She only typed the word, getaye.

      She would try to start regular conversation but was unable to finish it. Every phrase that came out of her did not make sense…we were both confused and emotional. By the time we were done talking, we both ended up where we had started. Not knowing what we wanted and what was going to happen… I suppose I knew what I wanted, but she had to be rational.

      She asked if she could call me on Sunday, and we hang up….

      As promised, she called me on Sunday evening. I was excited to hear from her. She was laughing and in a good mood. However, it didn’t last for long. We started discussing our friendship and we could not agree how it should continue… I grew frustrated with each passing second. She would try to explain how difficult it would be to have a relationship between us. Although I knew the risk I was taking, I still wanted much more than a conversation partner…

      We were losing even what we had. We had stopped exchanging thoughts and ideas… our conversations become emotional… We were overwhelmed…We wanted more.

      YeqoTun awerd bla ye bebetauan Talech.

      We really were losing what little we had. I offered to just go back to being good friends who enjoy stimulating conversations. By then she had started to cry… She said that she was not sure if she could manage to treat me as just another friend… Although I knew it was true, I could not bear losing her… Still crying, she announced that she has to let me go…She couldn’t deal with it.

      SimEn aQolamTa Terta, she hung up, still crying…

      I have neither emailed her nor heard from her since.

      Ok. Ok. You do not have to say it… I know I am crazy!

      What do these “online bars” mean to Ethiopians? Especially, to Ethiopians in Diaspora? Chat lines are probably the only way we have to network with Ethiopians from every corner of the world. Where else does an Ethiopian in Malaysia be able to exchange ideas with an Ethiopian in Utah?

      And perhaps it is the nature of “openness” that keeps us coming back… that chat lines are unencumbered with the superficiality of a “physical world” and render it irrelevant. Instead, thoughts and interests are the main driving factors of the discussion topics.

      It’s not a bad start.
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      Profiles

      SELEDA The Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF)

      At a time when we - that is, those of us who still care – are despairing about the future of our much beleaguered people and country, there are those few, we’ll call them the diehard visionaries, who choose to act rather than sit and discuss ad nauseam the seemingly never-ending trials and tribulations of Ethiopia. One such group of individuals are the members of the Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF).

      GBF, the brainchild of Professor Ermias Dagne, was founded in 1994 in memory of Dr. Getachew Bolodia who was an Associate Professor of Biochemistry in the Faculty of Medicine at Addis Ababa University (AAU). GBF was established to promote higher education and research in Ethiopia, extending its financial support through fellowships to “gifted and deserving medical students” as well as “aspiring” to propel the development of science in Ethiopia. To this end, GBF has awarded a total of 80 fellowships since 1995 to students in the field of science at AAU, the Gondar College of Medical Sciences and the Jimma Institute of Health and Sciences.

      A GBF fellow receives a 30 Birr ($3.75) monthly allowance until he or she graduates. In 1999, a total of 19,712.00 Birr ( $2,464.00) was distributed as allowance to fellows. Now, paltry as this may seem by our often distorted, occidental standards, many of the recipients of the GBF fellowship are grateful for this support and freely express their gratitude in the annual progress reports that they submit to the GBF board of directors. Below are direct excerpts from students at different levels in their studies and some who have graduated and are now interns:

      Mehretie Kokeb in her final year at Gonder College writes, “that the financial support [she receives] through the GBF fellowship has contributed significantly to alleviating [her] financial problems.” She hopes, once she finishes her studies and becomes a Medical Doctor, “to contribute some input as a member of GBF towards supporting other student GBF fellows.”

      Yonathan Lissanu who is in his second year of clinical studies at Gonder College states that “being a GBF Fellow has made [him] realize that there are concerned people of good will in [Ethiopia] who try their best to promote the enhancement of the education and knowledge of young Ethiopians.” He goes on to say that the monthly allowance met some of their financial needs and that specifically a certain textbook provided through GBF, Hutchinson’s Clinical Methods, “has become [their] close companion.”

      Yeshigeta Gelaw at the Jimma Institute takes the GBF fellowship as an indication that hard work and academic excellence can indeed be rewarded, encouraging the student to work harder and dare to dream of achieving a bright future.

      Sintayehu Delelegn, a fellow at AAU writes, “The GBF fellowship allowance has helped me to be financially less dependent on my family and I hope it will last until I finish my studies. I do also express my appreciation for the Memorial Lecture organized by the Foundation in 1997, from which I was able to enrich my knowledge in an important area related to medicine.”

      The Memorial Lecture to which Sintayehu refers is one that GBF organizes annually. These seminars, workshops or open lectures are led by noted scientists. The first Memorial Lecture was on “Cellular and Molecular Biology of Insulin Action, Insulin Resistance and Diabetes Mellitus,” delivered in 1994 by Professor Paulos Berhanu, an Ethiopian Senior Fulbright Fellow at the University of Colorado. In 1999, in conjunction with the 35th Annual Conference of the Ethiopian Medical Association, Professor Jemal Abdulkadir, a member of the Faculty of Medicine at AAU, delivered a lecture entitled, “Diabetes in Ethiopia: The Trial up to Here and the Road into the Future.” For his excellent lecture, Professor Jemal was awarded the GBF Life Membership Certificate.

      On July 30, 1999, GBF was finally awarded a certificate, renewable annually, to register as a non-political, non-profit association functioning independently from AAU, thus enabling it to seek funds from donors, individuals and corporations alike.

      After much cajoling and certain tacit promises, this writer was able to wrangle an interview out of one very reticent GBF Life Member, who made it quite clear that this profile should not (better not) be about him/her. So far, I’ve kept my promise. Let’s see if I’ll continue to do so, shall we?

      When I asked my reluctant interviewee, of all that the Foundation has accomplished, what particular thing makes you glow with pride? S/he replied, “That we have started something that has not been tried before; that we are trying to achieve the betterment of the nation by helping the best and brightest students.” S/he also added, that “GBF, as a living memorial, is the best reward for someone who spent the better part of his life educating students.”

      To my enquiry of where s/he would like to see the Foundation in 10-20 years? S/he remained ever humble and replied that they didn’t have lofty goals. It was enough, it seems, to offer some kind of help to those who are in need of it, to those who are the promise and the future of Ethiopia.

      My interviewee, let’s call her/him X, stated that each member of the Foundation is responsible for raising funds in his/her area. Some, including X, go so far as to add to the Foundation’s funds from their own pockets. The involvement of every member in the foundation, X stressed, is invaluable.

      I was much impressed by how much in the collective X referred to the members of the Foundation. There were no individuals, as such. This was a team, and as a good friend of mine used to say, “There is no I in TEAM.” But you could conceivably pluck out the “m” and the “e” and spell out “me” in team (which could and does, when grammatically coerced, turn into an “I.” What I’m getting at is this. Now, we’re all familiar with the very famous and much abused Kennedy-ism, so let’s say it together: “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” I’m not suggesting we all volunteer and schlep off to the front, such as it is, but we can certainly do our bit for our countrymen and countrywomen who, for one reason or another, have remained in Ethiopia and battle their often bitter reality every single day to achieve what, by many standards, are nearly impossible goals.

      Yes, I did promise X a certain anonymity, but I simply could not bring myself to write about this visionary Foundation without trying to put a human face to it. Those who dedicate their time - and sometimes, their own money - to making sure that this most worthwhile foundation flourishes, should not, in my opinion, languish in blissful anonymity. We should sing out their names and praise them for their willingness to believe when so many of us have given up and turned away. We should celebrate their fortitude. But more than anything else, we should find that ChilanCHil of hope and join in the effort to fan it into a flame to brighten our collective future.

      Please feel free to visit the GBF web site at http://www.safemail.com/users/getacd/GBF/. There you will find a full list of the members of the Foundation, complete with contact information. You will be able to obtain information on how you too can become a member of the TEAM (60 Birr if you live in Ethiopia or $60 if you reside in the Diaspora for a one-year membership, etc.). Or, you may simply peruse the details of the Foundation from its “Status and Mission” to its Constitution.

      For the record, the Getachew Bolodia Foundation is a non-profit (in the truest sense of that word) organization, currently comprised of a total of 73 members. These stalwart members, in one way or another, support the activities and the goals of the Foundation. However, the Foundation does openly “appeal to other individuals and organizations for their support in the form of membership subscriptions, grants and/or endowments.”

      So, stand up and be counted. You might just find your name listed next to X’s.
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      30 Questions

      In Thirty Questions…

      So you wanna be a scientist? Do it! If for nothing else than for your parents back home who will point to the many letters after your name, and wistfully remark how you are a “dokterim, hakimim, astemariim, mehandisiimm…” Meanwhile, we at SELEDA will just rub shoulders with the movers and shakers of science. (Yep, now you know what the initials K.A. after our names stand for.)

      We are proud to introduce you to Edris Mohammed, a graduate student in the department of physics at Georgia Tech, who is in the middle of investigating the optical properties of wide gap semiconductors used for flat-panel displays. (And no, it does not involve putting them wide gaps on Jenny Craig. Believe us, we asked.)

      His Thirty Questions partner is Wondwosen Mengesha, a Ph.D. student in Nuclear Engineering. Among his works are papers on “A Technique for Measuring Scintillator Electron Energy Resolution using the Compton Coincidence Technique (CCT)”. Ehem… no one has heard of a recycled ye-weira zeit Tassa masferia?

      Question

      Edris Mohammed

      Wondwosen Mengesha

      * Location

      Atlanta

      Atlanta

      * Currently working on…

      Semiconductors and Optoelectronics.

      Ph.D. in nuclear and radiological engineering.

      * What time does your day start?

      7:00am

      Any time depending on the workload.

      * With everyone demonizing the nuclear industry, would you consider your field a growth industry, or do you find yourself thinking “Y’know, I would have made an excellent insurance salesman?”

      The optoelectronics industry is one of the fastest growing industries. So, I may not have to worry for a while.

      I believe nuclear energy is the only way to meet the ever-growing energy demand in “developed countries” in the future. So it is worth pursuing as the profession of interest.

      * If you were to give advice to a young graduate student, would you recommend an academic research track or one geared to the private sector?

      I believe this depends on individual choices. My personal preference is to work in industry for at least 10 years and then switch to academia. In general, academic positions are harder to get. You have to wait till all the old professors die. Looks like they have no intention of retiring.

      It is better to pursue a field in which one has interest and can be productive.

      * What is the wimpiest field in all the sciences? i.e. what is the most useless science?

      hmmm… journalism? Nay. J

      Every science has its own contribution to the benefit of human kind. Therefore, no science is useless.

      * Does your lab have chaise lounge chairs and cable TV?

      A resounding no! Cable TV? We have the cables but not the

      TV.

      My lab has all the necessities to run my research comfortably. Cable TV? No.

      * With all the hydroelectric potential Ethiopia has, it does not seem likely that nuclear energy will ever play a role there. Do you see nuclear science having any viable application in Ethiopia?

      No, I don’t. Not in the near future.

      Not nuclear energy. But nuclear science can have a big role in medicine, agriculture, mineral prospecting, non-destructive testing, etc…

      * Have you ever in the past, or will you ever in the future use “Hey, babe. I know how to operate them fancy Radiology machines” as a pick up line?

      I work with the most sophisticated equipment in my field, but I swear I never use it as a pick up line!

      I may consider it though in the future.

      No doubt. It’s in my area of specialization.

      * What are your impressions of science education in Ethiopia?

      Science education is okay, I can also safely say that we have strong Math foundation which we should take advantage of here in the US

      Theory.

      * What is the most rewarding aspect of your field?

      Job satisfaction, the job and, of course, money.

      Helping to improve living on earth.

      * What does a serious scientist have as a hobby?

      Skydiving!

      Depends on the scientist.
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        * * *

      

      
        	Have you ever programmed viruses in Fortran?

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Well, it depends how you define a virus. In my early days of programming I may have… inadvertently done that. The computer was crashing all the time.

      I don’t have that need.

      * Do you interact with other Ethiopian scientists? And do you think this networking is important?

      Yes, I do. Last year, the centennial American Physical Society meeting was held in Atlanta, and it brought together many Ethiopian physicists and physics graduate students from different states in the US. In that meeting we decided to have a mailing list and to also become members of the Ethiopian Physical Society back home. I believe that networking amongst ourselves as well as physicists back home is important.

      I rarely interact. But it might be OK to have a network for several reasons.

      * What is the atomic weight of Actinium?

      Actinium! Actinium was first discovered by… sorry, it’s 227.

      Oh! What a tough question. Let’s see Actinium… I better give you a URL for complete description http: //www.fwkc.com /encyclopedia/ low/ articles/ a/ a001000229f.html

      * When did you know you really wanted to be a scientist?

      I am still a graduate student but I trace the idea back to my undergraduate days at AAU.

      Not sure when.

      * Do we need more scientists in Ethiopia or more accountants?

      We need more scientists and fewer accountants.

      I guess we need both.

      * Who influenced you the most in shaping your career?

      A number of people including some of my professors.

      Hard to tell. I guess schools I went to and myself.

      * What do you think of this interview?

      It’s fuserious! Fun/serious.

      Don’t know.

      * Would you consider being a mentor to young Ethiopians?

      Yes, I would love to be a mentor to young Ethiopians.

      I was, and would like to be.

      * Can one be a pacifist physicist?

      Andrei Sakarov, a physicist, won the Nobel peace price, I think.

      Sure.

      * When are you the most happy?

      My second happiest time is when I make things work in the lab.

      I don’t know.

      * Are the people at MIT a bunch of crybaby weenies?

      No, they aren’t. But, MIT is the Georgia Tech of the North.

      No idea.

      * If you won the Pulitzer Prize, what would you say in your acceptance speech?

      SiQsik biye aleQsalehu.

      Not even in my dreams will I win. I would dream of winning if I were in journalism or related fields.

      * What do you miss most about Ethiopia?

      I miss Desu-SuQ. But seriously, I miss the people, the beautiful people of my country.

      Relatives and friends.

      * Do you read SELEDA? (The truth.) And why or why not?

      Yes, I do. To check out the personals you recently started.

      No. No reason.

      * What do you consider has been the greatest stride in science in Ethiopia?

      Has there been one? You tell me!

      Hard to say. We are still suffering from human and environmental problems tackled by others long time ago.

      * Will you ever read SELEDA again?

      Yes, actually I will read each section twice. ATenawalehu.

      I might, if I find it interesting.

      * Why?

      Er, the personal ads.

      NA

      * Thank you for doing this. Is there anything else you want to say?

      You are welcome! I say, keep it up, keep up the good work SELEDA editors!

      I guess that is all. Thank you.

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      Right Place at the Right Time

      Right place at the right time

      By: L.B. Tesfaye

      For as long as I can remember, when someone asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up I always said confidently, “An engineer or a doctor.” At the age of 11, I fell in love with the game of tennis, which for the next several years became my passion. It also altered my answer to my career question. I wanted to become a professional tennis player. And when I finished college (after studying engineering or attending medical school) I was going to open up my own tennis academy. Well, the tennis career didn’t quite pan out, but I did become an engineer.

      I am currently the Labs Director at a very successful Ziff-Davis magazine: PC Computing (soon to be re-named Smart Business). This 10-year-old magazine has over 1 million subscribers and reaches 2 to 3 million readers each month. Our readers are loyal fans who look to us every month to give them the best advice on technology as well as to identify the best products and services for their businesses. Behind each product review is the dedicated work of a group, our lab staff, that generates the data needed by the editors to rate, rank and make product recommendations. That is where I come in. I help design and manage every aspect of the product testing process. We run benchmarks on hardware to determine the performance; we conduct usability tests on software, hardware, and web sites to determine their ease of use; and we also conduct hardware durability tests. We are the ones who put every product through these tests. As far as I am concerned, I feel that we get paid to play with the products!

      How did I end up at one the most successful magazines in the US? By being at the right place at the right time!

      I came to the United Stated right after I finished the 10th grade. I first lived in Minneapolis, MN where I finished high school and college. A few months after I arrived in Minnesota, I met an American woman (a very close friend of one of my brothers best friends), who wanted to take me under her wings and help me with my schooling. She made arrangements for me to attend a private, all-girl, Catholic high school (from where her daughters graduated), similar to Nazareth School in Addis. She would soon become the second most influential person in my life. I chose engineering school over medical school because of her. I still remember her comments to me that made me choose engineering: “Wouldn’t you want to be one of the few female engineers? There are plenty of women doctors?” I figured that it would be an exciting challenge. However, not everyone around me was as encouraging. I remember my college advisor telling me to pick an “easier” field without even looking at my school records. I even had a close family member tell me to pick a more appropriate (female-oriented) field such as nursing or pharmacy. “Isn’t that what most Ethiopian women are studying?” “Wouldn’t you want to be in a field where you would feel more comfortable?” Well, I took that as a challenge that I wanted to tackle. I remember reading a quote by someone famous once: “The best thing in life is doing the things that people told you that you could not do”.

      I attended the University of St. Thomas on a full scholarship and graduated with a BA in Mathematics with a minor in Computer Science (this school only had a pre-engineering program). I then transferred to the University of Minnesota and graduated with a BS in Electrical Engineering. Then in January 1992, I moved to the Bay Area to pursue a career in the high tech industry. Unfortunately for me, that was the worst time for a fresh graduate with no experience to be looking for a job. I spent six months desperately looking for work. It took a very successful and considerate Ethiopian to help me get some experience by offering to give me some time in his computer shop (Thanks, F. A.). And this was the experience that helped me land a job as a technical support specialist at a mail-order computer retailer. I spent the next 2 and a half years learning as much as I could about computer hardware and software and troubleshooting any computer related problems over the phone.

      In the spring of 1994, I was ready for a change and put in a call to a temp agency looking for new work. A day later, I got a call from them asking if I would like to work for a magazine on a temp-to-permanent basis. When I found out that it was one of the magazines that I read regularly, I decided to jump at the chance, even if it meant that I would be leaving a secure, permanent job for a temporary position that may or may not become permanent. I knew that this was an opportunity that I just could not pass up. Well, I interviewed on a Friday (after work), got the job offer on Monday, quit my job that same afternoon, and started working at PC Computing on Tuesday. And I have been here ever since.

      The first issue that I worked on was the September 1994 issue, which had the Internet on the cover (the first magazine to put the Internet on a cover story) and it discussed how it was going to change the way we work and live. I tested online services, web browsers, and the few web sites available at the time. I was excited to be one of the first people to work on this new phenomenon. There has never been one issue, ever since I first started, where I have not had an opportunity to learn. I work on the latest and greatest technology even before the rest of the public hears about it. And best of all, I have a great time doing what I do - playing with technology.

      There have been a lot of influencers in my life, including a few individuals who have inspired, coached, supported, and consoled me along the way. The most influential person in my life has been my father. I grew up admiring his vision and his ability to make something out of nothing. I admire his courage to try new things, his patience to wait for the right opportunity, and most of all his constant support and encouragement. He always told me that education is the key to my future, and that it is something which no one can take away from me.

      I believe that my passion to succeed in life comes from the way I was brought up to always give 110% and to never expect anyone to give me anything for free. I had to earn it. I am also grateful for the positive influence of my sponsor. She was a single mother, who was raising 5 kids while she put herself through college at night. She also took me to a lot of women’s issue related workshops and to hear powerful speakers. She wanted me to be exposed to as many positive role-models as possible. She even encouraged me to join INROADS, which meant that all through high school, she had to take me to early Saturday morning workshops. (INROADS is a minority organization that helps business and engineering students get internships at sponsoring companies). Joining INROADS in high school and the National Society of Black Engineers (NSBE) in college were the two best moves for my career. Not only did I receive valuable training in communication, interviewing skills, financial management, and presentation, I gained friendships and support that I enjoy to this day.

      I now try to volunteer at various organizations including the Ethiopian Community Services in San Jose to help other Ethiopians succeed in life. I am also blessed to have a mother who has dedicated the much of her life to helping needy children in Ethiopia. She runs a non-profit organization in Addis Ababa called Alem Children Support Organization (ACSO). They currently help over 350 children with their daily needs. Her goal: to help change as many children’s future by teaching them not only academics, but also nutrition, family values, and spirituality. I can only hope to have half her ambition, courage and tenacity. And, with God’s blessing, I too can make a difference in somebody else’s life.

      If you want to know more about ACSO, please send me an email through Seleda (their web site is currently under construction). If you know anyone who is looking for a career in publishing at PC Computing (a writer, an editor, etc.), please have them contact me or check out career opportunities at http://www.zd.com.

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      GIS for Dummies

      A Light Hearted Commentary on GIS by an Ethiopian GIS Professional…

      By: Michael Sebhat

      Back in 1984 when I graduated with a BS in Electrical Engineering and a minor in Computer Science, I was not sure where life would lead me as far as a career was concerned.

      As an Ethiopian immigrant struggling with where to go and what to do, I moved to California and started working (legally, of course) at the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation in its mid-Pacific regional office as a CAD (Computer Aided Drafting) Computer Specialist. I worked with power plants, substation, and pumping plant schematics on a sophisticated Intergraph system. I enjoyed it, but it was not the kind of job you woke up singing about, even though I was grateful to God that I had a job.

      Then one day “they” said, “We need someone to manage the GIS system so we are sending you to a technical conference to get you going.”

      GIS? What the heck was that? The concept and my curiosity about it took me on a wild ride. Today, that ride continues, and has become even wilder. I have been working in the GIS field for over 16 years now and I find that it is a driving force technology that really makes a difference in how we humans view our world, and, most importantly, the environment we live in. It touches everything we do and everything we are.

      So by now (unless you are a GIS guru) you are wondering what GIS is and so who cares, Mr. Mike? And why would someone submit this to the now famous editors at SELEDA to be profiled as a special feature of Ethiopians in Science and Technology? [Editors reply: We are far from famous… but neither are we editors. But go on…]

      So let’s begin. More than likely, you are viewing this with your web browser on your computer. Your computer requires electricity, so do your lights. The building your are in, viewing your monitor, is located in such a way that it is wired for electricity. And, more than likely, you have access to water and perhaps paved roads as well to facilitate the ride home. Maybe on the way home you need to stop and get a Caramel Macchiato at Starbuck’s, then stop by your local supermarket to buy some food, you know, so you don’t starve to death.

      All these things around you are places on planet Earth related to each other by geographic location and by what resources they provide you. These locations and resources, from your favorite coffee hangout to your favorite store, the way electricity and water are brought to you, the way your transportation networks and emergency systems are built, all these things depend on intelligent, geographically referenced information designed to meet the needs of society. Location matters. Geography matters. The science and technology that is used to manage all this complex geographic relationship we have with our planet is called, everyone say it with me, Geographic Information System (GIS).

      A GIS is comprised of people, computers and geographically referenced databases that are designed to enable analysis and inventory of our planet and its resources. With a GIS we are able to manage our water resources, forests, agricultural needs, urban growth, crime analysis, emergency response, demographics and economics, to mention just a few.

      It enables us to make very well informed decisions on what we do with our world. The beauty of a GIS is that, within it, it stores information on WHERE an event took place, as well as enabling us to know ABOUT the event. For example, it could pinpoint the location of all bank robberies in the past 3 months. Or perhaps the location of all post offices within a the city. Or perhaps the farm areas that grew only rice this year.

      This opens a really fantastic gateway for us to expand our minds and our understanding of the world around us. A properly built and managed GIS can be the one integrating technology that can answer questions such as: Where is the nearest hospital? What’s the fastest way to get there? Got milk? Where’s the nearest store? Got Berbere? Nearest Ethiopian store? Where should I open my store to minimize competition? How many acres of wetlands will be destroyed if we build a city here? Where is Sadam’s headquarter? Fastest route to a 911-distress call? Where will the water go if the dam breaks? How fast is the hurricane approaching Charlotte, NC? What is happening to our ground water? Where is the contamination coming from? How many acres of rice are growing in your region?

      I have been using GIS to help the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation answer similar questions. With our GIS we have been able to account for water resources, build emergency response action plans, manage irrigation lands, promote wildlife endeavors, and help the agency manage the vast Central Valley Project in California.

      Because of the nature of GIS, I have had superb opportunities to work with people from many different disciplines. I work with Soil Scientists, Hydrologists, Environmental Modelers, Civil Engineers, Chemical Engineers, Electrical Engineers, Computer Specialists, Architects, Drainage Engineers, Database Managers, Biologists, Environmentalists and Network Specialists. They all converge to GIS technology when it comes to knowing where and how their respective worlds interact with each other. It is exciting to see how their worlds take on a different meaning when they know more about how their world affects others.

      I am in a unique position to observe this collage of humans interact on a common ground because of GIS. In exchange, of course, I learn a great deal about the many disciplines that make the world go around. And I am humbled by what I learn and what it takes to make it all work.

      In my world everyday, I walk into my office, sift through all my e-mail, pour a cup of coffee and dive right into GIS work. I find that my coffee gets cold even before I have had my first sip. On any given day, the GIS lab I work in prepares “smart” map products and reports. We perform spatial analysis, create geographic databases, process satellite imagery and digitize/scan paper maps and documents. We develop programs and macros using a variety of languages to interface to our GIS software engine (ArcInfo/ArcView), perform hydrologic modeling, and… it just keeps on going and going. And when quitting time arrives, I really wish I were the pink rabbit. But one must go home and work on family and life.

      Our computing environment is very robust and sometimes even intimidating. We have a large UNIX server and a variety of network NT workstations/servers and X-terminals, along with a series of network printers and plotters. All systems are roaring everyday, cranking on something, for someone, for some good reason. Our software environment gets complicated as well. I manage a hybrid world of UNIX and NT systems and a variety of software designed to provide a comprehensive solution to the most complex or the most mundane questions related to geo-spatial data and the questions they naturally draw.

      By this point you have probably guessed that I like what I do. It’s a lot of work and sometimes the reward is little, but my satisfaction comes from knowing that I am in a rapid, exciting technology that really makes me feel like I make a difference. I am finding that as I absorb more knowledge through GIS technology, I see it becoming the “unifying science” that is going to help us all see the truth of our natural world, our problems, our greed, our ambitions, the politics of it all, and perhaps even find the common ground by which we can dissolve the anguish of human suffering and injustice.

      Yes, perhaps a bit idealistic. Even some of my colleagues would give me a puzzled look.

      I can only tell you so much. I don’t really want your Internet bandwidth filled with my relentless pursuit to convince you that I am onto something here. Check it out for yourself. Who is using GIS? (Besides Mr. Mike?) …Well how about the United Nations, the World Health Organization, NASA, AT&T, USGS, FedEx, UPS, Your City, Your County, Your 911, You?…Oh my. Take a look at these web sites to launch your quest in understanding GIS and how it affects all of us.

      http://www.esri.com/gisforeveryone/index.html

      http://www.esri.com/library/gis/index.html

      http://www.esri.com/library/jumpstation/jumpstation.html

      I wish I could write more. I have so much more to share. I hope that I have piqued your curiosity on the subject matter. Perhaps someday I can write a book… get rich. Forget about it! Peace and Good Will.

      SMALL> Michael Sebhat

      GIS Engineer

      Sacramento, CA

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      Towards Debre Libanos

      Towards Debre-Libanos

      By: Zelalem Teferra

      I have friends in every dreary lab, in every no-name town in the States. I have friends married to steam-pipes and engaged to particle accelerators. Friends buried under piles of data printouts, and piles of science journals, and piles of firiffarees of cookies and empty coffee cups. I have friends who spend their waking hours fondling mice and caressing keyboards. Friends who’ve camped out in dark corners of library stacks, holding hunger strikes, it seems, feeding on nothing but scraps of Ritz Crackers washed down with liters of Mountain Dew. I have friends whose vision of a hand wave from across the street is warped by the scanty light of academic dungeons, by myopic squints behind heavy spectacles, and by excess radiation from high-tech gadgets.

      Wait, did I say friends? I mean EX-friends… because they roared and soared into the techno-sphere while I stayed to roll in the dust with simple-minded glee. They left to crusade in the name of Bill Gates and to usher in the era of the techno nerds. And now, it would take, they say, a “supercritical” twist of the mind’s knob for them to wind back to my station, which has frozen right near the techno equivalent of ye dingay dabbo zemen. Whatever. Anyway, they’d be loathe to call “a friend” someone who, until corrected rudely, used to think ‘alpha-centauri’ was a respected brand of wristwatch. Loathe to call a friend someone who’d be hard pressed to say the frequency of the new Pentium III given to him as a birthday present.

      There is Kebede from Keffa, who the day he found out what the WIN command was for, and lights flashed in his eyes and bells tolled in his head and had a revelation of himself atop the corporate chair of a startup.

      There’s Kebedech from Kazanchees who, after expressing surprise that none of the E’s in EE stood for Ethiopia, nonetheless dove into the pool of electrical engineers already overflowing with Expatriopians [a term coined by a friend, LM].

      There’s Alemneh from Mojo, who used to think ‘be mekina Tsegur mekkerkem’ meant that a barber would hold a toy car and roll it back and forth on the scalp of a client, has since gone on to become a tenured physics professor in a respected state university. His goal: churn out little copies of himself… he would call them Alemneons, or li’l Alemnehoch.

      There’s Alemnesh from Mekanissa, a biochemist, married with children… I mean, married to a lab and guarding a bilQat of bacteria as though they were fragments of her own test-tube fertilized eggs.

      There’s Abbe from MeQele who’s figured out that cold fusion is no fiction if we only assume a negatively-curved, 26-dimensional universe with non-trivial homology groups. People tell him to drop it all and go take a shower.

      Then there’s Alganesh from Dukem, a radiologist who drives the Geiger counter in her lab berserk every time she walks past it. She owns www.dukem-nukem.com and can’t brag enough about it.

      And then there’s I.

      I’m the butt of the common joke which goes: an engineering major asks “HOW does it work?”; a physics major asks, “WHY does it work?”, and you know what a humanities major asks…? “Want fries with that?” And I’ve made sure that every single scientist who’s had the audacity to say this to my face never leaves before I imprint some humbleness on his cheeks in the form of four upside-down exclamation marks. (Not quite, but I’ve fought the urge on several occasions.)

      So, yes, I paint. And, every late afternoon, I lean out the window of my third-floor painting studio to watch the hizb serawit that swarms on the sidewalk below; a human crowd with the hyper-mobility of a QuCHaCH serawit. I glance at the golden glow of a late afternoon sun reflect on the top three of the five-floor commercial rise across the street. I look back down to the sidewalk. Not a soul, apparently, is mesmerized by the sight. Not a soul at sub-somsoma pace except a few loitering impatiently around the autobus fermata.

      I stick my head back in, and think of my friends once again. My EX-friends.

      I have friends who’ll look at you with visible incredulity if you pulled over to the shoulder of a highway while driving through the spectacular landscape of Wyoming. Why? Because such leisure makes for a sub-optimal mileage/day ratio. I have friends who mistake every conversation for a duel about whose shit smells better, or a stage for debating whose toilet flushes with a smoother spiral vector field. I have friends who fall into euphoric ecstasy when they find a bug in your code, a missing assumption in your theorem, a breach in your security, an unintended mutation in your bacteria, and a missing digit in your measurement.

      I have friends who… no, actually, I don’t have friends any more.

      But I say to all my ex-friends, come with me to Debre-Libanos. Come with me to the eucalyptus-scented highlands. Toss your gadgets and cacophony behind, throw your deodorant and your toothbrush and your toilet paper behind. Come with me to Debre-Libanos and we’ll pretend like the sky is some blue gargantuan cosmic dinkuwan, and we will hold a diggiss, have orgies and make merry.

      We will scream 'till our enTil flies out. We will beat the drums, we’ll dance in circles and shake our booties all day long. We’ll light fires at night and huddle around telling stories. We’ll sing and tell stories until we cozily slide into sleep wrapped in our bernos…

      Come with me to Debre-Libanos where everyone will love you whether you are dumb or smart; where no one will care to correct you if you mispronounced the nearest galaxy; where everyone will have X-ray vision to see beyond your skin; where everyone will have infrared vision to sense your internal warmth, and no one will ever care if you’re dressed or naked.

      Come with me to Debre-Libanos.

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      EEDN/Cleo Early Days

      The EEDN/Cleo early days

      By: Teshager Tesfaye

      In early 1991 I learned that my former place of employment fostered email discussion groups (a.k.a. email lists) amongst employees of similar origin. For example, at Sun Microsystems there was a mailing list called Chinatown, where Asians used to exchange information about anything and everything.

      After joining one of the lists, I noticed the members using the forum to exchange information: service and employee referrals, stock tips etc. Few days later, I was looking for a particular information, hence posted my question to the list.

      Within a short period of time had received several responses from individuals whom I had never met before. This was my first appreciation of mailing lists and their use for exchanging information efficiently. Through the advice of peers, I also discovered Internet newsgroups and became a subscriber to a few, including the African newsgroup, soc.culture.african.

      As I thought why Ethiopians never had a similar email list, Dr. Samuel Kinde and Ato Tsehay Demeke were also on the same train of thought from several miles away. By coincidence, I came across Ato Tsehay’s message on soc.culture.african requesting for support to create an Ethiopian newsgroup.

      The responses he received were unfavorable, some of the subscribers responded to his question with harsh remarks. Some time later I ran into a similar posting by Dr. Samuel Kinde on the same forum asking about the mechanics for forming discussion groups. Guessing from his name that he was a fellow Ethiopian, I quickly responded to him fearing that he might receive flame mail from soc.culture.african subscribers. After identifying myself I shared with him my limited knowledge on forming e-mail lists; we continued to exchange e-mails.

      I realized how close-knit the Ethiopian community was when I received an e-mail from an old acquaintance, Ted Kidane, who heard about my whereabouts from Dr. Samuel. After a few e-mail exchanges, the three of us decided to form a small email list to exchange ideas, information and news regarding Ethiopia.

      We first agreed to recruit our immediate friends and family into the list. While the two embarked on preparing content to publish to the list, I took responsibility for handling the technical aspect of running the list. We started running the list from my work computer named Cleo, and named the list Ethiopians@cleo.

      Ted Kidane published the first feature article on Ethiopians@cleo, a fabulous review of Aster Aweke’s CD. Then discussions followed about the review and Aster’s work and other topics.

      Alas the birth of EEDN(The Ethiopian E-mail Distribution Network).

      Through word of mouth and email, the formation of EEDN spread amongst the Ethiopian community. Witnessing our membership pool increase on a weekly basis was indeed fascinating. Experiencing this in a short period of time was clearly an outcome we did not expect in our wildest dreams.

      Besides creating the forum for members to freely discuss current issues on Ethiopia, EEDN was also helping members to reestablish contacts with lost friends. Words cannot describe the excitement when we received the first e-mail from Ethiopia. It was an affirmation that as Ethiopians, we were “wired” to the Net!

      The continued flow of requests from all corners of the world from individuals wanting to join the list made us realize two things: one, that e-mail is indeed a powerful communication media and Ethiopians were connected to the Internet. Two, Ethiopians, like any other nationals, like to be amongst their own.

      Sometime around late ‘92 EEDN experienced growing pains. As the size of the members increased, the volume of postings rose. To manage this rapid growth effectively, we set out to draft the lists’ operating guidelines and appointed a board of directors to overlook its operation. From the beginning, it was our collective intention to make the list accessible to exchange messages freely amongst members. Nevertheless, a rogue email posting forced us to restrict access to EEDN and limit it to members only. As the months and years went by, the range of topics discussed and information shared skyrocketed.

      As the saying goes, “… and the rest is history”.

      Last but not least, I would like to take this opportunity to sincerely thank Dr. Samuel Kinde, Ted Kidane, friends and the Ethiopian 'Net community, without whom EEDN would have been just a passing thought in my mind.

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWELVE

          

          
            The Careers issue - April 2000

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The Careers issue

      April, 2000

      Note from the Editors

      Note from the Editors…

      Finally, we the plebs/CHiQun hizb s at SELEDA thought, we can celebrate in grand style the first anniversary of our little 'zine. Ever since new management padlocked the cappuccino machine (“Coffee is the opium of the people”) and replaced all caffeine drinks with organic beet juice frosties, things have been, well, a little jittery around here.

      But, ferdobgn, we are disinclined to live in harmony with reality, and thought that top brass would temporarily lighten up and allow us to drown ourselves in at least lite beer at the anniversary party. (“Beer is the freebase crack of the people”) Well, if not beer, at least Qirari reminiscent of Emmama Sifiryelesh’s zigubgn near Doro ManeQia.

      Heck, no! The internal memo circulated on the eve of our first birthday stated that we would meet in the boardroom (now re-named the SELEDA Positive Vibe Room) and indulge in Tibetan Masculini Tea and steamed barley patties to the accompaniment of harp music.

      Zeraff! Zeraff! Ye feeyel weTete, tikeshawa yabeTe!!

      Fine, we had said to weekly “de-toxing negative ions” classes; “Ishi mechse inante kalachiu” we had said to the frozen ginseng and myrrh machine that replaced our Coke machine. But this! Gaddem Eisenhower, aloo Abba Amtataw!

      Suddenly our previous bosses, who used to be brassy enough to take a swig of Stoli before and after each sentence, seemed like “yemiyawQut sayTan”. The proletariat marched to upper management’s office (now named “SELEDA Spiritual Guiders’ Respite”) and said, nothing doing! (We practiced being firTim malet in the bathroom mirror for a couple of hours.)

      They smiled that creepy smile at us and uttered, “Uh-huh, SELEDA Spiritual Sprouts, there is no “I” in “Team”. Remember what Swami Ajehalkiramiasserni said?”

      “Oh yeah?” we retorted back, trying not to look directly at that creepy smile. “Well, there is “me” in “despotism”! Bring on the QurT siga and ye-Gojam mar tejj! Minnesh Abuwarè! Besides, the Swami eats flies, fer Chrissake!”

      And so, we celebrated the first anniversary of SELEDA.

      We hope you will forgive our in flagrante delicto double-dipping in the cliché pool when we say we can’t believe it’s been a year! Trust us, it amazes no one more than us that we made it this far. After all, we thought that this “experiment of sorts” would last… ohhh, about three issues. We look back with fondness at the effort it took to churn out the first clunky issue of SELEDA, and the rest, as they say, is misery. Did we say misery? We meant history. (Jeez… that was a rather ephemeral moment of reflection and sentimentality, wasn’t it?)

      What can we say? SELEDA is like an annoying ye-akist lij whom we, in a moment of weakness, decided to sponsor for an F-1 visa. The child is sometimes insolent and often high maintenance, and we gripe at having undertaken such a responsibility. But when we see signs of progress (like the first time the akist lij takes the bus to school by herself, or buys us a gift with the income he earned from his first paper route), we cannot help but smile ruefully, and say with measured sentimentality, “Hey, it’s ay’itt!”

      And it is. It has not stopped being fun. We’ve made friends and found family (the latter not always being good…“Inante… korkumay asadigay, indè ferenje diQala CHereQa asmesiye, ahoon sew min yilal indih be gehad sit’imoTamoTu?” Hmm.)

      Needless to say, you, the readers, remain our siminto pillars of support and sanity. We continue to be humbled by the comfort, tiCihit and the occasional “mad props” you keep sending our way…The best mail we get are those which tell us “Lekass lebiChaye aydelehum”. It is testimony that we have connected with some of you out there, and that cynicism has not yet gnawed through all our bones. After a year, we are still standing.

      Hey, over-schmaltziness be damned, we would like to take a moment to kneel down at the feet of all our contributors of the past year who delved into their personal lives to write their stories, tell their tales, share their joys, failures, triumphs, secrets, vulnerabilities, jokes, and (thank God!) neuroses. We think we have effectively dispelled the myth that we Ethiopians are incapable of, ehem, “sharing” our personal stories, openly telling them, and tolerating differences of opinions without resorting to animus. For that, dear readers, we will be forever grateful.

      With this wonderful medium of cyberspace at our disposal, we hope more of you will become part of SELEDA.

      There are still more stories out there, and we hope we have only set the first few rows of bricks for the wall of powerful words that should flood the Ethiopian cyber community. We hope other brick layers, and mortar setters will follow with better ideas and grander goals. There are still a million stories out there, and we either tell them, or they shall suffocate us.

      That said, we are proud to present you with our April issue focusing on Careers. We hope it continues the tradition of excellence you have set for us. Again, nods of gratitude to our writers, whom we think have collectively joined the SELEDA Witness Protection Program (SWPP), and are probably living somewhere in Vermont under improbable names like Bert and Jaclyn, seeking professional help for the recurring kifu Qijets about SELEDA editors weeding them out. Mekera iko new.

      Moving on, the SELEDA Survey from last month was, we announce with glee, tremendously successful. Deep, deep, deep gratitude to all the participants who had us screaming “weyne teretan!” at the fleet of witticisms out there. Gudegnoch nachihu! We must say you have us beat by a mile in the sharp wit department, something we find deliriously thrilling. Although, in case you get too big for your tenefanefs, we have FedExed a few of you homemade Qisfets for showing us off so badly!

      We are trying to be non- ye yismoola ariQo asabis, so, take out your notebooks: May will be the “History” issue, June the “Family” issue, and July the “Money, Business and Finance” issue. If you have ideas for stories or would like to meTeQom writers, please, memonCHer us a note. The people at the SWPP need company.

      Cheers for making our first year a blast!

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com
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      My Music Button

      My Music Button…

      by: Eskedar

      I used to listen to opera at work. I picked up that habit in graduate school. Others pick up mono, I picked up opera. Not a bad deal, considering….

      I used to listen to specific arias from my favorite operas when I studied for different classes:

      Advanced Constitutional law…

      Carmen

      Laws of War and Crime…

      Il Trovatore

      Family Law…

      Aida

      State and Government Law…

      Madama Butterfly

      Corporate Law I and II…

      La Traviata

      Etc…etc…

      I would sit in the middle of the library steps and drown out New York City traffic with Leontyne Price belting away an aria from Aida. I’d close my eyes, and somehow court dates and litigants would be magically imbedded in my mind. When Pavarotti droned out Nessun Dorma, I immediately saw cases lined up in front of me, ready to be rattled off with precision.

      Coincidentally, it was another Ethiopian who first turned me on to opera. He lived in Spanish Harlem in a dinky 5th floor walk up. He used to go to grad school and drive a cab part time. (How many cabbies do you know who could recite Pushkin? He actually did that once to a passenger who did not tip him. Loudly, too.)

      Once you survive the drug dealers outside his building and make it safely to his place, you think you’d stepped into Tower Records. One corner of the room was stacked with CDs, all alphabetically shelved in labeled cubicles. He had “sound proofed” an area by the window… Sound proof, in this case, meant stapling sheets of foam mattresses to the ceiling and wall. It was charming, in a Woody Allen farce kind of way.

      He knew each CD by heart, which was a little… scary, but we are talking about a guy who thinks bellowing Puskin at a cheap passenger is exacting revenge. We were both poor students, so we couldn’t go anywhere near the Met unless one of his usher friends sneaked us in during the third act.

      Ever since then, I found solace in operas. The story lines of almost all the major operas are almost always daft. Women burying themselves with lovers, prostitutes dying of consumption and looking for love, playboys being conquered by slave girls… ho hum. But there was something about opera, the sound, that gave me peace. No, wait. It would agitate me at first, but then it would reward me with peace.

      The minute I discovered that the CD ROM in my computer was not a retractable cup holder, I carried over my favorite CDs to the office, and I’d lose myself in the voices of Maria Callas, Richard Tucker, Beverly Sills… I transported law school habits to my work place, and mentally assigned arias for specific tasks…

      Dealing with Client A…

      Interditi Con Dio

      Dealing with Client B…

      Granada

      Client C…

      T’Estimo

      Etc… etc…

      And then, and then I found the Bati Music Page on the Internet.

      It was a particularly tough day at work. I was preparing for a summation when I got an email from a dear friend with an “Oh, my God! Oh my God!” subject line, and only the URL for the Bati page in the text. My friend is easily excitable, so I didn’t think much of it. I closed the email and went back to my pile of paper work. At about 7:30, my colleagues ordered Chinese, and we hunkered down for a night of grueling work.

      About 9:00 p.m., desperate for distraction, I clicked on the Bati URL. Granted, my taste in Ethiopian music was very “pop gummy”. (I think I would have been the equivalent of a Spice Girls groupie.) I quickly went through the standard favorites from back home… Ephrem, Kuku, Aster… Cute, cute, cute.

      I think it was quite by accident (or out of morbid curiosity) that I clicked on Rahel Yohannes’ Shemonmuanaye . I was in the middle of a mouthful of chicken lo mien, ready to make a phone call.

      And then, …the moon, as they say in some circles, eclipsed!

      I actually felt a rash spreading through my body. The soft sax introduction, the tender tap, tap, tap beat… and then her voice, clear above ringing phones and elevator “pings”, fax machine whirrs and intercom buzzes… “Aiain, aiain, aiain… yene shemonmuwana…” As clear as she was singing live in my office.

      Have you ever memorized a scene so well that you could paint it complete with even the most minor detail intact? That was me.

      “Bemiwedut mefred, indet abesa new….” All I could see was Addis. I saw the smells. I saw the sights. I saw the sounds. I was fighting back tears in my office, desperate to make sense of something I was trying to rationalize. I saw my uncle’s wedding from eons ago when I was a flower girl. I was about six. And this indescribable joy, an overwhelming sense of feeling … right took over my tiny figure when the band started playing music. That was the first time I felt that rash swarming over me.

      I was wearing a white dress, speckled with fake pearls. One of the buttons on top of the lace bodice was missing. I remember looking for it underneath the bride and groom table, finding it, and putting it in the mini-pocket on my left side of my dress. Later, I looked in my pocket to give it to my mother, but it must have fallen because I couldn’t find it. I started crying. My father put me on his lap and looked for it in both mini-pockets. I had been so careful to not stain my dress. When the qess dabbed us with Tsebel after the church ceremony, I had surreptitiously leaned my neck forward so that none of the Tsebel would touch my new dress. I knew I shouldn’t, but I did it again. I sent out a quick prayer to God to forgive me. Now, I couldn’t find that little fake pearl button, and the threads that had held it mocked me. I cried some more.

      Years later, I was crying to “Inde Yerusalmem…”. I had missed feeling… so right. It was the first time I had encountered that euphoria since I was six.

      One after another, I clicked on each music link. And then… and then, I found Bati, sung scratchily by Kassa Tessema. I saw trips to Bahr Dar where my grandparents lived. I saw their house, and my grandmother’s bedroom. I saw the smells of the kesel , right before she put eTan on it…I saw my third cousins playing with Bahr zaf barks. And I tasted the kiTel weT we used to make on rocks we pretended were stoves. I saw, and I kept seeing.

      It was close to 1 a.m. when I left the office that night, after playing and re-playing memories. And now…

      Client A…:

      Shegitu, Kassa Tessema

      Client B…:

      Ende Amora, Alemayeu Eshete

      Client C…:

      Addis FiQir, Bizunesh Bekele

      Post staff meetings…:

      Meleyayet Mot, Tilahun Gessese

      Depositions…:

      Alem Alemwea, Fasil Demoze

      Drafting Briefs…:

      Ateremamesew, Meskerem Mamo

      Motion to compel…:

      Yadema Tole, Abitow Kebede

      Motion for summary judgement:

      Gud Fella, Semahegne Belew

      I think I finally found my lost button.
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      A Doctor in the House

      A Doctor in the House

      by: “Anonymous”

      It seems that I have been given the rather arduous task of writing about Myself – about my journey, my career – “anonymously, of course,” they reassure me.

      Easier said than done, I say. I have these flashbacks of applications galore for which I have had to write creative essays on “Why I want to be a doctor/pediatrician, etc.”. Slight variations on a theme, as you can imagine!

      Right off the bat, I have to confess that there was no magical day when I “decided” to be a doctor. Actually, I have no conscious memory of the transition from my dream of being a toyshop keeper (so I could have all the toys I desired at age 5!!), to being a pediatrician. You see, my father was a pediatrician and I spent the first several years of my life living in the compound of L’elt Tsehay Hospital where my father worked. There was even an infant cereal factory (Fafa Fabrika) in the compound.

      Growing up, I would frequently accompany my dad to work and play with the sick and/or abandoned kids in the wards. My favorite recurring image is that of my father walking into the pediatric ward and all the kids’ faces breaking into these huge grins as they run towards him as fast as their fat little legs would carry them…don’t worry, I won’t name names; you kids know who you are.

      So, after the glorious years of good ol’ Sandford (a whole different story), I joined the mass exodus to Washington D.C. to further my education. Well, medical school in Ethiopia was not really an option (like I said, I went to Sandford, so the best my ESLCE scores could have done would have been to get me into some vocational training institute yonder south in Sidamo or such), so I was promptly shipped off after graduation.

      “Education in Washington D.C., Party capital for Ethio-Americans?!” everyone inevitably says to me in amazement. Despite the skepticism, I completed both my undergraduate and medical school education at Howard and resurfaced unscathed by the D.C. experience. And even came back for more.

      My clinical years at Howard Med were a truly unique experience. This was a time when a lot of Addis Ababa Medical College graduates came to Howard to do their residencies. So, as a student, I would have interns and residents around me who were Ethiopian. I even had a couple of attendings (those were the head honchos) who were Ethiopian and/or Eritrean. At one point, four out of five of the members on our team were Ethiopian, and we could practically conduct rounds in Amharic! The Med school graduates from Ethiopia were articulate, thorough and great teachers. There was also a great sense of camaraderie and professionalism that I had never before experienced. In retrospect, that was the most important aspect of my Howard experience: interacting with other Ethiopians in a professional and leadership capacity.

      During my second year of residency, I decided to do an externship in an “anonymous” hospital in Addis. I was sad that the level of dedication, thoroughness and leadership that I had experienced from my colleagues at Howard were not reflected there. It was not the lack of technology, etc., that did not meet my expectations; rather it was the attitudes and general apathy of the students and residents. I do realize that there are many reasons for this – social, economic, political …hopelessness in general… It still makes me sad.

      A few years prior to that, I had had the opportunity to visit Dhaka, Bangladesh, where I had spent several months doing research at the International Center for Diarrhoeal Disease Research (fun, fun, fun!). To give you the gist of what they do, they develop things like oral rehydration therapy, vaccines against cholera, etc. This was a fascinating experience, particularly in a region with a rich cultural heritage (it dramatically modified my “baboochi banana” approach to the place). They have a dynamic homegrown participative development strategy that is being emulated by other developing and industrial nations – even Ethiopia.

      And then it was off to sunny LA. Upon completing my residency there, I followed my homing instinct and headed back to D.C. (because you KNOW, once you’ve lived in D.C., you can’t live anywhere else…okay, okay, that’s open for debate). I had had a couple of Ethiopian patients in LA and I was hooked – I wanted to come to D.C. and have a practice filled with little Ethiopian kids.

      Luckily, my stars must have been aligned that month; I found just that. Well, close enough – I joined the practice of another Ethiopian pediatrician who had been in the area for many years and had a good-sized Ethiopian clientele. Now I get to see several Ethiopian kids a day, and that literally makes my day (I think it might also make me racist or something!).

      But it is not always smooth sailing. There is the language thing, and translations can get a little shaky sometimes. For example, I always confuse the Amharic words for chickenpox, measles and smallpox ( kufegne, fenTaTa and …?) Conscientious Seleda editors offer up “gudiff” as the third translation…hey, we didn’t ALL go to Sandford!. Once I almost alerted the Centers for Disease Control thinking that a mom on the phone was telling me her daughter had smallpox (which had been supposedly eradicated off the face of the earth, except in 2 labs or something. This would have raised a major alarm!). Thankfully, it turned out that the child just had chickenpox (is this a geek joke, it may just be!).

      Another time I was a student and was summoned urgently to translate for an Ethiopian woman who spoke no English. I sauntered in confidently and started inquiring what was wrong. “QiTigne new meselegne,” she said to me. Well, I had no idea what that was. “Hemorrhoids,” I thought to myself, my logic being that it must be something close to the ‘QiT’. Needless to say, I made a couple of rapid calls to get the real meaning (my uncle still looks at me rather suspiciously).

      Okay, one more story (not a translation one). This is more recent. Sometimes I wear my hair in a style that we Ethiopian girls are famous for, namely the “wet look”. Well, that day at work, one of my cute 5-year-old Ethiopian patients had come in for something or another. Later, I called her mom to see how she was doing and her mom said, "Oh, she’s fine, but now she refuses to brush her hair and struts around the house with her hair in disarray (“TenCHebara”), saying “Ende docterey!” Well, that took care of that hairstyle.

      So, despite the trials and tribulations of years of schooling and now practicing medicine in a managed care world, I leave my office at the end of the day with a smile on my face. Well, most days, anyway.
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      Catch me if You Can

      Chase me till I Catch You

      by: Alemush Zelalem

      Lately, I have found myself inexplicably sympathizing with a childhood character generally deemed offensive. “Arengwade bicha key bandira, feswan fesachibign Amina” goes the catchy tune. It appears that Amina, (not to be confused with the other of Biyotana fame)1 , forgot herself at a not-so-opportune moment. She has been held accountable by Ethiopian youth since. Of course, it could all be political - that Amina saved her “opinion” for such a time as when it could be, er…, experienced effectively. Judging by the way we enacted the story (imagined smells and all), her effect was quite legendary.

      Or, and this is where my recent revelation comes in, Amina got a glimpse of the enormity of what it was to be an Ethiopian in national and mythological magnitudes, and… well… forgot herself. With the outlines of her conscious self thus erased, an almost magical other emerged and swept her off into another world. I dwell in this same world often, experiencing a heady sense of flying through new spaces and fastening my passions to ideas and cultures that compound my core. This core has yet to be threatened or compromised by my ventures. It thrives in internal rhythms amazingly grounded while in flux. My world is colored by moments of forgetting to remember. Forgetting the decorous CHewa denb du jour to remember an ease of being that reaches beyond the immediate social and political frame and allows me to ride the certain magic of my Ethiopia within.

      My thoughts have yet to emerge in an organized pattern that would invite discussion or have meaningful bearing. In the meantime, I can say this: My Ethiopia has yet to be framed in a flag, or forged by discourse in academic or popular circles. A playful muse, she turns corners when I think I’m close… or when I need a dazzling array of facts and figures to support an argument. She returns when I’m in the throes of Gebre Kristos Desta’s love poems, gasping at the stark images provoked by his words and language of naked simplicity, like Billy Holiday’s singing. Unannounced, she arrives when an aging man with greenish eyes tightens his kuta around his shoulders and recounts the days of the Italian-Ethiopian war with searing poetry and song. A muse of moments, I feel her bold presence like the memory of my grandmother’s breath, until she slips away shrouded in thick incense smoke through the narrow corridors of Harar to linger unexpectedly in the folds of my habesha libs from Gondar, (which I refuse to wash.) She beckons away from the books and the footnotes, to where she lives… away from the raging debates and “burning issues”… to where she lives with her particular silence.

      I came looking for her here - a cold city in the Midwest, a graduate program in the Humanities, equipped with very little by way of dates and occurrences that shaped the contours of her path. I knew she was not here herself, only bouncing reflections of others studying her… grasping. Not quite sure I would fashion a life from my quest, I pressed on through the required coursework and exams in a seemingly ordinary way. It was not quite appropriate to speak of my imaginative nights that would turn the seminars and books we read into rich and detailed dreams. With ease, I spent my sleeping hours in the courts of Dingiswayo in early nineteenth century South Africa or among the griots singing the glories of the Songhai empire. I smelled the dust, saw the colors, heard the language dancing all around me. Without a doubt, I knew it was all a part of me - an ever-growing frame of reference that afforded immeasurable comforts to my elusive muse.

      Walking over to my oral exams, the event that would mark my transition to fieldwork in Ethiopia, I was visited by a song that had slipped from my immediate horizons. “IndeAdal mechagna sirezim lelitu…ketef yihen gize neber medhanitu…” Muluken Melesse’s tizita with its languid vocals evoked the day it had been released in Addis. My dad, in his intensity, had created a 90-minute cassette tape of this piece recorded back to back. He dashed around the room attempting to re-arrange the speakers on the outside porch with just the right effect for when my mom came driving in from work.

      The next two hours passed with my replaying the song in my mind, and apparently participating in the discussion with my four committee members. As if emerging from a dream, I later gathered myself enough to inquire of one professor how it all went down. He claimed from all the defenses he had attended in his years, this had been the most composed presentation … and what was I thinking about anyway? A composition of rare grace sent from my muse for assurance, I thought.

      Going home meant conceptually clothing my abstract ideas in Amharic and navigating the cultural minefield by guiding my interviews to sensitive subject matter delicately. Nothing was ever predictable. There was a particular rhythm to the elders that I needed to be still to understand. Marked by my dej Tinat and their often colorful personalities and perceptions, even the most challenging of my sessions were journeys of self-discovery and embrace. My muse quieted her restless wanderings then. It was as though she was content to let the elders perform the rites of passage that would further transform and sensitize my intellect as, (unbeknownst to them), they continued to margebgeb the magic.

      I am now shaping my project into a dissertation and encountering countless forks in the road (which I imagine are tended by Eshu-Elegba, the Yoruba Orisha, mischievous glint in his eye and all.2 ) I am fraught with various anxieties about this part of the process, which even my latest eccentricities, (drinking cold milk in wine glasses, if you must know), seem to do little to quell. Even more so now, I am less than enthusiastic to enter a life of academia that seems to demand a coldly structured approach to organizing knowledge. A couple of my professors assure me that I and others like me would do wonders for the field by widening the scope of the discourse to include such things as culture and popular memory in studies of political and social change.

      Pulsing as we do with these sensibilities, they maintain we would also communicate with an essence different than our Western colleagues to stimulate potential students. My experiences in the classroom thus far, which included a student bursting into (albeit patriotic) tears at the mere idea of re-thinking the American constitution with the unmentioned groups in mind, has left me wanting. I feel that my training would best be employed in documentation projects that would preserve the words and images of our elders. There are endless themes to pursue, ideas to realize and a wealth of knowledge to explore in academic and creative ventures. An archival effort that would house such a project would make the material widely available for scholars and interested individuals alike.

      Time is often a merciless opponent. Even since I began my research, a good third of the group I interviewed has already passed on, and my choking sense of urgency heightens with every death announcement I hear. My muse and the past join chorus to chant the popular Caribbean adage “Chase me till I catch you.” As long as the margebgebya does not rest, I will continue the tireless chase both in the intellectual and subtextual realms of my imagination. Meanwhile, I harbor lofty dreams of one day being aptly situated to be caught and found worthy of conveying some small part of the magic in all its complexity.

      1For those of you struggling to keep your Amina’s straight, Amina Biyotana was the contending dame with largely unintelligible lyrics sung with gusto in her honor: “Amina… Biyotana… Alesimba… Senewawa… Amina tu se pascalina… tuzoro… alore… to the bam!bam!bam!”

      2Eshu Elegba is the deity that embodies crossroads in Yoruba belief. Of provocative nature, his name Eshu means “childless wanderer, alone, moving only as a spirit” and Elegba “owner-of -the-power.” He is the ultimate master of potentiality and continues to be one of the most important images in the black Atlantic world. See Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit. (New York: Random House, 1984)
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      The Corporate Arbegna

      The Corporate Arbegna

      Surviving the Corporate Dinner

      After doing time in pea-sized cubicles, dropping your boss’s dry cleaning and nervously giggling at very un-amusing jokes, you have finally arrived! Now you get to have underlings who you can order to pick out the raisins from your raisin muffin and hold a “Do not disturb” sign while you enjoy a Swedish deep pore cleansing/mud facial and vacuuming in your office.

      Yep, the good life. But hold it, Sparky. There’s one more hurdle to overcome before you earn the right to sign off on $250,000-a-table company sponsorship for an ultra chic charity chaired by Alan Greenspan. First you gotta survive the big corporate dinner with the Chairman and CEO and his/her CHiffroch.

      It’s an “illil/eseye” moment, no doubt, when you get that invitation. But make no mistake about it. You are being tested. Everyone is taking copious mental notes. Your every nuance is being watched, your every faux pas being recorded in your bosses’ minds. At some point you gotta wing it, but don’t plop yourself down at the table without a few grenades of your own…

      Accepting… Usually dinner or power lunch invitations will be thrown your way at the last moment. Let’s say you were particularly useful at the executive committee meeting. More than likely you will get a “Hey, entina, why don’t you join us for the strategy dinner?” It is not a rhetorical question, and, please, no megderder. (“Me? I am not worthy. Ere aygebam…”)

      Instead, answer firmly, “I would be delighted.” Not, “When is it?” That shows you’re out of the loop. Forget what Nancy Reagan tried to inculcate in you and “just say yes”. That saves you from fiddling with your Palm Pilot looking for your calendar, while your boss starts to think you are a nimrod. You can get the details (where, what time, attire etc.) later on. Usually, the protocol is that you get a call from your boss’s assistant giving you all the information. In case you don’t, make a quick call and find out. Talking to the assistant will give you insight as to whether you should meet the party at the restaurant or if you could bum a ride on the limo.

      Very important: Unless you have a confirmed date with SELEDA’s Qulibiew Mikael, attend the dinner! Cancel the CHat arbosh with the Kasangis Crew; reschedule your weekly kitfo- and- politics appointment. This is important.

      Getting there…: If are invited to ride with the bosses, (and always wait to be invited) go to their offices and go down to the car with them. Plans for transportation at the executive level change very sporadically. (“Call a limo… no, let’s walk… no, I’ll drive… no, let’s have so- and-so drive.”) If you are right there, you can be privy to the details.

      As magnanimous as you might think it is, try not to offer to drive everyone. While you think this might make you look like a hero, you’re setting a trap for yourself. Your car might be too small for the boss’s lanky legs; it might seem too ostentatious (“Do I pay you this much?”), too humble (“I can’t be seen in that!”), too dirty, too this, too that… You don’t need the headache. You are already under a microscope. If you sense that there might not be enough room, however, offer to drive yourself. “I’ll be happy to meet you there.” That’s considerate. More often than not your boss will look at you with relief, and, in a fit of graciousness, might volunteer to ride with you.

      If you are meeting at the restaurant, get there early and make sure your office is able to reach you in case of any changes. Get precise directions. If you’ve never been to the restaurant, scan out the dinning room, ask the maître d’ where your table or private dining room is located, and find out where the restroom is. It is always a good idea to look over at the menu. In fact, if you have enough lead time, ask the restaurant to fax you a menu. Fancy restaurants complicate their menus. Don’t be intimidated.

      Always wait for the rest of the party either at the bar or at the lobby. Never seated at the table. Most good restaurants know VIPs, and they will be happy to alert you when your colleagues get there.

      Seating…: Location, location, location. Where you are seated makes a difference. It’s not a minor detail. Despite conventional wisdom, don’t meshamat for a place right next to the big Kahuna. You might be overstepping your boundary with other higher ups who can make your life miserable, and it is very glaringly obsequious. Two people removed is always a good distance. Close enough to have a conversation, but far enough to pretend you can’t listen to upper echelon gossip.

      Try to sit next to someone you don’t know. If you are in finance, seek out someone in marketing. That way, you are also networking with other honchos. The trick is to make it look like you have done this before. Avoid awkwardness that might intimate you don’t want to sit next to the dork in legal and that you are trying to be cozy-cozy with the cutie COO. Being naturally graceful is key. Your Ethiopian-ness will serve you well here.

      Ordering…: Most probably you will be starting off with cocktails while the boss (or whomever is assigned) looks at the wine list. If this is a dinner engagement, it is perfectly acceptable to go for hard liquor, although try to avoid anything “straight up”. Even martinis. No need to get sloshed before the party begins. So, take your Macallan with a splash of soda; and your Bombay Sapphire with tonic. Avoid “teeny bopper” drinks such as margaritas or any fruit daiquiris. You’re not in Negril. If this is a power lunch, stay away from all liquor. Despite what you read on Esquire or Details, the Martini Lunch is not back. Stick to Pellegrino even if the bosses are shooting down tequilas.

      Since you are being tested, someone might drop the wine list on your lap and tell you to order the vino. Don’t panic. And don’t let them see you sweat. Wine is easier than you think. If you have basic knowledge of it, it is a craft you can perfect. In almost all good restaurants, the sommelier (wine steward) will be happy to help you choose wine. You can abdicate the task to him, but here’s a chance to look good. What’s most important is that you do not come off as a wine snob. Nothing’s worse than a wine snob. A special place in hell is reserved for wine snobs.

      Here’s a simple guide to ordering vino: if there are four or more people at the table go ahead and order one white and one red. Don’t go to the trouble of polling the table for preferences. White with appetizers and red for dinner is very acceptable. (If you choose any kind of blush or a Rosè wine you are, by law, required to be shot on the spot. Besmeab! Besmeab!)

      It doesn’t matter how big your expense account is, don’t choose wine over $100. At least not unless the boss is hankering for a nifty Château Petrus ($600 +). One bottle is about five glasses, so figure about 2-3 bottles of each kind for a table of six. Order at least two bottles of each so that you don’t run out in the middle of a pouring. It can get a little awkward if you run out of wine before the boss is served, and you the snippety waiter trots back to you to ask “Sir, you only ordered one bottle. Would you like another?” It makes you look boorish. A good server will come to you discreetly when you are about to run out. Look around and see if people are drinking wine before you order more. It will reflect badly on you if, at the end of dinner, everyone’s glass is full to the brim with expensive wine.

      California makes fabulous wines in the $70-100 price range and they are almost all very good. You can’t go wrong with Groth, Jordan, Far Niente or Grgich Hills. To be on the safe side, order a Chardonnay and a Cabernet Sauvignon. But don’t shy away from Sauvignon Blancs, Merlots and Mertiages (different grapes). The trick is to not choose a bland wine, or one that makes you see Tiyit fabrika after the second sip.

      Avoid heavy French Burgundy’s that almost always have to be decanted. (That’s when the sommelier, with much fanfare, pours out the wine into a carafe, leaving the sediments in the wine bottle.) It’s fun at first, but by the 3rd bottle it’s… enough already! And too showy. By no means shall you ask the sommelier to decant a 1997 bottle of California Cabernet. You’ll come off as a nitwit, and waiters might spit in your food for creating so much work for them. Keep it simple.

      Incidentally, it doesn’t hurt to know about wine. It’s not as intimidating or as stuffy as you might think. When you start quoting appelation contrôlée laws and naming your children Gevrey-Chambertin, Clos Vougeot and Pommard, however, you gotta stop. Otherwise, go nuts.

      The Food…: It’s important to know your wait staff. The busboy/girl/person is the one bringing you water and bread. The front waiter is the one taking your cocktail orders. You already know the wine guy. The captain is the one with a fake French accent telling you about four-oil infused truffles on the Steak au Poivre. The back waiter is the one clearing your table and handing you the dessert menu. Try to figure out who is who. It won’t do you much good to poke the poor busboy/gal/person in the ribs to request that your filet mignon be prepared Pittsburgh style (charred on top, raw in the middle).

      Order reasonably. Don’t go for the lobster. Try to gauge what other people are having. If you are in a fine restaurant and in the midst of gourmands, you know to order an appetizer, a salad and then your entrée. Don’t try to be overly adventurous. If you’ve never had carpaccio, this ain’t the time to try it. (The raw egg in the middle might not make it feel quite like the kitfo you imagined it to be.) Stick to simple, good food. As noted before, restaurants try to complicate their foods. Don’t sweat bullets when you hear adjectives like folded, rubbed, married, spanked, spread and layered used to describe what you are about to ingest. Mostly, it is hype.

      This is not dining with the Qess, so relax. Ask the captain questions if you need to know something, or if you want to hear the specials again. But whatever you do, don’t get into an expansive discussion about the difference between Porcini and Pom Pom Blanc mushrooms. Definitely says you need a new hobby.

      Stay away from messy foods like pasta. Even the most careful diner almost always has to slurp pasta, and yeech. Not a lovely sight. Also stay away from “high maintenance” foods such as Dover Sole that might have to be de-boned tableside. The whole table will have to sit through the whole ceremony, and that can be annoying.

      Never, under penalty of having the chef hurl heavy Danish clogs at you, have your steak cooked well done or ask for steak sauces. It screams out “unsophisticated, nay, geriba taste palate”. Go medium rare for meats, and rare for fish especially tuna.

      The Conversation…: The rules are simple for standard polite conversation: avoid politics, religion and sex. You need good communication skills to swerve conversation you find uncomfortable. But don’t shy from joining in if you feel your opinion will further the dialogue. But speak to make a point, not because you feel you are withering into oblivion. Have a few current event jokes handy, and if the audience is right, they can be on the blue side, though not overtly. Stay away from gossip of any kind. ANY kind. Business talk only lasts through appetizers and the first few bottles of wine, so you have to be ready to be charming and intelligent and knowledgeable on other matters outside in-house matters. Travel is usually a good topic. It is personal but not intrusive. As the new kid on the block, you might be picked on. Take it with grace. Self deprecate when necessary, but stand firm and don’t be pushed around. Make sure you look everyone in the eyes. This is a test of whether you are a yes person, or can stand your own ground.

      By dessert everyone should be loosening their belts and polishing off the last of the wine. The conversation might have gotten a little raunchier, but keep your composure even as the boss is telling the table about a, ehem, “youthful indiscretion” that resulted in a mysterious rash. (Just look up to the sky and say “igzihabariyaye” a hundred times. Ferenje’s tongues get preternaturally loose after some liquor. Even if your colleague is telling you about intimate details about divorce/extra martial affairs/therapy, avoid divulging anything about yourself. The ferenje gene has better capacity to deal with yilugnta than ours. So, listen intently, but say zip about your l’il foot fetish. Again, Ethiopian reservedness will serve you well here.

      Also, be aware that your boss just confiding in you about once having an orgy with ZZ Top does not mean that you are now your boss’s new best friend. It will have zero impact on your working relationship. Again, the ferenje are different than us. They are ferenje. Don’t harbor lofty thoughts about forging a new level of friendship just because you are privy to a few details. When the check is paid, everything you heard will have to magically leave your thought mehader. Never offer love, financial or car advice to an intoxicated co-worker. Never. Nod sympathetically, look up to the sky, and, yep… igzihaberiyaye…

      Dessert…: Monitor your alcohol intake because you might have to partake in after-dinner drinks. This is the best part of corporate dinners: expensive cognac. Again, if you don’t care much for Courvoisier XO Imperial in a heated snifter with your espresso, go for Bailey’s or Kaluha. Leave the Irish coffee for middle management. This is also when you wind down the dinner and assess its success. It is also time to chummy up with the boss who is probably sick of the two executive VP’s who had been chatting away incessantly. Mellow out, and talk business. Not the heavy “who shall be fired” type business, but how much you enjoy working at XYZ Corp., and how much you have grown. Let the personal side of you show without getting all mushy. It’s a good time to thank your boss for the invitation, and how much you enjoyed the evening. Also a good time to secure an invitation to the next dinner. Be subtle about it. Try saying, “Have you been to such-and-such restaurant? They have a wine cellar which rivals Bordeaux.”

      If you’ve made a good impression, you will be asked to plan the next dinner…

      And that, my friend, is a whole other mess. Happy dining!
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      Jebdu

      JEBDU

      The Last Taboo: Breaking the Silence about Depression and Mental Illness.

      By: Dr. Tedla W. Giorgis

      In the waiting room in my office three weeks ago was an elderly Ethiopian woman sitting next to her twenty-five-year-old daughter.When I asked them if they were attended to, the mother said they had come to see Dr. Tedla. I introduced myself.

      Once in the office, I noticed how gaunt and exhausted the mother looked. Obviously, from lack of sleep. Her daughter, who was clearly clinically depressed was experiencing auditory hallucination (hearing voices), sat by her mother. Sobbing, the mother told me how neither one of them had had a decent night’s sleep in the past six months. The daughter had also lost an inordinate amount of weight because she was not eating.

      It was another heart wrenching experience to see both the mother and the daughter in such bad shape. The mother, who reminded me of my own mother, got up from her seat at one point in the interview, to hold my hand, and, kissing it, pleaded with me to help her daughter. Intense emotions went through my spine when I saw and sensed the sense of desperation on her haunted face.

      In a twisted way, she was one of the lucky ones. Her daughter was still alive. A lot others are not. Most of us only hear about the unlucky ones on the news, after being found hanging from a noose they tied for themselves, or their brains blown away by their own fingers from a borrowed gun. Some kill others and then themselves. Some die in county morgues, anonymous. And still others are shipped back to Ethiopia… “Timihirt/nuro asabedew” and we never talk about them again.

      I have been a clinical psychologists for the past twenty years. For the past twelve years, I have been the Director of an outpatient mental health clinic here in Washington (Multicultural Services Division, D.C. Commission on Mental Health Services), which specializes in the psychiatric treatment of ethnic and linguistic minorities. This position has enabled me to make mental health services available to many Ethiopians.

      But it breaks my heart that so many of our brothers and sisters are dying and suffering needlessly from a very curable illness. Too many of us suffer needlessly because of the taboo associated with seeking help for psychological problems. Many do not recognize that their aches and pains, their exhaustion and irritability, may be symptoms of an underlying depression. So many of us, culturally, attribute symptoms of depression to personal weakness. And then we drown in guilt for having the symptoms.

      Depressive illnesses are among the most prevalent of the psychological problems in Ethiopian communities, affecting Ethiopians of all ages, socioeconomic classes, and educational levels. Depression continues to be like the “common cold” for many immigrant/refugee communities, including our own. Fortunately, depressive disorders respond well to treatment. Over 80 per cent of all serious depressions can be treated successfully. Even so, relatively few Ethiopians who experience symptoms of depression seek professional help.

      But I am truly grateful for the trust the Ethiopian patients I see have bestowed on me; it has been a privilege to guide them in exploring, understanding, and making sense of their worlds. The trusting relationships I developed with my patients have given me access to the most intimate details of their lives. I believe this experience has made me a better and more empathic person; however, I will let others who know me pass this judgment.

      For many of us Ethiopians living abroad, being first-generation immigrants or refugees has not been easy. Before our arrival, there were no established communities or role models that either eased our resettlement or guided our conduct. We have had to redefine our personal identity based on the color of our skin and on a philosophy that is not part of our upbringing. The Ethiopian philosophical tradition and outlook is significantly different from that of the European or Western world. While the Western tradition emphasizes “individuality”, “uniqueness”, and “difference”,?the Ethiopian tradition emphasizes “commonality”,? “groupness”,?and “similarity.”??When these elements are missing, there is a tendency for us to feel isolated and lonely.

      There are other factors which trigger depression besides difficulty in assimilating. For a segment of the Diaspora there is also the pain and havoc caused by the Red Terror in Ethiopia. The deep wounds of surviving genocide introduce a whole lot of other issues. A lot of Ethiopians, as per our culture’s subscription, have shut down that episode of their lives without coming to terms with its tremendous and devastating manifestations. Being uprooted, imprisoned and tortured do not just leave physical scars. They are also emotionally jarring. Add to that the difficulty in assimilation, and you have turmoil.

      I remember a patient I will call Daniel. When Daniel came to the United States as a refugee, he left his loved ones, a good job, his home, and everything that gave life meaning. Although he realized that this was a difficult step to take, he felt optimistic about his future. Initially, he felt confident about getting a good job in his area of expertise. He also felt that he had all the academic credentials and work experience to enable him to find suitable employment. However, as time went by, the search for jobs became humiliating, frustrating, and demoralizing. After much effort, the only employment he could find was an entry-level job that significantly under-employed him. He barely made enough money to cover his expenses. Daniel worked long and difficult hours doing tiring physical work. This busy work schedule does not leave him much time to search for better employment. He became increasingly unhappy and felt trapped, but is afraid to leave his job. He felt tired all the time, which made it difficult to think clearly or act decisively. His sad feelings began to spread to other areas of his life. Even seeing his friends did not make him feel happy anymore. He also avoided those friends he had known for a long time, especially those who he thought have adjusted better than he had. Maybe, he thought, it was a mistake leaving Ethiopia as a refugee. Although he left his homeland fearing for his life during the Red Terror, he wonders whether he should have stayed and faced the consequences. His concerns about appearing weak and unable to take care of himself made it difficult for Daniel to talk to anyone about his feelings. Instead, he tried to drown his sadness in alcohol, and started spending most of his time going to the various clubs and Ethiopian restaurants in the city.

      There is also tremendous pressure from our society to achieve and over achieve, and that anything short of excellence is unacceptable and mediocre. Students from the best schools in Ethiopia flounder in the prestigious universities that are the pride and joy of their parents. But time after time, we lose our children to depression and loneliness as they struggle to adjust from being the big fish in a small pond, to being a tiny one in the sea. Most hide their depression because the rest of us see under-performance as “QibTet”. So they drag through classes and life until they explode. It has happened so many times that I have lost count of promising young people who were so afraid to face their parents they think they have shamed, and opt to end their lives. Somehow, still in our society, a dignified death is considered better than a mediocre life.

      In writing the above statements, I don’t in any way mean to stigmatize or make generalizations about the Ethiopian community. I take great personal pride in being an Ethiopian, and in how well we have adjusted and contributed to our communities. But we still shield ourselves from pain, and the pain of our loved ones. At one point, we must come out of our shell.

      The Western world has support systems built-in. If you’ve lost your mother, there is a support group or therapy available for you. Same if you’ve lost your job, feeling unhappy or unsatisfied with life, you’ve stopped smoking or are breaking up with a spouse. When children go through divorce or witness a gruesome scene, they have counselors at their disposal. Imagine, then, the disparity for a people who have lived through war and disconnect.

      In a culture where any form of mental illness is associated with “madness” or “ibdet,” it is not surprising that Ethiopians avoid seeking professional help. Many of us have difficulty even recognizing when we are suffering from depression. Our tendency is to attribute depressive symptoms to physical reasons rather than to psychological causes. Often, we seek help only when the bad feelings become intolerable. Unfortunately, most of my patients come to me only when their problems have reached crisis proportions, with feelings of overwhelming desperation. In such times of desperation, while some can only contemplate the idea of suicide, others act on it, and some succeed. There are no reliable statistics available to show the prevalence of depression and suicide in the various Ethiopian communities around the world. However, one need only ask any member of any Ethiopian community about his or her perceptions of the prevalence of depression and suicidal incidents to get an earful of anecdotes.

      Four years ago I published a book entitled “Understanding and Surviving Depression, Alcohol & Drugs: A Personal Guide for Ethiopians.” I don’t know about the experiences of other researchers, but I certainly found that collecting data by attempting to survey Ethiopians extremely difficult. (BeTam! BeTam! BeTam! Kebad neger!) The book took longer than expected because I discovered early on that it is far more difficult to explain psychological concepts in written words than in a face-to-face treatment situation to Ethiopians who lack familiarity with psychological terminologies.

      Encompassing over twenty years of clinical and research experience, its purpose was to serve as a self-guide book to provide members of Ethiopian communities around the world with information about depression. The book, written in simple English, deals with the signs, symptoms and treatments of depression, and tells the reader how and where to seek help when it is needed. A report on new psychological research and the test instruments used in that research, “Tedla-Hopkins Symptom Checklist-25” (in three Ethiopian languages – Amharic, Tgrigna, Oromiffaa), was also included as an appendix. Since my research findings indicated that, just as in other ethnic minority communities in the United States, alcohol and drug abuse problems in the Ethiopian community are on the rise, I decided to include a chapter on issues associated with alcohol and drug abuse.

      During the past seven years, I have also been involved in assisting Amanuel Hospital in Addis Abeba (located in Merkato) to develop a greater capacity to treat the mentally ill. Every year I have gone to Ethiopia to assist in the development of the professional staff, and of mental health services appropriate to the needs of Ethiopian citizens. This experience has not only been gratifying and enriching, but it has also developed in me an abiding respect for those mental health professionals (Ethiopian psychiatrists, nurses, psychologists and social workers) who toil day and night under the most difficult conditions. They are my heroes. (I promise to write a story about their heroic achievements in a future issue of SELEDA).

      Depression is a painful taboo. But I keep on holding on to hope that one day it will lose its stigma in our society. I just hope it doesn’t take too many dead Ethiopians for us to get there.

      Very recently, that very same mother and daughter were back in my waiting room. One of our psychiatrists had put the daughter on a combination of antidepressant and antipsychotic medications. The mother, to my great relief, looked rested. She smiled and said, “Lije beTam teshilwatal. Be-sint gizeye tegniche aderku.” She was beaming. I looked at her daughter. There was no longer a blank look on her face. Apparently the medications had worked and the critical auditory hallucinations were gone. “Kenezih dimtsoch gar kememuaget areffku,” the daughter said to me.

      This is what keeps me going.

      Dr. Tedla is author of “Understanding and Surviving Depression, Alcohol & Drugs: A Personal Guide for Ethiopians.” For information about his book and about depression, please send email to Giorgistw@aol.com. He may also be reached via mail: P.O. Box 73145, Washington, D.C. 20056-3145. And by phone: (202) 671-1212.
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      An Actor’s Life

      Holding on to Dreams: An Actor’s Life

      by: Leelai Demoz

      Black Screen:

      Title appears: Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 1973

      INT: Arat Kilo. A large spacious apartment, decorated in the latest early 1970’s Ethio Chic. New furniture from Mosvold. A large piano dominates the room. Camera pans to reveal Leelai, a 5-year-old kid dressed in a brown plaid polyester suit.

      LEELAI

      “Hey, What you see eezzz what you get, honey.”

      Leelai walks around strutting like Flip Wilson as Geraldine. He puts his hands on his hips and pretends he has long brown hair.

      He stops and signals to his father standing by the stereo.

      LEELAI

      Heet eeet Brozzer.

      The sounds of James Brown’ song “Baby, Baby, Baby,” blasts out of the stereo.

      LEELAI (Sings)

      “Babeee, Babeee, Babeee” . . .“Babee, Babee, Babee. OW! HEY!”

      Leelai whirls and spins doing the funky chicken dance, doing the splits and pushing himself up. (He hasn’t quite got the strength to do it like James Brown.) He bobs his head up and down and finishes his routine doing a Temptations type twirl and landing on his knees.

      Camera pulls back to reveal Leelai’s entire family standing and clapping. Grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins clap, as a few of them give him a “shilemat”.

      Camera freezes on Leelai’s smiling face.

      Fade to Black

      The scene above is the beginning of the movie of my life. Ever since I was conscience of being alive, I have always known that I was meant to be an actor. I was fortunate to have parents who were artists. Though my father was a professor, he was also an amazing illustrator. My mother was not only a classical trained pianist, but also a visual artist. They always encouraged me to explore whatever it was I wanted to do.

      When we moved to Chicago from ager bet at the age of six, I was well on my way to being an actor. My first role was playing Ebenezer Scrooge in “The Christmas Carol.” It was my second year at Orrington Elementary School and I am sure that they had never heard an accent quite like mine. Though I spoke English, I had a very heavy accent. Nonetheless, I did not let that limit me. I just loved playing the part.

      In Chicago, I enrolled in an amazing theater school when I was ten, and not only did I have a creative outlet, but I made an amazing circle of friends who are still the closest ones I have today. Every Saturday when I was growing up, I studied acting. We would rehearse for shows after school, and perform at night. My focus was always on performing drama or music. My parents never had a problem with my artistic ambitions. All they said was do it to the best of your abilities.

      Getting the job

      People always ask me what the process is to getting work. The usual way is that you get an agent who takes 10% of any income you earn. The agent cannot get you work, only auditions. Everyday, they get a breakdown of all the big TV shows, plays, and films that are looking for talent. They would then have a 3- sentence description of the character, which includes age, race, sex, and size (if applicable), and any other important descriptive features. If it is a real big part, it may be cast already, so they will note that. Your agent will then find the parts that you may be right for and submit your photo and resume to the casting directors who are working with the producer. Increasingly, everything is being done online, which saves a lot on photos.

      The casting director will then decide if he/she wants to see you and make an appointment to see you. It is also possible to send in a tape if you are outside of New York and LA.

      Once the casting directors know you, they will call your agent and ask to see you. That is a good place to be, since that means you have made an impression and they like your work. There is a lot of waiting for the phone call. You wait to hear if you have an audition. You wait to see if you get a call back. You wait to hear if you got the part. That is why actors check their machine 10 times a day.

      The Meeting:

      So your agent sends you scenes and you rehearse on your own and go in. Usually, you go in and you meet the casting director first. She will read with you and it means she has done this about 50 times during the day. I don’t mean to imply that all casting directors are women, but a lot of them are. So if you are reading the part of a soldier and the person reading the lines of your Captain happens to be a 50-year-old woman named Mitzi, you have to supply it all. You can’t rely on the casting director to give you anything. It is a very difficult thing to do. But do it, you must.

      If they like your work, you come back and meet the director. That is usually better because the director will work with you and give you notes. If it is a TV show, you may go through 4 or 5 auditions, the last one being when you go to “Network”. That means that you go to the heads of the networks and do your reading. This is usually in front of 10 people and, at this point, it is usually down to 3 contenders. The surreal part about it is that before you go to network, you sign your deal. So you sign a 5-year contract spelling out what you’re going to be making including billing, and everything. If you get it, you are going to be making more in a week than a lot of people make in a year. If you don’t, you dream on. There is nothing like getting the phone call from your agent when she tells you, “You got the part.”

      The Job

      My first job in TV was a movie with Mr. T called “The Toughest Man in the World.” I was a junior in high school and it was really great to skip school for a month and get paid a lot of money. I followed that up by doing an episode of “TJ Hooker.” This was a show with William Shatner from Star Trek. The character I played was a drug dealer and William Shatner chased me in a high-speed car chase, and finally got me. The climax was him throwing me into the paddy wagon. In my mind, I only saw “Captain Kirk.” I would pinch myself thinking about how I grew up watching William Shatner, and now we are acting together. My professional career continued throughout college, where I continued to do plays, commercials, and TV in Chicago.

      When you are working on a project, there is a process that you go through during the time of rehearsal. It takes time and a lot of research and experiment. Rehearsing for a play is a really spiritual and mysterious process. There is usually a 4-step process. The first couple of days of rehearsal are usually spent reading your lines out loud at the table. This is when you get to “hear” the play. You then get up and “block” the scenes. This is when you figure out where you move and when. It is a combination of the director making the suggestions, but really you as an actor feeling out your relationship with the other actors and the event of the scene. You then begin your blocking and you run the show right through. Costumes and lighting are introduced near the end at the “tech rehearsals.” At this point, it is usually the lighting director, the costume designer, and the set designer figuring out how the actors look on the stage. It is a very tedious process, which involves a lot of stops and starts. This is where you figure out how you do costume changes, how long it takes the sets to move on and off, and other technical matters.

      After the tech is done, you begin your dress rehearsals. You run the show exactly as if it was a performance incorporating all the elements. You then have Opening Night. This is when you officially open the show. You have press, family, friends, and fans at the opening. It is filled with energy because the audience is really on your side. During a shows run, it is always changing and evolving. It is never the same from show to show.

      The filming process much different. First, you will do a read through of the script. After that the project is usually shot out of sequence. Everyday there is a plan of what will be shot. Whoever is in those scenes is called for that day. If you don’t have a scene with somebody, chances are you will never even see them. The shot is set up with lights and cameras, and the actors are brought in. Usually you shoot a “master,” which shows both characters at the same time. The crew then sets up “coverage” which means shooting the scene from the vantagepoint of the characters. The tech crew re-does the lights and the cameras, and the scene is shot with one character saying his lines just off the camera, and the other hidden. This gives the illusion that the camera is one of the characters. You then do the same scene from the other point of view. If it is a really big budget movie, you may have numerous set ups for one scene, and it may take a couple of weeks to shoot. It is all a question of budget.

      One of the most amazing things about acting, whether it is a play or a show, and most of my experience has been in the theater, is the sense of closeness and intensity one has with your fellow actors, technicians, etc. You are together for usually 3 weeks of rehearsal followed by a run of a few weeks to a few months. You become unbelievably close. You work, you talk shit, you tease each other, you have romances, and when the project is over, you don’t see each other as much as you say you would. When you work together, it is truly like a family. It is one of the things that make it so great. That sense of community is unparalleled. Whenever you finish a show, you feel a tremendous sense of loss. It usually takes me a week to recover. I feel really depressed and sad.

      The Next Project

      One of the realities of being an actor is that you are unemployed. I belong to 3 unions SAG, AFTRA, and Equity. The first two are film and television, and the last one is theater. The rate of unemployment for the unions is something crazy like 85%. As the late great actress Rosalind Cash once said, " The artist part of being an actor is not when you’re working, but when you are unemployed."

      When you are not on a job, the question becomes, what do you do with your time? The thing about acting is that your life experience enriches your ability as an actor. Not only do you have to study, but you have to be able to understand what you are going through and translate that into your acting. Personally, I don’t consider acting as work. It is very hard both emotionally and physically, but it is also exhilaratingly fun. If you can get unemployment, you take it. If not, you have to do something else like waiting tables or doing a temp job. I have waited tables and all the people I knew were actors, writers, visual artists, and dancers. We all understood each other. When someone got a part or sold a painting, we would all be psyched, not only because he/she had some good fortune, but also because we could pick up good shifts at work. I’ve had friends do the oddest jobs, from proof reading Ad copies during the graveyard shift, to questionable “escort” jobs. People in New York do the craziest things in order to pursue their art.

      Racism and Industry

      It is hard being and actor, but it is really hard being a black actor. A casting person saying “You know, Leelai, that’s great, but can you do it more street” is very common. It is very frustrating to go out on small bit parts where you’re the drug dealer or you’re the kooky black guy. The thing is that you get paid a lot of money, so it is easy to rationalize away the role. Many writers’ frame of reference is very small. They probably didn’t grow up exposed to anything different from themselves. There are also not a lot of black writers in Hollywood. One of the many double standards is that producers will employ white writers to write for “Black” shows, but it is very rare to see it the other way round. It is easy to say that “whitey” is keeping me down, but that is the easiest path to bitterness. Usually you sit around and bitch and then you go back to playing the game. You must ultimately believe that what you do is necessary.

      WHY

      To express, to create, to perform, to interpret. I have been fortunate enough to have done all those things in numerous ways. I have played in bands, written scripts, produced theater and films, and of course, acted. I have traveled all over the world in shows. I have had an amazing artistic career.

      There are no guarantees. You constantly have to deal with the fact that you can be the best actor in the world, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that you will get the job. You may be too short, too tall, or you may just be having a bad audition on that particular day. It takes a mindset that you must work on very hard, to be able to deal with the business of acting. You may put your heart into a project and an agent or producer can dismiss it very quickly. You may be in a play or movie, and a reviewer can murder your performance and even close the show if he/she gives a bad review. This is true in New York especially. So you can get downsized except you don’t get severance pay.

      When the Broadway show that I was in, The Song of Jacob Zulu, announced its closing, we were given one-week’s notice. The ironic thing about the whole experience was that the day after we closed, we received 6 Tony Award Nominations. A Tony award is the theater’s equivalent of the Oscars. The hardest part of the show was the end, when we received a standing ovation, as we did every night of the run, and I remember being on stage at that moment and looking around and I was crying as was every one else in the cast. It is one of the most bittersweet feelings that I have ever had.

      In my profession, I have no idea what is going to happen tomorrow. Even when I have gone from job to job to job without a break, there is never a sense of security. You always have to think about getting the next job. Somehow it all works out. A residual check comes through from a commercial or a TV show that you did.

      Future Projects

      One of the things that happens to you as an actor is that you get sick of not having control. You are continuously having to prove yourself to get every job. You are always at the mercy of someone else. In order to have control of your destiny, you have to instigate your own projects. I have done and continue to develop my own projects.

      I produced a documentary film entitled, On Tip Toe, that HBO is going to buy. The thing that I am really excited about is my new Internet venture called PopRox.com It is a company that will produce short shows for the Internet. I am excited because I will be able to allow people to make shows that would otherwise not get made. It will also allow me to produce things for myself. My partners and I are going to launch late summer.

      I feel fortunate that the vision that I had for myself when I was four years old has been met and exceeded by the life that I live today. It is a life filled with ups and downs, but it is unbelievably exciting. I wouldn’t do anything else.

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      Life diaries

      Life Diaries

      “We… who… wha… they… um… how… who… it… Ah, what the heck! Just read on…”

      From: Siraw Belete sxb@foolapril.com

      To: Kokeb Aberra wenip-n- tuck@plasticsRus.com

      Subject: Monday morning (another typical day begins)

      “Ouch!” I just hammered my pinky. There is a decorative wooden mallet on my desk, then there is my hand. It’s nine o’clock in the morning and I’m already bored. I figured I could crush my finger and scream in pain; that should bring Sin (cute babe in the next cubicle) rushing in here to see what’s wrong. Then I could startup a conversation and maybe I’ll get the courage to ask her out!

      “That was smart.” It was “Curly” and “Moe”, two programmers who reside at least six cubicles away. This was not going to be my day. I ignored them and turned on my computer.

      Well, that’s how my day began. Not getting the result I wanted from that little misadventure, I decided to start on Life Diaries. I’ve been begging the gods of SELEDA for months to let me participate in “Life Diaries” and finally they’ve graciously consented. They even sent me guidelines (“hints” was the word used) on how to write for Life Diaries. I deleted it. I can’t deal with structure. Did I mention I was a programmer?

      I won’t mention where I work; one of the VPs is an Ethiopian, and even though she might not read SELEDA, her kids probably do. When I interviewed for this job I actually hinted I was related to her. I like to think I got the position based on my C- average from UNLV…a school named one of the “Top 10 Party Schools in America” by MTV every year for the six years I was an undergraduate there.

      The workforce here is primarily Asian (Chinese and Indian mainly). White Americans make up the second smallest minority here. Project teams tend to be formed among racial lines with a free-floating Ethiopian desperately trying to avoid work by jumping from team to team.

      The secret of my longevity here so far can be attributed to one thing, “chocolate”. In my desperate attempt to talk to Sin, I hit upon the idea of bringing chocolates to work. It was a big hit with everyone except Sin. Now all that’s expected of me is to keep a jar full of chocolate. I once substituted jawbreakers for chocolate; I got a poor performance review, got put on probation and had a sexual harassment complaint filled against me. I quickly switched back to chocolate; it never happened again.

      Well, it’s time for my cigarette break. Like almost everywhere else I’ve got to go outside to smoke. I know every other Ethiopian female claims to look down on smoking but almost every Ethiopian guy smokes. I think more Ethiopian females should start smoking. Hopefully then my social life will improve.

      Off to puff,

      Siraw

      From: Kokeb Aberra

      To: Siraw

      Subj: Plastic or Collagen?

      I’m in between lipos so this has to be quick.

      I don’t know why the editors selected me to be frank with you. I kept reiterating that I’m way too busy to steal time out from my multi-million dollar business to partake in something so, so… remuneration free. Still I relented (mainly because in the end the editors grudgingly agreed to give me a link to my Web Page wenip-n-tuck@plasticsRus.com).

      My day begins with consultations. I get all kinds. Even Ethiopians. In LA (where you don’t need cigarettes to get the same CG rating in your lungs), skin tends to sag at double the speed than in places like, say, New England - the number two reason why business here is nearly overwhelming. The number one reason is, of course, the Biz. This morning, I had a 45 minute consultation with a starlet who is sadly a hasbeen at 25. She thinks a breast augmentation would also plump up her career prospects. After viewing her talents (she carries her videos on her) I secretly thought that her money would have been better spent on acting lessons - but I’m not in the counseling business. I nip, I tuck, I fluff, I fold.

      I’ve also helped a few fellow Ethiopians achieve their beauty ideal. Surprisingly, it is mostly men who come to me. What do they want done? You guessed it, calf implants. Some have asked about ankle augmentation. You can’t imagine their frustration when I tell them that that is not yet possible. Some Ethiopian women have come to me with the opposite request, and happily for them, I have been able to help.

      You sound like an interesting type. A programmer who can’t deal with structure. If you think that my talents as a plastic surgeon would improve your chances with Lin, by all means, click on my Web link and drop me a private message. I’d be happy to give you a Fellow-Diarist discount.

      Would love to continue this entry, but must run. My 2PM Lipo will be here soon and since I don’t like to eat right before I vacuum, I’ve got to run to the deli downstairs and get my usual algae-seaweed-avocado shake.

      Later,

      Kokeb

      From: Siraw

      To: Kokeb

      Subject: Putting you on the spot

      Words I’ve been dying to hear a woman say: “my multi-million dollar business”.

      I do windows and floors, let’s talk!

      I don’t want to put you on the spot but, being a plastic surgeon, you probably have a clue as to what’s sexy so I’ll ask. How should an Ethiopian male go about being sexy? Let’s face it, the majority of us are not a 6’5" black version of Atlas. We tend to average around 5’9", have a slim build, and by the time we’re in our thirties we have a bulging tummy that makes us appear pregnant.

      Up to now the Young Ethio-Male Guide to Looking Sexy has consisted of

      1: Constantly wearing sunglasses in public (day night indoors outdoors does not matter)

      2: Maintain full head of hair (Hair-in-a-can, relaxer, dreads, afro. Whatever works)

      3: Tight pants, silk shirt (top three buttons always opened), black leather jacket

      4: Distinctive after-shave

      5: Gold lighter, monogrammed

      6: BMW 328is manual transmission

      What do I need to add to give me an extra edge? Okay, I don’t have the BMW, can’t quite fit into tight pants, and hair-in-a-can just ain’t working. But I still think I can pull off being sexy.

      Well, I’ve got to rush to a meeting. We’re making a pitch to a new client. To be more specific the sales team is making a pitch; the technical team is there to “bull”. Sales pitch rule #1. Never correct the sales staff in front of the client. If the sales team makes a mistake, it’s the technical teams’ job to come up with a lie that will make whatever the sales team just said feasible. I think you Docs have a similar rule… “Nurses are not allowed to correct doctors in front of the patient.”

      Doctor: “Sorry, Ms. Birtukan, you are dying.”

      Ms. Birtukan: “But how?! I just came in for a fluff’n’fold”

      Doctor: “Sorry, Ms Birtukan, but that’s the way the balls bounce.”

      Doctor and Nurse leave Ms. Birtukan sobbing Nurse: “Doctor, it’s your son’s dog that’s dying; Ms. Birtukan just needs to be firmed up.”

      Doctor: “Oh, then tell Ms. Birtukan you made a mistake, then call up my son and tell him he’s dying.”

      Well, let me go strut my stuff.

      Later,

      Siraw

      From: Kokeb

      To: Siraw

      Subj: To be, or not to be…sexy

      Why you’re still single boggles the mind.

      I wanted to get that off my (still silicon free) chest right off the bat. Any man who would willingly put sponge to window and mop to floor gets a little gold star in my little black book. I’m sure you’re being entirely too modest with your “how do I become sexy” question. Anyone with your insights and ability for personal reflection has to rate high with any female worth her salt – and believe me, some women retain enough salty water in their ankles to earn at least a bahir designation. (Cheap shot at my own gender, perhaps, but only in my noble effort to make you feel competitive.)

      But on to your question.

      Yes, it is true that I have found myself in the position of having to define “sexy enough” for a lot of people. I’ve been told that I wield my scalpel like a goddess…yadda, yadda, yadda. I’ll now get off my ego-trip train.

      Let’s go down your Ethio-Male Guide (is that a magazine?) list, shall we?

      1. Sunglasses 24-7 syndrome with our young males:

      If it ain’t broke, it’s still workin’. Keep them on, I say. Here’s the reason why. Sunglasses have a triple function (pay close attention, now): a) the obvious, protection from the sun: they help retard the effects of the sun so crowsfeet come much later than they do for your ferenge counterparts so you can lie about your age without having to suffer through having to witness disbelief (only skepticism); b) they hide the black circles/bags under your eyes, put there through overindulgence in the good life (clubbing, boozing and horizontal calisthenics); and c) they conceal the congenital “wandering eye” from your female du jour; behind your sunglasses, you may scope out her competition without ever having to endure her taciturn kurfia. Of course, watch out if your beloved begins to don her own sunglasses at night!

      2. Hair:

      I’m of the opinion that the less energy men put into their coiffure, the more they have for other - er - worthwhile activities. Doing household chores pops into mind, and you may define that any way you please. But if you insist in being a hair Primo Don, I have to say that I have nothing against hair-in-a-can, relaxers or even dreads (because, as you know, image is everything - despite that ludicrous Sprite commercial). But the Afro was laid to rest with the 70s, my brotha’ – keep it close to the scalp!

      3. Tight pants, silk shirt, black leather jacket ensemble:

      In LA, that screams two things: Latino! or Gay! If you are neither, leave them hanging in your closet.

      4. Distinctive after-shave:

      What is distinctive to the male olfactory may reek like Lysol to the average female. Whatever it is, if you insist on wearing it, do so bequTeba. (By the way, same goes for those females out there who go through a 5 oz. bottle of Coco Channel every six months.)

      5. Gold lighter, monogrammed:

      Only if it’s for decorative, “I have enough disposable income to indulge in crap like this” purposes. Otherwise, do not flip-and-light after having overindulged your yen for that distinctive after-shave… . I don’t do skin grafts.

      6. BMW 328IS manual transmission:

      It screams “I have inadequacies I don’t mind all and sundry guessing at!” or “I couldn’t get the house, so I’ve settled for the next best thing!” What you’re driving now (does it run?) I’m sure is fine, as long as it doesn’t have a gaping hole in the dash where an 8-track player used to be.

      As for What Can I Personally Do For You? Recommend a short woman to balance out your height issues and a tummy lipo and a possible tuck to give you that flat abdomen.

      But again, I cannot stress enough how a man with an apron on, a duster in one hand and his baby nephew/niece on his hip could turn any woman’s head. Pose, take a picture, post it in your personal ad. Watch it work its magic.

      Well, you’ve made a liar out of me. In our last brief communiqué I told you that I was not in the counseling business and that is all I’ve done here. I’m not sure how many people log-on to Seleda, but I hope that they, too, can benefit from my modest bits of wisdome a la Dear Abeey. You may now refer to me as “Wid Kokeb.” I kid. And I’m not very good at it. So…

      I leave you now with the satisfied belief that I’ve performed some sort of verbal plastic surgery for you. Lunch break is over and I’m off to perform 2 lifts, 6 lipos and a scar revision (keloids can be a killer on the ol’ self esteem).

      Oh, and good luck with Sin!

      Kokeb

      From: Siraw

      To: Kokeb

      Subject: I demand to be loved

      Tummy lipo? That might not be a bad idea. I’m sure anything is better than this male girdle I’ve been wearing. The girdle does an adequate job of holding things in but it has dramatically increased my visits to the restroom (OK that’s probably more than you ever wanted to know about me).

      Moving right along: next Monday, coinciding with the first Monday of daylight savings time, is our annual “screw your co-worker party”. Unfortunately its not what it sounds like. It’s one of those team-building exercises where for an hour you are paired with a co-worker you’ve had difficulty working with. Your co-workers vote on which two people get paired together thus the name. The rest of the day you take time to visit people you’ve had problems with and work things out. I’m paired with my manager, and for the rest of the day everyone I work with has requested fifteen minutes to come talk to me. Something tells me I’m not loved.

      I’m going to sue for discrimination! Granted I’m the least productive member in my work group and yet my salary compares favorably with the most productive members of the group, but that is not enough. I demand to be loved. It’s a quality of work environment issue, or at least that’s what the lawyer I talked to told me. He also suggested I claim to be mentally disabled. That way they can’t raise the issue of my poor job performance. God I love lawyers.

      The way I see it there is no reason I should work hard for the next thirty years if I can take advantage of the system. Let’s face it, with political correctness and increased tolerance sweeping the work place I might never face real discrimination. Playing by the rules is a luxury I can’t afford. I subscribe to the Joe Kennedy theory of life. “Get rich first then buy respectability”. So if that means I steal from my work place, file frivolous lawsuits or scam people in my community hey its all for a greater good. My long term well being. Everyone thinks like this so why fight it right?

      Time for a smoke break,

      (Hey maybe I could sue a tobacco company also)

      Siraw

      From: Kokeb

      To: Siraw

      Subj: Enough about you, already!!

      I’ve tried. I’ve truly tried, to curb my tongue, to play by these asinine “editors’” rules. Who do they think they are anyway? (Do YOU know them?) Actually, don’t answer that. I’m certain you don’t. You would actually have to stick your head outside of your own perimeter of self-absorbed existence then, wouldn’t you?

      Iné! Iné! Iné! Iné! That’s all you’re about!

      Do you ever ask about me? Do you even make a pretense at a tiny bit of curiosity? No! You know, Abesha boys like you are the reason I am contemplating crossing over to the other side.

      You know what, I take back my initial offer of a discount on a cosmetic job for you. What you need, I cannot provide. We don’t do lobotomies or ego-botomies, in your case. You, Siraw (if that is indeed your real name), are beyond any kind of help I can give you. I hope that your co-workers don’t simply stop at “talking” to you. Are they allowed to hit?

      Who cares if they love you at work!? You don’t even sound as though you deserve your pet dog’s love. According to your own incessant harping, you don’t pull your weight at work. You deliberately hammer your hand in your misguided effort to attract Lin, Sin, Bin…whatever her name is, and, and, AND! You SMOKE! Need I say more? What sane woman - for that matter, what insane woman - would want to take you on with all your Dilbertesque issues!?

      I’m done here! You can tell those SeleDUM editors anything you please. They said that this was going to be worth my while. They said that this was the careers issue and we’d actually need to give insights into our respective careers. They said I’d walk away from this experience the richer for it.

      Well, I’ve got news for you, Editors! I’m several thousand dollars poorer for this experience. To think that I actually took time out for this, that I actually rearranged appointments, delayed consultations, discouraged rhynoplasties - you name it, I did it. And for what? For the unique privilege of hearing Siraw let his whine run the gamut from his abysmal lack of fashion sense to his horribly maligned co-workers with all of whom I’ve now developed a sense of affinity.

      Next time, vet your diarists with more than a cursory phone call…and don’t EVER bother me again!

      Dr. Kokeb Aberra

      &nsp;

      From: Kokeb

      To: Siraw

      Subj: That wasn’t me…

      Oh my God! Oh, my God! That wasn’t me. Really. I mean, it was me, but it wasn’t me. I was off my Prosac for like two seconds. I’m so sorry. My therapist did warn me and my Yoga instructor had experienced the same level of sudden and inexplicable dementia when she went off her medication. I remember commiserating with her over a cup of latte (skinny, double decaff-espersso, with a sprig of mint) and thinking I wouldn’t be caught dead in the same situation. But I was, and you had to pay for it. God! Jeez. I hope I didn’t ruin your whole day. Did I? Did you have to go for a smoke right away? Well, maybe some good came from this. Maybe you went and cried on Din’s (Lin’s?) shoulder and now you two are an item or something. I’m not joking. I mean that sincerely.

      Oh, and the editors. Here’s a public apology for my unforgivable behavior on such a public forum. I shall never be able to hold up my head again. But I have learnt my lesson. I will never, ever again, skip my Prosac dosage.

      Siraw, do you think they’d post this? Probably not… .

      From: Siraw

      To: Kokeb

      Subject: Off with the pants

      Now I feel really bad, I’ve been so selfish! I was going to spend the morning trying to rent a baby from a daycare center. You told me a woman couldn’t resist a man toting a baby, so I plan to test that theory out on Sin. How much do those places charge to rent one for half a day? And am I expected to feed it before returning it? I guess I’ll call around the local daycare centers and compare rates.

      But before I do that I want to apologize to you. You scare me! You are successful, independent and awful smart. I don’t think I am capable of having a two-way correspondence with you! What piece of wisdom can I possibly come up with that would add meaning to your life?! So I opted for a one-way conversation in an attempt to hide my imperfection. Believe it or not, I was glad to read you are on Prozac. That somehow makes you more real to me. More sexy! (Damn! When I write I could charm the pants off any babe; it’s when I talk that I come off as a goober).

      Well, this is our last correspondence so it’ll be stupid to pretend to start a two-way conversation. I’ve gone back and reread all your e-mail. In any case, here is my two cents’ worth. There is nothing wrong with being successful, and rich is a definite plus. But show more vulnerability. Nothing says sexy like the “I might be successful but I’m still not as smart as a man” attitude. We Ethiopian men like to know we are essential in a woman’s life. So love and shower us with money. If you do we will never publicly cheat on you!

      This has been fun,

      Siraw

      From: Kokeb

      To: Siraw

      Subj: Parting is such sweet sorrow…

      You’ll be most happy to know that I am currently medicated. After my last verbal apoplexy (ugh! I still cringe at that), I put my personal assistant in charge of tracking my dosage hours and to make sure I pop them like clockwork. So far, so good.

      But I have to confess, right after I read your message, I had to turn on the aroma therapy machine. You do get under my skin. I don’t know what it is about you. I mean, you sound harmless enough. Okay, a neurosis or two, but nothing that a slew of sessions with a good therapist wouldn’t cure. I swear by them, therapists, that is. (They do, after all, write my Prozac prescription.)

      Rent a baby? Ha, ha, ha. You’re joking, right? I’m sure one day you’ll find one of those dork-immune women who will salivate all over you much like a hungry dog might, and you can take her home, marry her and produce your own rug-rats. Hmm, maybe that’s not something I should recommend to you. Be that as it may, I’m sure she’ll find you or you’ll find her and you’ll do the I do’s and Que sera, sera…yadda, yadda, yadda…

      Now I, on the other hand, do not plan on going through the labor of childbirth (pun fully intended). I would rather endure endless loops of State-of-the-Union speeches by Dan Quayle than put my body through that particular kind of renting at the seams. Imagine: you start out with a slow inflation, quickly followed by stretch marks, punctuated by inexplicable cravings for pickles dipped in vanilla ice cream, swelling of the feet, hands, face…you name it, all to culminate in a 35-hour labor to produce a slithering being that leeches onto your nipples right after they slap and suction it. Yuk! I’ll adopt them, thank you - colic-free and toilet trained.

      Many of the women I see come in for breast lifts (what gravity has started on, the ravages of childbirth finish). Okay, okay, I do my fair bit of augmentations (this is LA, after all), but it’s the pre-lift cases that leave me hands clasped to breasts, thanking my maker that I have not allowed alleged biological imperatives to ruin my physique. As I’ve always said, children grow up and go away, but your breasts are here to stay. So, which do you think you should pamper?

      Your parting bit of wisdom (the primary reason I had to turn to aromatherapy) has me reevaluating my value system. I mean, have I, in the happy,unchecked pursuit of money, money, money, missed out on something far more important: the esteem of Ethiopian men? To be frank with you (and let’s face it, with you, I can’t seem to be anything but!) I have dated the rainbow and I do sense that Ethiopian men somehow tend to find my ability to generate income (and so much of it, at that!) fairly daunting. None, until you, however, have found my Prozac addiction even remotely attractive. So, I figure, if my mate is to be Ethiopian, I’m going to meet him either on my way in to my therapy sessions or on my way out of my Yoga class. (I do seem to remember meeting one at a Houka house near me, but I had to write him off as he seemed reluctant or unable - neither prospect overly attractive - to lift his eyes above my collar bones.)

      For the record, I have never claimed to be as smart as a man. Smarter, yes. But as smart? I have yet to come across this indeed rare animal.

      Well, Siraw, I did enjoy our electronic tete-a-tete. It’s not often I’m given the privilege of such a no-holds-barred discussion forum. Again, I wish you all the luck with Min and, as a parting gift to you, I say get rid of your hair-in-a-can. If any woman is going to love you, she’s going to have to overlook much, much more than a paltry missing patch of hair on top of your head.

      As we are fond of saying around here,

      Asti Spumanti!

      Kokeb

      Of Humans and Microbes

      Of Humans and Microbes

      _by:_Makda Fisseha

      Well, I have to admit that I was not exactly jumping up and down for joy when I was asked to write this article for SELEDA. After much cajoling I agreed to do it, and now I am glad I did for in the end it rekindled some of the idealism that initially moved me into this field. I should say, however that I am not much of a writer and though I have attempted to convey some of the interest and excitement in my field, I dare not hope for more than to capture enough of your interest that you keep reading till the end of this short piece.

      I guess the very simplest and most general description of what I do is molecular microbiology/ genetic engineering. More specifically I work on vaccine development for a type of bacterial meningitis (caused by Neisseria meningitidis for anyone who cares). The most common response I get when I tell people this is “but isn’t there a vaccine for it already”? And my answer is “yes and no”.

      There is a pretty good vaccine for the type of meningitis that afflicts most of Africa and parts of Asia, but even that does not work very well on children. There is another strain of N. meningitidis which causes the meningitis that is becoming more common in Western Europe and the Americas, and for which a vaccine has been difficult to develop. My work entails the use of microbiology, molecular biology, and some biochemistry, and I thought that instead of delving into the specifics of what I do it might be more interesting to write about some of the ways these disciplines are being used in biotechnology. What I have tried to do is to very superficially outline a few of the many applications of molecular microbiology and biology, a vast area encompassing many different subgroups with broad applications.

      To begin, I want to allay the fears most of us have of microbes. Far from the prevailing misconceptions, the vast majority of microbes are not harmful, and they are an integral and essential part of life on earth (and maybe beyond). In humans more than 400 species of microorganisms reside in the digestive tract, and there are more than 10-fold more microbial cells than human cells, performing functions such as providing nutrients we cannot synthesize and protecting us from pathogens (disease causing microorganisms). And we are not the only ones who benefit from close relationships with microbes. From the intestinal tract of cows where microbes aid in digesting foods to the hindgut of termites, to the soil, in association with plants, in fish, oceans and hot springs, microbes have a role in every aspect of life. For those interested PBS had an interesting four-part series entitled Intimate Strangers about two months ago, and both the video and the accompanying book are available.

      A significant part of biotechnology is based either directly or indirectly on our understanding of microbial life processes. These are exciting times for this field as technology is being used in a vast array of areas to enhance productivity and quality of life. Many social and ethical issues arise that need to be resolved, and though I do not attempt to address any of these it should not be misconstrued to mean that I advocate the unlimited use of these technologies.

      An obvious area where we see the use of biotechnology is in medicine. Novel drugs, antibiotics and vaccines for infectious diseases are being developed through new ways. Cancer treatments being developed include not only drugs but also vaccines that can be custom designed for each individual. Gene therapy (barring the latest controversies) offers promising remedies for maladies due to genetic aberrations.

      Similarly, in agriculture biotechnology is being used to increase the yield and quality of foods. I am sure that everyone has heard of all the latest controversies regarding genetically modified food products (GM foods). I do not want to get into these controversies (which I am glad exist), but in keeping with my theme I will point out only the advantages.

      Modifications in plants so that they are resistant to certain pests and herbicides allow farmers to reduce their use of pesticides and to target weeds for destruction, thereby saving them resources while reducing environmental damage due to chemical run off. The nutrition value of crops can be increased as has been done for rice and certain oil crops (canola) by manipulating the genetic make-up of plants with direct benefits to the consumer. Microbes are typically used as vehicles for these applications. With the rapid increase of the human population we have to feed larger numbers of people from the same resources. GM foods may offer a solution to the decrease in arable land as humans encroach on it, by allowing us to grow more from a smaller area.

      Specially selected microbes are also being used to solve various environmental problems in a process known as bioremediation. Oil spills have been cleaned up using bacteria that degrade oils and convert them into less toxic compounds. Bacteria are also being harnessed to aid in cleaning radioactive contamination in hard-to clean places. Then there is the use of microbes to produce biodegradable polymers to replace plastics as more environmentally sound alternatives.

      Finally there is the field of developing transgenic animals. Though this does not fall into the realm of molecular microbiology it is molecular biology so I will say a word or two about it. Animals, like plants and microbes, are being engineered so that they produce large quantities of human therapeutic products (biopharmaceuticals) and as sources of organs for humans. Essentially, we are using animals as bioreactors, as factories with life for the commercial manufacture of products. This raises glaring ethical issues but I would like to point out that it is not very different from using animals as bioreactors for meat production.

      So, what does this all mean for the third world? Perhaps the most realistic way to benefit from these technologies is to adopt and adapt them so that they are better suited for our needs. Research and development in the life sciences is costly and risky; however, we have valuable resources we could utilize such as human talent. This is an area where creative ideas mean as much as the actual product. An environment that fosters not only technical expertise but also creativity is key to our development in this arena. Thus, I think one of the first things we need is to improve and expand education, support basic research at the universities and expand collaborations with research groups in the more developed world. This will enable us not only to access and develop these technologies but also to import and apply them with discretion (the regulatory aspect of biotechnology is an integral part of the system). There are many Ethiopian scientists who are working on using biotechnology to solve problems specific to our region. Perhaps SELEDA may feature them one day soon.

      There are many social and ethical issues we, as a society need to address with regards to use of biotechnology. Unfortunately, I believe development in this area is lagging far behind commercial interests that keep pushing for the use of science in technology. While I am not for the completely unregulated use of technology, I believe that it can do a lot of good things for us. It is up to us to use science and technology ethically, and beneficially. Finally, I would like to add simply, that science is good, it does not have to be religion. In fact, if we are truly scientific we should be critical of science itself (in contrast to religion which is not critical of itself). If science becomes religion it is because we make it so, not because it is in its nature to be so.
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      They are my Mountains

      by: TDM

      Monday: Fresh snow, meaning a million people on the mountains. It is Spring Break in Vail/Beaver Creek, and that means… too many spoiled rich kids trying to look blue collar. Too many snowboarders using cult lingo. I still prefer the grace of skiing. There was a snowboarding competition here recently, and I realized I am getting too old for that game. Tempting fate is one thing, taunting it at 40 miles an hour down the un- groomed back bowels of the Rockies is quite another. I actually yelled, “Watch out, you hot dog!” to a teenager I saw zipping through the woods… “Watch out you hot dog??” I feel ancient. I turned 28 last week. That’s the median age of ski instructors around here, although Sam, my boss, is closing in on 50. He makes being called a ski bum an honor…

      According to the schedule, I am doing private instructions today… That’s to the tune of about $500 that people pay for a day of private lessons… 6.5 hours. Pray, pray that I don’t get a Texan. A lot of oil moguls come in this time. Ladies from Dallas want to ski in fur coats and diamonds… they call everyone “Shug”, and have no body co-ordination. But they are great tippers… The women carry no money… only their husband’s Platinum cards. They buy $5 waters with Platinum cards.

      Lifts open at 9:00, classes start at 9:30. It is 6:01 a.m. Will try to get in a morning run before work. I love the mountain this early. By 4 p.m. there are beer cans all over the place. Twenty-something millionaires who just bought expensive boards stomp out their cigarettes in the pristine snow. Not going to look forward to this day, but hopefully the fresh snow will hide Vail’s ugly side. It is a strange town. People come here and get lost deliberately. You wonder how many skeletons are behind the people in this town. The good thing is that no one really asks you what happened in the past. It is just assumed that something did. I love skiing. I love the mountains. I haven’t had injera or weT in a pretty long time. But I listen to Ethiopian music… you ski down a long trail with Krar music… there is nothing like it… Crazy, huh? Gotta run.

      Tuesday: Was a pretty good day yesterday. Student was an elderly gent from Washington DC. He knew I was Ethiopian from the get-go. I think he works for a think-tank. He tried to get me to talk about the war. “Hey, what do you think about the war there?” I wanted to tell him I just like Krar music going down a mean trail. He asked me how I ended up in Colorado… 90% of the time we are college drop outs… ne’er do wells. I hated school, I loved reading… what was calculus to me? I skied with a friend in high school… and then came to Colorado on a little adventure… that was 9 years ago. I’ve left several times, but I always end up back in Colorado. Skiing in Europe was a chore. Besides, I don’t like the way the Swiss pronounce their ‘g’ and ‘v’ sounds. In the summer I work in real estate, in the winter I ski. I read, I drink beer… it is a pretty unconventionally routine life. I have run into a couple of Ethiopians in Colorado… one was this pesky SELEDA editor who hounded me for months to write this thing you are reading . She wouldn’t go out with me, but she wanted me to do this. I didn’t have a chance with her. But I said yes anyway. Providing I don’t have to answer questions.

      You usually have lunch with your students, but the gent wanted to see his wife. She was an intermediate skier. He is advanced. They met outside the main lodge, and he kissed her through his ski mask… It’s not that cold, but he wanted to wear a mask. For $500 a pop, he could wear a pink frock. He kissed her again after taking his mask off and said something to her that made her laugh. That was cute. Usually, guys bring their girlfriends to the mountain and leave their wives in the hotel room, the spa or shopping. One guy brought two girlfriends to the mountain. They ended up in the same class. Suave.

      Things wind up at about 4 p.m. Aprés ski begins. The town comes to life. Food is expensive in Vail. Beer is worse. But if you are hooked into the whole underground black market, it’s fine. (Free ski lifts for waitresses in exchange for lunch… etc. ) Most instructors live outside Vail. I was lucky and found a sublet for 6 months for next to nothing. That was almost 2 years ago. It’s small, but I can see the mountains from my window.

      I am off tomorrow. I have to run errands, and fend off harassment from the SELEDA girl. This was due last week. But…

      Wednesday: Bad day. Going back to bed.

      Thursday: Better day. It is 6:41 p.m. and I have been home a couple of hours. We are short handed here. I had to fill in for a friend of mine who pulled a hamstring, I think for the millionth time. Taught kids, which is always the best. They are fearless. They look at a hill and say, “I’m going down there.” Their parents say, “Why are you trying to kill me?” Kids love the mountain. Even teenagers. There is a certain reverence for it. Adults just want to wear the latest Patagonia, and talk about their meal at Sweet Basil.

      Vail has changed. It used to be all white. Now you see a lot of Asians… especially Indians. And a lot of South Americans. Thank God the South Americans don’t want to ski in their fur coats. They are the most polite. Everyone is pigeonholed here… Europeans like black women… Japanese like really funky stuff done to them … black men like fake blondes… Enough to make the PC people cower in fear. When you can pigeonhole them, it becomes easier on the nerves.

      I think I am supposed to write about being Ethiopian in Vail. Not much to talk about. There are no Ethiopians in Vail. At least none I know of. I’m not sure it would make much of a difference. If I try hard enough, I think I can find an identity crisis somewhere. But that is too much work. And I am content with where I am. I just like the mountains. I like skiing. I like that the mountains don’t ask questions. When I die, though, I want to be buried in Addis next to my dad.

      Friday: Progressively I have noticed the insignificance of Fridays as a prelude to the weekend around here. The days kind of merge, and it all boils down to, “Do I work today,” or “Are the banks open?” It makes you complacent. And, depending on what you were like before, complacent could be a pretty great place to be. You stop apologizing for yourself.

      It is 9:35 p.m. I should be in bed. I am still filling in this week. I had a husband/wife couple as students today. Usually we have the same students for a 3-day period. But things have been off equilibrium. Here’s a tip: NEVER take ski lessons with a loved one. They can easily become a non-loved one. This was a couple in their early 30’s . I pegged him to be a workaholic Silicon Valley type. She just had a baby. Both of them had cell phones. He had his pager. She had a camera, but didn’t know how to operate it. She accused the husband of getting too high tech of a camera. He snapped at her that she liked it when he gave it to her, and that she is slowing down his pace in doing turns. She just couldn’t get how to do a turn. Kept crossing her skis. You learn to be patient, and remain quiet as the husband does all the yelling for you. I sometimes channel spirits from the banks of Tana.

      Finally, the husband snaps that she had not lost enough weight from the baby, and that was why she could not make the turns. The wife burst into tears. He said this right as we sat on a ski lift. Not a good time to tell the wife she is chunky. If she was not in the middle, I am convinced she would have jumped off. She threw her overpriced ski eyewear, and screamed that she had had enough. I was hoping she would not slap him. That was a huge rock on her finger. Might hurt.

      She stormed off. He got on his cell phone to check messages. I stayed invisible. You learn to be invisible in the mountains. You don’t see, you don’t hear. He over-tipped me and cut his class short. I went back up and did a trail. No Krar music. Just rowdy Spring breakers doing moves that the Kennedy family would not try on their worst day. To think that I was that stupid.

      Saturday: This is the worst day to ski. Weekenders storm in for a jaunt down the mountain. They are suffocating the mountain. There were protestors by the lifts. Vail is expanding. Environmentalist don’t like it. I think another 500,000 acres is being primed to get cut. I don’t know where I stand. Expansion means more money for the town and eventually, very eventually, more money for me. But the mountains are looking a little bare these days. There was a really cute protestor holding up a sign that read, “Stop the Greediness”. I asked her out. She has a late meeting (I think strategizing for another cute protest), but she said she could have drinks with me at 10:00 p.m. I could tell her parents had way too much money. And she way too much time. But we all have our burdens to carry.

      I taught an intermediate class… 7 people. One black guy. He reminded me of Bryant Gumble. Especially the way he enunciated… He was in town for a corporate retreat. I liked his attitude. Probably in his early 30’s, obviously being groomed for something great. He had climbed the corporate ladder with very sure steps. I think he thinks I lead a great life. A part of me envies him. We talked a lot over lunch, and he eventually asked me if my date and me would want to grab a beer later on. His girlfriend was traveling with him. Alright, brother man. At the end of classes we rode the Gondola down. His blonde girlfriend was waiting for him with a cold beer in one hand. Her name was Tiffany. He called her Tiff. Tiff was very blonde.

      It gets easy when you pigeonhole them.

      Adios from another ski season.
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      On the Road

      Life on the Road…

      by: Mack Asrat

      When I received a job offer, in the fall of 1996, to join one of the Big Five (Big Six back then) public accounting firms, I was overjoyed. I was in the twilight of my graduate school education and eager to rejoin the “gainfully employed.” I was oozing with adrenaline and completely unfazed by the daunting challenges of practicing public accounting. Becoming an active participant in this dynamic industry, in the company of some of its key architects, had the potential to be extremely stimulating.

      This particular accounting firm had actively recruited me and had participated in several of its leadership workshops the previous summer. I had come to appreciate the firm, not just for its first-class reputation and its remarkable list of clientele, but also for the values it manifested and the stimulating work-culture it cultivated. The firm also made a conscious effort to nurture the professional development of its people. It appeared to cut no corners in investing in top-of-the-line training for its workforce.

      The firm, however, had admittedly found it difficult to reduce turnover and to retain its talented people – clearly unable to counteract the negative effects of the travelling. Increased compensation packages seemed to have little impact on retention. As such, the firm continued to use training as its best means of mitigating the negative effects caused by the strain of traveling.

      I quickly learned that business travel is not as glamorous as it appears to the naive graduate.

      What I was ill-prepared for were the arduous rigors of “life on the road.” I had always been fascinated by traveling and all the associated positive attributes. I could not imagine how there could be any downside to it. The opportunity to eat at fine restaurants, stay at fancy hotels and drive hot-off-the-assembly-line rental cars - what more could anyone ask for? It was not too long before I got slapped with reality and was able to answer that question in the blink of an eye. I learned that there is a price one pays when one chooses an occupation in which travel is necessary. But I also learned that there are means by which one can mitigate the less-than-desirable effects of traveling and still appreciate all the positive elements associated with it

      My first on-the-job travel experience occurred three weeks into my career in public accounting. I had arranged to meet my colleagues at the airport on a Sunday evening in order to catch an 8:00pm flight to Midland, Texas—a city of approximately 30,000 in the western Texas desert, known more for its dung-flinging festival than its fine restaurants. As you can imagine, this was not one of my dream travel destinations. The turbo-prop flight was relatively uneventful although I found the seats uncomfortably tight. I also experienced some stiffness from holding onto my seat, unnerved by the periodic rattle of the propellers (the trip being more suitable for wearing an army jumpsuit than an Armani suit). I could also have done without the 1.5oz bag of peanuts – which seemed to only exacerbate my appetite. But I was determined to stay positive, despite the trickling sweat down my neck. I wanted to not only make a good impression on our client, I wanted to enjoy myself, meet a variety of people and work out of a different office.

      Once we landed, it took an additional hour for us to claim our luggage, rent a car and proceed to our place of stay. The rental car was not the new Porshe I had been eyeing, but the standard Ford Taurus. By the time we got to our hotel and checked in, it was well past midnight, and needless to say, I was ready to hit the sack. And that was about all I could do, since there were no workout facilities at the hotel. Furthermore, we were told that we would not have phone line connections in our rooms and that we would have to use the pay phones in the lobby. Of course this also meant that we would have no Internet connection from our hotel. By this time, I was finding it difficult to stay positive. It seemed like someone was playing a practical joke on us.

      When my colleagues and I met in the morning for breakfast, it was obvious that all of us had varying degrees of jet lag. In addition, each of us brought up additional points of dissatisfaction with our lodging conditions, ranging from malfunctioning air-conditioning units to a general lack of cleanliness in the rooms. After our complaint-oriented conversation, we decided that we were going to immediately check out of the hotel. In addition, as soon as we got to our client’s location, we planned to request that our travel coordinator arrange other accommodations for us for the remaining part of our stay. Each of us had practically vowed that under no circumstances were we going to spend another night at the “roach motel.”

      Our first day at our client’s location did not fare much better. Apparently our contact had misunderstood the timing of our arrival and was not expecting us until the following week. His sincere apologies did little to alleviate the space problem we experienced in the tiny conference room that four of us were stuck in for the rest of the week. Furthermore, even though we billed the client for the whole time we were there, our first two days were completely unproductive –unless you consider playing games on your Palm V productive. Actually it was our only relief as we waited on the client to provide us necessary information

      The comedy of errors continued as we had lunch at a recommended restaurant not too far from the client’s location. Apparently, there are zero “no-smoking” sections of restaurants in Midland, Texas. It seemed as if all the restaurant patrons lit their respective Marlboros and choreographically fanned the smoke in our direction (I am sure that they all had a big laugh as we left the restaurant coughing and trying to pat the smoke out of our suits). This was definitely not how I had visualized my first on-the-job traveling experience. Already antsy from not having exercised that morning, I was ready to call 911 and declare that I was going to have an anxiety attack. My only thoughts were “when the heck was I going to be going back to the comforts of my own bed and the familiar surroundings of my own city?” Dorothy’s mantra “there’s no place like home” was becoming my own.

      Granted, my first case of travelling was a little extreme and I would not wish this trip on anybody. But my point is not to berate a profession that involves traveling. Rather, I want to point out that there really are many benefits to traveling on the job. Such occupations often times come with lucrative compensation packages. One can also get the opportunity to travel to interesting locales and experience different cultures, whether they’re exotic or just down-home American. One can also arrange extended travel plans, on either side of the business portion of the trip. This time can be used to see family and/or friends. Furthermore, one may accumulate frequent flier mileage points that can be used for personal travel. "

      In order to make a sound decision, one should consider how key elements might affect them personally. Certain things such as uncomfortable lodging conditions, can usually be easily avoided with advanced planning. Other things however, such as jet lag, disruption of routine, and cash flow issues related to having to float business expenses on personal credit cards may not be. Therefore, the important decision making factors are the lifestyle you want to live, and whether or not you can deal with the intangible things that no amount of preparation can foresee.

      Also, one should strongly consider where they are in their personal and professional development. The traveling lifestyle is generally more suited to those who are younger, single and in the early stages of their career. Travelling professionals tend to be adventurous and excited about the variety of experiences. They also tend to be more willing to handling the physical and mental wear and tear. Plus, they are less likely to have a loved one or family at home who are being affected by the inconsistency brought on by a traveling schedule.

      So let me finish by sharing with you a few tips that might help if, in fact, you have chosen work that entails some “life on the road.”

      Tips:

      General Considerations:1. Make a list of standard items that you normally need on your trips (This way you do not have to worry about thinking of what you forgot or did not forget).

      2. Set aside plenty of quality time for spending with your family and friends when you’re home.

      3. Have two sets of things (i.e., two sets of toiletries) and have miniature items if you can, already packed.

      4. Pack light and use the following rule of thumb when packing: "When in doubt, leave it. (More often than not, you will end up not needing it)

      5. Keep track of your expenses daily with diligence (This will save you a lot of time and frustration later).

      6. Research a city on the Internet before you go. If you enjoy eating at good restaurants, use a city guide that will provide a consensus opinion, rather than asking the hotel front desk. Often, hotels get paid to suggest certain restaurants, whether they are good or bad.

      7. Turn a trip into a mini-vacation in which you can include a loved one. Often, if you turn a trip into a weekend stayover, (saving the company a lot of money on the flight), the company will often pay for a few extra days of lodging, during which a loved one can come meet you.

      8. Don’t drink alcohol on the flight or during the trip- it tires you out further. Drink lots of water during the flight, to prevent dehydration. Take vitamins prior to and during trip to prevent catching any airborne sicknesses that often fester on airline flights.

      9. Always keep in mind friends/family members who can check your mail, water your plants and take care of general things during your absence.

      10. Be flexible in your exercise habits; (Pushups, sit-ups and jumping jacks are just as good as the nautilus machines).

      Air Travel Considerations:11. Book flights through major hubs, which provide better opportunities for connecting flights.

      12. Try to not check in your luggage. (You can save a considerable amount of time. Furthermore, you don’t have to risk the nightmare of “the lost luggage”).

      13. Have a book to read for the trip (on the plane as well as while waiting in the airport when flights are delayed) as long as you do not suffer from motion sickness.

      14. If there are any problems, complain to the airline in writing. Often they will respond with free flight coupons.

      15. Request exit rows, where there’s twice as much leg room

      Car rental tips:16. Reserve a rental car in advance. No waiting in lines and you can ensure that the associated points will be added to your frequent flyer account.

      17. Gas up on your own when returning rental cars (you will save a lot of money).

      Accommodations:* Check on your accommodations in advance to see if they have facilities that you consider to be important to you (i.e., workout rooms, laundry facilities, Internet connection in rooms).
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      Life in the Really Fast Lane

      LIFE IN THE REALLY REALLY FAST LANE

      by: Rafael

      The Editors of SELEDA has tracked me down again…YeT LITI-DEBEQ? “they” said, as I raced down yet another gateway to catch yet another plane…(Actually, I take it back, it wasn’t any plane…it was THE plane taking me to DC and another cool weekend away from PC’ness and “toward” some rather intriguing individuals)…

      But I digress…Our Fearless Leader is in the process of commanding me to write about life in the really, really fast lane…a place where the seats are uncomfortable, the food is almost always bad, the service spotty and there is always someone who can’t handle a drink.

      No, I’m not talking about your favorite Ethiopian restaurant on a Saturday night, I am talking about air travel.

      Any way, somehow, the SELEDA folks have found out that for the past ten years I have spent 20% of my life on planes, and that I absolutely love it – some of the time…What they didn’t know is that there are some other Ethiopians who log 3 times my miles, but who am I to tell them??

      Are you in first class?, says the flight agent as I attempt to check-in and talk to “SELEDA” at the same time. Wadda? I look like some World Bank bureaucrat or Wall Street guy?"

      Nobody in Silicon Valley travels first class unless upgraded…for free…Wouldn’t be caught dead wasting shareholder value…'cause I’m “one of them”…

      Any way, it turns out that I can get an upgrade – which only means you are now in real danger of starting happy hour at 40,000 feet, or, worse, you are sitting next to a guy with an ego the size of a Third World General…

      To state the obvious, traveling alone is not nearly as fun as travelling with friends. My best travels have been on my annual vacations where my friends and I have a blast catching-up on just about everything that happened during the year. This year was no different, and we either talked, or played cards or whatever for 15 of the 18 hours to Addis. Trust me, that was a lot better than the year we managed to get complaints from people in a whole other section…Or the year one friend got accused of blocking-up the Ethiopian Airlines toilet… although that happens on every EAL flight along with the clapping and iskista at touchdown. (That was also the flight where the anti-hijackers with matching gray suits followed our every move on the plane…To this day, I have no idea why.)

      Would you like the steak or chicken? Nah lady, it’s Tsom. What?? Ahhh, sorry… do you have a vegan meal?..Sure, here you go…

      Fortunately, when you fly from Cali, ordering vegan doesn’t automatically make you a radical anarchist…But let me tell you, Third World habits will always clash with Western ways – even at 40,000 feet. A guy who was born and raised in Texas told me once that the best food on planes were the “Islamic” meals…He was right…I did call ahead once and demanded a “Muslim vegetarian meal”…It was the best airline food I ever had.

      Now, in case you’re wondering if I enjoy any of my business travels, the answer is absolutely yes. Through work, I’ve been to 30 states and 5 countries…To me, there is nothing more stale than sitting behind a desk 8 hours a day, 200 days a year (sorry if I’ve offended anyone)…Nothing beats catching-up with old friends and seeing new cultures and local habits. The key is to be open-minded and enjoy the moment…Life is too short to say: “Wei gud! Bilew, bilew Qmburss inna rooz liabelugn new?” at Asian restaurants.

      Like any thing else in life, however, there is a down side…If you’re in serious relationship, travel will absolutely drive your partner crazy – and that’s before you even get married…

      I’m not sure what the reason is, but I have a theory that the whole problem is created via a combination of fantasy and reality…The fantasy part is that your partner is imagining that you are always some place glamorous, eating something fancy, or worse, doing “something” you shouldn’t be doing. The reality part is that, yes, you are going to do some of the above, but not always, and not to the level of enjoyment that you would be doing it with your closest friends and partner…(Trust me, at formal business dinners, you’re always “watching” or being “watched”)

      Now, at the risk at sounding sexist, or being labeled “none-p.c.”, let me give some friendly advice to all the guys reading this who may be rookie travelers…ALWAYS, ALWAYS CALL YOUR LADY WHEN YOU GET TO WHERE YOUR GOING…It doesn’t matter what time it is or anything…

      Don’t ask me why the subject of you not calling becomes more important than world peace…It just does…So take my advice and call – even if you have absolutely nothing to say…If you don’t call, it will make that whole fantasy/reality thing grow way out of proportion… “Min sitsera neber litidewel yalchalkew??” (NOTE: If you’re going from some nasty place like Minnesota in the winter to, say, San Diego, avoid talking about the weather)

      With that…I wish you great travels….On the really, really fast lane…

      © SELEDA Ethiopia 2000, All Rights Reserved.

      Giving Back

      Giving Back

      by: Meseriate Kristos

      We all get caught in the career path, and somewhere, somehow, we forget to look back, walk back, pick up a fellow traveler and let him lean on our shoulders.

      I could find little that I would consider exceptional or worthy of mention above and beyond what my peers have encountered in their lives. I went through the same culture shock as everybody else, caught the same grief for being in a foreign land at times, but also was pleasantly uplifted by the attitude of most of my hosts in this adopted land that I, alas, will never truly consider home, for I hark for those distant quiet shores wherein lie my battle weary ancestors.

      I did the college thing, part time jobs, spent humid summers, freezing winters marveling at the extremes and pounding out last minute papers, mowing grass, moving offices and even writing parking tickets for the police.

      I was inspired by some of what I had seen, saddened by others, learned patience is a virtue, not a liability, found I am poorer for lack of it at times. Having grown steadily older in my youth, I am learning, evermore, that those wiser give berth to youth, not fearing its intensity, but knowing soon enough their steady pace will catch up with its flagging passion at journeys end. These things I have learned and am still learning, perhaps, ever stubborn, the hard way.

      I don’t know whether these are lessons of a foreign land, or of my age or what every young man or woman comes to realize as they approach the physically challenged age of 37, but I know I have learned them.

      Enough maudlin mood talk, I apologize for the lava-lamp lectures here. I did want to write about something unique and uplifting and so decided to briefly relate to your/my readers about something I have been involved in for the past eight months. Be warned, get your corny-dictionary out because I am pulling out all the stops here and cracking my fingers, (ouch!) to play on your heartstrings.

      This is a nice story, a story of triumph, maybe you won’t think its a big deal, maybe you will. It had been a sobering experience for me, and quite a humbling one at that, dealing with these “kids”. I employ the word “kids” without malice, they are in every sense, except perhaps age, my peers. Where I am here to better my lot, they are here to study and bring the fruits of their labor to their/our people so in some quarters they can even be considered my betters. I would certainly not begrudge them that distinction…

      I was able to greet the HaileSelassie I Fund Scholars in person when they first arrived here, in these United States. I had not known what to expect from the Crown Council, the Ethiopian Body which secured and administers the “Pacem en Terris” awards through the HaileSelassie I Foundation for Ethiopia’s Children in Need. (http://www.ethiopiancrown.org/charity.htm).

      The Pacem en Terris or “peace on earth” program brings students from such regions as Ireland, Rwanda, Uganda, Ethiopia, Bosnia, Jordan, and Palestine to name a few where strife, famine and disease pose constant and everyday threats. The students, once here, face the everyday challenge of academia and coming of age together. In overcoming these and other challenges, an unconscious bridge gaps the divides of faith and culture. A faceless statistic no longer, ones culture and heritage are better understood, what drive a peoples ambition better realized, and events that shape the world better appreciated.
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      HSF I Scholar Shakir Fuad Mohammed in the oval office meeting with President Clinton

      Within days of expressing my interest via e-mail, I found myself at Pittsburgh’s International Airport, on my way to Laroche College, home to the “Pacem en Terris” program. And so, along with the Co-chairs of the Foundation, I was whisked off to our destination by Monsignor John Kerr, the affable “Secret Weapon” of the Pacem.

      It has been 8 months since my initial pilgrimage to Pittsburgh, 8 months into the program for the HSF I Scholars. As much as I had helped, and I have really not done much (about a couple of hours work a week) I find myself oddly exhilarated at the prospect of a visit, a phone call or an e-mail from the friends I have come to know helping with this program. I feel part of a larger enterprise that is bearing fruit.

      Young Ethiopians that would otherwise have no access to this brilliant concept and to the educational opportunities are being groomed for leadership. Scholars, Educators, Scientists from Ethiopia and otherwise are being approached to volunteer as guest speakers at functions an events. A much-maligned Ethiopian institution is turning a new leaf and realizing a potential within itself.

      And as to the Scholars, just think of the average Ethiopian family, having, conservatively, 20-30 immediate and extended family members (siblings, uncles and aunts and their siblings). The ripple effect of the change in the lives of these 11 young men and women will eventually affect at least 200-300 Ethiopians for the better, God willing. But that does not even begin to touch on the potential benefits to our country. We could see the birth of our very own Einstein, Mozart, Fermi or Picasso or from our own history another Taitu, Yared, Zera Yacob, Gebre-Kristos or Aklilu Habte-Wold.

      Hailing from all over Ethiopia, Abraham, Amin, Ana, Endrias, Ermias, Henok D., Henok G., Kokeb, Mestewat, Shakir, Tiliksew, and those who did not make it for various reasons, Hiywote, Kidest, Wubshet, Yemesrach and Tigist are the promise, tomorrow’s dawn, being vested today.

      Addis Abeba, Dire Dawa, Maryland, Shire-Endaselassie, Minnesota, Awasa, Harerge, Germany’s loss in these young people leaving, is Ethiopia’s gain. They are a cacophony of energies, faiths, sounds, experiences, shades and laughter…mostly laughter. Intoxicating, young, watch-out-world-here-we-come laughter. It is a credit to their able Ambassadorship and academic performance that the Haile Selassie Fund was awarded 10 more scholarship slots.
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      Art by brothers Ermias and Endrias Hailu HSF I Scholars.

      Recipients of the Pacem awards serve their respective country in areas such as Water Resource management, Information Technology Development and Health Services. For our African continent, the valuable skills and even more valuable connections these scholars bring is an extremely valuable commodity and an investment that will endure in the long run.
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      Some of the HSF I students with Worldspace CEO Noah Samara and Friends at the AnnualFund-raising Banquet

      A month ago I helped out at the Pacem Annual Fund Raising dinner. The event was well organized and the student body, well represented. The guest speaker Ato Noah Samara of WorldSpace (http://www.worldspace.com) remarked on the similarity between his companies core values and Pacem’s principles, the promotion of global understanding. The honored guest and Patroness of the Pacem Program, Hon. Dr. Janet Museveni spoke eloquently and simply as to its roles in improving the lives of not just the citizens of countries like Uganda, but equally those of the citizens of the United States and other developed countries.

      It is in our nature to reflect over the past and consider what our future holds. In looking back at my life and career paths I have taken, I see none of the little I have done worthier either of mention or consideration compared to this: giving a little back.
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      Limbo

      Limbo

      _by:_Isshh

      I sit, watching him; a literal and, i daresay, literate fly on the wall. I’ve lived a long life, for a fly…have started this journey, my last, with hopes of watching something worthwhile before going out with a bang. I knew I’d chosen well when, during the three requisite fly-bys, I watch his reddened eyes follow my trajectories with deadly intent. Come on, man, do me proud.

      He won’t disappoint me.

      He doesn’t want to talk about it…think about it…even acknowledge in any way that it’s hanging like some gigantic Rock of Gibraltar around his neck. What would it solve, anyway, to talk about it? There are only two possible outcomes: either he finds that job that will make the years of study and isolation worthwhile…or he doesn’t. No one really understands anyway; when was the last time any of them went from a “remarkable, promising doctoral candidate” to going, hat in hand, having to sell themselves…their very souls…to be given a foot in the door? ihhhh, he needed coffee.

      “It would help to talk about it”…“there are so many others going through this exact same process that it would be both cathartic for you and encouraging to others…just dot down a few words” … would these Seleda people ever relent? Encouraging to others how? It’s not like he has any solutions to offer; no solid maybes to hang his hopes on, no potential leads that he thinks have more than a minimal chance of success. Is this what others would want to hear? Hardly. At times he toys with putting down exactly how he feels. In those dark, sarcastic moments, he delights in what he would say: that there is no one out there who could remotely tap into the limitless potential of his seemingly contradictory two-halves (or were they three? sometimes it’s hard to tell); that he would rather return to the eternal sarcasm of counting out the years in Addis than accept a mediocre job – if he’s going to wither and blow away like yesterday’s gum-wrapper, he’d rather it be in that familiar environment where pretending he is living is not a requirement.

      Then there are those 3:00 am moments of heart-palpitating crisis, when the doubts start to pour out from the hiding places where he has carefully entombed them. The voices of every nay-sayer he has ever run into resound in his head at maximum volume: “M’tssss, you could have been an engineer with that brain of yours.” “What a waste of a brilliant mind – why didn’t you go into medicine like Ato Intoné’s son Intina?” “You mean after nine years of university study you’re just going to become a teacher? You could have easily done that here at the TTC in two years, and would have been an administrator by now!” One last pitying voice sneaks in before he can pull the wooden handle on the mental metallic cord and flush them all away, “DinQem, English major – demmo Sewasiw bilo timhirt!” Who said postal workers have cornered the market on tangible retaliation – he looked around for an Uzi that someone may have left handily in the corner of his cubicle. Goddammit …don’t you just hate it when you can’t find a handy semi-automatic weapon nearby?

      Walking to the sink, he goes through the usual gourmet preparations for dinner: one pot, two cups of water, one package of chicken-scented Ramen noodles – mmmm, now that’s some good home cookin’! Now, should he have the pasta, too? Those misguided folks who prefer doro weT or QateNa probably have never had the unique pleasure of dining on week-old uncovered pasta: half-mushy from old age, half-crunchy with freezer-burn, and faintly tasting of the half-onion and the single sock that has somehow turned up in his fridge. All that this culinary innovation needs now is a liberal dousing with the extraordinary just-out-of-the-jar taste of Ragú (yeah, right…wish they had put in a pinch of anything resembling an herb instead of spending the extra money on the jaunty accent). And now…what to drink? Again, the bile rises in his mouth, or was it saliva responding to the mouth-watering aroma? Hard to tell, sometimes. He almost laughs out loud at his hand’s mutinous refusal to pour out the Jim-Bob Root Beer, bought on sale at the Winn Dixie for 59¢ last week. Come on, hand, gimme a break. He then takes a swig of the flat, warm liquid. He’ll have to remember to put it back in the fridge this time – the cap is nowhere to be found, so if he’s really lucky, it’ll taste like the pasta by tomorrow. Oh, the excitement of it.

      Walking over to the area he calls the Wall of Infamy, he looks at all the ding letters he’s carefully papered over the entire area between his bed and the front door. His personal favorites are the ones that have so obviously taken the time to really know him, that have studied his strengths and weaknesses, and have carefully weighed these against those of others. Not. These eulogies all start “Dear Applicant, … We regret to inform you…” [sarcasm not included]. He keeps those in front, at eye level.

      Across the room is hung the solitary picture of the lovely young woman to whom he’d given his heart, well…a bit of it, and a little bit, too, of his time…well…whatever was left between courses, comps, alcoholic binges with fellow penitents at the doors of Academe, and moments of self-imposed solitary confinement. The glass over her face is arranged in concentric circles and has evenly spaced lines radiating from the point in the middle where his favorite childhood biy had hit its unerring mark (the triumphant little biy lies where it landed right below, next to a few shards of glass recently liberated from the frame above). He is sure by now she regrets having hung up on him when he called to say that he wasn’t going to be able to make it to Baton Rouge for the elopement they’d planned ages ago; hey, he was busy – had letters to put up on his Wall. Women! Can’t live with 'em, can’t make 'em wait nine years on a lick and a promise (actually, just a vague “Yeah, sure, whatever” at various moments of weakness). He almost bends down to pick up the marble, then thinks maybe he should save his strength for other, more important things, should they occur. Miracles do happen.

      He goes back to the unopened letter staring up at him from the writing desk from hell (he frequently wakes up covered in sweat from the recurring dream where this same damn desk is chasing him around the room, belching out one ding letter after another while it simultaneously chews up the only copy of his dissertation). He does not short-circuit the ritual that he’s followed religiously since these letters started coming in. He sits upright and righteous in front of the table where the letter sits, taunting him. He looks at the front, the back, and puts it down again, stamp side up. Lifting it by the top left corner, he brings it to his nose and takes a loooong whiff … no reason, just because. Then he flips over the letter, takes the dull bread knife that has been relegated to this task, and slides it under the flap, slicing the envelope open slowly and carefully. Down goes the knife, and he holds the envelope between his palms as he blows into the newly sliced envelope to separate its sides from the letter inside. He takes out the single folded page, closes his eyes and chants “Mariam Mariam Mariam” before opening it slowly.

      “Dear Applicant, … We regret to inform you…”

      He pushes back unhurriedly from the desk, chooses a tack carefully from the colorful array in front of him, and walks over to the Wall … yes, right there would be a good place. The phone rings…and rings…and rings. He hears her voice on the machine but cannot answer right now… hey, he has letters to put up on his Wall.

      Once he has the letter situated just right, he returns to the task at hand. Dinnertime. A distant buzz captures his attention.

      He won’t disappoint me.

      His hand, now holding a moldy dish-towel, moves with lightning and deadly speed.

      Come on, man. Do me proud.
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      Seleda Survey Result

      SELEDA Survey Result

      Name:

      Imebet

      Location:

      Izih agher

      Shoe Size:

      43 b’awropa

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Abebe impecunious le-be-se

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I have to. I’m addicted. Group therapy with SRA (Seleda Readers Anonymous) of no use. Have tried everything to stop. But I can’t. Checking into whether or not I can sue. SELEDA, prepare yourselves.

      Nisehha Abat:

      niseha abeté LiQ Mesfine yibalalu

      I prefer:

      Collegedidactical Colloquium

      Name:

      Girum Tesfaye

      Location:

      Radford University

      Shoe Size:

      Fits comfortably…thank you

      Can you define Impecunious:

      I can probably make up a word in my sentence and convince you of its existence :)

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I visit this site because reading articles from educated Ethiopians encourages me to keep on striving. As a fellow Ethiopian, I feel a sense of pride when I come across Ethiopians who have beat the odds. Seeing effort and accomplishment from my people encourages me to keep on producing.

      Nisehha Abat:

      I prefer:

      An English Muffin

      Name:

      Gelila Million

      Location:

      Minneapolis

      Shoe Size:

      12

      Can you define Impecunious:

      But of course. Next to the definition of this word you will find my picture.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I read SELEDA every month religiously simply because you speak my language. I identify with most of the writers’ opinions and experiences. It’s almost like going back to my younger years with my good friends who knew me well. Thank you for all your efforts. You manage to put a smile on my face. You’ve even managed to force me to think about what I have done for the past umpteen ears. Bertu, bertu!

      Nisehha Abat:

      Abba Hulunchay

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Mesfin

      Location:

      Chicago

      Shoe Size:

      Same as my feet!

      Can you define Impecunious?:

      No!

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I have nothing better to do. It is similar to reading a two year-old Playboy that someone left in a stall; not worth complaining about, but…

      Nisehha Abat:

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Kal’belach-Atsik (hence the english muffin)

      Location:

      Cowland, VA

      Shoe Size:

      Selasa-sidist bicha!

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Not on payday!

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I like y’all! Yager lij CHewata yinafiQal. Especially if you live in small towns)

      Nisehha Abat:

      Aba G/Hanna

      I prefer:

      An English Muffin

      Name:

      Antealehegn Aykochegnem

      Location:

      58W 34N

      Shoe Size:

      to the tip of my toe

      Can you define Impecunious in a sentence:

      What is a sentence?

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I learn words like ‘impecunious’.

      Nisehha Abat:

      Abandoned by my ‘nissiha abat’. Made it a full time job for him.

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Mulugeta

      Location:

      Germany

      Shoe Size:

      I do not walk, rather fly

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Oh Gott! Was ist das? Is it a colour? No.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      Amari-English and HP editors: High Pressure, High Pleasure, High Performance, Highly Punctual, High … Expressions from: Kazanchis,Wabe Shebele(Mexico), Azezo (Gonder), Kebridehar (Harer), Alemketema (Merhabete),Or Sandford or Tsehay Chora, AAU ILS or Harvard Law School, Arat Kilo Physics Dept. or MIT…

      Reflects the covert and overt life of the Ethiopian Diaspora, at least the professionals (or those who suppose themselves to be professional). A social forum, without words like Woyanne, Teqawami, oneg, medhin, ehapa …

      Nisehha Abat:

      I do not need one, I am free of any sin…

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Admas

      Location:

      Denver

      Shoe Size:

      Winter: 9 Summer 9 ‘n half

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Oh, impecunious me !!!

      Why I read SELEDA:

      It gives me that “LOVING FEELING”. Qal kidan alebegn k’agere lijoch. HAPPY ANNIVERSARY SELEDA . MAY U BE FOR GENERATIONS TO COME.

      Nisehha Abat:

      I prefer:

      An English Muffin

      Name:

      CrackHeadTadu

      Location:

      Shoe Size:

      9 or 6 1/2 in. after a lousy shower

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Yes, and I can impecunious any babe after a couple of tequila shots.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      EASY! It is you. It must be you. It is your quick wit and abrasive words, your snake like tongue and skin-deep insights. It is you alright. Yes, it is you. The editors, I can do without.

      Nisehha Abat:

      Marion ‘Daddy’ Barry

      I prefer:

      An English Muffin. “…And above all I love poetry”

      Name:

      Nursef

      Location:

      Atlanta

      Shoe Size:

      Large

      Can you define Impecunious:

      no

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I like its contents. Most of the forums we, Ethiopians, participate on are obsessed with politics. There is nothing wrong discussing political issues but many of the participants resort to personal attacks, which I have a problem with. It is great that this site is not preoccupied with politics and there are no articles, which are directed to attacking individuals.

      Nisehha Abat:

      None of the above

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Yared

      Location:

      Dese(D.C)

      Shoe Size:

      12US 45 Euro

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Eddie Murphy went from impecunious to filthy rich in that movie “Trading Places”.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I read SELEDA, because I consider myself to be Young Ethiopian Professional (Yeah, RIGHT). No I read SELEDA because of the captivating stories that help get me through my day (I’ll be serious now). I read SELEDA because its the only online Ethiopian magazine that I know of. And damn it, I just plain like it!

      Nisehha Abat:

      MinWuyellet

      I prefer:

      Gustave Courbet

      Name:

      602

      Location:

      Shoe Size:

      secure

      Can you define Impecunious:

      I do now : http://www.dictionary.com/cgi-bin/dict.pl?term=impecunious

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I would like to use impecunious in a sentence. Really.

      Nisehha Abat:

      HUH?

      I prefer:

      40oz Filter Tela

      Name:

      Samson

      Location:

      Dallas

      Shoe Size:

      9.5

      Can you define Impecunious:

      I could not describe the great sorrow I feel when I think of the impecunious state our country is in.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      Its fascinating. Filled with subject matters I can relate with and written with a certain amount of personal touch. I don’t know if it is the molQaQa theme of the articles, or the crafty writing but I am a fan, who expects his issue posted on time. Keep up the good work.

      Nisehha Abat:

      I prefer:

      Gustave Courbet

      Name:

      Markos G.

      Location:

      IL

      Shoe Size:

      Wear barabarso (he had to use the larger chunk of a trenta Quattro tire to make mine).

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Yes, …as a soup

      Why I read SELEDA:

      It mirrors me, makes me think, tells me there are more goofy people like me (happy to have company in hell or heaven). What a fresh alternative…the un-loud but potent, surviving sound of our kin!!! Go on, get big, but keep the flavor until it is replaced by ideals of the latest closeness to absolute truth (Have I gone mad!!)

      Nisehha Abat:

      Call and get it from 1-900-aba-santim

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Amanuel

      Location:

      Los Angeles

      Shoe Size:

      Don’t have one! They kicked me out of my country barefoot, and I have not had a chance to purchase one while I’m paying off Med School loans.

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Is that some sort of green-leafy vegetable?

      Why I read SELEDA:

      Every generation has one ‘BIG’ responsibility. At the end of the day, it should hand over a nation/civilization in a better state than it’s predecessor had given it. Well, our generation was not fortunate enough to experience such phenomenon. And despite all the let-downs, all the trials and tribulations we faced, I become deeply emotional when I observe the degree of self- realization/appreciation, the depth of intellect, and the love for country my generation possess. No where else is this more evident than at SELEDA’s pages.

      Nisehha Abat:

      I’m not that old!!!

      I prefer:

      An English Muffin

      Name:

      Teman

      Location:

      Missouri

      Shoe Size:

      Anbessa: 44 special order

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Not a chance

      Why I read SELEDA:

      It daunts me; it is stimulating and at the same time confusing. However, I am catching the fever. I am addicted to your chat. I can’t help it. It seems like a month is too long to wait for your magazine. How the heck do you guys do this? I was a casual observer, sitting on the sideline, vowing never to get involved in this mess; but it was not meant to be. I am addicted. Oh…oh… let me just utter it so nobody can hear it; I love your nonsense. It is incredible; riveting. I am going to start SELEDA Anonymous (SA) for those who need help overcoming this addiction…I am suspecting a 100% failure. I can’t wait for the next issue. Until then, I will be drinking my tejj to sober up; that is why I read SELEDA.

      Nisehha Abat:

      What?..Here we go again

      I prefer:

      An English Muffin

      Name:

      Yemisrach Kifle

      Location:

      Charlotte NC

      Shoe Size:

      26

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Why? I am the very definition of it.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I am a graduate student in Charlotte, NC. … Reading and writing are my first loves (yes, I have two first loves, hope that’s okay). For the first time I feel my experiences as an Ethiopian are expressed and validated by others like me. I can relate to every issue of SELEDA. The stories are delivered with great sense of humor. I love it.

      Nisehha Abat:

      I prefer:

      Name:

      Aynaddis Fekadu

      Location:

      Tulsa, OK

      Shoe Size:

      We don’t wear shoes in the summer down here.

      Can you define Impecunious:

      No, but my cousin Burtukan can.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I’m trying to find my old Nazret temaribet guadegnoch (Kuki, is that you?)

      Nisehha Abat:

      Billy Joe, from the local 7-11

      Name:

      EGM

      Location:

      West Coast

      Shoe Size:

      39 1/2

      Can you define Impecunious:

      No

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I hope to get discount coupons for my grocery shopping. But why do you ask such questions for heaven sake? Do I have to remind you that you are only a fingertip away …free and no question asked, except for now? Besides who is out there doing what you are doing? Is it CNN, New York Times, LA Times TOBIA or ER…? Forget it! Hi listen, you humble editors - if you are doing a market research it is fine with me, I will subscribe to SELEDA at any cost. I am so misplaced and lost to think of the motherland, had it not been for SELEDA! nissihs_abat:

      Nisehha Abat:

      Sorry, I do not want to disclose name it is strictly personal.

      Name:

      Senayit

      Location:

      Los Angeles

      Shoe Size:

      8

      Can you define Impecunious:

      It depends on my mood.

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I have learned so much from the articles. I thought I was the only one going through life struggle. Most of the issues discussed are very inspiring and contemporary. To tell you the truth, I read it enough times to know which article is on what month.

      Nisehha Abat:

      Geta Yesus

      I prefer:

      Collegedidactical Colloquium

      Name:

      Abyssinia

      Location:

      Geter

      Shoe Size:

      6.5

      Can you define Impecunious:

      Never

      Why I read SELEDA:

      ‘Cause it’s liberal and sophisticated and at the same time traditional. Reminds me of the good things agere.

      Nisehha Abat:

      Aba Gugsa

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      Name:

      Gelane Workneh

      Location:

      Chicago

      Shoe Size:

      9 1/2

      Can you define Impecunious:

      What?

      Why I read SELEDA:

      It takes me places I dared not suspect a habesh would take me. As much as I have almost too much love for my people, it wrenches at my heart to see some of us so locked up in our so limited and closed up world. SELEDA shows me that there are ihit/wondemoch out there who think far beyond and who let their minds stay open… for a possible enlightenment. So it’s with an utmost respect that I salute the makers, upholders and supporters of SELEDA. Selam hunu…

      Nisehha Abat:

      I prefer:

      Euclidean Plane Geometry

      And our favorite…

      Name:

      Fishkaw

      Location:

      The Netherlands

      Shoe Size:

      Depends on how excited I am

      Can you define Impecunious:

      What ?

      Why I read SELEDA:

      I read seleda because it is about … Nothing (like you guys put it). It was, at least. The very last issue sounds like my schoolbooks. …The good old issues remind me the good old times. That tiny, always foggy, 25-shamma ampol- no window, room of Bacha’s with a sign “He who comes with 2Birr chat is welcome to this burning Heaven”. Inside that little room everything looked perfect; sound was good; smell was OK. But if yetebaberut sendel and eTan by any technical fault fail in their duty… neger tebelashe! There in the corner a quite nice place for two, decorated with things that look like pillows, mostly occupied by the two regulars, Wondimu(“Qidedew”) and his buddy Bekele (“Buanbuaw”). Those two were ye betu missoso, gidgidana, mager… center of attentions. Each and every day they somehow manage to tell us a new, fresh, mereQ yehonu stories. Even though we knew they are lying, they were always successful in getting our attention. "Last night I was walking by, Sindu came from no where and she Fonka ligelat new. “Nefsay abedkulih" new werèwa…” Sindu was kind of rich and a beauty symbol of the neighborhood. Her father had a wefCHo bet. They could have made a terrific writer/director team ,if they were born in some other planet. The way they talked, the words they used…I miss them. Finally I found some of it in you SELEDA. Thank you.

      P.S. Recently I saw the same old Kidedew in Habtu Suq, doing his usual daily shopping: " Hulet Niala, andun lekusew" Still, for some reason, he doesn’t buy his own matches.
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      Top Ten

      The SELEDA Top Ten…

      Top Ten Things overheard at SELEDA’s first year anniversary bash…* 10. “My therapist can kick your therapist’s ass!”

      
        	9. “Abo! If you are going to grope me, grope me like you mean it.”

        	8. “I am afraid I will have to escort you out now, sir. Someone overheard you finish a sentence with a preposition.”

        	7. “Has anyone seen my er, lipstick case? It kinda looks like a crack pipe.”

        	6. “The ones in that corner staring blankly at the dot on the wall are from Nazret School. Someone told them staring at a dot on the wall is sexy these days.”

        	5. “Let’s schedule playtime for our wuQabiis.”

        	4. “There have been 1,459,001 words published in SELEDA over the year. I understood like 3 of them.”

        	3. “I am very re-Ethiopianized. See? I drink my vodka in a birilay.”

        	2. "You must have forgotten me… I’m the one who let you borrow Fleet for your hair during “The Great Qimal Plague” of the Babugaya zemeCha.

      

      And the number one thing heard at SELEDA’s Big Bash…

      
        	1. “Are you sure I didn’t once squish your self-esteem mercilessly?”
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      The backpage

      The SELEDA Backpage

      Meet the Editorial staff…

      Fine. We can’t take it anymore! You kept wanting to know who the people are behind SELEDA… well, aren’t you sorry you asked!!!

      10. …the belching, Tela-guzzling Neanderthal, proud driller of the hole between his cube and the ladies’ bathroom, known to never call a chick by her given name – “anchi!” or by the crook of an index finger. He is kept on the Editorial staff to ensure that a significant portion of the Ethiopian population is represented, and to stop (with his yemiyasniQ borCH) any disgruntled postal worker bullets that may come SELEDA’s way.

      9. …the simpering Qey-dama Barbie-wanna-be whose relaxer appointments and lipo- touch-ups have priority over world peace; that is, if she recognized any world that wasn’t revolving around her. Her taste in clothes, her killer instinct for perfumes that gag, and the fact that she represents a significant portion of the Ethiopian population are all reasons for keeping her around. Besides, she actually LIKES #10.

      8. …the starving artist in a garret somewhere around BeQlo-bet who would rather die of starvation than be subjected to elaborate descriptions of ecological advances in environmental science. For SELEDA, he is THE authority on what works and what doesn’t: if he just clicks his tongue-pierce ornament against his teeth, the article is a hit. If he nails his ear to the shutter, it’s not so good. In a few instances he’s been known to poke a No. 2 pencil into his eye rather than be forced to read another word. Those stories we print.

      7. …this secret Stealth editor is known to compress tomes into monosyllabic verbal cluster bombs. The one-liners s/he zings across the Net hold all Editors in thrall, knowing that a single “Girum!!” or “AyasiQim” from her/him can make or break one’s spirit forever. S/he barreled his/her way into the SELEDA editorship by sending a “I know where you live” introductory email, followed by an attachment: pictures of other editors’ zemedoch as well as the front doors of their homes. This the most respected of Editors.

      6. …the pompous, fishka-less daNa who floods the mailboxes of every SELEDA peon with ecstatic commentaries, mostly waxing poetic through hair-splitting analysis of the double-entendres implied by a burp. This editor’s saving grace is his weekly ski trips to Sugarloaf and the ensuing weekly prayers by the rest that an illiterate snow-boarder will shove him off the slopes into a deep canyon. He also brings the best chocolate to meetings.

      5. …the sane editor who… oh, wait, only present editors count.

      4. …the comma-queen (emphasis on Queen) who swoons and goes comatose at every sighting of a misplaced comma or dangling preposition. This Editor was on suicide watch for days after Versace’s untimely demise and was on leQso-leave for the 40 days after that really horrid meanie who killed him was caught. She’s remarkably stable now, after having paid $150,000 to an “I speak with the dead”, er, mentalist. (Apparently Versace told her she was a Diva.)

      3. …the megalomaniac mathematician, who, having watched Pinky and the Brain one too many times, has delusions of taking over the world. She is the Brain behind the name SELEDA – SayineQubin Educated LiQawint Energized to Dominate Alem. Other Editors suspect that her mathematics degree from "ke Mehanika guwaro yallew College is a fake, 'cause she keeps taking her shoes off to add double digit numbers. But they patiently listen to her latest inventions (like the tofu bullets undetectable by airport x-ray) and generally keep an eye on her – juuuust in case.

      2. …the SELEDA waterboy whose job description includes ij’na lélam lélam neger mastaTeb. The other editors are unclear why he is constantly called into #1’s office or why he always emerges, grinning and dazed, exactly 6 minutes later, soft whimpers escaping him hours later. He is the office hookup for anything you might need of a pharmaceutical nature (indeee, ere… we mean Aspro!) as well as the genius responsible for meTlefing both electricity and phone services from the neighboring businesses…SELEDA has no overhead because of him. Besides, #3 and #9 both think he’s cute.

      And last but definitely not least…

      1. …the voluptuous jiraf-snapping SeleDominatrix with a voracious…um…appetite for ceremony and Ferragamo. She runs an oil company single-handedly, gleefully decimating teak forests and endangered species alike (“Asssssey!”). She demands that SELEDA peons take turns acting as caffeine-operated bedside story-readers (“Read it to me!!!”), and that they kneel up by the desk side with their tongues sticking out as she flips through documents, occasionally stopping (“Golgul!!”) to dip a finger…even #7 is wary.
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      The History issue

      May, 2000

      Note from the Editors

      Fasika is our favorite holiday around SELEDA… the Shimbrra Tsom tempers our miscellaneous qalichas, the midnight qidaasse soothes our notorious phobia du jours, and if it wasn’t for SELEDA upper management who this year decided to use the sigdet part of this Amet B’al as an aerobics respite (“Ok, people… let’s speed this up… and one… and egzio… and two… and mahrene… and pick it up… piiiicckkk it up…kristos… do you fell your quads yet?”) we would have had a perfect holiday. But that is neither izih or iziya.

      Inkuwan aderesachiu.

      We suppose TinsaE is also a time to forgive and pretend to forget, so we are happy to report that former SELEDA higher ups, who you might remember have been quarantined in an anger management workshop for the past few months, seem to have been “healed” and are ready to come back to the fold now that they have been taught that SELEDA Interns are people too.

      Our present bosses, we mean, the, [sigh] “Creative Care Takers and SELEDA Soul Nurturers”, (firja!) have promised to hand back power peaceably, and have ordered us to disregard the accidental mass emailing of an inter upper management memo entitled “Ya Machiavelli eko dehna sew nebere”. Oh, well… maybe they were just taking philosophy classes again. After all, we are still in post- doro weT mode, still high from qirCHa acquired yeseba senga ber’e, so we are sure our caretakers will take care of us.

      [A moment, please, while we cuddle happy thoughts.]

      So what’s not new at SELEDA?

      The ardent search for finding a [please lower voice and say it with reverence] purpose for SELEDA has hit a roadblock of sorts. In-house Computer Liqs want it to be the “Place where yeTefu bytes and PASCAL programs finally find a restful home”; the writers want it to be the Ethiopian version of the New Yorker “'cept without any 9-page ramblings from anyone named Stephanopolous”; the finance department has devised shady tax shelters and “Inc.-ing” SELEDA “just like the Colombians do some of their businesses”; the marketing people want to sell you SELEDA refrigerator magnets and call it a day; the Interns want to make an example of “yet another feudal institution” ripe be overthrown by the e-proletariats; and upper management… upper management just wants a bigger expense account and to rename all staff members after astrological signs.

      So, you see the “Y’hm ale leka” dilemma this puts us in. So, for now, we happily remain purposeless, or, “under purposed”, or, “purposely challenged”, or “Tsere purpose”. But we have hope on our side.

      Welcome to the History Issue! We have taken the liberty of presenting different facets of history and the meaning of history for those of us in the Diaspora in our May issue. There are still a thousand ways to approach history, so it is certainly a subject we will come back to re- visit. (Right after the “All the Big Words that we know” issue.) Allow us to cyber mesged to all our contributors who have, once more, made this a SELEDA to remember. These are their stories, and through them ours, and we are grateful they agreed to put pen to paper. Group hug time. Group hug time.

      Something kinda old is new at Life Diaries… we have three entries for you, complete. We had originally planned to have the “ration card” LDs, but who has time to wade through hate email from our loyal readers anymore? Therefore, enjoy… go ahead and enjoy… see if we will resuscitate you from LD-OD!And we warn you, all hate mail shall be sent directly to our nefs abat so that he may appropriate swift and severe irgman.

      And finally, we have included a new feature, “Do the Right Thing”, a list of relief agencies in Ethiopia working to combat the current drought. It is all of our responsibility to take care of our own, so, let’s do the right thing and share.

      We hope we will hear from you on what you read. We survive because you let us know what has touched you and what you would like to bury with your 80’s leg warmers and Kenny G CDs. Let SELEDA be interactive.

      Happy reading!

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      Sankofa Bird

      Inen Yabiregn Yakinfegni Yakinfegni…

      by Alemush Zelalem
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      Allu Yetebalu insurance companies in town have found uncharacteristically sympathetic ground to discuss the strange but graceful contortion of Sankofa bird’s neck. 1 They have narrowed it down to two possible explanations: The first, that it is a birthright of mild sentimentality from her misty Adinkra past. The second, that a yogi move went terribly awry when she tried it at home. Maintaining a healthy distance from the case, they freely speculate over machiato on the conditions that may have landed the bird in such a predicament. A few thoughtfully recommend to no one in particular, that a visit to Wzo. Assegedech, whose wegeshaprowess stood no nonsense, would have Sankofa Bird nimbly genuflecting in no time at all. Smoothly, the discussion shifts to the latest rendition of aches and pains heard in insurance company circuits.

      Such as she was, Sankofa Bird would have benefited greatly from a recent essay I read by a college professor, likening history to the rear-view mirror of a car. One could always turn on the ignition and move the vehicle, but seldom drive without glancing at one or another of the mirrors - for bearing.

      At first consultation, my own rearview mirror reveals the predictable. The usual suspects file past in chronological or thematic order- polities from past and present, warring groups and Emperors, empire expanding, power centralizing, women with political acumen like you wouldn’t believe, the slave trade, Church controversies and religious fervor, philosophical endeavors… and much, much more.

      Then, I take an unexpected turn and drive beyond the safety of city lights. The path I am on is one well traveled by scholars and explorers alike, generating considerable documentation and numerous on-going discussions. Still, I am missing something.

      The bottom of my mirror reads that on my journey, characters may appear larger than life. Anticipation turns cartwheels in my stomach. Unheeding and beguiled, I steal away bediK diK CHelema, my eyes glued to the blind-spot circular mirror attached to the side-view. I am searching for something the official story may have missed… something beyond the linear recounting of events and unsettling interpretations.

      As I drive, I reflect on how in the Ethiopian case, history often seems a creature mustering its dwindling self-esteem and openly hungering for kinder representation. Denounced, deconstructed, revised and reconstructed, History is invited only when adorned in the most appropriate language and mode prescribed for present day socio-political occasions. When History arrives at the gathering wearily assembled, many flock forward to partake in conversation.

      Some begin with long reverberating notes that put the bilal’s minaret call to prayer (and Tilahun Gesesse’s amazing lungs) to shame, enumerating the needs and sorrows of the motherland, glorious stories of visions lost and imagined. History shivers sympathetically, his Hode Basha nature quickly watering his eyes. Another group clamors for justification from History for some current issue of hot debate. History lowers his bifocals and looks vaguely glazed by their intensity. When he furtively glances toward the wall, he notices a man with leftist leanings clad in khaki taking copious notes. An expression of pain and anxiety flickers across his face. Breathing deeply, History shrinks back from the crowd with a slow hesitant smile.

      Caught before he can make a quick exit, he now stands facing Western guests who eagerly push and probe in the relentless pursuit to fatten their perceptions. A diplomat who can yawn without opening his mouth, History appears engaged without committing to viewpoints. Yet another group stands ready to recount the days of magnificence, of sacrifice, of might and honor. Squeezing his eyes closed, History fights the uneasy sense that he is playing a role in a preordained script and prepares to leave with a mental note to pass future invites and stay home with Ms. Herstory and the children.
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        * * *

      

      My musings are interrupted by the gathering clouds in the mirror. Emperor Tewodros appears with thunder in his eyes. Frustrated and angry with the closed doors of the regional power lords, the dispute with the Orthodox Church… and now the threat of the British, he prepares to reckon with his final silence on Maqdala. As his image freezes in the larger frame, flag flapping rhythms of an improvised soundtrack, my blind-spot mirror focuses unobtrusively on a moment that draws little attention to itself. A whimsical moment before the pain of Gebriye’s death and the desperation that followed.

      Gebriye, Tewodros’s friend, confidante and advisor strides towards him versed and ready to discuss the latest findings of military intelligence. Anxious though he is to hear Gebriye’s thoughts, Tewodros feels the loose ends of his struggles tightening around him like the TibTab of his waistline. Bereft, he realizes how violence had violated the vision. It is the end of the beginning. As he looks up, Tewodros is stunned by Gebriye’s signature finCHit smile. Fleetingly, his heart gladdens and unbearably fills with the aching moment. It is the beginning of the end.
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        * * *

      

      Just as burdened by the possibility of internal take-over and worried to distraction by the successive Egyptian, Sudanese and Italian threats, Emperor Yohannes appears next in my mirror. His more lenient approach to power had him content to be recognized as sovereign of the empire with regional kings left to their own devices. Despite this, Yohannes is nagged by the constant appearance of Menelik on the scene with what seems to be thinly veiled ambition to displace the emperor. Rightfully indignant, Yohannes is on his way south to settle this issue once and for all, when he receives word of the situation at Menelik’s camp.

      Zawditu, the daughter of the Shoan king, has been heard to openly grieve that had her husband been alive, all this would never have happened. Memories of her quiet presence at his court flood the Emperor. Zawditu’s very young age and her short-lived marriage to his equally young son Araya-Sellassie flash before his eyes. The sincerity of her sorrow starts something in him. Tightening his reins, he gently guides Abba Bezbiz northward, back to the hub of the palace grounds.
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        * * *

      

      With the express intent of interrupting the chronological flow in the mirror, Ras Gugsa Wele storms the stage with his fiery temperament flavoring the early years of Tafari Makonnen’s rise. A powerful personality on his own merits and the nephew of Empress Taitu, Ras Gugsa refuses to wear the Tafari Kidde pants that decidedly stop all circulation below his knees. He is alienated from his wife the Empress Zawditu and is generally disgruntled by the turn of events that render him outside the political loop. He insists that all he did to incur the Regent’s wrath was forget to greet him appropriately when he rushed in to see his wife one day.

      Banished to the north, he secretly delights in the discomfiture of the other nobility pouring their legs into the impossible pantaloons. “LeTafari Kidde medhanitu… Kedded new…” he offers mischievously. Once, he’d even slit the sides of the TK’s worn by an unsuspecting man in a visitor’s entourage, much to the startled man’s shock and barely disguised relief. Unbeknownst to them all, seeds for the fashion precursors to the bell-bottom rave were unwittingly sown.
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        * * *

      

      Onward still, the settled face of Empress Taitu, busy about her day as savvy politician and adviser to her husband Menelik. Omni-present like the sun, Taitu is known for her vigilant protection of national interests. Bold and decisive in her ways, she has transformed the office of Itege into a presence to be reckoned with in court affairs. Secretly, she enjoys most the particular challenges posed in maintaining the precarious balance of internal politics. Important families of good repute provide her with endless possibilities of fashioning or dissolving marriage arrangements that she gleefully micro-manages. The net effect of her activities add colorful wiring to the abstract image of inextricably linked pieces.

      Seated in her private quarters, she absent-mindedly picks at the food before her. She had sent for lunch from her niece’s house with this disarming message: “Moyash nafkognal, Itu.” The niece’s husband, who had innocently volunteered to deliver, is seated across from the Empress, studying her face with growing alarm.

      Taitu’s task at hand, to send this same niece on a third alliance venture when next she paid a visit, was crystallizing beautifully. Marriage to her niece had not deterred this pesky man before her from rebelling again anyway. She quickly empties her face of anger and hastily runs through the mental list of logistics that would soon have her niece spirited off to the next unprepared husband.

      Returning to the present, Taitu abruptly pushes away the mesob and composes her expression into the perfect combination of sympathy laced with disapproval. “Ay- minew… Yichin new balemuya bilew yagebut?!” she barks incredulously, artfully avoiding mention of the fact that she had ardently arranged this very same marriage a few months ago. “Tegodtewala… minew minew… kalTefa sew? Yelem…Yibelu ingidih… lela yeteshalech indiralen inji… yihema indet yigefal?”
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        * * *

      

      Mindful of the late hour and the distance I had traveled, I stopped to take stock of what my blind-spot mirror was seeking to reveal to me. It was then that I recalled one of my favorite interviews with a woman who had taken refuge in a cave during the Italian-Ethiopian war. The arrival of the Italians, and the unexpected departure of the Emperor coupled with the difficulty of communication, had thrown most city dwellers into chaos. Many were opting to leave by foot and join resistance efforts wherever they were organized against the invaders. There was little time to prepare for the journey and resources were scarce.

      With a new-born baby she was desperately trying to protect, this woman had the added unfortunate honor of being the wife of a well-known resistance leader hunted by the Italians. In all the confusion, she had become separated from her husband, and word was that the Italians were hoping to capture her alive to induce him to submit. When they finally found her and her attendant, she was trying to create a carrying pouch for her baby from pieces of her clothing.

      Once in captivity, the Ethiopian collaborators whom she knew well refused to acknowledge her predicament or plead her case for fear of losing their privileges with the Italians. It was not until the Italian general in command visited her that some glimmer of compassion stirred. He ordered for her to be fed, and gave her his own towel and sheets to wrap the baby in. She did not quite trust his intentions and was mindful of the vested interest in keeping her alive. But she smiled recalling this moment of humanity shared amidst the brutal reality.
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        * * *

      

      Another of my close elder-guides, one of the few survivors of the 1960’s attempted coup, relived his experience with frightening detail. An evening that began like any other had ended in a gory shoot-out at the palace. With seven bullets lodged in his leg and the trauma of watching friends and colleagues injured and dying in the same room, his life depended on his silence. He played dead and survived. As he spoke, I waited with bated breath for what I thought would be his anger at the incident and its instigators. He reflected quietly on the unfortunate confluence of youthful zeal and the need for change that combined to create this watershed event of our past. Surprisingly, there was little in his reminiscences by way of judgment.

      Maybe time had taken the edge off the incidents, and they had since seen worse, but even the most discerning of ears would have been hard pressed to find bitterness in the tone of their memories. It struck me then that this was the elusive element in the history I read. Simplistic though it seemed, in the interest of being “objective” and “critical” we often subjected the past to harsh scrutiny with splintering effect. The historical participants themselves may be positioned at odds with our interpretations.

      Somewhere in there, between the stories of oppression and poverty, of intrigue and conquest, is a past that has its moments of forgiving, of humor, of quirkiness, and everyday courage. Preoccupied with this these sobering thoughts, I remembered an experience I once had taking a bus going to the countryside from Addis Abeba.

      A middle-sized man with mournful eyes had come in and stood up front to narrate a long-winded tale of his misfortunes. This included coming to the city for medical reasons, being robbed blind and left unable to meet his expenses or return home. He was followed by others who, with the disciplined focus of performers in character, were awaiting their turn in an orderly line outside the bus. A sucker for a good story, I was a captive listener until the distraction of the voice behind me proved stronger.

      The woman seated there was conducting a running commentary that provided editorial supplements to the unfolding drama. In a stage whisper that intentionally resounded, she would clear her throat with authority and commence: “Yihem yalefew samint indihu sil neber…” or “Ere Qoy Qoy, zare degmo leweT argotal…” I noticed the private enjoyment she found by beating the speakers to their own bottom line. Like an enthusiast who had returned to see a marvelous show, she continued to reveal the plot to the increasingly chagrined audience.

      My impressionable mind instinctively resisted what I thought were her cynical perceptions. As the inevitable cup came around, a cacophony of teeth kissing “Mts” was punctuated with the clinking coin contributions. Surreptitiously, I glanced back to see her hand reaching in the depths of her bosom to pull out her purse and place her offering.
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        * * *

      

      The screen on my mirror was turning blank indicating the end of my journey. I was stepping outside my car to stretch my legs and begin the drive back when I looked up and caught the shimmering brightness spreading above me. A peacefully gliding creature with fiery blue light on the tips of her wings was persuasively pervading the inky black porous cloak of the night sky. As this astounding sight got closer, I recognized Sankofa Bird with her neck craned towards a host of characters from the past who followed in a rambunctious carnival procession full of laughter and jest.

      Among them were the earlier visitors, and others that I had long hankered to meet … Abba Koran with his horses, Hasenu Wedaj and his poetic incantations, Tona the last king of the Walaita, Werqit the stalwart protector of Wello … and more. A tangible yearning to hear their stories with their particular flows and eddies washed through me.

      As their twinkling footsteps disappeared in the silvery path, the warmth that embraced me with their presence gently receded. It left behind a silent resolution to prepare unframed spaces for them to inhabit with their eccentricities and amazing achievements. My heart leapt at the thought that when we won their hard-earned trust, they would grace us with two ultimate gifts - nuanced understanding and movement with bearing.
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        * * *

      

      As Sankofa Bird reached overhead, she gave a conspiratorial wink and murmured into the wind to be vigilant against the lulling comforts of hindsight.

      The past had much to share for those caught in a little wonderment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      1: Sankofa Bird, not to be confused with Big Bird, Yellow Bird, or any other fine feathered being you may have befriended, is the most miraQuan yewaTech of them all. An Akan symbol from Ghana, the word Sankofa and the accompanying image of the bird translate into “Return to the source and fetch.” Metaphors around the basic theme that the past informs the present abound. Meanwhile, Sankofa Bird cranes her neck in an impossible curve and looks back even while she’s flying forward, inspiring many in her wake.

      A Son’s Tribute to his Father

      by Makonnen Ketema

      I was willing to put my country above my family. I could have taken a job elsewhere, which paid more than what I got paid while I was working for the government. I would not stoop low, like some officials, and take money away from my poor country and its people. I believe that I was honest and worked to the best of my abilities to help build my country. Since I have not left my children any wealth, I hope one day that they will be proud of their father’s accomplishments and his good name.

      My father, the late Ketema Yifru, had entered these words in his prison diaries in the mid 1970s, after having served his country as Foreign Minister from 1961 to 1971. These were the very words that have compelled me to present my father’s work to the public.

      In addition to letting the world know about my father’s accomplishments, I have also, for a number of years, wanted to set the record straight about the history that my father was blessed to be a part of. There are many who I believe have set their minds on revising the history that was made during the 1960s and the 1970s. Mr. Richard Kapuchinski (The Emperor: Downfall of an Autocrat) and Mr. John H. Spencer (Ethiopia at Bay: A Personal Account of the Haile Sellassie Years) are two of the authors who I believe have presented the wrong information about my father and his former colleagues. While the former led us to believe that Ministers, including my father, would sneak out from behind trees to talk with the Emperor, the latter would want us to believe that my father, a strong nationalist and an avowed Panafricanist, was nothing but a socialist. What is to be gained by minimizing the contributions that others have made to their countries? Of all people, Mr. Spencer, who had served under the Emperor’s regime, should know that the Emperor would not have kept Ketema Yifru as his Foreign Minister for all those years if he were indeed a socialist. Why is there a need to present negative stories, which I think are mostly fabricated, about a country that has been plagued with problems? These questions have always come to mind after I finish reading these books. Foreign writers who spend a few months in our country and who, all of a sudden, become experts of Ethiopian history have written extensively about my father and his colleagues.

      Since the depictions of my father and many of his former colleagues have been distorted by the Kapuchinskis and the Spencers, I decided to collect and release accurate information about my father and some of his former colleagues on a website. Maybe now, with the contents of my website and with the addition of others, that trend will be reversed. Hopefully, their many significant contributions will be known all over the world.

      I began the task of collecting material about my father, and by extension about the creation of Organization of African Unity (OAU), years before he passed away in 1994. Most of the material about the OAU and my father’s biography came from what I call “my father’s Library of Congress.” Never before had I seen so many interesting documents in one place. The documents included: the 1963 Verbatim of the African Leaders and Foreign Ministers Meetings; letters from Prime Minister Aklilu Habtewold to my father; drafts of some of the Emperor’s speeches; a BBC taped interview of my father; pictures; official letters to my father by officials around the world, such as the Private Secretary of Queen Elizabeth and the Kenyan Foreign Minister; my father’s prison diaries (1974-1982); books and numerous newspaper articles written about the Emperor’s government; and many other documents. To add to this extensive list I was fortunate enough to have an extensive and detailed taped interview of my father conducted by Yemane Demissie.

      I was overwhelmed with emotion when I began to go through the material because it brought back some memories that I had kept bottled up most of my life.

      Yes, I had had a father, but unfortunately he was taken for ‘questioning.’ I remember the day when soldiers took my father away from me. That afternoon, the gates were opened wide and in came the soldiers. It was terrifying because I was only seven years old. Numerous soldiers surrounded our house. I remember an incident that day, which brought tears to my grandmother’s eyes. She saw my older brother trying to wrestle away a rock from my hand, which I had meant to throw at the soldiers who had come to take my father away. I heard that some of the soldiers were themselves overwhelmed with emotion after they saw that little incident. My attempt, no matter how sad it made those soldiers feel, was futile, of course. I was not able to stop the soldiers from taking my father away.

      Within a matter of a day our lives had changed completely. My mother was now caring for her children and her imprisoned husband. For me, there was a huge void created by the absence of my father. In the nine years that followed, I was constantly reminded of my grandmother and my mother playing the roles of both mother and father. My father was no longer there to attend meetings between parents and teachers. My mother tried her best to fill in for my father. She would start her day by preparing food for my father and the four of us, all sons. Then, she would drop us off at school early in the morning. At 11:00 AM she would go off to Emperor Menelik’s Palace where my father was being held, and she would deliver his meal and his books. On weekends and holidays, I was able to accompany my mother on most of her trips to the Palace.

      While most of my friends in school talked about their fathers, there I had absolutely nothing to say. Yes, I had a father, one I rarely saw. We were able to see him but I was never able to talk to him the way I wanted to. Just like any other kid would do in the presence of his father, I had always wanted to brag about my soccer skills or the fact that I had won a race. On one of our visits to the Palace, I remember how awkward it was to speak to him. I had prepared myself for the wonderful conversation that I was going to have with my father. I had intended to update him on my life in general. Unfortunately, nothing would go as I had planned. We sat among a number of soldiers who were there to monitor our visit and to keep a close eye on my father. The conversation that I had planned to have would never materialize. Looking at the uniformed soldiers, who at this point looked like the ones that had taken him away, did not help at all. It made me both angry and emotional. I remember wiping the tears off my face.

      On September 2, 1982, my brother and I were getting ready to go with our mother to the Palace to deliver my father’s meal, as usual. As we were about to leave our compound, we saw an elderly gentleman; he had gone to see my father and had come to inform us about my father’s release from prison. We all cried. He had been imprisoned for almost nine years; none of us had believed that this day would come. Once we pulled ourselves together, my mother and I rushed off to the Palace to pick my father up. My mother left my older brother at home so that he could call everyone to inform them of our father’s release from prison. At the Palace, we were told that he was sent to Jan Meda, where he and the rest of his prison mates were to be educated on Marxism and Leninism. As we drove towards Jan Meda, someone flashed their headlights at us. To my surprise, I saw my father sitting in the car. I jumped out and was finally able to hug and kiss my father without any supervision, for the first time in many years. At last, I could now honestly say that I had a father.

      Unlike my two oldest brothers, who had left the country some years before, my brother and I had the privilege of spending time with our father. During those years, I truly can say that my father became my idol and my hero. After his release, I began to see what others had said about him, including strangers who volunteered to tell me about his character. He was open to new ideas and willing to hear you out no matter how ridiculous you sounded. I also found out that I had a kind and humble father; he was kind in a sense that he was always willing to help you out, and he was humble in that he would rather not talk of his many accomplishments. In fact, it was some years later that I was fortunate enough to hear him talk about what he had achieved. Truly, if it were not for those photographs that were kept in his study, I would never have thought that he had once rubbed shoulders with the likes of Seku Toure, Jomo Kenyatta, Nelson Mandela, John and Jacqueline Kennedy, Marshall Tito and to name a few. My father was one who would also take his time to listen to his teenage son talk about the current political situation of the country. In hindsight, I remember how ridiculous I sounded at times, but never once did my father let on to this fact. After I had finished my analysis, he would correct me on some facts and then he would encourage me to speak up about what I believed in.

      Sorting through and assembling my father’s materials for the website, it dawned on me that I was tracing the voyage that my father had taken from the small village of Gara Muleta in Harerghe. It was during this stage that I finally knew that my father had done more than his share for both his country and his continent. I might have known some facts about his accomplishments earlier on, but doing that research and going through the process of putting things together gave me a greater perspective of Ketema Yifru, Politician and Diplomat. It was exhilarating to examine in detail how that poor kid from Gara Muleta got to where he was. It was also interesting to know that my father was one of the leading Panafricanists on the continent. Thanks to this project, I now know more about my father than I would ever have otherwise.

      Once I finished putting things together, I had to decide on how I was going to present the materials that related to his life and accomplishments. I chose to present both my father’s biography and the details regarding the creation of the OAU article on the internet because I felt that this was the best way to reach the younger generation. My focus has always been my generation, a generation that knows more about Adwa than it does about the 1960s. While we should be proud of Atse Menilek, Ras Alula, Zeray Deress, Ras Makonnen, and many others, we should also understand that there was a different battle that was fought in the modern era: diplomacy. In this era of diplomacy, we had the likes of Emperor Haile Selassie, along with people like my father, making it possible for our poor country to become a leading voice in world politics.

      The website was launched in the first week of April 2000. So far, the comments have been positive and encouraging. I was moved by one of the comments, which read, “I knew deep inside that my poor, proud, beloved Ethiopia was great because she had people like Ketema Yifru.” Others have told me that they would not have known about the creation of the OAU and the lives and works of my father and some of his colleagues if it had not been for this website. I am very grateful for the comments that I have received from everyone and I hope others continue to send their much-appreciated comments.

      For more information go to: http://www.oau-creation.com

      Profile

      Armed with Letters: Dr. Ephraim on the Fidel Serawit

      by: Editors #6 and #7

      Who would get to do the interview? After one of the most heated intra-office battles known to humankind, two of the Seleda editors emerged victorious, and happily set out to a conference (ok, to a conference CALL) for a fine Saturday interview. The object of their enthusiasm? Dr. Ephraim Isaac, scholar extraordinaire, linguist, conductor, historian and history maker, chronicler of society’s love-hate relationship with language. And that’s just a fraction of what he does.

      The interview could have been on any of a myriad topics in which Dr. Ephraim excels, but the Seleda duo chose to focus on his participation in the 1960s phenomenon, the Fidel Serawit. Over the next two hours, we were a rapt, captive audience, making the sharp turns in time and theme with Dr. Ephraim as he regaled us with his stories and reminiscences. We grinned, we nodded (to no one in particular), we mtsed, we gasped in awe when he slipped into Aramaïc at one point, searching among the dozen or more languages he speaks for the right word. We were in heaven.

      First, a bit of biographical data on Dr. Ephraim, whom you may have seen in his ever-present and yemiyakora traditional Ethiopian-wear. By the time he was 31, Dr. Ephraim had already mastered seven languages, and was on the last throes of finalizing his Ph.D. from Harvard University, where he was a student in philosophy and music. In the 60s and 70s, among his other achievements stands his crucial support and leadership to the Fidel Serawit effort, a national literacy campaign carried out from the late 50s well into the early 70s. By the end of 1964, 181,744 persons had already been registered in literacy classes, and 60,1146 persons had passed examinations and had been awarded certificates. Near the end of its existence, by 1972 the Fidel Serawit had touched the lives of 2.5 million Ethiopians. Literacy centers were set up in as many villages as possible, and volunteers (wo)manned these centers with unflagging enthusiasm. Government at the time gave lip-service to the effort: not throwing up obstacles, but not providing any financial or institutional assistance. The real financial, moral and in-kind support came from students, teachers, workers, soldiers: citizens of all types. Thus, the Fidel Serawit remains one of the most important examples of real community mobilization behind a laudable development effort.

      Given the impossible task of describing a 10+ year process to two eager editors on the phone, Dr. Ephraim launched into his story, taking us from 1960 to the present.

      Dr. Ephraim on raising money for the effort: The United States assistance program called “Point Four” closed its literacy department at the end of the 1950s, at which point several Ethiopian intellectuals (including Dr. Ephraim) in the US agreed to float the idea of a literacy campaign with the relevant people in Ethiopia, leading to the effort aptly named the Fidel Serawit. Officially, the campaign was led by the National Literacy Campaign Organization of Ethiopia (NLCO), created in 1962 in Addis with offices in Piazza, and it’s sister organization, the Committee for Ethiopian Literacy (CEL), established in 1964 in the US as part of the Ethiopian Students Association of North America or ESANA, due in no small part to the persuasive powers of Dr. Ephraim. Over the next 10 or so years, Dr. Ephraim had leadership positions in CEL, for which he spearheading the successful push to establish it as the first non-profit Ethiopian agency with official tax-exempt status in the US, and to which his commitment continued until 1969, as well as in the NLCO in Addis Abeba, with which he continued to work until 1973/74. These institutions and their eager volunteer members had one common goal: to eradicate illiteracy in Ethiopia.

      Dr. Ephraim and his collaborators in CEL launched numerous events to support the Fidel Serawit, raising enough funds to send US$5,000 to the NLCO in 1965 as well as 1,000 school books in English; US$10,000 in late 1966; and $15,000 in 1968. Their innovative fund-raisers included an unprecedented $50-a-plate dinner in Boston in Spring 1963; an EB1,000 dinner in Addis in the mid-60s; one student’s innovative “cleaning shoes” fund-raiser among the Peace Corps trainees, to name only a few. Members from each of the provinces raised awareness, money and in-kind resources for the campaign, and there was sustained fund-raising at US universities in Los Angeles, Berkeley, Ithaca and Washington, DC. The Ethiopian students in Europe, especially those in the former Soviet Union, made one of the first contributions to the literacy campaign. Ethiopian Airlines and the Ethiopian Tourist Organization were two of the home-based agencies that provided support to CEL. In addition, several prominent Americans became patrons of this effort (including Senator Jacob K. Javitz of NYC Javitz Center fame; Wilma Kerby-Miler, Dean of Radcliffe Graduate School; Henry Sawyer of Henry N. Sawyer Co.; and the combined Charities of Harvard University Students, which provided the single largest donation to CEL at $5,812.50).

      Dr. Ephraim on the 1968 civil rights movement and Fidel Serawit: In the late 60s, there was renewed interest in the African continent, heightened by the death of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the igniting of the civil rights movement, and the increased consciousness of Americans on the relevance of Africa to their own history. Taking this opportunity, Dr. Ephraim and his collaborators in CEL organized a four-day Ethiopian-African Arts Festival in 1968 in Boston that drew widespread attention. Held at the prestigious Prudential Center, this festival introduced Ethiopian traditions, cuisine, and customs to thousands of adults and young students, and raised a net profit of $15,000, all of which was sent to the Fidel Serawit. The civil rights movement in the US and the 1968 protests all over Europe also echoed the growing politicization of the Ethiopian students’ organizations, leading to the transformation of the existing North American organization into ESUNA within a few years.

      Dr. Ephraim on reform versus revolution: The ESANA/ESUNA differences (specifically with regard to the literacy campaign) rested on a fundamental difference of opinion on what was best: to continue with the literacy campaign within a system that had fundamental flaws, working within the existing constraints (the reformist view)…or to tear the system up by its very roots rather than perpetuate those fundamental flaws (the revolutionary view). (Editors: and the rest, they say, is history.) Particularly relevant to the Fidel Serawit was the continued discussion on whether to use a share of the raised funds for political consciousness-raising, which for some was critical. During his years as head of CEL, Dr. Ephraim believed strongly in using all of the money for the literacy campaign itself, and fought to ensure that this actually happened.

      Dr. Ephraim on sharing the glory: In 1970/71 Dr. Ephraim returned to Ethiopia to complete his thesis, and brought along a Combi Volkswagen: a hippie-mobile that functioned at once as a public relations attraction, an awareness creating agitation machine and a mobile library all in one. This allowed him to witness first-hand the impact of the Fidel Serawit around the country. Most modestly, Dr. Ephraim credits his many collaborators (individuals as well as, inter alia, the yeEtyopia Temariwoch Mahber, Alemaya Literacy Campaign, Gonder Birhan Lehulu, Tigray Idget and Wellega Nejo) with the successes of the Fidel Serawit. Most notably, he acknowledges that the funds raised would not have done a fraction of what was eventually accomplished had it not been for the overwhelming enthusiasm and volunteer spirit among people on the ground. He likens the team of people working on the Fidel Serawit to “kibreet”, a small and near-insignificant entity able to spark a gigantic bonfire. One of his fondest memories is a Combi moment at one particular Qulibi-Gebriel celebration, where a soldier who had heard about the Fidel Serawit donated half his monthly salary (EB20 out of the total 40) in support of the cause, illustrating perfectly the groundswell of support for this campaign.

      Dr. Ephraim on the balance between culture and technology: Dr. Ephraim spoke eloquently on the imbalance between these two complementary, and not competing, elements in our lives. The West has technology and science to offer us, in which they have clearly excelled; we, in turn, can offer the human and humane traditions in which WE excel to the humanity-starved West. Unfortunately, our people (like all others) have been and still are drunk on the shiny marvels of science and technology. As a result, we have allowed ourselves to believe that our traditions, our cultures, are all holding us back, instead of choosing the best among them and harnessing the right technologies to integrate them into our lives. A perfect example: only a miniscule fraction of our educated people have learned Gi’iz, in spite of its richness, not to mention the 500,000 or so texts that exist in that ancient language; yet we all understand why it is important to excel in English.

      “Self-knowledge is the beginning of growth, and self-respect is fundamental – we lost our self-respect in the late 1960s and 70s.” Ethiopian history served as an inspiration not just for Ethiopians but for Black populations around the world. Ethiopia stood for independence in the face of colonialism; and yet Ethiopians rejected all of this in the 1970s (some of this comes from the exposure to Western thought and their versions of knowledge and education). Since then, even the West has changed…with the barbarism of Nazi Germany and the inhumane use of science and technology, the West began its own search for spirituality…perhaps Ethiopians, too, will emerge from the current crises with a new search for the right balance. Dr. Ephraim added, “Some think the next century will be a spiritual one. Even if I’m not totally convinced, I think the West has come to realize the need to balance technology and spirituality.” Thus far, the education system has not been able to impart to the youth the richness of Ethiopian history and culture. Maybe in our lifetimes…

      Dr. Ephraim on the last days of the Fidel Serawit: After the 1974 Revolution, much of the money raised for the literacy campaign was “folded” into the Idget Behibret Zemecha effort. Disaffected with this sudden shift, Dr. Ephraim’s involvement ended, and he kept well out of the arena of Ethiopian politics, at least until his 1989 involvement with the Ad Hoc Committee for Peace in Ethiopia…but that’s a whole 'nother story.

      Final words: The Editors dared to ask: Will we, too, learn from the barbarism of our history, as the West appears to have done, and embrace our rich heritage? Dr. Ephraim was certain: “Ethiopian culture has its own dynamism – it is a force. Regardless of the destruction of the years since the 1974 revolution, there is still enough of our culture remaining.” The revolution was, in the end, unable to completely uproot our culture.

      “With the coming of technology, perhaps the West will not seem so perfect any more to our people. An Ethiopian who has seen the Columbine shootings on television will begin to appreciate the pros and cons of Western life.”

      The two giddy editors, and the whole rest of the Seleda gang, thank Dr. Ephraim for his time and patience. Any mistakes, misrepresentations and misquotes are all our fault (isn’t it great that you don’t know who we are or where we live?!).

      Rebirth

      by Yetinayet

      My life will begin anew today. I keep thinking about that bumper sticker: TODAY IS THE FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIFE. I had never realized how true that would turn out to be for me, or under what strange circumstances.

      A small hand quietly clutches the one belonging to its new neighbor…two horrified little girls clinging to each other under the protective cover of the desk as the kindergarten teacher, Ms. Ashka, systematically lifts each successive little skirt and pulls down each little white pantie to find the source of the growing smell. “Iné aydelehum.” Pigtails fly as our heads shake emphatically, in stereo. “Iném aydelehum.” In the overwhelming relief we feel when the pungent victim is discovered only three desks away, a lifelong friendship begins.

      I look around at the people who love her; who love me. Who know me only with her; her only with me. I hear her aunt, “They grew up like sisters, you know.”

      Pick me; please pick me. Eight is a difficult age when you can’t run as fast as the other girls; this time, though, she’s one of the team captains so I’m safe. “Manin tifeligalachihu zare bemaleda?” She points to me without hesitation, “Iswan,” knowing how critical this is to my survival in the morass of playground politics. I bounce over to her, triumphant, not looking back at pathetic little Imu, who knows she’ll always be the last to be chosen. Eight is a cruel age and memory is short when you’re safe within the embrace of the heartless mob.

      “Kelijinetachew and timhirt-bet’iko new yetemarut”, the aunt continues, and I look up to nod at the curious faces - when they look at me, do they see her, too? How could they not?

      "He’s not calling." She pretends she doesn’t care, but I know how long we’ve been waiting; near enough to the phone so that no one else would get it before she did, and far enough to give the appearance of two studious teens instead of the quivering mass of adolescent angst we’d turned into since that Saturday movie date at Ambassador Theater. And then the phone rings. We both squeal…she then quickly pretends not to be excited as she answers, leaning into me so that I can hear.

      …

      Ashes to ashes…dust to dust…

      “Ay belahu…beQagn.” There’s too much going on for me to stop to grab a bite to eat. The smell of onions already cooking for dinner is wafting over the courtyard where a number of women are quietly discussing what needs to be bought – I wonder who they’re sending to Merkato - we were the ones usually unlucky enough to get sent to fetch “Lega Qibe …adera beTam le----ga new’minifeligew belut, ishi?”

      I’ve been crying for eons, it seems…I cried out my fear and shame the entire week before we arrived at the off-duty dresser’s house, who snatches our carefully collected money from our hands. I cried out in pain for the hour and a half “operation”…I cried all night as the fever raged, while she found a car to rush me to the clinic and faced down the numb nurse who’s seen her share of guilty eighteen year olds. I cry as they wheel me into the public ward. She holds my hand the entire time; my lifeline, my strength…

      My wedding pictures are being passed around, and I can’t help but smile at the hideous hot pink flouncy maxi organza dress I had made her wear. “Am I doing the right thing?” She had smiled at me with such serenity that I had been immediately convinced – she knew me, knew who I had been, who I was – who I could be. “He’s right for you.” That had been an incredibly happy day – for both of us (though I still can’t believe I actually followed through with the threat of making her wear a hideous pink dress!).

      …

      Yesterday, her medication stopped working. I held her hand for the last time…felt it grow cold…felt her slip away.

      Today I buried my best friend…and with her died my history.

      …

      Today is the first day of the rest of my life.

      The Gilding on the Goblet, Part 1

      by Feleke

      The following is a transcription of an imaginary conversation between Emperor Haile Selassie and a young aide, held during the former’s captivity by the Derg in 1975.

      A spare dark room in an unidentified neighborhood in Addis Abeba.

      _

      Early morning light shines fiercely through two partially opened heavy brocade curtains. The bright sunlight forms a rectangular band past a floor, over a coffee table and on a wall in the far end of the room, dividing the dark room into two. Numerous dust particles, entranced by the ray and mimicking the clamor on the not-so-distant streets, whirl in a frenzied state, in full defiance of the room’s placid mood. Two figures in silhouette, the Emperor and his young aide, are on either side of the coffee table.

      The Emperor is reclined in a deep, worn-out leather armchair from the 1940’s. To the eye that is accustomed to seeing him seated on the edges of elevated thrones on platforms, he appears vulnerable and frail, yet terribly relaxed. Throughout the following conversation, the Emperor instinctively attempts to sit up, erect, at the edge of the armchair. But his body, now in open rebellion against eight decades of studied regal comportment, forces him to periodically slump back into his seat.

      With his arms behind his back, the aide leans forward, waist up, in a deferential stoop. He stands next to the second leather armchair across the coffee table.

      On the coffee table separating the two figures, and right on the path of the rectangular shaft of light, lies a single crystal goblet, casting a dazzling array of colored lights in the dim room.

      _

      The Emperor leans forward in his seat and looks up straight into the eyes of the aide.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Lij Teferi and his father, Ras Makonnen

      Emperor: She was my first and only love.

      The Emperor leans back in his seat. The aide, ill at ease with the cryptic confession, looks down.

      Emperor: It is so good to finally say it, aloud. She was my first and only love. She was. Our destiny was cast when my father, His Highness Ras Makonnen, went to Italy to negotiate a treaty after the victory at the Battle of Adwa. Neither of us had yet been born.

      Aide: GetoCHu, who was she?

      The Emperor continues without acknowledging the interruption.

      Emperor: When the soldiers from the garrison–

      The Emperor chuckles, holds his jaw and shakes his head. He leans forward in his seat and regains his regal erect posture.

      Emperor: The irony had escaped me until this moment. Colonel-- Colonel–

      The Emperor snaps his fingers in quick succession.

      Emperor: What was the name of the man who is on Our throne?

      Aide: Colonel Mengistu.

      The Emperor looks up and scowls at his aide.

      Emperor: Don’t mock me! That was our general who attempted to take control while We were in Brazil around the time of Her Majesty’s death. Speak. What is the name of the present usurper?

      Agitated, the aide looks around with caution and fear. He leans over the coffee table and whispers.

      Aide: Majesty, their names are identical. The first was a general, the second a colonel.

      The aide straightens up as the Emperor sighs and slumps.

      Emperor: Yes. But of course. Stationed at a garrison in Harrergé to protect Our patrimony, Dagmawi Mengistu schemed his way to Our capital and seized Our son’s inheritance.

      The Emperor chuckles.

      Emperor: Little did he know that he had liberated me to reflect on matters of my own heart. This luxury We have not had since Our exile in Bath during the Italian Occupation.

      The aide, earnestly.

      Aide: GetoCHu, Bath was where your Majesty gave that famous speech at the League?

      Emperor: Bath, young man, is in England. The speech, We delivered in Geneva, Switzerland.

      The Emperor shivers and crouches in his seat. The aide scrambles around the coffee table and grabs a cape draped on the back of the Emperor’s leather armchair. He then unfurls the cape and wraps it around the Emperor’s body.

      A few minutes pass. Impatient drivers honk their horns in the distance. The Emperor pulls the loose cape tightly around his body and leans back.

      Emperor: I was always amazed by the transformation of Monsignor Jarrseau’s-he was my tutor and a Capuchin friar-dour countenance when he talked about the 24 Venetian crystal goblets that were presented to my father. Four or five, I must have been, when I first became aware of the goblets. “Sire,” Monsignor liked to say, “these 16th century Venetian crystal goblets are of exquisite craftsmanship! Such artistry! Such refinement! Such elegance! His Highness, your father, must have made a powerful impression on the Italian officials with whom he was negotiating the treaty. It isn’t every day that one is presented with objects symbolizing the magnificence of Venice.” Trained from an early age to restrain displays of emotional excess, Monsignor’s occasional unguarded passionate outbursts made me uncomfortable. And yet, for my father, these goblets were just…goblets. The discrepancy between my father’s indifference and Monsignor’s ardor toward these goblets made them objects of my scrutiny.

      Aide: Was the goblet on the coffee table here part of the set of 24?

      The Emperor smiles, looks down, and speaks as if by rote.

      Emperor: The Emperor should always remind himself. Youth and Impatience, Impatience and Youth. Forever inseparable.

      A fly makes its presence known, buzzing and crisscrossing the shaft of light. The Emperor follows the fly in its erratic trajectory as it disappears into darkness.

      Emperor: I am not sure that I remember her in person or if I simply recall the idea of my mother. You see, I must have been two or three when she died. And yet, I am certain that I saw her refracted image once when I drank out of one of the 24 Venetian goblets.

      The Emperor notices the aide’s perplexed expression.

      Emperor: Let me explain. Although I had an older brother, it was clear from the start that I was my father’s favorite. He indulged my every whim. Whenever there was a banquet, he permitted me to eat with him and his guests in the same dining hall. I sat only a few mesobs away from my father. Until they reached young adulthood, children in those days were not allowed to take their meals with their elders. At that time, I must have been six or seven so my presence was an anomaly.

      In honor of his return from a year’s governorship of Tigray, my father’s lieutenants held a banquet in the Palace dining hall. While others were deep in conversation or dipping morsels of the celebrated raw Harrar beef in awaze, I threw furtive glances to make sure that I was not being noticed. I then raised my goblet in the direction of my father, held the base and rotated the 16th century chalice. The drink inside the goblet-I don’t remember what I was allowed to drink-swirled violently as numerous reflections of my father’s image at the head mesob appeared on the enameled crystal surface. Comforted by his multiple presences, I examined his composed countenance with solitary glee and pride. First, the muffled chatter in the dining hall, then the whispers of my dinner mates-my cousin Imru and our playmate Tefera Belew-faded out. Neither the monks of Gishen Maryam nor the hermits of Waldeba, I am sure, had ever experienced this silence, this tranquility that had engulfed my entire being that day.

      When the liquid in the goblet settled, my mother’s luminous face emerged through the crystal, framed in garlands of gilt festoonery as my father’s reflections dissolved. I hungrily devoured her image. The five or six strands of dubious memories that flashed through my head at the speed of a Wello stallion offered no hints of my mother’s overall disposition. I did not know how long she would stay with me. Fearful of losing her, I held the goblet still above my head and stared into it. Unbeknownst to me, Imru and Tefera had noticed my peculiar preoccupation with the goblet.

      “Can’t handle the barley, eh?” Tefera boisterously interjected, as he leaned over the mesob and snatched the goblet from my hand. My eyes did not waver from the goblet as the liquid sloshed from side to side, spilling over the rim. Tefera gulped a mouthful and grinned provocatively. He was a head taller than both Imru and me. Early on, because of my stature, I had learnt to use my wit to fight my battles. I understood the value of masking my emotions from my adversaries. However, I have never been as close to losing my self-control as I was that day. I was about to hurl insults at Tefera when I felt Imru’s hand holding my wrist under the mesob. I breathed in deeply and calmly turned toward Imru. Oblivious to Tefera’s goads, Imru and I talked about the jars of honey that my father had brought from Tigray for a few minutes. Tefera soon became bored and offered to return my goblet. Once I finished telling a long-winded explanation of a rather dull incident at the train station in Dire Dawa, I grabbed the goblet from Tefera while my eyes remained focused on Imru. My composure did not betray the turmoil within. Moments later, Tefera struck a conversation with a server holding a tray of meat.

      I immediately raised and looked into the goblet. My mother’s radiant face shimmered until we finished our meal.

      And then, one day, four months shy of my fourteenth year, my father became fatally ill. He had fallen ill on his way to Addis Abeba and was being treated by a doctor in Kulibi. I was told, in his delirium, he whispered but only a single word: Teferi. I was, of course, immediately summoned. For the first time…

      The Emperor’s slim body shakes violently as he breaks down and weeps. His tears languidly flow over his wrinkled cheeks and retreat into his thick gray beard. His aide remains immobile. Several minutes pass. A few dogs snarl nearby.

      Emperor: For the first time in my life-I suppose it was also for the last-I was allowed to enter his bedchambers. The heels of my brand new calfskin boots echoed on the tiled floors of the anteroom as I briskly walked past several crafty courtiers struggling out of their seats to realign their loyalties. For a moment, I stood at my father’s bedroom doorway, ready to bow. But then, I did not recognize the person who was feverishly tossing in his bed. What I saw was not the renowned hero of Adwa but a frail middle-aged man, propped up by several pillows, scrambling to appeal a sentence passed on him by his Creator. I was completely detached.

      I was examining him from a distance when his most senior aide tried to nudge me through the doorway. I did not budge. Irritated, the senior aide commanded me to enter. I stirred not.

      And then, he whispered my name. Turning my back on court etiquette, I ran, without bowing at the doorway, and knelt next to his bed. I grabbed his warm hand, leant my face against his arm, and wept uncontrollably. I drenched his arm and bed sheets with my tears. He then slowly turned in my direction and opened his eyes. He was terrified. We both realized that he was about to die but I instinctively knew that the fear in his eyes was not for what his Creator lay in store for him, but for what awaited his soon-to-be-orphaned son. I was at once engulfed with two contradictory feelings: love and isolation. My father’s unconditional love electrified my entire being as he weakly stroked my forehead. I also realized how vulnerable I was going to be once the blood stopped flowing through his reassuring hand.

      “Benediction,” bellowed the senior aide. “There is no time left. You must receive your benediction,” the senior aide repeated as he attempted to wrest my hand from my father’s arm. My fingers obstinately clamped around my father’s wrist. And then, he flinched. Alarmed at my father’s reaction, I was about to release his arm when I heard his command. “Leave him,” he said in a clear resounding voice. Muttering familiar accusations of leniency and indulgence, the senior aide stepped back.

      My father cupped my cheek and smiled weakly. I wiped my tears with my sleeve and gently removed his hand from my face. I knelt on the floor on both knees, back erect, and waited.

      He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He then put his right hand on my right shoulder and opened his eyes. His lips moved for a long time. I could not hear or understand a single word. It did not matter. I was beginning to relish my first and last private and intimate moment with my father.

      When he finished, he gestured toward the chair next to his bed. I stood up and commanded all of his attendants, including the senior aide, to leave the room. The senior aide grumbled and, followed by the attendants, walked out of the room. They huddled in the corridor outside the bedroom and stood vigil. Hitherto, I had never dared to order any them. However, with this act, I had unknowingly taken a giant leap into adulthood. The senior aide and attendants’ compliance launched the transition of power in the household.

      I sat on the chair next to his bed and held his hand. We both soon fell into a deep slumber.

      Anxiety, that night, burst through the doors of the household and inundated the compound. In the back yard, the rooster crowed a full hour before its usual time. I woke up, enveloped in darkness, and panicked. Instinctively, I turned toward my father’s bed and groped for his face trying to locate his nose. I roughly shoved my index finger under his nostrils. He was still breathing.

      Through the bedroom doorway and down the corridor a kerosene lamp shone dimly. Fearful of waking up my father, I removed my calfskin boots and walked down the corridor, past several relatives and attendants sleeping on chairs and sprawled on the floor along the wall. I grabbed the kerosene lamp, returned to my father’s bedchamber and placed the lamp on the nightstand between his Bible and his fob. Positioning my chair between the nightstand and my father’s bed, I blocked the light off his face.

      Stroking the worn out monogram engraved on the lid of my father’s fob, I hesitated before I carefully opened it. The second hand grazed past the large Roman numerals on the dial, its frenzied rotation reverberating in the room. Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick. It was exactly 1:05 am. I snapped shut the gold-leafed lid, replaced the fob on the nightstand and picked up my father’s Bible. I held it close to my face and flipped through several pages. Frrrrrrm. Frrrrrrm. Frrrrrrm. Cold, fresh air blew on my face, a momentary respite from the dank and oppressive stillness. I tiptoed and raised my knees, balancing the Bible on my thighs. I opened the Book. Job commanded my attention. I placed my finger randomly in the middle of the page and whispered out a passage.

      “Wherefore then hast thou brought me forth out of the womb? Oh that I had given up the ghost, and no eye had seen me! I should have been as though I had not been; I should have been carried from the womb to the grave.”

      A shudder ran through my body as my father’s cold hand grasped my left wrist. I turned around expecting the worst. As I could not see his face in the darkness, I bent forward and rested my chin on the bed near his shoulder. Awash in the soft kerosene light, my father’s composed face glowed. He was sleeping soundly.

      I was, for the first time that I can remember, able to examine my father’s face at close range and at leisure. I was comforted by the reflection. My eyes were his eyes, my nose was his nose, and my lips were his lips.

      His Bible began to close and slide between my thighs. Mindful of his grip, I locked my knees, grabbed the Bible with my right hand and stuck my index finger to retain the page. Relieved, I leant back in my seat. My father’s face was now obscured in darkness. I continued where I had stopped.

      Are not my days few? Cease then, and let me alone, that I may take comfort a little. Before I go whence I shall not return, even to the land of darkness and the shadow of death; A land of darkness, as darkness itself; and of the shadow of death, without any order, and where the light is as darkness.

      End of chapter. A hyena laughed in the distance as a chorus of dogs in the compound drowned his merriment with furious barks. An attendant lying on a brittle rattan mat in the pitch-dark corridor grunted and rolled as the crackling sound of his makeshift mattress echoed in the hallway.

      I was turning over chunks of pages when I discovered a stack of photographs wedged in the spine. Excited at the prospect of finding a photograph of my mother, I shuffled past a few familiar photographs of myself alone and with my father, and, an autographed photograph of Janhoy Menelik. The handwriting was difficult to decipher. I held up the picture against the light and read the writing scrawled over GetoCHu’s dark ceremonial robe. "To Makonnen, my beloved brother, trusted confidante and esteemed advisor. Menelik."

      Disappointed at not being able to find my mother’s picture, I decided to put the photographs away. With my right hand, I picked up the small pile of photographs and shut my father’s Bible. Attempting to arrange the pictures in an orderly manner, I gently tapped their jumbled corners against the cover of the Bible. The backyard rooster crowed thrice in quick succession. I imagined it to be 2:00 am.

      I stuck the photographs in my father’s Bible and replaced the Book on the nightstand. My father was still holding on to my arm. I stroked his hand and slumped in my seat. Weary of standing on tiptoe, I slid my legs forward and lowered my heels. I felt something under my bare feet. Glancing below, I noticed a picture camouflaged by the intertwined motifs on the Persian rug next to my father’s slippers. It must have strayed while I was looking at the stack of photographs. I leant forward and stretched my right hand. It was beyond my reach.

      Gently, I removed my father’s hand from my forearm and laid it across his chest. He mumbled inaudibly. The kerosene lamp flickered. We were soon going to be without light. I got up and picked up the photograph.

      I lifted the kerosene lamp and held it close against the photograph. And then, I saw her face. She was standing next to her father who was seated on a Victorian Gothic chair. Her sorrowful eyes were in sharp contrast to her defiant puckered lips and upright carriage. I turned the photograph over and read the handwriting. January 1899. The photograph was taken a few months after my father and Janhoy Menelik had marched against her rebellious father and a month before he had submitted to the Emperor in Dessie. I turned the photograph over and smiled, marveling at her defiant expression. The sense of loss and isolation that nearly crushed me a few hours ago had evaporated. I was smitten and had fallen in love. The kerosene lamp burned out. I stood in the darkness, giddy with excitement.

      The Emperor sits up into the bright shaft of light. The sun shines not on a melancholic eighty-two year old monarch but on the optimistic face of an adolescent.

      Emperor: That was the first time I saw her…that was the first time I saw Aster Mengesha.

      To be continued…

      Life diaries

      We at SELEDA have more free time than should be legal or healthy, so, very often, our minds go wondering where no mind should. Once, we sat around discussing the meaning of aTmit and aTmit by-products in modern Ethiopian society until even the most verbose among us went QuaQ.

      Occasionally, salient ideas float by us (the last one logged in on November 9, 1989 at 4:23 a.m.), and we feel justified at renewing our license to SELEDify.

      We are proud of our latest brainstorm—putting two Ethiopians from different continents together and letting them loose on the nuances of their milieu. Yep. The Ginko Baloba thing-a-ma-boob we have been megat-ing has finally yielded something other than panic attacks and excessive gas.

      And so…

      We present this month’s Life Diarists: London versus Washington D.C. May the best displaced, disillusioned and disowned Ethiopian win.

      TO: The Urban Arbenga

      FROM: The Suburban Grazmach-ess

      Nefsay, Hoday, Anjete, Kulalitay, Ye AGERAY Sew, Ye wonzay lijj

      Here we are at the tail end of this Tsom, and here come these tencolegna SELEDA editors tempting our souls with self-absorbent exhibitionist inter-gender interfacing… in short, KOONENAY. Yiqir yibelachew, really. Now that SELEDA has successfully suckered us into this, I think it best to start by warning you that I’m one of those LUVVIES who believes that we have to heal each other NOW, laugh a little and love a lot TODAY, if we are ever to do more than survive FOR THE MOMENT. If we are to recover and regenerate our country TOMORROW. (Please don’t tease me, as some of my friends do, by breaking out in a verse of Kumbayah, We shall overcome, or worse “Tew simangn hageray”. OK??)

      I am completely convinced that Ethiopian men and women in their 30’s have come through a lot and have to start healing each other, and I suspect that the key to the process, the one who must start the ball rolling, is the woman. So, Nasti, aref bel wedajay, Boonas?? Yifela?? Min yimTa? Min yiQreb??? (I wonder if this is the way you want to be treated? Or do you reject it all, with a great big IMBI! A self-sufficient Urban Arbenga too busy fighting fat, cholesterol and other windmills of American living. Indemin neh yihon?)

      Where was I? Ah, yes, HISTORY… sima, inkanji, I’m here in England where most of Ethiopia’s looted historical artifacts are housed in museums. The most tragic thing that was hauled away was Emperor Tedros’s son, Alemayehu, who died here at a very early age, probably of sadness, and is buried at the Windsor Castle. His quiet death is in contrast to Zerai Deres’, who died fighting in the streets of Rome against the Fascist occupation of Ethiopia. Alemayehu CHilim alebet, Zerai biliCH alebet. Every time I meet a “young Ethiopian professional” man, I ask myself, is he an “Alemayehu” or a Zerai??? Do you have an equivalent historical reference point, measuring tape or scales you use on Ethio-Anglo-American women? (Yes, I am going to stick to the SELEDA subject/theme if it kills me).

      OK, So I’m haunted by the ghost of Ethiopia’s past and need to get a life, I know, it’s sad…and utterly unfashionable…to fantasize about things like “Ye Abesha Wenay” , that QofTana, QoraT, miTmiTa-dusted, Qariya-crunching WENDATA-ness. But sadly, I do. I imagine I hear the lions roaring at the full moon that shines on the thick, thick CHaca against which can be seen the striking silhouette of a sinQ-slinging goferayed jegna. And when I strain against the sound of buzzing crickets and the roaring lions I can hear him mumbling to his mauzir shotgun. A man who does not trust his own heart let alone his friends… Wei Fano… Wei Fano…inayn, inayn FINFIN yadirgen inna…Wui!

      …Isn’t it unfortunate that there are no such songs about the bravery or even the general character of Ethiopian women? There is a song by Thedros, “Girma Mogese Nesh”, which I thought for a long time was sung by an Ethiopian man to an Ethiopian woman, but I’ve since been told that it is, in fact, a song for Ethiopia. Let me know if you think of a replacement song other than Tutuye’s "Kiw Kiw iyalu/setoch gud afelu ". OOPS, sorry about that, I keep going off the deep end.

      Isti, egrhin lTebew, to hell with that equal rights amendment bill of your’n. Besides, what if I have a foot fetish?? I guess it’s OK THEN, huh? Supposedly liberated ferenji women licking, all up in between them pink toes. ECH!!!WEDEZA.

      Ijjihin lasTatbih, innatay, why should you walk so far… to the bathroom sink??? Then, here is a little suff fitfit, a little azifa, some miTad shiro, kik weT and … isti b’lit adergilgn, better yet, isti lagursih. Then, talk… Qided. Isti teCHawet…

      See you soon.

      TO: The Suburban Grazmach-ess

      From: The Urban Arbenga

      Grazmach-ess,

      Selam eleshalhew anchye yagere lij

      Wenésh Ethiopiawi Writing-ish yeferenj

      Tikikil bleshal "The URBAN Arbegna "

      Gin aydelehugnim be-field-é misera

      Beleché adralhew Geta yikber

      Balhonem professional or white collar worker

      Esti lasredash laCHawtish s’lné

      Yachin duka sibesh kof bei kegoné

      Little did I know that exercising my constitutional right to free association, and fancying myself to be on par with those who write on SELEDA, would put me in this awkward position of responding to someone with such agility of language and self-assuredness…especially in contrast to the soft-spoken, submissive women I am used to. Fortunately for me, before I could finish saying “Guday fella!” !, you took me back to a reassuringly familiar world. Your letter spoke the words that are music to my ears: ‘Igrigin liTeb’… ‘Ijihin LiTeb’…‘Buna yifela’… ‘Min yiqreb’? To all of which I say, "Afé QuriT yibelilish !

      This is not to say that I no longer feel intimidated by your intellectual poise, Ethiopiawi confidence and stylistic grandeur. So I approach our tete-a-tete with much self-doubt and an unsettling tremor in my heart that I might not live up to SELEDA’s expectations.

      As to your notion of the Ethiopian archetype of jegna, QofTana, and QoraT whose blood is permeated with Ye Abesha Wené, I am again afraid I might disappoint you. I must sadly report that I am none of those things. As far as I am concerned, Zerai Deres is such a distant, mythical figure, you might as well talk about Zeus or Osiris. To me, Ethiopian history, about which my knowledge is miniscule (although I would be grateful for any free lesson from you), is such a burdensome subject that it only amplifies my pitiful inadequacies. My Urban Arbegna persona consists mainly of a struggle to pay my bills, send money to my family and pay my Heineken taxes. My battlefield exploits are blissfully limited to the perimeters of 18th and Columbia Streets in Washington D.C. My Adwa and MaiCHew are found in the dimly lit basement of Meskerem Restaurant and the flag-draped patio of Fasika Restaurant. My battle cries of fukera, kererto, and shilela, are held during a weekly session of “Asresh Micheu” in the suffocating confines of a zigubgn.

      To some extent I am the Abesha poster child permanently captured in SELEDA’s first issue: black leather-wearing, Toyota Camry-driving, leather couch-owning, political asylum-seeking, carryout-eating, serially-dating Ye DC Abesha. But please don’t think of me as tacky and vain (although I have no good argument to convince you that I am neither). Vanity to me is the obsession with fighting cholesterol and fat, and building muscles. I happily gorge myself with kitfo, qinCHé, and ye beg fitfit several times a week, idmé le Abesha restaurants. I approvingly look at my expanding waistline and hear my mother say to me, “Amrob’hal! Qelteh! Wefereh!”.

      So you may wonder, is there any redeeming quality here? There is only one I could think of: I strongly root for Ethiopian professionals. Though I really, really want to belong to the ivy-class and contribute to my country, I also know that I am marooned permanently here in America in order to help my family and to earn my ilet ingera. But you, my dear, yene imbebet , you occupy that rarefied air, up there where I can only look but not touch. I marvel at all of the professional Ethiopians who seem to have it all. When I hear some of my friends discuss Rousseau, Hadis Alemayehu, Dostoyevski, and Birhanu Zerihun, all in one breath, it blows my mind; when I see their happiness and sadness quotient zigzagging in tandem with the graphs of the stock market, I am filled with pride that they and I occupy the same geographic location; when they whine about their quarterly bonus that is larger than my annual income, I say “Wend ayer weled, you deserve more”; and when I hear them complain that a neighbor has just bought a late model lawn mower and theirs is only too noisy, I say, “Show them you mean business, go for the turbo-powered one, yene jegna.”

      So, my Grazmach-ess:

      Ichin kawegan yebeQal lahune

      FeTen bei melsu lie atasTebeq’n

      TO: URBAN ARBEGNA

      From: SUBURBAN GRAZMACHESS

      Interlude

      Urban Arbegna

      Minew aderekeng

      IZ-Stalker Negeri

      Dejih Simelales

      Rasen Sanageri

      Yetsafkulih neger

      Kametta chigiri

      Yikir Bilo Malef

      Wey Menegageri

      Inaym “STA” ilalehu

      Ishi’inekebaber

      Ye “Mood Kwa” anihoon

      Isti’anidebaber

      “Buzz-Kill” sayloon befit

      Bakih Initebaber

      Tolo’inicherisew

      Yeteseten Neger.

      TO: URBAN ARBENGA

      FROM: SUBURBAN GRAZMACH-ESS

      Minew Minew jal??? It’s Tsom!! No meat, remember?? Tadya minew anjeten tibelaleh?? Inem yanten bilit, aydel??? These askonagn Seleda editors have succeed in getting us to this ghannem of spilling-guts-and-dulet diaries. I take comfort in imagining their 1,000 sigdets for each on of our entries which I’m sure they will be ordered to do. From Hudaday, to Himmamat to History to Hannibal Lectern-like anjet meblat. How did we get here, anteye??

      I am so looking forward to details of battlefield exploits from 18th and Columbia Street and mishig memoirs from the Abesha fortress of Meskerem, Fasika and other similar outposts. My daily battle is in Croydon, way down South over London Bridge and the murky Thames River. London’s final frontier. Croydon is actually a suburb pretending to be a kebele of London but it’s my Plymouth Rock. It’s where the pioneer settlers from the Ethiopian Diaspora’s first wave into Europe traded country for beads with the natives. It’s where we were given government housing on the doorstep of the asylum processing office. Yes, the Home Office building is in Croydon and, after the Maryam church, it’s still the best place to be guaranteed a close encounter with a new Ethiopian.

      Further North, members of the second and third waves of the Diaspora live as married/cohabiting couples, young families and single professionals. Those who haven’t left for the greener money of America, that is. Croydon, in contrast, is now home to a very large azawintoch kibeb of first generation asylum seekers who arrived as groups of related nuclear families and sometimes even a servant in tow!!! (like my Aunt who arrived with her cook and used to be known by the English as the woman with the two husbands!!!) Since those bitter days, that 1970’s winter of our discontent, we didn’t unpack for years, thinking we would go back tomorrow. To this day, many Croydon Ethiopians have not applied for British citizenship and/or returned to Ethiopia. Pain? Pride? Principles? Don’t ask.

      Overall, though, I want to tell you that I have not found, in second or third wave Diaspora Ethiopians, a feeling of being lucky to be alive. In my opinion, the refugees of 1974 feel lucky to have beaten the odds by escaping, lucky to survive, and are driven by the need to do well despite/to spite Mengistu. In the early eighties I used to be so happy as a teenager to get away from stuffy old Croydon and finally be “a majority” with other teenage and young Ethiopians from the diaspora’s second wave. They used to call us feudal and we used to call them dergies, and I remember their delight in dodging the draft but could never reconcile this glee with their love for Ethiopia AND the revolution. I mean, if you love it, serve it right?? What was this eating with two knives? At the People-to-People concert, the second wave refugees did the protest march outside the gates of the concert hall but, when the concert began, they put down their signs, pulled out their tickets and went in to see it!! Let me tell you, my Croydon Group was absolutely stunned. It was only their great youthful numbers and the Amharic Music in the new and miserable government-granted Ethiopian Community Center that kept us crossing the river. And it was only our contacts with the Rastas, our knowledge of London and our ability to explain Posh and Cockney English and how to beat the welfare system that made us tolerable to them, too. We remain separated by a river of History as unclear and cold as the Thames.

      Speaking of history, if any of the Croydon shimagilles hear you talking about being mofer and kenbered by Ethiopian history and, worse yet, feeling inadequate, I fear you would be turned upside down and given a berberay steam bath. What’s the matter with you?? Don’t you know there’s a war on?

      And it’s soooooo American to measure everything by money and material success. Uruh Temesgen Bel antuh sewye. As far as I’m concerned any Ethiopian between the age of 32 and 42 who has survived without going crazy is a professional. A professional survivor, thank you very much. In addition to living to tell the tale, which is an immense contribution to the country in itself, we can, in addition, contribute to Kilil and country by helping family back home and making babies. That’s my theory anyway.

      Here in England, there is no blue-collar white-collar minamintay. Blue is both a working class collar and a royal colour. The English busboy and chef in a greasy spoon restaurant have cross-counter discussions on Rosseau, Hadis Alemayehu, Dostoyevski and Birhanu Zerihun all in one breath, never mind the “professional ET’s”. But I have not heard yetemaroo, befieldachew yemiseroo Habesha having such discussions. What I do hear is the latest political joke and news on who got/is getting:

      a) married/divorced

      b) an agelgel

      c) deported and

      d) a green card.

      Ingiliz Ager demo, my dear, comparing pay packets is a complete waste of time. Even as a professional, one’s annual income is not that much greater and could even be less than the no-English-speaking-exiled-by-the-auditors Ato Amtatew Beketema who is on welfare in several Kebeles by day and drives a taxi/runs an Ethiopian restaurant by night. Even the “eternal students” in their leather jackets and ankle boots with the zip on the side, and their achir goozo/rejim goozo debates in the University cafeteria, usually have gigs going on the side that keeps them well oiled. Keltew, wefirew, wezam nachew.

      Or should I say, wezam nen. Yes, I must confess, I’m an eternal student. I was accepted at the London University School of African and Oriental Studies Geography Department way back in 1998. I am researching the Nile and want to be a “Doctor”, despite/to spite Mengistu. I’m late because I keep going off to work for the UN. Neither the UN nor the University is offering my field. Their fields are cold, barren, land-mined and foreign to me everyday. Which field is my field? Well, there are two actually. First, that nice, yetatere, aday abeba-filled gimash gasha on Yeka terara and then that red soil field near the lake in Meki, where I can farm selit, pyrethrum and fish.

      By the way, did I tell you I also feel marooned in order to help my family and earn my injera? (Please don’t choose this moment to say it’s your turn to cook and ask me, “Tadya min yitebess?”) Unlike you, however, I cannot bring myself to use the word PERMANENTLY and I’m still shocked that you did, and so casually. METNAY. Besmeab, Wolde Menfes Kidus. May the devil’s ear not hear that word PERMANENT.

      Weyne, I have now well and truly turbo-blow-dried your heart. I promise not to be such a lib adriq again and will try to represent Croydon women better by being soft-spoken and submissive in the next letter.

      Debdebehin saneb Ket biye sikyalehu,

      iskemitidegmiling itebikihalehoo.

      TO: The Suburban Grazmach-ess

      From: The Urban Arbegna

      Two days after sending you my debdabe I had a rather enlightening experience. I got into a car accident where a late model SUV ploughed into my kur-kur mekina. The accident was jolting but minimal. However, the social commentary that followed was rather telling. You see, my dear, I was hit by a car full of Ethiopians carrying a freshly slaughtered mukut for Fassika, skinned-to-order from Ashagre’s Butcher Shop located in the Northern Suburbs of DC. Esu saibka it turns out that occupants of the late model SUV were Mickey, his wife Seble and his parents Ato Menker and Wzo. Dehab. SO WHAT? U MAY ASK AFTER ALL DC is infested with ETHs ready to indulge for amet bal… mene yetebes… WELL this family holds a special place in my life.

      Twenty-two years ago, Ato Menker took a risky gamble and opened up his house (and heart) to a meskin goromsa. He and his family hid me for four months from the wrath of KEY-SHIBBER. Today, Ato Menker is the equb dagna for the Bete Mariam Yebeteseb Equb that helped me build the house my mother proudly owns in Dessie. Mickey and Seble are your typical professionals of the emerging brilliant bourgeoisie class of Ethiopians (more on brilliant bourgeoisie class of Ethiopians at a later discourse). While Mickey’s mother, Wzo. Dehab, is responsible for the renovation of one of the most prominent churches, much like your very own in LONDON, this church serves as a crossroad for ETHs of all ages, incomes, classes and ATTITUDES. Oh, before I forget, Ashagre the butcher (where the prized mukut was purchased) is no stranger either. Asahgre is the leqe-member of the kebele where Ato Menker lived. Ato Ashagre issued me the one piece of document–YEKEBELE METAWQYA that changed my life forever, and ended the extended nightmare that haunted me for three years.

      …a nightmare that began when I first walked from Wadla Delanta, Wello, where my mother lived, to Gonder and across the border into Sudan; when I thought my future would be limitlessly bright. But it was not to be. Two years and three refugee camps later, I had to return to Dessie, where I finished my high school at Woizero Sihin. Soon after, I found myself running from the trigger-happy kebele zebegnas and ended up in Addis with Ato Menker. Armed with the new kebele metawqya from Ato Asahagre, I won a scholarship to BAKU, AZERBIJAN in the former Soviet Union. I was supposed to have become a hydraulic engineer in five years. But, like most of my compatriots, the cries for help from our families–who counted themselves among the blessed when they earned fifty cents a day–resonated louder than the faint, distant promise of a university degree, the salary of a yes-man and the security of middle management at Whana Fisash Agelegelot. My decision to ditch school and dabble in the contraband of blue jeans and electronics smuggling allowed my mother and my family to see a sliver of sunlight in the bleakness of their surroundings. So ended my life in the Former Soviet Union and my attempt to join the educated class. After three years of gypsying around Western Europe, I found myself in DC sixteen years ago to begin, for the first time, a life devoid of physical pain and emotional torment

      For all practical purposes, my little accident could have easily taken place at Doro Manqia, Popolare or even Gullele where the discourse would have been just as distinctly and genuinely Ethiopian, complete with the intricate politeness and measured gestures. The point is DC offers most of the familiar sights and sounds of the old country without the gunshots and destruction. Now, Grazmache-ess, need I say more about the permanent quality of my life in the District; filled with the familiar and yet continually evolving?

      I, like you, long for the scent and sight of an Ethiopia without the violence, misery and poverty from which I fled some twenty years ago. However, to me a prosperous and peaceful Ethiopia is a reckless dream that can cloud my reality. A reality where I hereby remain marooned by the day-to-day fukucha but keep buoyant by the strong legacy of my origin.

      Which brings up a rather sore subject…but a mesertawi teyake that has always bothered me about us Abasha immigrants. Unlike many of our peers from India, Afghanistan, Vietnam, Nigeria, etc, a disproportionate number of Ethiopians–young and old, rich and poor–desperately hang-on to the romantic notion of an EXODUS back to hager bete. I have always wondered if it is some sort mystical yabash wene and yehager fiker that I don’t have, or just a sophomoric gebezenet and kalgna man ale arrogance which is about to have us fight each other into the abyss.

      But then again, when I was just about to give up and close the subject as utterly hopeless… there comes GRAZMACH-ess. With your emergence, I am happy to know that we are not, after all, chronically starving and perpetually fighting knuckleheads. We have, as it turned out, our own luminaries that can light a glimmer of hope.

      BESMAM! LEBE YASEBWEN INTERNET YAWETAWAL YELALU, BEI ESHI BEZU ALEKAKESKHU. I need guidance. I eagerly wait for you to rescue me from myself.

      To: The Urban Arbegna

      From: The Suburban Grazmach

      Inkwan addereseh ! Let me start by saying how happy I am that we have managed to avoid the Ethiopian version of the whole No Scrubs/No Pigeons discoor. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Your description of the Abesha Car Accident in Washington? Firiss new miyadergew, besaQ limot. You are lucky, you have the best of both worlds, and you deserve the luxury of finding the familiar and yet continually evolving. Ayzoh, QeTilibet, my dear Urban Arbenga, you wear your title well, for not only are you winning life, as we say, but you have got a second life, as the game goes.

      Having read that, however, I stumbled upon your angebgabi Tiyaqé on the Exodus. Ereg, ereg, ereg, IKIKIKIKIKI, indi negn inna!! Who is being arrogant really?? Not the sophomoric Gebiz kalegna man alé people who dream of a grand Exodus but you, you who has experienced such a great miracle of life, a renaissance; you who has the best of both worlds cannot imagine a prosperous and peaceful Ethiopia? Minew lijjay? Can you really only see chronically starving and perpetually fighting knuckle heads?

      Actually, I don’t blame you. All of us who have left and live outside Ethiopia think that the minute we left Her, time stood still. As if the little cousins, and neighborhood CHoochays we left behind would never grow up, as if our awful experiences were somehow being repeatedly rerun like the mediocre sitcoms on ferenji TV. A classic case of “Iné kemotku serdo aybeQlm”, which I suffered from until I returned to Ethiopia after a long, long time.

      Did I tell you my last job took to me to Wello? Bati Bira Fabrika in Kombolcha is run by a foreign company and a major shareholder of that company is an Ethiopian who grew up in Wello. She organized to have the diff-diff from the beer production distributed (for free) to farmers in distress to feed the remaining animals from the livestock decimated by two years of failed belg rains. In Dessie, I stayed at the Kwali Ber Hotel, locally known as the EDU hotel; the owner, a widow, provides employment to the children of those who most probably wished her dead, but she has no hard feelings. Out in Gubbalafto, an upper-middle class, ex-feudal farmer who happened to be able to hang on to his farm was busy making plans in conjunction with Gibrina people on how to re-stock the lost herds of his less fortunate neighbors.

      Meanwhile, orphans of the 1974 drought, raised in the Children’s Home in Jarré just outside Dessie, have been trained to craft the abundant leather of the livestock-rich Wello into beautiful belts and bags and shoes and wallets and hats. The outlets for these goods are growing beyond Dessie’s Piasa street and the gebeya to include the newly reopened Dessie Museum. The prettiest car is owned by the youngest, much-sought-after bachelor, a clever chap who transports hyQ fish to Addis Abeba. Weizero Sihin’s school had just had a spring cleaning and the gates with her name on it have been re-polished; it’s hard to tell who is shining more, the gates or the beautiful children streaming through it. My point? My point is that it is neither reckless nor a dream to imagine Ethiopia as being anything more than a place to be fled and fed. It is arrogant to imagine that Ethiopia will not become prosperous and peaceful.

      Life, (beyond that Ethio-American round trip holiday to the Sheraton, La Parisienne, the night-clubs on the Wello Sefer’s fake Sunset Strip, Langano weekends and for the more adventurous, the package Bahr Dar-Lallibela-Gondar-Axum, has gone on, and yes, gotten better. Never mind us, with the best of both worlds; those IN ETHIOPIA, those who stayed and lived through, and are living through, the tedegagami miserable endings, believe that there is hope. More than hope. I have relatives from Inemor who have no doubt they will be millionaires (there are plenty of Merkato millionaires), and whenever they see that road project near WelQitay bring the road closer and closer to their farms, what they see is THE MARKET. It is ironic that we are sitting in the capitals of the free market economy but we can’t see a market. We can’t see the forest for the trees, as the Ingiliz say.

      It is true, like many, I would not return to work “in my field” in Ethiopia for the miserable pay. But for how long will it be more profitable and smarter to stay away, in the name of helping family? Am I immigrant labour that will go home to retire? Will I die working for the corporation and the betterment of America? It’s not that I listen too hard and read too much into Teshome Mitiku’s parable song about the woman who left him in Ethiopia with the children and never returned, or Adane Ademe’s song “Yehedubet Yet New” about the cows mooing for all those who left in the 70’s and refuse to return…the brain drain.

      NO NO, I really believe we can have productive lives and make a good living in Ethiopia if we save money and return to start businesses. To me, it’s that simple. Yes, I have read Hell-Hole Diaries but I think that one cannot just GO BACK without reconciling oneself to the past and being prepared to learn from the realities of Ethiopia’s present. It’s useless to go back and think that you can teach Ethiopia and Ethiopians a lesson or two. Yashofubihal; that is what I think happened in the Hell-Hole Diaries. Apart from such psycho-social prerequisites, I also think that one must genuinely LOVE Ethiopia and one’s Ethiopian-ness when living and working in Ethiopia because it is Ethiopian to mistrust, reject, not cooperate with and defeat anything and anyone that is not on that frequency. A patriotism and nationalism that is thriving NOW. Amazing.

      Did you say they say “Yalegna man ale”?? Ishi, Tira, inde Itiyopiyawee man ale?? You’re lucky we have SELEDA to put out this history issue cause you sho’nuff need it. This emerging brilliant bourgeoisie class you are talking of, inesuss min yilalu? Talk to me now.

      TO: The Suburban Grazmach-ess

      From: The Urban Arbegna

      I once read a rather funky one-liner on a T-shirt, “The cost of living is dying; EVERONE PAYS.” The cost of living in this land-of-plenty, the land of the free, is you gets caught up in an endless cycle of production and consumption–shamelessly resembling yehager bet ahya. In return, we the PEOPLE dreamily enjoy the standard dividends of being a faithful ahya. THE PRICE: the last several years of my life have been devoid of reflection and self-scrutiny. And you, Grazmach-ess–my newly found yenefse enat–you have snapped open my conscious and shoved me into a psychological whirlpool of self-scrutiny and reflection. Lesu talak mesgana akerblhu.

      Ye wello tarikesh betam leb yemyares ena yehager fiker yemkesekes new. Honom, Grazmache-ss, you have left out some minor details, or may I say you have overlooked something rather fundamental. Quick. Quick— Enqokelesh-Menawkelsh– what do a Dessie Birra lady, a newly minted Grazmach-ess, and the owner of the snappiest Koreda-mobile in Dessie have in common? Yemayawelwel yehager fiker? Ummm…maybe–maybe not…endegena moker…eshi… how about a wefram bank account? MOST definitely. You see, since the beginning of time, the people who can make a difference in Ethiopia are those who control the resources. Thus Ethiopia can be better served by those with the appropriate resources and NOT by middle-aged immigrant underachievers like me.

      Talking about the Rich, Bold and Beautiful, my hope for Ethiopia lies with the swelling ranks of cutthroat self-serving Ethio-American capitalists busily carving out their share of the pie here in America. Not because they have yehager feker but for the immense opportunity. This new class of brilliant bourgeoisie (BuBu), armed with their Ivy League degrees, stock options and American-style cutthroat attitude, is starting to discover Wello Sefer, Langano and The Gazebo. Yes, they are spending their $$ today on what might seem buwalt ena fez (an important and real contribution to the economy) but their trained eyes are bound to notice the upside for Mega-Profit.

      I am high on BuBus–they are a special bunch–brilliant, ambitious and free of demons. A privileged beginning had given them the early momentum. Discipline and ambition allowed them to maximize every opportunity. The early BuBus are the outcome of American School, GSS, English School, St. Joseph, etc. The later ones are outcomes of some of the finer American public schools. They were processed by the American higher education machinery and delivered to the biggest names in BIG business. BIG conglomerates have turned them into blood-sucking profit junkies. They seek each other out and live, play, and work with each other. They marry each other. ACS marries Sanford (Editors add “As if!”), St. Joseph marries Nazareth, Georgetown marries Berkeley, GAP marries Microsoft. They are true global citizens: multi-lingual, well traveled and devilishly charming.

      To BuBus, Ethiopia is a novelty they relate to it through narrow channels like music, food and SELEDA. But BuBus are Ethiopia’s asset. Where I see torment and personal pain, they envision lots of open land to harness. Where some romanticize about returning hageren lemerdat, they discern quick and fast profit. That is why I champion BuBus!!! BuBus are PREDICTABLE!! What-You-See-Is-What-you-GET!!! BuBus will not, cannot and do not confuse profit with yehager feker. So I say, while supplies last, give Yerga Chefe, Methara and Bole Bulbula to BuBus, their ferenji friends, and their BIG $$$. And shut out my type, the type marred with painful history and shackled with eternal mediocrity.

      Abstraction is a dangerous game, which for the most part needs to be confined to specially constructed “Ivory Towers.” More importantly, a cocktail of academic abstraction and romanticism is even more potent, as it might land one in a predicament that can blow holes and leave a lasting scar on one’s outlook on Ethiopia-- Hell Hole is a case in point. That is why I am suspicious of pure bego adragot, hageren lerda. I am even more suspicious of tenesh save adrege Ethiopia egebalhu. Let the BuBus IN!!! They all come bundled with a plethora of “isms” and “schisms”.

      GRAZMACH-ess… Thinking that this is my last entry already fills me with nostalgic cramps. As all good things must come to an end, so will our discoor. I am happy and feel very, very edelgna to have had the opportunity to learn from you. EGZIABHER YEBARKESH NUROSH YEMWALA EYALKU ESENABETESHALHU.

      Kadnakot Gara,
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      Roots, Kwas and Reggae

      by Fikru Gebrekidan

      Ethiopia, a country once noted for its isolation, now constitutes an important part of Africa, politically and culturally. Emperor Haile Selassie’s foreign policy has been responsible for the Africanization of Ethiopian identity at a political level. Ethiopia’s cultural evolution in a larger continental context remains an ongoing process. In this essay, I will discuss the role of popular culture as a vehicle of pan-African consciousness insofar as Ethiopian interaction with the rest of Africa is concerned.

      As an academic subject, the study of popular culture has made little inroad into Ethiopian studies. The impact of music and sports on the definition and redefinition of Ethiopian national consciousness is vaguely understood. Yet, it is in mass culture that the Ethiopian society has gone through one of its most profound transformations. Due to the advent of modern media, the Ethiopian urban culture has become increasingly Western on one hand, and more pan-African on the other. Names such as Mohammed Ali, James Brown and Bob Marley have become common household names throughout the country, while Afro, the African-American hairstyle of the sixties, has become a conventional word in the Amharic vocabulary.

      Music

      In the seventies, artists such as Alemayehu Eshete not only composed inspirational songs in support of African freedom fighters, but also styled their stage performances after well-known Motown black artists. This syncretistic trend has since continued among younger artists such as Dawit Melese, Chachi Tadesse and Zeleke Gessesse, whose major innovations include the fusion of traditional Ethiopian music with contemporary Soukous, jazz, Reggae and rap. The impact of these artists outside the sub-region has been modest, unfortunately. Ethiopian music has not burst onto the international scene the way West or South African music has.

      This is because the image of the western half of Africa as the ancestral homeland to American blacks has been commercially exploited often at the expense of other regions. While the search for an “authentic” Africa" has drawn Western promoters to certain pre-designated cultural areas, other parts of the continent are seen as artistically less complex and therefore unmarketable. Thus, notwithstanding the large Diasporic Ethiopian communities abroad, Northeast African pop-music has made no international breakthrough in the same way the Ghanaian Highlife, the Nigerian Juju or the Zairian Rumba has.

      However limited the popularity of Ethiopian music outside the sub-region, Ethiopian culture has gained international attention because of Reggae and Rastafarianism. Rastafari or Rastafarianism is a Jamaican-based religious sect with which most of the Reggae artists are associated. Rastafarians use the Bible as their source of guidance but they differ from other branches of Christianity by their worship of Emperor Haile Selassie as the returned Messiah. Their sect derives its name from Ras Tefari Makonnen, Haile Selassie’s pre-coronation title and family name.

      Because of the intimate association between Ethiopia and Rastafarianism, Ethiopian cultural icons such as the Amharic scripts and the green-gold-red tricolors have appeared on several Reggae album covers. Amharic terms such as ras (duke), selassie (trinity) and negus (king) have also become commonplace words among Reggae fan clubs across the globe. The first Reggae group to incorporate Amharic lyrics on their album was the Abyssinians, a Jamaican-based group. Their 1969 release, Setta Masgana le Amlak Hul Gize (give thanks and praises to the Lord everyday) set a new trend in the evolution of Reggae. The song extended Reggae’s syncretistic repertoire, one that many Jamaican artists found too hard to resist. Ras Michael and the Sons of Negus came up with hits such as Kibr-Amlak (Glory to God) and their own version of the Ethiopian anthem: Ethiopia Thou Land of our Fathers. The lyrics for the Ethiopian Anthem was composed half a century earlier by Arnold Ford, a Garveyite who migrated to Ethiopia in the 1930s. Garvey and his followers had used the word Ethiopia to mean black Africa, but for the Sons of Negus and other Rastas the word Ethiopia was used in its most literal appellation. When another group, the Culture, sang There is a land, far far away; it’s called Addis Ababa, it was obvious the Ethiopia that Rastas had in mind was the Northeast African state of Ethiopia which they regarded as the capital of Africa.

      Ethiopia’s impact on Reggae and its language content is most evident in Ziggy Marley’s 1988 release, Conscious Party. Conscious Party is the first album produced by Ziggy Marley and the Melody Makers, heirs to Bob Marley and the Melody Makers. The group consists of Bob’s two sons, Ziggy and Steven, their mother Rita and grandmother Cedella. It has been said that one of Bob’s plans while alive was to stage a show with musicians from Ethiopia. Ziggy and the Melody Makers made the dream come true by picking the Chicago-based Dalool as their backup band. One of the popular numbers in the group’s 1989 cut, Dream of Home, starts with a full recitation of Abatachin Hoy (The Lord’s Prayer) in Amharic. Such is the popularity of Dream of Home that Abatachin Hoy has since become the opening chant in many of the Marleys’ public concerts.

      Sport

      Unlike in music, Ethiopia’s impact on African sports is more direct and obvious. Ethiopia’s Abebe Bekila has achieved in athletics what Nigeria’s Fela Kute, Cameroon’s Manu Dibango, South Africa’s Mariam Makeba or Zaire’s Franco have accomplished in music.

      In the 1960 Rome Olympics Abebe, a private in the Ethiopian army, astounded the world by running the marathon barefoot and winning a gold medal. The irony of the moment was not lost on the Italians who, only twenty-five years ago, had unleashed the world’s most brutal war on Ethiopia. As reported in the Italian newspapers the next day, it had taken Mussolini’s entire army to defeat the African nation, but it took one barefoot Ethiopian to conquer Rome. The victory was particularly propitious for Africans who, until then, remained sideline spectators of the international sports. Coming as he did at the height of Africa’s independence euphoria, Abebe became a role model for a generation of athletes and his victory beckoned the prominent role Africans would play in international track and field competitions.

      A spectacular victory in the 1964 Tokyo Olympics rendered Abebe a unique place in the games’ history as the only athlete ever to win the Olympic marathon twice; and, following a similar triumph by Mamo Wolde four years later in Mexico City, Ethiopia became the first country to reign consecutively three times over the long-distance race. Abebe, who dropped out halfway through the race in Mexico due to injury, remained Africa’s most popular sports’ ambassador and Ethiopia’s best-known international personage after Haile Selassie. Even after a tragic car accident had left him paraplegic waist down leading to an early death at the age of 41, Abebe’s legend continued to inspire upcoming African athletes for decades to come.

      The 1968 Mexico Olympics was a milestone in African sports for various reasons. First, African sport officials, led by Yidnekachew Tesemma, successfully lobbied and reversed the IOC’s decision to readmit South Africa into the world games as of 1968. Second, the number of African countries participating in the global games grew by several folds in Mexico. Third, due to Kenyans’ outstanding performance in the Latin American city, African runners won more medals that year than all the medals of the previous years combined. With better training facilities and a more conducive political atmosphere, Kenyan athletes would henceforth dominate African track and field competitions, at least until the rise of Haile Gebre-Selassie, the unbeaten champion of the 5000-meter race…

      It should be mentioned here that Ethiopia’s pathfinding role in African sports was not confined to Abebe’s triumphs in Rome and Tokyo. In fact, the year 1992 was to African female athletes what the year 1960 had been to their male counterparts. In the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, Derartu Tulu of Ethiopia became the continent’s first woman gold medalist in the 10,000-meter race. Her success paved the way for the participation of more African female athletes in international track and field contests, which in turn contributed to the historic victory by Ethiopia’s marathonist, Fatuma Roba, in the 1996 Atlanta games. Although, unlike in the Olympics, African participation in World Cup matches has brought no medals, soccer remains the most popular sporting event in the continent. While Kenya, Ethiopia and Tanzania have produced the world’s finest long-distance runners, West and North Africa have contributed the continent’s world-class soccer teams. Cameroon’s Indomitable Lions, Nigeria’s Super Eagles and a number of North African teams have taken part in several World Cup matches, the best performance so far being the Lions’ 1990 advance to the semi final. The proudest moment for African soccer to date is not in the World Cup but in the Olympics. In the 1996 Atlanta games, Nigeria captured world’s attention by snatching the gold medal from the two most favored South American candidates, Brazil and Argentina.

      Ethiopia and the Growth of African Football

      The birth of organized football in Africa at a national level coincided with the emergence of pan-Africanism. In 1957 Sudan Egypt and Ethiopia met in Khartoum and formed the Confederation of African Football: CAF. In the matches held in Sudan that year for the first biennial African Cup of Nations, Egypt emerged the champion. The 1959 and 1962 cups were won by the host nations of Egypt and Ethiopia respectively.

      By later day standards, none of these early cup contests could have been considered regional, let alone continental. The third Cup of Nations hosted in Addis Ababa in 1962, for example, attracted only five countries including Uganda and Tunisia, the newest CAF members. By contrast, when Ethiopia hosted the tenth biennial Cup in 1976, the number of contending nations had tripled despite the introduction of qualifying preliminary matches. Live broadcasting of major matches on the radio had by now spread the soccer craze to all corners of the continent and the game had become a truly pan-African phenomenon.

      But African sports growth also had its setbacks. As far as Ethiopians were concerned, the late seventies marked the beginning of stagnation in their country’s competitive spirit. The Derg’s political crackdown, the red terror, together with civil war and famine triggered a mass flight of people to neighboring countries as refugees, a fact that in turn created a downward spiral in Ethiopia’s long-term socio-cultural development.

      Even in these darkest years, however, Ethiopian influence on the continent was felt through Yidnekachew Tesemma’s elevation to various leadership positions in sports. Yidnekachew’s football career began in his teens. In the mid 1930s, he was one of the founding members of the St. George soccer club. As a post-war government-appointed sport official, Yidnekachew helped promote soccer as a popular national pastime by helping found new teams and arranging matches in different parts of the country. His efforts paid off in 1953 with FIFA’s acceptance of Ethiopia as its fourth African member after Egypt (1923), Sudan (1948) and South Africa (1952).

      Having represented his country at the CAF formation conference in Sudan, in 1961 Yidnekachew was chosen as the organization’s vice president. A decade later, he replaced the Egyptian Abdel Aziz Salem as CAF’s president, a position he held until his death in August 1987.

      For a continent beset with civil strife and political instability, CAF has since remained perhaps the only stable pan-African institution with unsurpassed administrative success. When it started functioning in the late fifties the Confederation had little governmental funding and had to depend mainly on the Egyptian Olympic committee and football association for its annual budget. Three decades later, CAF had not only grown more complex with a much larger administrative body and technical personnel, but its revenue-yielding mechanisms had made the organization self-reliant if profitable.

      The best way to understand Yidnekachew’s significance to African sports is by looking at what Africans outside Ethiopia have written about him. “It would not be immodest to say that apart from being one of the founding fathers of CAF, he has been the author of all the African proposals submitted to the FIFA congress several of which have meant modification of the statutes,” the Nigerian Olu Amadasun comments in his History of Football in Africa. Yidnekachew, the writer continues, “championed tirelessly Africa’s interest especially that which compelled FIFA to grant Africa an additional spot in the 1982 World Cup.” Among other things, he passionately campaigned against alcohol and tobacco advertisements in CAF-sponsored matches and, however unpopular at first, the idea eventually caught on and was put to practice.

      Yidnekachew is further remembered for his outspoken militancy against racism in sports. South Africa had been represented at the first CAF conference in Khartoum but then withdrew when confronted by the anti-apartheid lobby put up by Yidnekachew. CAF eventually imposed an official boycott on South Africa in the aftermath of the Sharpville massacre. Apartheid again became a controversial sports topic when the IOC decided to invite South Africa to the 1968 Olympic games in Mexico City. As Ethiopia’s official spokesperson Yidnekachew called for an international boycott of the games in protest. His campaign held sway on at least forty countries and eventually forced the IOC to reconsider its decision.

      Major organizations with which Yidnekachew was closely associated included the Federation of International Football Association (FIFA), the International Olympic Committee (IOC), the Union of African Sports Olympic Committees Association and the Supreme Council for Sports in Africa. Yidnekachew’s contribution to the development of sports in Africa has earned him international awards and recognition. In 1978, the newly introduced African Youth Championship Cup was named in his honor: Tesemma Cup. Other tributes, according to Amadasun, included an honorary medal by the African Union of Sports Journalists and a sport merit medal by the Zairian government. He was also conferred knighthood by the Ivorian government, a perfect irony for a citizen whose Marxist government espoused the gospel of universal proletarianism.

      Be it in sports or music, pop culture can, in conclusion, be thought as having broadened modern Ethiopian national consciousness and made it more inclusive and more open. For a country with one of the lowest rates of literacy, sport provided a venue by which Ethiopians came to learn more about their continent and the continent about Ethiopia. Similarly, the fusion of Western and African beats with Ethiopian traditional music has created a more cosmopolitan and pan-African cultural ambiance, in turn giving rise to the Ethiopians’ awareness of Africa and the world at large.
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      A View from the Altar

      JEBDU

      By: Solomon Kibriye

      I’m not sure where I should begin. Like most deacons living in the United States, I work outside of the church to make a living. I am a “weekend deacon” so to speak. I studied something completely unrelated in college, and I have a full time job in another field. Being a deacon, however, is an extremely important factor in my life, so I will try and share how I got into this, and what it means to me today.

      As most readers of this article will know, the mid to late seventies in Ethiopia were a time of tumult and change, and the church was not exempted from this. The hierarchy of the church was shaken up by the revolution, and clergy at every level were deeply affected. The events of this time were what propelled me into the service that I continue today.

      As a very young boy, I would be roused in the wee hours of the night every Sunday (and many Saturdays as well) by my father to accompany him to church. I did not particularly enjoy being made to get up, but I would drag myself out of bed and off to church I would go.

      My father, as long as I can remember, has been an active and devoted member of the congregation at Holy Trinity Cathedral. Although there were several churches closer to our home, my father only attended Mass at Kidist Sellassie and nowhere else. Everyone knew him there, and saved his seat for him every week. Although I hated waking up early, once I arrived at church, the reluctance would disappear into the awe I felt for the magnificence of the Cathedral and the beauty of the services. I loved the incense and the beautiful singing of the Liturgy; the mystery of the rituals and the glitter of the robes drew me into a world that my great grandparents and their great grandparents would easily recognize. I had the strong feeling of belonging to something big and protective when I was with all those people who packed the Cathedral every weekend to pray to God and celebrate the sacraments.

      When I started first grade, I attended the Good Shepherd School at Mkanissa. In those days, it was considered to be just outside Addis, and it was run by American Missionaries. Amharic was not taught at this school, so consequently, my command of my native language left a great deal to be desired. I could speak it, but reading and writing it was a nightmare by the time I was in the fourth grade.

      My parents, although pleased with my comfort of the English language, were concerned about my Amharic, and so they hired a deacon, Zelalem, from Holy Trinity to come on weekends and teach my brother and I the basics of reading, writing, prayers and the bible. These weekly sessions moved eventually from our home to the Cathedral, where a gentle old monk, Abba Tsegaye also taught us to sing the Liturgy. Abba Tsegaye would later be made Bishop of Illubabur with the name Abune Tadios. (He subsequently became Archbishop of Eritrea, and died in the late nineteen eighties).

      His goodness and gentleness left a deep impression on me. There were times when I resented being taken to the Cathedral every Saturday to study while my friends were playing tennis at the Tennis Club, or swimming at the Hilton. I would gripe that I didn’t understand why I had to spend Saturday and Sunday at church.

      A person of great importance who professed the atheism that was politically correct in the late seventies asked my father once why he subjected his children to this “superstition” when they should be studying physics or biology instead of Qiddase.

      My father replied, “The reason is because I want them to be good Ethiopians first. People like you, sir, are ‘ba’ed’ (foreigners) in their own country.” Lucky for us, this powerful man either chose to ignore the remark, or perhaps didn’t really care what my father thought.

      But it made an impression on me. The priests and deacons at Holy Trinity did more than just teach us Qiddase and hymns. They told us about the stories of the saints, and importance of various shrines and monasteries in Ethiopia. They taught us about the great Emperors and Empresses and all that they had done. We would walk around the graveyard at the Cathedral, where only those who had fought the fascist Italian invaders could be buried, and we read their life stories form their monuments.

      We saw the monuments to those who were massacred by the Italians on Yekatit 12, when virtually the entire educated class in Addis Ababa (and many more other simple citizens as well) was wiped out because of an assassination attempt against Marshal Graziani, the Italian Viceroy.

      We peered through grated openings to try to see their coffins in the dark chamber under the monuments.

      In that era of communism, we also learned about the last Emperor, Haile Sellassie, by going down into the crypt beneath the Cathedral, to see where his wife and children were buried, and where many gifts the Imperial family had given the cathedral were kept. We saw glittering tiaras that belonged to Empress Menen, and robes that had belonged to the Emperor. There was even a little red glass flask enmeshed in gold and decorated with jewels that had been used by Empress Zewditu at her coronation in 1917.

      We saw portraits of Emperors, Empresses, Princes, Princesses, Generals and Ministers, and learned of their histories. I think that this is what triggered my obsession with history, something that continues to consume me to this very day.

      Between Abba Tsegaye and Zelalem, as well as various other deacons and priest at Holy Trinity, my brother and I were soon singing the mass at the top of our voices at Sunday services. We were joined by my best friend, Lewy, and soon other boys our age were studying with us.

      Little did we know that we were all part of a plot devised and executed by our parents. At the time of the ’74 revolution, the long time dean of the Cathedral had been imprisoned for his close ties to the Imperial government. He was replaced in quick succession by several clerics, none of whom stayed at the Cathedral for very long. The reason these administrators changed so often was in step with the times: the deacons at the Cathedral would refuse to participate in the mass unless so and so was removed from the administration.

      They ‘went on strike’ every time a new administrator was appointed, and the congregation became furious at these constant strikes. As salaried employees, these deacons were exercising hardball labor tactics. To the majority of the congregation, it was an affront to their faith, so they took matters into their own hands.

      They had begun to have us young boys trained to perform the role of the deacons. Finally, in 1977, my father took my brother and I to the Bete Kihnet (the Patriarchal Palace) and we stood before His Holiness Abune Tekle Haimanot, Patriarch of Ethiopia, as he ordained us deacons of the Holy Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church. Soon, my friend Lewy was also ordained, and then several other boys.

      After that, Sundays at our church were very different. We new deacons no longer stood in the Kidist next to our fathers. Now, we were in the Meqdess, near the altar with the other deacons and the priests.

      Our first duty was to stand as attendants for the presiding Bishops when they visited the Cathedral. All the Bishops who visited showed great favor to the little boys who now were increasingly filling the Meqdess. Soon we were being dressed in the heavy gold encrusted vestments to join in the processions at great holidays, or to take the gospels out to be kissed by the congregants. We also began to assist in the actual mass itself. We were not being paid for our services, therefore, we did not strike. The threats of deacon strikes that had marked the previous years dried up and disappeared forever. The number of young deacons increased steadily. It was, for all of us, a very memorable time.

      Today, my job as a deacon is to assist in the performance of the Holy Mass, and to lead the congregation in the singing of the Liturgy. The Ethiopian Church has 14 Qidasses. Certain ones are sung on certain days, and the deacon must keep track of the differences between them. A mistake by a deacon in singing the mass will attract looks of reprimands from all quarters. Many important figures in Ethiopian history were deacons, including most of our Emperors. Several became priests as well. It is an immense history that we deacons must live up to.

      Ethiopian priests and deacons, like those in the other Orthodox Churches can marry and have children. Those who do not, become monks. Only monks can become bishops. Many Ethiopians refer to their church as “Coptic” or “Eastern” Orthodox. These are both erroneous. The word “Coptic” comes from the Arabic work Gupt, which translates to Egypt. The word “Coptic” refers, therefore, to the Christian Church in Egypt, and to the language that the Christians of Egypt speak. We are not Copts, nor do we speak Coptic. The correct term is Ethiopian Orthodox.

      The Patriarch of the Coptic Church formerly used to appoint the Archbishop of Ethiopia from among the Coptic monks of Egypt. This ended with the agreement of the Coptic Orthodox Church in the 1950s when the first Ethiopian Patriarch, Abune Baslios, was enthroned. Even though we are not “Coptic”, we share the same faith and doctrine with the Copts. Unlike the Copts, however, there are doctrinal differences with the Eastern Orthodox Churches, and so the Ethiopian Church cannot be called an “Eastern Orthodox” church.

      The Eastern Orthodox Churches, including the Greeks, Serbs, Romanians, Russians, Bulgarians etc along with the Roman Catholic Churches, and most of the Protestant Churches that broke away from the Catholics, all accept the Council of Chalcedon which took place in the 4th Century. This council of the early church declared that Christ had two natures, one Divine nature, and one Human nature. These natures were separate and distinct. He, therefore, did some things as a Man and others as God the Son. When this decision was made, five churches rejected it and refused to accept the legitimacy of the council as a result. The five churches were the Orthodox Churches of Egypt (Copts), Armenia, Malabar (India), Syria (Jacobite) and Ethiopia.

      These churches maintained that Jesus Christ had only one nature. This nature was a complete unity of the Divine and Human (Tewahido), which was inseparable and absolute. They argued that everything he did, he did as both Man and God and that there was no interruption in the unity of his nature.

      This is what separates the Ethiopian Church from the Eastern Orthodox and the Roman Catholic churches. The five churches that reject Chalcedon are referred to as the Oriental Orthodox. Many Ethiopians seem not to know this. Our rituals are very close to those of the Eastern Orthodox, and we share much of the beliefs and practices of the Catholics as well. However, we are Oriental Orthodox, not Eastern Orthodox.

      The Ethiopian Church is rich in history, music, poetry and philosophy, yet many of us remain ignorant of much of it. I, myself, a deacon of the church, am sadly deficient in my knowledge of these things.

      Many who do not understand the immense wealth she bears have labeled the church backward and ignorant. She has preserved a unique system of musical notation (with a scale of five notes), which is distinct from the European musical notation system. The monasteries were the Universities of Ethiopia, where people went to learn Qine, Digwa, Qidasse, AquaQam etc. The history and culture of the country was safeguarded by the monks who wrote down the events and practices of their times by hand in hundreds of parchment volumes that still exist today.

      In 1981, my life changed when my brother and I came to the U.S. There was no Ethiopian Church in southern New Jersey where I lived for the next four years. My aunt would occasionally take us to a Coptic Church, but although our faiths are close, the languages are very different. It was nice, but not the same. In 1985, I moved to New York City, and began to attend services at Medhane Alem (the Church of the Savior of the World). I have served there ever since.

      Being a deacon has been an important part of my life, especially living in America, and a city like New York. It has kept me centered in a chaotic and often confusing world. A strong sense of family has developed among the congregation and clergy at Medhane Alem, and when I am unable to attend services, my whole week feels incomplete. Being a deacon not only strengthened my sense of culture and history, but it has planted in me a deep and thriving faith in God. I feel as if I have been protected and blessed in a million ways, and this service is the very least that I can do to give back and share what I have been given. For me, the church is a rock that anchors one to faith in God and the goodness that emanates from him. Being a deacon helps me share that comfort with so many Ethiopians of all ages and backgrounds who come to take part in it.

      I have become a New Yorker through and through, and I love the city and it’s colorful ways. Monday through Saturday I am indistinguishable from the hordes of people pushing and shoving their way onto the subways and rushing through life in Gotham. I’m a typical New Yorker and a million things to do and never enough time to do it. I’ve been told that people who live in New York never walk or relax, we just run and stress out.

      Perhaps that’s all true. However, every Sunday, for a little while, I sing the mass, just as that nervous, skinny, nine-year-old wearing robes that were much too big did at Holy Trinity Cathedral so many years ago. For me, there is no greater peace.

      Tej Be-BirilE
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      Do the Right Thing

      Following is a summary of organizations involved in famine relief in Ethiopia. Although the list may not be exhaustive, we have tried to include most of the major organizations that currently have tangible projects in famine relief. We have also included a description of their current work in Ethiopia and how you can make a donation. This information was extracted from the web pages of the organizations themselves. Whenever possible we have tried to include information on the percentage of funds these organizations spend on projects as opposed to administrative and other expenses. The Consumer Digest Online was a particularly useful guide in providing this information. A recently published review "Which Charities Are The Most Charitable"on their web page has some CSR ratings (charitable spending ratio = program spending/charities’ total expense) for some of the organizations on our list. It also has a letter grade rating. " Letter grades ( A- to A+) from the American Institute of Philanthropy (AIP), are comprehensive grades of all expense and spending evaluations. Source: AIP and Consumers Digest". We have included the CSR and letter grade whenever available. The Consumer Digest has received some criticism from some of these organizations for the way they computed their ratings. None the less it is one of the few guidelines we have on charitable organizations. We recommend you visit their web page to read the article (and the feedback) in full.

      That said here is the summary, we hope it serves as a useful resource for groups or individuals who are trying to raise money for this famine. Let us all pitch in and do what we can to help our people in this time of crisis. Let each of us also make a commitment that this will be the last time we ever hear of famine in our country: the “Waterbed of East Africa” and “the Source of the Blue Nile”. Do the right thing!!

      Description

      How you can help

      Ethiofamine.org

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      This is a unique virtual organization formed by a group of young Ethiopians specifically to raise money for famine relief. They are raising money on behalf of the Ogaden Welfare Society, a local aid agency operating in Ogaden. Some of the highlights from their web page: 100% of all donated money will go towards purchasing food and medical aid, all administrative costs have been donated. On the Ogaden Welfare Society they say "Ogaden Welfare society is a local Aid Agency operating in Ogaden for the last eight years, and monitors the Food Aid to Ogaden on behalf of UN-World Food Program. They now run three major progammes in the region regarding the drought.

      
        	Feeding more than 2000 children in Gode both supplementary and therapeutic feeding programs

        	Supporting 26,000 beneficiaries in Denan and Emey for dry take home supplementary ration, and this is WFP/DPPC fund.

        	· Running water tanking, water rehabilitation and other village based relief food distributions.

      

      ethiofamine.org is registered as a non-profit organization in Washington DC. It has no offices, no political affiliations, no employees or overhead cost. Its mission is plain and simple: to raise money for famine relief. The funds raised will be used by the Ogaden Welfare Society. This agency currently coordinate relief efforts in the worst affected areas of southeastern Ethiopia."

      For Donations:

      http://www.ethiofamine.org/can_I_help.htm

      Right now you can mail a check or wire money. They are working on on-line donation capabilities

      By mail:

      Please make your check out to Ethio Famine Fund and write account number on check account number : 1573245879 .

      Bank Name: Chevy Chase Bank

      Address: 1800 M St., NW Washington, DC 20036

      For More Information:

      Visit http://www.ethiofamine.org

      For information on the Ogaden Welfare Society contact (in Ethiopia)

      e-mail: ows@telecom.net.et

      tel 61-55-94 or 61-09-90.

      HOPE Task Force

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The acronym H.O.P.E stands for Help Our People Eat. This is a new organization formed by young Ethiopians in response to the latest famine in Ethiopia. According to their web page “HOPE’s goal is to raise awareness, summon support and set up a fundraiser to help ease the suffering. The HOPE 2000 fund is set up to raise at least $1 million by the year 2000. HOPE is also committed to finding long term solutions to the problem of chronic hunger in Ethiopia.”

      HOPE has partnered with WFP (World Food Programme) via the US Friends of WFP in order to deliver aid directly to where it is needed. Their web page says the WFP “acts as the primary agent responsible for the proper allocation of food, efficient transportation modes, effective distribution and follow-up services on the ground in Ethiopia.” The US friends of the WFP are a DC area NGO that serve as the collection point for funds donated to the WFP by communities and individuals.

      The HOPE web page has a very informative special report by the FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Mission To Ethiopia

      For Donations:

      http://www.hope4ethiopia.org/donate.html

      has a contribution form.

      You can donate by check or credit card. Make checks payable to US Friends of WFP, Inc and put HOPE Task Force in the memo section.

      Mail to

      HOPE TASK FORCE

      P.O. Box 122,

      1718 M Street, N.W.,

      Washington DC 20036

      They are working on on-line donation capabilities

      100% of donated funds go directly to WFP relief efforts in Ethiopia

      All contributions are tax deductible.

      For Information

      http://www.hope4ethiopia.org/

      or contact :

      eliabt@email.com

      HOPE TASK FORCE

      P.O. Box 122,

      1718 M Street, N.W.,

      Washington DC 20036

      International Red Cross

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web page "The Federation, in conjunction with the Ethiopian Red Cross Society, will initially be focusing on two districts in South Wollo - Ambassel and Kutaber, where a six month supplementary feeding program was put into operation last year for 40,000 people. The Red Cross is the only international aid organization to work in these two areas, scene of some of the worst famine in 1974 and 1984. " also … " Nearly 140,000 people in Ambassel and Kutaber are now badly affected by the drought. The Red Cross will be helping the most vulnerable amongst them - the farmers. Speed is of the essence if their lives are to be saved. Funds raised for the appeal will help provide food rations for up to 15,500 farmers for eight months, supplementary feeding for 23,250 at-risk individuals including children under five, pregnant women and mothers with new born babies. The Red Cross will also initiate an employment generation scheme that will provide work for approximately 12,400 households. The money earned will enable the people to buy food on the open market. " and … “The Federation and the Ethiopian Red Cross will also be assessing the possibility of aid interventions in other areas of the country. In addition, the Federation will be coordinating with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) which will be conducting relief operations in various districts in the Somali National Regional State”

      For Donations:

      On http://www.ifrc.org/ click on the “Help Now” button and you can make donations on-line or by mail

      For More Information :

      http://www.ifrc.org/

      For further information or to arrange interviews please contact:

      Caroline Hurford,

      Information Delegate,

      Addis Ababa

      Satphone: (873) 682 282 080

      Hotel tel: (2511) 518 400

      Richard May,

      Head of Delegation, Ethiopia

      Tel: (2511) 51 45 71

      Media Service, Geneva

      Tel: (41 22) 730 4214

      Mobile: (41 79) 416 3881

      OXFAM

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The OXFAM page had one of the most extensive coverages of the famine in Ethiopia. The OXFAM Great Britain site was especially detailed and informative. OXFAM has offices in Canada, UK, USA, Spain, and Hong Kong who are active in Famine Relief in Ethiopia.

      The OXFAM America page says "Oxfam America was one of the first NGOs to recognize the seriousness of conditions in Ethiopia and respond, both on the ground and over the airwaves. Mike Delaney, Oxfam America’s director of Humanitarian Assistance Programs, visited the Yabello area in southern Ethiopia in February and immediately initiated an emergency grant to the region. This relief effort supports pond rehabilitation, water distribution, the supply of seeds for planting in case the rains come, and veterinary medicine. Oxfam is working with Action for Development (AFD), a non-governmental organization that we have supported since 1998. Through AFD, Oxfam already has been able to initiate the digging of new wells and trucking in of water. This initial grant is expected to benefit about 49,650 people in the Yabello region.

      According to the OXFAM Canada page “Oxfam is providing clean water and food in the Jigjiga, Shinille and Liben zones of the Somali Region; in Borena ; and North Wollo , and has deployed a team of experts to prepare for additional emergency relief. Oxfam Canada has worked in Ethiopia for over fifteen years, supporting sustainable development and providing relief in times of war and natural disaster”

      For Donations:

      You can donate to one of the OXFAM offices listed on http://www.oxfam.org/

      news/Ethiopia.htm.

      Donations to OXFAM America can be earmarked specifically for Famine Relief in Ethiopia and are tax-deductible. Donations can be made on-line,

      by phone (800/OXFAM-US (800/693-2687), or by mail :

      Oxfam America

      Ethiopian Famine Relief

      26 West St.

      Boston, MA 02111

      For More Information

      Please refer tohttp://www.oxfam.org/

      news/Ethiopia.htm

      or contact:

      Lynsey Miller

      617 728 2559

      info@oxfamamerica.org

      Catholic Relief Service

      CSR/letter grade 85/A-

      This organization’s web page says, "Catholic Relief Services is a founding member of the Joint Relief Partnership (JRP), a group of mostly Ethiopian faith-based organizations formed during the 84-85 famine. Through the JRP, Catholic Relief Services is helping to reach nearly 400,000 with food aid. Local Ethiopian partners are managing the food distributions on the ground while Catholic Relief Services is supplying materials and technical support. Current emergency efforts focus on helping those victims in the southeast region of the Ethiopia. However, the JRP continues to reach the people located in the north as well as the hardest hit areas of Ethiopia.

      The JRP demonstrates a unique local collaboration of the Church family in Ethiopia. It is motivated to maximize the efficiency and reach of various local Church groups working to prevent famine. Today, as opposed to the famine 16 years ago, the Church network is actively working together to respond to the emergency.

      Complementing the efforts of the JRP is a consortium of international faith-based non-governmental organizations. Catholic Relief Services is the administrative agency of the consortium tasked with delivering US government food to the other organizations, each of which is responsible for a certain area of the country. Working together, the consortium will reach more than 730,000 people with wheat, corn soy blend, and vegetable oil. The goal is to keep food in the pipeline so that the people of Ethiopia have food until the next harvest."

      For Donations :

      https://www.catholicrelief.org/

      contribute/contribute.cfm

      (please specify that your donations are for Ethiopia)

      or by mail/phone :

      Catholic Relief Services

      P.O. Box 17090

      Baltimore, Maryland 21203-7090

      1-800-736-3467

      For Information :

      http://www.catholicrelief.org/

      emergency/ethiopia.cfm

      Medicins Sans Frontiers

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web site “At the present time, MSF has identified the Gode zone for immediate intervention. MSF has submitted a request to the Ethiopian authorities for MSF to undertake an immediate nutritional intervention in Denan city. A permanent base shall be set up in the Gode town. The immediate intervention shall be a therapeutic feeding programme that has a minimum length of three months.” MSF also provides surgical training for hospitals in Woldya, Wello and runs a n AIDS program in Addis Ababa.

      For Donations :

      (please make sure you specify that your donation is for Famine Relief in Ethiopia. If this is not specified donations can go to other MSF projects in the world as deemed necessary)

      M‚decins Sans FrontiŠres/Doctors Without Borders has a web site which contains a donation form at http://204.243.96.231/ You can also make a donation by calling 1 (888) 392 0392, or you can send your donation directly to:

      M‚decins Sans FrontiŠres

      Doctors Without Borders

      6 East 39th Street, 8th Floor

      New York, New York 10016

      American Express, Visa and MasterCard are accepted.

      If you have any questions, you can call the Donor Services Department at (212) 655-3759. Tax receipt will be provided

      For More Information

      http://www.msf.org/

      projects/africa/ethiopia/

      CARE

      CSR/letter grade 87/B+

      The CARE web site says “CARE is one of the world’s largest international relief and development organizations, with projects in more than 60 countries. CARE began working in Ethiopia in 1984 to distribute food during the famine. The organization’s activities have evolved into development work, including small economic activity development, agriculture and natural resources and reproductive health programs. Responding to the crisis in Jijiga, CARE is tankering water to local and refugee communities, and will launch an emergency food distribution of 360 tons of maize over three months, starting the week of April 24. An estimated 20,000 people will benefit from the program. CARE also works in hard-hit Borana Zone and East and West Haraghe, providing food, water, employment generation and other emergency services.”

      For Donations:

      https://ssl.charityweb.net/care/

      (on-line donations can be earmarked for Ethiopia)

      or by phone :

      1-800-521-CARE ext. 999

      Outside the U.S., call 404-681-2552

      For More Information :

      http://www.care.org/

      For general information you may call 1-800-422-7385 Monday - Friday 8:30 a.m. to 6:00 p.m

      Save the Children

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to a press release on April 5, Save the Children joined with Oxfam in calling international attention to the deteriorating conditions in Ethiopia. Their web site states that their activities in Ethiopia include “operating relief efforts primarily in the Gode Zone region of southeastern Ethiopia, until now the hardest hit region. Save the Children has established a therapeutic feeding center at the local hospital where the agency has hired a nutritionist to oversee the program. Therapeutic feeding is recommended for any child under 70 percent of the standard weight for height. The number of children being admitted to the hospital to receive this feeding is double what was first expected. There is also a supplemental feeding center for malnourished children, helped by the recent emergency airlift of 30 metric tons of high protein biscuits by USAID”

      For Donations

      To contribute to the Ethiopia Famine Relief Appeal Fund visit website at www.savechildren.org/ethiopia or call 1-800-SAVETHECHILDREN.

      Or mail: Save the Children Ethiopia Famine Relief Appeal

      PO Box 975- E,

      Westport CT 06881

      You can specify that your donation is for relief efforts in Ethiopia. An acknowledgment will be sent for donations. “Contributions are tax deductible to the extent permitted by law.”

      For More Information

      Please refer to :

      http://www.savethechildren.org/

      press/pr00_ethiopia2.html

      World Food Program

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The current work of the World Food Program in Ethiopia according to their web page includes “In January, WFP launched an emergency drought operation aimed at providing 2.3 million people with 250,000 metric tons of food aid for a period of nine months from April to December 2000. WFP also plans a program of supplementary school feeding which will target 145,000 school children per year in the worst affected areas of the country. This brings to 265,000, the number of children benefiting from the project” In addition WFP uses free school lunch programs to encourage parents to send their children to school, and combats urban poverty by providing food aid to migrants from the countryside to the towns and cities.

      For Donations

      please go to :

      http://www.wfp.org/

      hoa/help.htm

      Donations go to Famine Relief efforts in the general Horn of Africa region, and are tax deductible for US tax payers.

      For More Information

      please refer to :

      http://www.wfp.org/

      hoa/ethiopia.htm

      Christian Children Fund

      CSR/letter grade 79/A-

      Their web page informs readers that "CCF began providing famine relief support last year to children and their families in the rural Shashemene District where CCF projects are located. Now, the government is requesting additional emergency aid to avoid mass starvation among its already struggling people.

      CCF has procured additional maize for some projects and food distribution will begin shortly, but that is only a start at curbing this disaster. Your help is needed."

      For Donations:

      Please go to:

      https://secure7.nmpinc.com/cgi-bin/ccf/

      parseForm.pl?template=famine_donation.html

      To donate by phone call 1-800-776-6767

      or by mail

      Christian Children’s Fund

      2821 Emerywood Parkway

      PO Box 26484

      Richmond, VA 23261-6484

      For More Information:

      http://www.christianchildrensfund.org/

      emergency/famine.stm

      Food for the Hungry

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web site, the activities of Food for the Hungry in Ethiopia are summarized as follows "Food for the Hungry has worked in Ethiopia since 1984 and is implementing a $5 million emergency relief program to help more than one million people living in the Amhara and Oromo regions. “Our strategy is to focus most of our efforts on South Gondar where we have the logistical capacity to implement relief efforts,” said Stocker. “This is in line with the government’s desire to see agencies focus their relief efforts where they are already working,” he added. “We also will airlift food and medicine as needed to the most affected regions,” said Starks. “In many places there is no infrastructure for trucks to deliver food.” Food for the Hungry is an international relief and development agency of Christian motivation with programs in 30 countries. "

      For Donations:

      Call 1-800-2-HUNGER (1-800-248-6437)

      Or visit

      http://www.fh.org/

      _forms/donate.html

      Donations go to general Famine Relief in Africa

      For More Information

      please refer to

      http://www.fh.org/home.html
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      We never even got a chance to sit up straight and extend a warm “N’or… n’or” to our returning bosses. Yep. They breezed by us after throwing just the slightest nod our way. Hmmm. Clue #1 that they forfay-ed the “How to be Personable” seminar at Anger Management Camp. (We were even nice enough to remove all remnants of their predecessors —beanbag chairs switched for Corinthian leather swivel executive chairs… picture of Ghandi replaced by Napoleon crowning himself… papaya and radicchio cocktails replaced by Vodka, soybean ice cream replaced by, er, Vodka… blue corn chips by Vod…You get the point. We tell ya. No danger of being overwhelmed by sentimental heft around here.

      Esshhhiii.

      SELEDA, always in a state of influx, nonetheless welcomes back our former bosses, and thanks the interim management, our…inner child nurturers, if you may, for making this a rather peaceful change of power. Secretly, and we mean this in the nicest way possible, we were primed for a little top brass shikutcha true to form; alas, at least for now, it seems like life is back to regular insanity. (Which is why we were not very baffled by the new guy on the staff, the official SELEDA Upper Management Food Taster. We are Paar- rraa-nooiidd, therefore we are, new Chewataw.)

      It didn’t take long for our beloved amed yeTeTa cappuccino machine to return to its rightful place —the cappuccino shrine —after languishing in the basement per the old regime’s orders. We now have Tela Tassa size coffee mugs in the kitchen, and the occasional drunken brawl after editorial meetings is no longer considered boorish (in fact, it is tacitly encouraged, which suits us ju-u-ust fine). When we gather around to play “Who can volley the most acerbic retort at West Coast Ethiopians,” we don’t get irritable emails that chide us for “emitting radioactive negative energy,” and the title of Most Selam Aderfrash Person of the Month is back to being high kibir.

      Life, our friends, is good.

      And still, we managed to do some work. Welcome to the Family issue! And what, you ask with justified incredulity, do you Qejmada, two-bit monCHaris know about family? Excellent point. But that minor intellectual infringement has not stopped us before so, here, we’ll just sidestep logic the way only we can.

      As immigrants, our scope and familial definitions are constantly changing, the lines are getting blurrier and blurrier as we try to fit several cultures into our sense of reality. We at SELEDA, for example, are constantly confused: does the ferenj brother-in- law get a CHat fersho invitation? Do we marry our agot lij for a Green Card? You know, it’s getting dicey, this family thing.

      Heartfelt and yeTebeqe thanks to this issue’s writers who tackled, with finesse, such a wide spectrum of topics. As always, we will bequeath the first SELEDA baby as ye-adera lij to all of them who have once again made it possible for us to justify doing what we do best: sit back and take credit for other people’s work. Thank you, dear contributors. It humbles us to no end that more and more readers are volunteering as writers, which means that a few less people will have SELEDA Editors’ whip lash to point to at show-and-tell. Bummer.

      So, what’s not new at SELEDA?

      Since we have thousands of (OK, hundreds… ok, tens… ok two, abo! Two!) new SELEDAites joining the madness every month, we thought we could make catching up on past SELEDA articles a little less… haphazard. Therefore, you will notice that at the bottom of mainstay features such as Life Diaries and SELEDA Salutes we have put a “Past Issues” link. Click and ye shall receive all past articles.

      Next month we will start a brand new feature called “Medrek,” a debate forum where two writers will debate a specific topic through a series of give and takes. The chosen topic will follow that month’s theme and, July being the Business and Finance issue - lest some bale suri CHewa stops us - we are thinking of inaugurating this feature with a riveting diskur on The Economic Benefits of Building a Baby Gap Smack in the Middle of Temenja Yaz SeferM. If you would like to participate on this new forum, please feel free to contact us.

      Speaking of wanting, nay, aching to participate, go to our new feature called Hamsa Lomi. It is an exhaustive listing of our upcoming issues and what kind of articles we are looking for. Take a gander, mull it over, discuss with your kolo shariks, and let us know what strikes your fancy.

      There you have it… all of what is new at SELEDA and we didn’t even use a single foul word. Well, except “SELEDA” of course, but you know, that’s been a problem for a while now.

      As summer approaches and we gear up to crash as many DC weddings as a non- yilugnta person can handle, we bid you happy reading. Remember to drop us a note about the articles that touched and/or infuriated you, and while you are at it, we would appreciate any tips on how to befriend our new and not-so-friendly colleague, Damte “Qimesew!” ZiQargachew. Call him Ziggy.

      Until July, we remain,

      The Humble Editors

      Editors@seleda.com

      Cleaning Up my Brother’s Wounds
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      Cleaning Up My Brother’s Wounds

      by: Yoseph M. Sellasie

      To an impressionable four-year old, “shiguT aTeTut” has several connotations. None of them death. When I first heard my mother scream those words about my brother, I thought he had gotten into trouble again for drinking alcohol. “ke beera alfo shiguT yiTeTa jemer?”

      She screamed: “shiguT TeTa lijay! yenatun wetet teTito syTegib shjuT aTeTut.”

      But he hates milk, I remember thinking. I was getting ready to defend him, my hero. He used to make me eat the irgo my mother bought from our neighbor. I thought I was going to be held accountable for my complicity in this crime, so I braced myself, ready to be summoned to my parents. I was going to stick up for my brother. “ere esu wetet inji shijuT alTeTam!”

      It was 1977. He was 17. He was taken in the middle of the night by Qebele soldiers. It think it was a Saturday night.

      It wasn’t a good time to be a teenager in Ethiopia. Every time he’d go out, my mother would sit vigil in front of the picture of Mariam for his safe return. His friends had stopped coming around the house, he seemed less friendly although never to me. He began to fight with my father a lot. I still can’t figure out about what. But it almost always ended with him slamming shut the door to our bedroom, and me sitting outside calling his name until he opened it and let me in.

      My brother used to beat up any of the sefer lijoch who I told him were harassing me. I was harassed mostly for being poor— because I wore torn shoes, or the fifth patch on my shirt was ripping. My brother would march up to my tormentor and prepare a wretched pre-schooler to be drop kicked to Mars. It was just he and I against what we thought was a hostile world around us. Not even the rich kids were safe. Rumor on the street was that he wascrazy, and my brother fed that frenzy. No one wanted to cross a crazy boy. And certainly not a poor crazy boy.

      So it was with determination that I was going to defend him from my mother’s accusations that night.

      But it wasn’t long before I discovered that the commotion was about bigger concepts than my little frame of reality. He was gone. Taken away from his own house. Two days passed. My father spent the days outside either the kefitegna or the Qebelle offices pleading with anyone to listen to him. We didn’t have the monetary luxury of being able to bribe someone for information, so my mother, in the tradition perhaps of “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach” would cook meals my father would take to offer the guards. At night he would come back empty handed, his spirit broken. In the morning he would start again. From the Qebele to the kefitegna to the woreda offices. On foot.

      Two days is a long time to wait to find out if your brother was coming back or not. I wore his tattered slippers around the house and marched around, pacing our little room until my knees gave in and I ended up on the floor.

      On the third night, well past midnight, neighborhood dogs started to bark. I heard our door opening and the sound of muffled voices speaking rapidly. Then my mother’s muffled scream. When I finally made it to the front room I saw my mother on the floor cradling my brother in her arms while my father was speaking to someone outside. I can still remember the veins on her temple… engorged and about to burst from trying to swallow her scream. She tried to shoo me away when she heard me coming, but I defied her and came in closer.

      My brother was wearing a burnt orange T-shirt and blue jeans. No shoes. His shirt was torn to pieces but his blood kept it pasted on his body. Gaps and gashes on his front mapped their way to his back. His face was swollen to the point where if I didn’t know it was him, I would have thought it was not him. His eyes were opened through a layer of mucus, although I am not sure he could see anything.

      I saw some of his blood trickle down his side, onto my mothers arms and then end up on the hardwood floor in the front room. The floor drank it up. Every drop.

      “tinfashun melishi, imebetay Mariam,” my mother kept crying, rocking him back and forth. “bicha tinfashun melishi.” My father finally came back in the house after the night visitors left. He was an ex-soldier and I suppose his survival instincts kicked in.

      Methodically he heated water laid out clean sheets and conscripted me to find him clean clothes and the one little bottle of all-purpose iodine that my mother kept in her room. When I came back from the bedroom, my brother was laying on a clean sheet while my father was carefully cutting away his torn clothes with a dull blade he wrestled out of his shaver. My mother was slicing off the falling jeans, visibly wincing as layers of skin came ripping off my brother’s leg.

      She reached out and took some of the clean neTela and gabi strips of cloth I was in the middle of unfolding and pressed it on my brother’s skin. She had stopped crying, a look of determination instead gripping her young face. Determination to save her first son.

      A few hours later, we had gotten all the clothes off my brother and we were cleaning his wounds with warm water and soap, and touching up the worst parts with a little iodine. He was covered with sweat, and would give us a cry of pain once in a while which reassured us he was still alive. “Ayzoh, gelaye” my mother would mutter once in a while with clenched jaws. “Ayzoh.” My father said nothing except a few orders on how to clean up an open wound.

      By early morning, my brother was cleaned up. A neighbor who was aware of the commotion of the previous night came by at the crack of dawn and hurriedly went back to brew a home-made remedy. Another neighbor bought in some ‘leeT’ to smear over some of my brother’s wounds. The tikusat from his body, I remember her saying, could cook the leeT and make an ample serving of QiTa. I wondered what a QiTa made from the heat from my brothers wound would taste like.

      No one went to the hospital in those days, I guess, because my brother recovered at home with no one except a few people aware of his condition. My father didn’t eat or speak for several days and I remember thinking if I should follow suit. But my four-year old stomach was tempted by Qolo or shiro firfir, and I would indulge in food after being threatened by one of the elderly visitors.

      I guarded my brother’s room while he was recovering, a stick in my hands ready to do battle with a would-be attacker. I would sit outside his room watching every visitor that came in and out, a dutifully threatening look masking my chubby face. At night, I would help my mother clean out his wounds and then go back to my watch post.

      Eventually my brother began to smile again and our family never talked about the incident ever again. I grew up and left Ethiopia to study abroad. He stayed on back home to open a business and raise a family. When I went back home the first time, I started to ask him questions, but he quickly changed the subject and went onto other “dehna werré”. When I asked my mother she looked away and chided me for not reigning in my curiosity.

      I know better than to ask my father who has never been the same since. There is a distance between he and I that is un-bridgeable. But all of us have changed since. Even though we choose not to talk about it, we were all affected by those times. And twentythree years later, my family is haunted by the same ghost as we hold each other at arm’s length. Afraid to fully love each other for fear of what might happen if we stood by each other too close. So we shake hands when we part, and shake hands and politely kiss each other when we meet. And indirectly help each other survive the silence.

      A Slow Prelude
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      A slow prelude

      It has been two weeks since I spoke with my friend Daniel (I will call him that until the time comes when I can recite his real name). So when I heard his voice I was much enthused, which is rare for me because I often loathe speaking on the phone. Danny had much news for me about the next meeting of our clandestine Ethiopian group. He says there are to be two more individuals joining our regular four. A twenty-two year-old from the east coast who has come to the emerald city to escape his family and parts of himself, and a young new comer from Djibouti. Danny says that he met them at the usual places where men of our persuasion tend to meet. It never fails to amaze me how we find these dark places. After all, many natives often never realize their existence. I tell Danny I am delighted and promise to make this month’s meeting more special by preparing dinner and hopefully a couple of bottles of good single molt vodka. Yes, vodka the gayest of drinks; it smoothes away contradictions. Danny seems genuinely delighted and we talk some more about many things. As an imperative we say everything on our mind because there are no others who could ever understand. Two Ethiopians, black men, immigrants, and, yes, homosexual.

      The road to accepting that last thread of my persona has taken all of my twenty-five year existence. No, I was not born in America with this particular infliction, nor did I come to America at a young age. On the contrary I came to the U.S. at the age of fifteen right out of junior high. Back home I attended a private school, where good traditional morals were heavily emphasized. Since my earliest memory, I had a sense that I was different from kids around me, more spirited, emotional, stubborn, and with a propensity for high drama. In school, my behavior never led to any negative consequences until eighth grade when a teacher proclaimed me séta sét. He found my mannerisms effeminate. His rude outburst was a reaction to my constant jokes about his inability to match anything he ever wore. I have always been partial to people with style. The séta sét stigma, however, never really deflected from my popularity in school because most everybody in school had known me since nursery. Then my parents decided that Addis was no longer safe for boy of my age (not with all the afesa by the Qebellé) and decided to send me to the US. I was saddened and expressed my displeasure with adequate drama.

      My parents decided in all their wisdom to send me to my uncle in Dallas, Texas (a God-forsaken place where people think going to a formless strip-mall a life experience - a rude awakening indeed) with a suburban school district that had all the trimmings of a Rockwell painting. The school had a high dose of cheesy Americana, blond football players and a brunette for a home coming queen. It might have been pleasant if it were not for the fact that I was only one of a dozen black students in the school. In addition to my color, my mannerisms, my accent and many other little details made it impossible for me to have any place in the hierarchy of a Texas high school life. I resigned my self to a life of a social recluse. It was all quite tragic. Everyday at lunch time, I would go to the library to drown my self in the only book with information on Ethiopia. I reveled in finding different encyclopedias with different pictures of Addis. Oddly, seeing a picture of modern buildings in Addis gave me a weird sense that I wasn’t some backward immigrant.

      My poor uncle was bewildered as to why I had no friends at the end of my freshman year. He often asked why I didn’t joined the high school soccer team. He thought that would be a positive outlet; he himself had played soccer in his college years. He had gone to some university in Oklahoma (for the life of me I can’t understand how Ethiopians wind up in bewitched places).

      As I paced my self through the rough landscape of my American dream, I learned that if America can offer anything it is the ability to build for oneself a niche of existence. Hence, with the naïve idealism of an adolescent, I set out to find myself (a most American pursuit). I delved into the issue of my identity with an gusto, dissected, from Du Boise to Baldwin, the meaning of being a black man in America. It was all quite daunting. We were not in the pleasant hills of EnToTo Mountains anymore. I decided to acquaint my self with African Americans by trying to befriend the black kids in school, however, my overture was in vain. Afro-centrism hadn’t reached this sad corner of black consciousness. Undaunted by the cold reception, I pursued the history of Africa and its people. It is ironic how Ethiopian history seemes so interesting from afar. Back home, those TV specials about Ethiopia’s past seemed dull; a long interlude before the much anticipated Talaq Film. In the flat treachery of the Texas landscape, amongst the recent stench of lynch mobs, Adwa resonated with a power that helped me stand still in those most trying early days.

      In those days of searching for an anchor, I drowned my personal life in the drudgery of history. Then, one late Saturday night as I listened to a local NPR station with BBC reports on the fall of the Derg in Addis, I also herd an ad. for a show which came after midnight. The show was called After Hours and as I listened to the broadcast, parts of me that had been fragmented in the deep crevices of my soul began to slowly connect. The show was a gay and lesbian program and it was, as they say, “a breath of fresh air”. As the song in the introduction to the show proclaimed, I am who I am and there are no excuses. What I had always known about my self, I had to acknowledge. As I lowered the volume of the radio and placed it close to my ears while lying in bed, I committed to be true to myself no matter what the consequences.

      Soon I graduated from high school. I knew that if I wanted to keep my commitment to my truth, I had to leave my uncle. I decided to go to the University of Washington. Plucking myself from the warm suffocating comfort of Texas to the rainy mess that is Seattle (I don’t know why they call it the emerald city, it lacks any luster), weather was the least of my concerns. Seattle seemed a town with a certain openness, a frankness that I liked. The interesting thing about Seattle is that it has a tolerance for sexual minorities and artists, however, with a black population of less than four percent, it doesn’t know what to do with ordinary black people. Like Paris in the 40s, Seattle does have an appetite for learned, artistic minorities. My new predicament was an irony: Seattle presented a space to explore my sexuality, however my color became quiet a stumbling block.

      The gay community offered no solace. After all, the gay community was made up of white folks who had built an identity for themselves which had no imprints of multiculturalism. Disillusioned, I went in to a new search. James Baldwin, Fanon , and even early Rimbauld gave me images that I could briefly identify with. However, the lack of Africans like me played on all my insecurities. I tried to forget about my sexuality by immersing my self in the Ethiopian community. I even started dating women. The process of denial plunged me in to a deep depression. I stopped trying to undo me. During this daunting period, I met Daniel. He was truly heaven-sent for his existence made mine more tangible (I was not the only one!). We became dear friends, two Ethiopians trying to construct an identity where there was none. We found powerful examples in the revolutionary works of gay African Americans. The task before us is enormous; we have to give our lives, our love, meaning in an Ethiopian framework. Most in our community prefer to deny our existence, yet, in exile, we are finding ourselves.

      My Son’s Itibt
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      by: Sza Sza Zelleke

      Every time a woman opens a mirror to fix up her face, my stomach twists into a forget me knot of regret. I think of my son and the hospital contract. After his birth, the hospital lawyer had pointed to the 6pt font at the bottom of the hospital agreement. There, under my signature, it clearly stipulated that all I would get was my baby. At first I thought I could claim I had signed under duress, I was of course in labor at the time. In time, however, I accepted reality and my rage and grief was duly recorded by medical staff in the maternity ward as a classic case of post natal depression. The reality was that the itibt I was so determined to post back to Ethiopia was gone forever. “What will they do with all the leftovers?” I asked the nurse. “Make up” she replied casually.

      The pain from my tragic loss of the itibt dwarfed my memories of labor, but believe me m’T is memorable. In the labor ward, the Vietnamese lady who I shared the ro-ro room with had decided to squat under the bed and I watched her enviously out of the corner of my sweat filled eye. From the unnatural and ridiculously uncomfortable reclining position the ferenjis had put me in I could not help but smile as the nurses panicked at the sight of her empty bed and scattered to search for her.

      M’T? It’s the right two alphabets that describe the experience to a tee. Lips pursed together to push, push, push .MMMM and jaws clenched, tongue pushing on teeth and roof of mouth to heave again, again again. TTTT MMM TTTT MMM TTT. Horrible, Horrible, Horrible. You want a campaign strategy to reduce teenage pregnancy? Show explicit MIT movies in biology classes.

      And what is it like, raising a child?? Think of your hand growing a sixth finger.you know, like the little one some people have right at the end there. Sometimes they grab it in their fist to hide it, protect it. Think of a small vulnerable extension of yourself. Then, imagine the extension growing legs and walking off forcing you to follow close behind in order to ensure that YOU don’t feel the pain when the extension gets hurt. Now, I don’t want to hear any Khalil Gibran quotes about how children have to be free to fly and how they believe they can touch the sky, blah.blah. I’m from the old-“Wa, Wa-Negirehalew/negireshalew” - school.

      Earlier, in the first two years, it was “Na, na isti, yenaye qonjo, isti innkah, boo booyay”. (I had ferejji friends who always wondered why I called him ‘Nasty’ and ‘Stinker’.) But the terrible twos changed all that. “Tew!” became my middle name. I ate slept and breathed “Tew!”

      Even when friends and colleagues reached out to adjust my collar or reach for the salt or a friendly touch, I automatically patted their hands back, lightly tapping them on top to stop them “Tew! Tew!” I also automatically cut any food on a plate into little pieces, and was constantly gripped by urgent need to bib and feed all those around me. My conversation became child like too. “LOOOOOOK, a blue birdie”; “SEE? SEE the red flower?”.I graduated to speaking in Dr. Seuss Rhymes.

      It passed. I prayed that it would, and it did and now I pray those times would come back again. The Dr. Seuss Rhymes have been replaced with Dr. Dre Rap.and I long for those other Dr. days.

      I look into his ferenji bedroom .computer, posters, magazines, all manner of totally useless material objects that I have traded his itibt for.He smiles at me." Good Morning MAZZER", he jokes. I wonder if, when he looks into my eyes, all he can see is a war in my left iris and famine in the another. I smile, lower my lids and turn away. “I’m going to be late for work” I say.

      I wonder if the green, yellow and red flag and MISSIL’s in my room mean anything to him. Sometimes when he looks so at home, so at one with the ferenji culture around him, I wonder if I have the right to shake him and scream, " You may not love this foreign country and culture more than ours!"

      But I tell myself it’s too early for . or is it too late? Hmm, time to go to work, I pull out my mirror.and make up.

      My Uncle
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      Between Unconditional Love and Duty

      Conscience and Remorse

      Paul L. Dunbar

      “Good-bye,” I said to my conscience -

      “Good-bye for aye and aye,”

      And I put her hands off harshly,

      And turned my face away;

      And conscience smitten sorely

      Returned not from that day.

      But a time came when my spirit

      Grew weary of its pace.

      And I cried: “Come back, my conscience;

      I long to see they face.”

      But conscience cried: “I cannot;

      Remorse sits in my place.”
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        * * *

      

      I came across an Irish proverb once that read that is the imperfect, not the perfect, that are in need of love. “Perfection” is a subjective term. So is moral perfection, but to a somewhat lesser degree. There are amongst us people who are closer to the asymptote of “perfection;” people who are able to distinguish that which is morally right from wrong, and bear the most essential capacity to learn from their past mistakes. Others, sadly, wander listlessly, aimlessly – swayed and swallowed by life’s rough tides and torrents.

      And inside this pool, there are those who are sucked into the vortex of death. This is my understanding of suicide.

      This is a preface to this story of the life and death of an uncle of mine (my mother’s cousin) who passed away from AIDS over a year ago. Although death is always tragic, nothing to me is more baffling and stirring than suicide.

      Every visit to Ethiopia brought me closer to a man obliviously committing suicide. Thus when we witnessed a relative committing suicide, to what extent should his family have bent for him? Is it just or understandable for his family to feel frustrated by his reckless behavior and incorrigible attitude and let go? Or was it their familial duty to be sympathetic and hence involved in any way possible until he inevitably met death? What, if anything or everything, comes with the territory of family? This thread of questions will hopefully bring me to an understanding of the role family.

      My uncle came from, what was at his time, a noble family. His father was a distinguished Jegna Arbegna. Born in Bahar Dar, my uncle moved to a bal abat school early in his childhood and commuted to the Bete Mengist during the weekends. A rowdy and disruptive child, he quit school after completing 9th grade. His father died shortly after that, and his mother moved to Addis from Gojam with her daughter to accommodate for my young uncle.

      Little did he appreciate her concern or feel threatened by her presence. An increasingly unruly young adult, he was rarely at home unless he needed money to buy, and sadly, be bought, into the glamour of “women and wine.” I never knew how this whole shebang, which is so deceptively intoxicating when you do not have to worry about the source of your spending; how it could transform one into such a violent, pleasure-thirsty individual; how it could slowly erode one’s conscience.

      He became physically aggressive and dictatorial towards his mother. Ah, the most remarkable aspect of family – the defensive mother. I do not know if this is characteristically Ethiopian, but I’ve witnessed this before. Is it second nature for a mother to always defend her child when he is being antagonized? I was told about a family get-together when the entire family was criticizing her child’s behavior, and she reacted furiously by declaring that as long she was alive, she would be as provident as possible, and her son would be happy. In a heated argument, she became unforgivably insulting and this marked her seclusion from the extended family. I am puzzled as to whether this was a noble act of love and loyalty to her son, or a cowardice manifestation of her insecurity and denial. Who am I judge, however? Regardless of her reaction, I can imagine how painful it must be to hear the ignominious truth about your son being voiced by your own family.

      The pain escalated, and his mother’s health was in jeopardy. My uncle resorted to thievery even in his own home. He became uncontrollable so his mother sold their numerous houses, leaving one for her son to reside in after she left home to become a nun. She wanted to at least establish her daughter so she married her off when she was but a young adolescent. Now without a home and children to nurse her while her health was decaying, she died not in a family, but in a friend’s house.

      My family is convinced that my uncle was indirectly responsible for her death. I never knew if he internally mourned his mother’s death. My uncle did, however, praise his mother in an intimate discussion I once had with him after her death. He told me that if only his mother were alive, he would have been much better off. Perhaps he feared that reflecting and lamenting would induce a guilty “conscience” in him. But since he had already turned his face away from conscience, he wasn’t prepared to turn back. What could he turn to?

      His extended family. A helpless alcoholic, he sold the house he inherited from his mother. His sister, who was also abused by him, left for the US. Despite her precarious life, she never failed to send portions of her income to her older brother, and his two children, among other relatives; she still does. After all her brother had inflicted on her and her mother, and even on himself, she is still admirably supportive and loving of her family. In her I see the epitome of filial devotion.

      Even then, however, money sublimated into thin air, and despite his careless spending habits, he was still welcome in the homes of his family for meals. That was of course, until he began stealing from some of them, or being excessively rude if he wasn’t satisfied with the amount of money he was given when he left. He often came to us – my immediate family - during our visits to Ethiopia for the same purpose. I was too young to understand his situation then and what was best for him.

      Looking back, I recognize that there was something flawed about the manner in which the family dealt with him. The way I see it, bearing in mind that some of my relatives would object to my view, the only “charity” that he was given, besides occasional meals, was in the form of money; even this eventually ceased for personal reasons. I never once saw them attempt to better his situation in a long-term respect; or help him change by introducing him to religion for example. I certainly don’t know what the exact remedy would have been, but can aver that there was a remedy.

      He could have been redeemed if his family had shown him unwavering concern and unconditional love. By giving him money and feeding him once in a while, they probably felt as though they were fulfilling their duty as family and thus momentarily relieved their conscience. In retrospect, I feel that they were only delaying, or perhaps even accelerating, his death. This, I have found, is the underlining difference between familial love and duty. One’s sense of duty can be relinquished, but familial love is unconditional and absolute.

      Inscrutability is a beautiful thing. I saw this through my uncle. I could never deduce whether the stories he told us to receive money were entirely fabricated, or a slight distortion of the truth. Moreover, I was always anxious to know for how long remorse would delay replacing the withdrawal of his conscience. In other words, when, if ever, would he begin feeling guilty for his state of being and behavior. Maybe he did, and we never knew about it. This makes him all the more mysterious.

      My uncle died at the age of 52. The entire family in Ethiopia was present at his funeral, including his sister from the US. I personally was not able to attend the funeral. To me, however, he had committed suicide ages before; before he became HIV positive, and even before his mother’s death. The knell sounded when he turned away from his conscience; when he put its hands off harshly.

      And hence this is the understanding that I have come to: The role of family in my late uncle’s life, or in anyone’s life for that matter, should have been and is to conceive that any man can be helpless at some stage in his life, but never hopeless. This notion can only be realized if one’s sense of familial duty transcends to familial love.

      Life diaries
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      PRELUDE

      Selam Adey,

      This is Ato X, the person who the SELEDA editor foisted on you to do Life Diaries. In keeping with what has become a SELEDA tradition, it seems to me that we are supposed to choose appropriate noms-de-guerre first of all. So, I, being in a somewhat magnanimous mood today, have decided to send you a set of names, from which you may choose one that I will use.

      So, for a hundred dollars, please let me know which one of these names I should be known as…

      
        	A - Yetinayet

        	B - Yitbarek

        	C - Yehualashet

        	D - Yiliqal

        	E - Yayehyirad

        	F - Yemisrach

        	G - Yaregal

        	H - Yihune

        	I - Yilaq

        	J - Yimreha

        	K - And any other variation on the letter Y other than Yonathan, Yonas, Yonael, and Yoab.

      

      How is that for an introduction?

      Dear Ato X–

      Your reputation proceeds you. You have been described as nothing short of "brilliant. "As such, it was with trepidation that I accepted this assignment. If the prelude is any indication, I fear I shall be outmatched. This is my rather round about way of saying that I have no idea what most of those words mean. So I opted to use my life line and I phoned a friend. Birds of a feather… She had no clue either. So without a clue, just on a mere whim, my pick is Yetinayet.

      As for my own noms-de-guerre, I thought and pondered and requested suggestions and after having done all that, I have chosen to stick with Adey Abeba.

      Suggestions are still welcome though…

      Adey

      Dear Adey,

      Good to hear your “voice”, finally. I was starting to wonder. “Was it something I said?” “Did [the exalted, benevolent LD Editor-emphasis ours] blurt out that I am really a ‘sekeram ye Tej bEt zebeNa’?” “Did my wuqabi forsake me when I keyboarded (as opposed to ‘penned’) my message?”

      Whoever told you I was brilliant has not been outside a dark room in a long, long time. I have to say though, your choice of the name Yetinayet is intriguing. Is this some attempt to fathom whether and just how much the said reputation exists? You build up my ego then throw a challenge? (Lesson three from Female Flirting 101.)

      Since the good editor wants the piece in MS WORD please look to another message with an attachment.

      BTW, I love Adey Abeba, fine choice by me.

      Yetinayet

      ENTRY 1

      To: Yetinayet

      From: Adey

      Subject: To Familia or not to Familia

      Dearest Yetinayet-

      Thanks for the reminder re: MS word. Sorry about the delay in writing you but our accounting department was holding my paycheck hostage until I turned in my time sheets. Now that that situation has been resolved, I can turn all my attention to you! “Lesson three from Female Flirting 101?” - perhaps there was a slight exaggeration… Maybe our dialogue about family should start with a discussion of the abesha male ego…

      Enough of that…I want this to be a positive dialogue between the sexes on this issue. Now that we are even, let’s make a pledge not to fall into male/female bashing or stereotypes. Agreed?

      Back to the topic… family…

      As I am about to celebrate the seventh anniversary of my 21st birthday, the issue of family has come up perhaps a little more than I would generally like. I have been bombarded with some subtle and some not-so-subtle hints that I should get married and start a family. All the usual suspects are present – my mother consistently points out how the birth of my sister and me were the happiest days of her life and how lij be lijinet new. My aunts are not quite as subtle, parading us at weddings and funerals alike to eligible abesha bachelors that have passed the critical checklist.

      1.1. Enat ena abatu man nachew?

      2.2. Mindenew yemiseraw?

      3.3. Bet alew?

      (How would you do rate?)

      The pressure to get married and have children has also come from some unsuspected sources. My friends have suggested that I get married so that they can be a meze or so that they can finally play the rendition of moushiraye that they have worked out on the saxophone.

      I am not sure that marriage is in the cards for me (I know it seems silly but the ouji board told me so) and I am comfortable with that. I have given this issue some serious thought though and I have come to the conclusion that I want to adopt. The idea has been received coldly (to put it mildly) and I am not sure why. Any insights?

      Adey Abeba

      P.S. I hope that the SELEDA gods will indulge me as I digress from the intended topic but my curiosity is killing me. What is it that you do? You seem to be able to reply to my emails before I finish clicking the send button. I have the sneaking suspicion that you write your e-mail in advance…

      To: Adey

      From: Yetinayet

      Subject: On this corner… the Earthworm

      Dear Adey,

      Let me say first, how happy I am that you were able to liberate your paycheck. It is funny how words say things. In an Ethiopian enterprise, the accounting department may have been called the “genzeb yaZ”, thereby putting you in the automatic position of having to get your blood and sweat (“deme woz”) un"masyaz"ed. So, “freeing your blood and sweat from the seizers of money” makes the whole process you just went through an epic and heroic achievement. And you thought it was just a bureaucratic hassle…!

      “Family” they said. “I”, I said, “am nothing but an early thirtyish wonde-latE. I have none of the three gulechas, you know - neither house, nor wife, nor child. What could I have to say about that subject?”

      But I suppose I need not tell you the endless pressure, the threat to break my qurCmCmit, the harassing SELEDA goons following me around … ya hulu le lij lij yemineger tarik new.

      Which, I suppose is a good segway into the topic at hand.

      I hear what you are saying. I can perhaps go one up on your, “being paraded around” story and tell you of potential names being dropped in this bachelor’s direction after, mind you, AFTER, family members of the potential bride had been approached.

      Most people who have been married for about twenty or so years tell you that they would rate compatibility and communication higher than “love”. Asked if they consider “love” to be a necessary pre-condition, they would tell you - with some dismissive gusto, I might add, that they do not, and that it is really some childish emotionalism, and that it “rasu gizEwun Tebqo ymeTal” . That last phrase has this strange effect of bringing to mind a wearied middle aged couple sitting down for a lunch of shuro weT and qateNa, barely speaking to each other because they know everything about each other, and being interrupted by this call - “Godin, godin! Fqr iyemeTa new, asalfu! Ante sewuyE zor bel, fqr saybelash madres alebN! Godin, godin!!”

      Something insidious has happened to the “professional class”, though. Economic interdependence has been taken away from us as one of the major reasons for getting married, and staying married. Being independent means you are less willing to tolerate the occasional jerkism displayed every so often by every human being at one time or another. Why bother with that worobela, or that neznaza when you can live in peace? You can pay for your own mortgage, your car note, your trips to California or London, invest your money and be financially set for the rest of your life.

      I suppose you hit the nail on the head when you suggested that you may just adopt and raise a child. Having and raising children seems to me the single most important reason left for marriage. I say go for it - but with the lmena to please not tell your family my name, location, serial number etc… I have to say though that being a parent is the most selfish and at the same time the most selfless thing anyone can do. A child is the opportunity for a parent to be the person they never were and always wanted to be, so in a sense it is another crack at making yourself perfect. Some say it is the only chance at immortality, but anyone who has seen a frazzled mother will very quickly throw the immortality thing out the window. At the same time, imagining just how hard it is to live the marathon life of a parent, I tend to question the sanity of anyone who would want a child, especially of the woizero/rit. Why would a woman who spends three quarters of a year carrying the most uncomfortable of loads and suffering morning sickness and irrational bouts of incomprehensible desires want to have any child let alone more?

      Some people say that however sophisticated we may all think we are, the urge to form a family is really beyond our control. Those with the more logical, or scientific bent, will point to the biological need to propagate the species as being the main force behind it, thereby putting us humans in the same class as tumbleweed and earthworms. Those with the more, shall we say, ethereal, sense say we are basically spiritual beings who absolutely need companionship for reasons other than biological - drawing in my mind pictures of beams of light joining together a la Hollywood special effects. Unfortunately, in many cases religion tells us that we are always engaged in an epic battle between earthworm and light beams. Myself, I root for the earthworm…

      PS to your PS: I pretend to be an engineer at one of the companies making cars, so at some point in the exhaustive process of deciding whether a particular drilled hole needs to be 0.05 or 0.10 millimeters in diameter, I get the chance to check on you…

      Yetinayet

      ENTRY 2

      To: Yetinayet

      From: Adey

      Subject: I see your Earthworm and I raise you a Light Beam

      Dear Yetinayet⁠—

      Maybe I have watched to many Hollywood movies. I can’t imagine standing before all of my friends and family and committing to someone for the rest of my life if the mere mention of his name doesn’t make my heart beat faster. I think that people assume that love to young people today is about looks or lust or a combination thereof and that may be the case some of the time. However, I would really like to believe that the love we want so much comes from the fact that our potential partner has earned our respect and from being compatible and being able to communicate from the BEGINNING.

      In answer to your assertion that “something has happened to a professional class,” that something is called the Feminist movement. With the rise of women entering the work force and gaining economic independence, women have become less tolerant of men who beat them, abuse and belittle them and the men who step out on them(cheat). Although I believe in the institution of family, I would not change the rise in divorces if it means that we return to the kitchen – barefoot and pregnant. (For one thing, I can’t cook). Actually, I believe that the very idea of family will evolve as the women’s rights movement continues to grow and evolve. We have made great gains but we still have a ways to go. (We still don’t get equal pay for equal work!)

      Oops! As you might have guessed, this is a sore point with moi. Let me end my diatribe on the Feminist movement and return to the topic at hand. Ummmmm… yes…

      You and I agree totally about child rearing. "Why would a woman who spends three quarters of a year carrying the most uncomfortable of loads and suffering morning sickness and irrational bouts of incomprehensible desires want to have any child let alone more? you ask. Can you see why I am so taken by the prospect of adoption?

      I am loving the whole explanation of our desires to have children. I would love to see how you will explain where babies come from to your children. According to your theory where would people who do not want kids fall?

      I thank you for your words of encouragement regarding my “plan” to adopt. I find it ironic that in this day and age we still have such a narrow definition of family. People are still very uncomfortable with the single mother’s, gay couples, inter-racial marriages, marriages between people of different religious and ethnic groups. While I can’t say I am completely innocent of these biases, (the whole black man and white woman thing still gets to me sometimes), I think generally I prescribe to the idea that if its good for you, go ahead.

      Adey Abeba

      P.S. Amharinahin alchalkutim!

      To: Adey Abeba

      From: Yetinayet

      Subject:

      Dear Adey Abeba,

      Why does your name make me want to put on a skirt and go singing from house to house praising the newness of spring and a brand spanking new year? No - wrong gender. It reminds me of the one time of the year when every boy suddenly decides that he is Afeworq Tekle, or a budding Picasso, and so armed with nothing more than a sheaf of some colorful water paint, embarks on a systematic shakedown mission of the village notables and the more approachable relatives. Hmmmm - ech! wrong country, wrong calendar.

      Anyway, back to the topic at hand.

      Racing hearts you say? I distinctly remember when that happened to me last. Yeah, a morning stop at the local TOTAL gas station and convenience store - you stock up on 20 ounces of one of those Cappuccino/Irish Cream/French Vanilla cocktails, and baby your heart is a-rockin’ at supersonic speed.

      Yes, yes, I know what you meant. One would think that on such an auspicious day (hey I just learned that word and I had to use it - see?) you do not want to remind yourself of the educational credentials and the stock portfolio of the person standing next to you. Perhaps, you would like to remember the times when you laughed together, or how that person was the only one who had faith in you when even you thought you were the worst bum this side of heaven, or how of all the people you have dated that person is the one who makes you forget why you decided to be angry in the first place. And yet, I know of one loving couple who have lived and prospered together for close to forty years now after the man went looking for a woman who had to meet only two requirements; that she call her husband “antu”, and that she is “qey”.

      Speaking of "I do"s, I also remember when I was a mizae and it seemed to me the words compelling one to promise perpetual faithfulness to bride and religion were a shocking demand on the bride and groom. Maybe the wedding and the church service are nothing more than ceremonies, but you are saying your "I do"s in front of God, possibly a hundred witnesses, and scariest of all, in front of Abba Gebre Menfes Qedus - that fiery yenefs abat to half the town. If there indeed is a God, the statistics on people keeping the words they promised in church on their special day has to make him believe that his technique is not working. Maybe he’ll have the last laugh, warming himself with the comforting glow of souls roasting in perpetual fire.

      Speaking of unorthodox families, I do not understand why (feminist ?) women find it easily acceptable to see one parent families, interracial families, gay couples etc and yet find the whole notion of one man-many wives completely non-grata. It seems to me as long as all parties to this arrangement are happy, this is a good situation to be in. Hey, even human demographic statistics all over the world bear me out. I know the guys will back me on this one (of course they would never admit it to their sweetheart lest they be scalded with yefela aTmit).

      I still believe that adopting is not the quick shortcut you make it out to be. Obviously, if that is your choice, you are welcome to it. Just adopting the child will only begin the whole process of parenthood. Once you are responsible for a child, as a good friend of mine says, “your life is over”. You have surrendered your freedom, your wealth, your time, even your dreams to this potential person who may never realize just what you put aside to raise his or her ugly mug (not to say you will adopt a melke-Tfu). I suppose it is one of those “woman” things that we men are doomed to never understand - this urge to “nurture” something. So speaking of urges, which of the explanations do you identify with - the “el-wormo” one or the lightshow thingy?

      You asked me how I would tell my children about how children came into this world. Easy! I will say that one day I asked their mother for a surprise and I’ll be damned if she didn’t “deliver”. (I know, I know - very weak pun - completely unplanned I guarantee you.) On second thought, maybe she may just decide to give me another “surprise” so perhaps I will leave it for them to find out from the great yonder sometime before they are old enough to make themselves daddys and mommys. No? You don’t like that either? Well, I guess until they are of age, the old “Maryam seTechign” story, told by endless numbers of Ethiopian mothers to still innocent children, beats the old Norse/German flying stork tale hands down. Who would argue against St Mary, the venerated Saint of all mothers?

      I would call people who do not want to have children the only ones with completely sane minds. I would also think they are too perfect. They feel no need to immortalize themselves, to remake themselves, to give themselves the joy of seeing something flourish under their care, to humble themselves, to make themselves the most important person for other human beings. Isn’t this world a better place for its imperfections?

      Speaking of humility though, I have this nagging suspicion that most young Ethiopians outside of the motherland are not getting married because of pride. Do you think we are all too proud to commit to a relationship where we have to submit to the whims of another? Questions, questions, questions…

      YenE shemonmwana, I await your mels with yemideliq lb.

      Yetinayet

      PS: Please return the favor, what do you do?

      PS to your PS: If you can say “amarignahin alchakutim” then you are more than capable. I am one of those people who think Amharic is one of the most romantic languages around. As proof, I challenge anyone listening to Telahun to translate a few lines into English.

      ENTRY 3

      To: Yetinayet

      From: Adey

      Subject: That thing they call love…

      Dear Yetinayet⁠—

      I am not sure what to make of your desire to wear a skirt and go singing from house to house but this is America. I am sure there is a group or association to provide you with support and allow you to celebrate you. On a more serious note, reading your description makes me a little sad. I left Ethiopia, a month before my fifth birthday and without getting into unnecessary detail, let’s just say that was many, many years ago. I am sad that I have never had the opportunity to celebrate Enkutatash or Gena in Ethiopia.

      Despite the fact that I think it is a complete waste of money, I see why habeshoch in this country insist on recreating the type of weddings they have in Ethiopia here (except for here the exorbitant dollar figure is in U.S. dollars). I guess it is the same longing I have to receive Adey Abeba’s on my birthday… it is just keeping a part of our collective identity alive. I do agree with you though that some of the words may need reworking. I am not big on the whole, I will obey thing. Yes, that would be the feminist in me rearing its head again.

      As for your question regarding the idea of one man - many wives (which I believe is called polygamy) it is fine by me, IF all the parties in the arrangement are happy. But in many countries in which polygamy exists, it is based on the premise that the man is the dominant figure and women are subservient – economically, socially and sexually. Now in the reverse…

      I know that adoption is not a quick shortcut. The pains of carrying and delivering a child are nine months, the raising of a child is the work of a lifetime. (I should start writing for Hallmark!) Anyway, I hear what you are saying. I am not intending to adopt so that I can get out of carrying a child and going through labor. Actually, I always like trying something new at least once and would be up to the challenge. But I really believe that we as human beings and specifically as abeshoch owe something to our community. How each individual defines the community and their responsibility is up to them. I have read the statistics of the number of children that will be orphaned by the combined ravages of war, famine and AIDS. I know that I have a home and lots of love. I just do not feel like that love is reserved for “my seed.” I feel no inherent desire to replicate myself. If I give one of these children the benefit of the love and opportunity I was given, maybe he or she might do the same thing and one day….

      As for a theory to explain all this. I am with you. I vote for the earthworm theory. People have an inherent desire to replicate and since it takes two to tango we, much like peacocks, plum our feathers and we strut our stuff!

      I am not sure that young Ethiopians are not getting married because of pride, I think its more like being a kid in a candy store, so many choices, its hard to pick just one! The trend towards getting married later and later is not limited to us. People are taking the time to pursue higher education and establishing their careers. Anyway, I imagine it must take time to save up for that platinum-Tifanny’s-pear-shaped-diamond…(Just kidding).

      As I end this e-mail, I feel like I should leave delivering a pearl of wisdom. Lacking that, I will paraphrase Emily Dickinson who said of love that it is the anterior to life, posterior to death, the initial of creation, and the exponent of breath.

      I think the same could be said about family – you wouldn’t be here with one and you survive what life brings your way because of it.

      And on that note I shall say …

      Ciao,

      Adey Abeba

      PS to your PS : I am a legal assistant at an immigration law firm until Friday and then I am off to a new job as a lobbyist/advocate for immigrant rights.

      2nd PS Ye Hiwote, Hiwote,, I thoroughly agree that Amharic is one of the most romantic languages but I am more of a Mahmoud fan!

      To: Adey Abeba

      From: Yetinayet

      Subject: They call my thing love

      Dear Adey Abeba,

      I hear you are under the weather. I’m sorry. I, not knowing the nature of your ailment nor your physical location, could not suggest a remedy for you, but I am tempted to ask that you go around picking up eucalyptus leaves, boil and inhale the vapors. No? Well, that was just another of those Addis Ababa cures for the common cold or a stuffy nose. Can you blame me if I am taken with the idea that the perfect cure for what ails “Spring Flower” is the sweet aroma of eucalyptus?

      When you tell me that Emily Dickinson believes love existed before, and exists after life, it brings to mind this notion “western” or “westernized” women have that “loving” somebody and “falling in love with” somebody are two different things. Imagine poor old Yetinayet - welged, welged-ing down the street and - hot damn! - if he doesn’t fall into a puddle of love! Wearing his freshly pressed chemise too! Now, it’s all ruined! He’d turn around to see if some poor soul fell in with him, ready to do the heroic thing and…

      What DOES one do if two souls fall in the same puddle of love with a big resounding “borCeq”? Does chivalry dictate that the man pull the woman out to safety? Or should both wallow in it together, blissfully drowning?

      But seriously though, I question whether this semantic hair splitting exists in other languages. The most Amharic can manage is “wededkush” vs “fqr yezognal” (love has seized me). On second thoughts, maybe Amharic too believes love exists outside of the “lover” and the “lovee”… Imagine that - love as this disembodied entity hovering independent of any two or more interacting human beings. Many think it is this sweet thing that will just take over your life, “…take away your everything, make everybody feel high…” as brother Bob would put it. Perhaps many more believe it is this harsh task master, cracking its whip, and calling upon the poor soul to submit, submit, submit…… Wouldn’t that be a humdinger of an exam question? “Does love exist independent of living souls? Discuss!”

      So, what do I know about family? Honestly, my experience is that of someone who grew up IN a family, and not as someone who ever started or headed (er… I mean CO-headed - I keep forgetting I am speaking to a feminist of sorts) one. So, beyond the idealistic pontificating of what we may wish “family” to be, personal experience tells me these things about what family is. Family means parents who have an unceasing capacity to sacrifice. Family means the sibling fights about who this yeCerq kwas (rag ball) belongs to. Family means a stern father whose silences you dread infinitely more than his occasional yeqebeto grfiya (your good ol’ fashioned ass whippin’). Family means a mother who goes to Merkato after a long day of work to get you the toy you wanted. Family also means long delicious hours of delirious fun making the stupidest sounds with your brothers and sisters. Family includes crazy uncles, haughty aunts, hip cousins. Family means old ladies sitting for hours talking about seemingly ancient stuff until they catch you - and then you endure stories of the greatness of your grandpa, or greatgrandpa or your distant zemed Grazmach so-and-so’s exploits at Segele, or Anchim, or Adwa or Maichew or the hills of Lasta during the fascist resistance. Family means someone making sure you do your homework, that you wash up, that you are polite to the lady who sells the kindling, that you deliver the buhae dabo s all over town, that you do your segdet on Easter Friday. Family is where we learn what the “straight and narrow” is before we are put firmly on it.

      In many societies, family is also that one central institution that defines you in terms of everybody else. There is this scene that a good friend of mine reminded me of. It is in Be’alu Girma’s masterpiece, “Ke Admas Bashager” (Beyond the Horizon). The hero is this guy who has returned after an educational stint in the west. He has read the western classics, listened to lectures, admired artwork. His brother has never left Ethiopia, in fact still lives in the countryside. The brother is visiting, and the two are chatting. In a fit of introspective muse, our hero starts to question who he is. His brother, after a mystified pause, brings him right back to earth. “What kind of question is this? Aren’t you so’s and so’s son? So and so’s nephew? So and so’s cousin?”

      Yes, family used to define us completely, ergo the question “yeman lij new?” We, the enlightened we, the “educated” emigrant types, do not have the ability to delight in just being a part of the extended family. It is interesting that you and I have spent the previous exchanges on the question of starting MY family. The experiences we value have become strictly personal. Therefore, having and raising children is primarily a matter of whether “I” can afford it. In the old extended family, that would never be an issue. We believe weddings are perhaps too lavish, forgetting that “our guests” are mostly in fact “the family” (and I ain’t talkin’ about no Signor Riccobuono of the Atlanta Mafia). Even getting married, we believe, requires that “I” fall in love. It’s all about me, me, me……

      So somewhere between eucalyptus leaves and puddles of love, the battle of Adwa and the Atlanta Mafia, I leave you to ponder about what family is outside the borders of personal romantic gratification. Until then, I remain, hopelessly confused and unabashedly proud of it.

      Yetinayet

      ENTRY 4

      To: Yetinayet

      From: Adey

      Subject: Families past and present

      Dear Yetinayet⁠—

      I appreciate your kind wishes. As you suggested, I got some eucalyptus leaves (Vicks) and taTenkut. It seems to have worked on my cold but I still have lost my voice completely. Maybe I lost my voice rooting my KNICKS on to their victory against Miami (yes, I am shamelessly plugging my team and rubbing the Miami loss in their faces – they know who they are). Back to our regularly scheduled programming….

      As is my evening ritual, I am reading your e-mail while listening to Bob and I think that he captured my response to your e-mail when he said, “Brother you’re right, you’re right, you’re right, you’re…. so right”. I was actually reading through our e-mails, just to see whether the conversation flowed and I was surprised by how peripheral the discussion of our families (the ones we came from) have been. I think that it is partly due to the fact that we have so much more choice when it comes to the families we will have(or not). You can choose who you marry, if you even marry and whether or not you have children – you get my drift. With family, either you luck out or you have to suck it up (usually a combination of both).

      Although most of the things that you described as being family to you do not apply to me, the intensity and the fondness with which you describe your family and the influence that they have had on your life, resonate. I left Ethiopia as a refugee – not on a plane – but by camel, trucks and sometimes on foot through war zones to Sudan. We moved around considerably before coming to the U.S. Through all those changes – cultural, linguistic, climatic—my family was the only constant. I am eternally gratefully and am remiss not to have mentioned it sooner.

      I think that your question regarding whether love can exist outside of two human beings is a bit like the question of whether if a tree falls in the forest and there is no one to witness it… My answer is no. What Emily Dickinson was saying about love and what I was trying to say about family is that it is always a part of you – even beyond your last breath.

      I agree with you that family is one central institution that defines you. But in as much as we gain from being the son of … or the niece of …, we have come to inherent the sins of the parent as it were. People judge or praise as much for being the son of …or the daughter… as for the actions that we take on our own. Anyway, while I agree that perhaps the breadth of our dialogue has been limited to starting our own families, that does not indicate that we do not appreciate the extended families we come from. Discussing the future is speculation. Discussing your past and present is more revealing. In such a public exchange, I think it is only natural that people do not, as the saying goes, “air your dirty laundry in public.” Not that I am suggesting that your laundry is dirty!

      In a few hours, I will be off to New York to go to witness to (unreasonably) young people commit to each other for the rest of their lives. I doubt that they have discussed the issue of marriage in all of its facets as much as we have here. I guess in the end it is just a leap of faith…

      On the marriage trail…

      Adey Abeba

      To: Adey Abeba

      From: Yetinayet

      Subject:

      Dear Adey Abeba,

      As they say, great minds think alike. I am glad you found your cure to be the modern, distilled version of what I had prescribed. Sorry to hear you lost your voice, but it is just re-charging for the expected wedding songs and eleltas at your New York shindig. I am sorry this is the last installment we get to write each other. I suppose a boohoo is called for, but in appropriate Ethiopian fashion I will only admit to a “zeraf!”

      When you tell me your childhood experiences, I have to admit that, yes, your are entirely right, I cannot relate to your experiences. So, perhaps it is true that you may have had an even better appreciation of what an immediate family means than someone without a comparable experience.

      Part of what being human is this ability to transcend the past and recreate oneself and the environment. To focus on the possible, the not-yet-created, that which only exists as a gleam in the deepest recesses of our minds. And at the same time, to be able to look the past and the here and now in its very real eye and say, “There is something better than you that does not yet exist, but will become so through my will and nothing more.” I sense that determination in you. I think also this falls into what I have said earlier, that the forming a family and having children is part of this urge to re-make oneself into the perfection we now believe we know.

      I feel this topic can be discussed ad nauseum, but I get this picture of a lady who has had her own children, and is now on the verge of counting her grandkids standing in front of me, wagging her finger and telling me, “LijE, yemn mefelasef new. Satarej anduan agba.” Of course, I would be asking her, “Andua? Who is she, do I know her?”

      I guess this unabashed attempt to be witty leads to that last element of family that we have not really discussed, but which you alluded to in your very first post. And that is - the clock. Yes, one senses that being a lonely old man is perhaps an infinitely worse position to be in than being a lonely weTeTE goremsa. Since, as you say, the future is speculation, the only evidence we have about it is from those that have traveled this route before. Heed the advice of your elders. Of course, since you seem to have already embarked on this journey, I need not tell you that. It is more for myself.

      To close this thoughtful dialog, I have been trying to get some nugget of wisdom to finally impart. I have sat in a meditative cross-legged crouch, eyes closed, back straight, index finger against thumb of each hand and humming my “Ommmmmmm…” Unfortunately, all I get is a picture of a group of people of all ages seating around a table full of foods of all types, and eating and laughing. Perhaps that is sufficient, a vision of a happy family to look forward to.

      Happy Family!!!

      Yetinayet

      Route to Divorce: ET Style
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      by: Surafel Assaminew

      Most of you are too scared to try Tirae siga

      so i am giving you Tbs be awaze and injera

      if the awaze is too hot, sip on the Qrari

      keep your eyes on the mesob and your ears on the azmari

      of course you can’t refuse when i offer you a gursha

      open your mouth and say “ah, degem-inji indegena”

      Qrari is good it won’t lead you to sikar

      you can drink plenty and still drive your car

      if you get drunk, we will call you a taxi

      just make sure you leave the Tela bet peacefully

      'cause if you don’t, they’ll call the Qebele

      you might even spend some time down in kerchele

      your wife sitting at home wondering "where is bale beté? "

      “I better drop this fool be CHnqet ke-memotae!”

      when you come home in the morning

      she is ready for a divorce

      telling you "i will never live

      “ke indant yale diabilos”

      A Mother and a Grandmother
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      by: Y. M.

      She’s not exactly what you’d call “conservative,” not in that Ethiopian way. She works-out with us at the gym, she loves to shop, she has a repertoire of teretswhich she loves to tell and re-tell, and a select number of bawdy jokes with which she keeps us all in stitches. Biologically, she’s my grandmother, but in my heart she’s my mother, my sister, my best friend - my one unconditional love.

      She rises with us each week day and prepares our breakfasts, made-to-order. “Ikelit, anchi mindinew yemitfeligiw - balkek n’w inQulal?” “Antes, mindinew yemitfeligew – buna bicha new weyis dabo be mermelata larghilih?”

      She keeps the time – “ere, refede!” - as we rush about preparing for the day ahead. We’re not what you’d call morning people, or punctual, come to think of it, but she works with us, makes allowances. Her QuTa is tinged with indulgence, with humor, as we bumble about and she makes sure we don’t forget the lunch she has prepared for us, again, made-to-order ("Nege min larghilish lemisa? "). We leave, tesimen, tesasimen, and from the window of the house, she watches us drive off, waving, waving, until we are out of sight. Sometimes, she makes the sign of the cross – “bedehna melisilign” - as we blow her kisses from the car. Anyone watching would assume we were going on an extended trip rather than to work only :45 rush-hours away.

      Then, in the lull immediately following the morning mengodagod, she does her tselot and slips back into bed to sleep until noon. Partly, she sleeps now because she’d stayed up late with my mother the previous night, making quality time, but really, she sleeps because sleep is her escape from the silent hours when all her children are away doing whatever it is that takes them away from her.

      She rises again at noon, prepares her solitary meal and watches the daytime shows on ABC. She can tell you who’s cheating on whom on All My Children, or who’s mother- in-law is plotting against whom on Days of Our Lives, or whose child it really is on General Hospital, but these are all preludes to The Oprah Show (ay, sew maletis isuwa nech!), her favorite show. She watches avidly while the inzirt spins in fluid rotation in her capable hand. Later that evening, she will talk about the guests on Oprah that day - tell me how she cried over some guest’s misfortune, her shock over another guest’s indiscretion – and I will sit there amused and amazed because she doesn’t speak English. (But Imamiyè is clever like that. All it takes is one look into her bright, brilliant, inde kokeb yamiyabera eyes to know that she may not have benefited from a formal education, may frequently refer to herself as mehayim in the face of our stubborn assertions, but she has a natural intelligence that shines through in her conversations, in her frequent mikirs, in her risqué Qeld.)

      Sometimes, she will talk about the loneliness of those hours between noon and seven, how she has to stare down the yawning silence with the noise of memories of the long since closed chapters of her life in Ethiopia.

      And in this admission of a loneliness she would never have felt in Ethiopia, out will come her stories, these priceless bits of insight into a period of time I will never know, not through books, not through documentaries. Her mother, she recalls with tears standing in her eyes, died when she was still a small child (“nefs kemaweQé befit”). Her father was a wealthy man, a sharp-shooting Feetawrari who hunted elephants for their tusks, an educated merchant who was tri-lingual (“Amarigna, Oromigna ina Ferensai”) who traveled to Europe to do business, and who, when his daughter was only nine, gave her away in marriage to a man much older than himself (This man will die of natural causes before the year is out and she will marry yet again, against her wishes, at the age of 11. She will run away from this second husband - for reasons she’s never disclosed - and will finally marry my grandfather at 15).

      My guts get tied up in knots when she talks about her early years, but she recounts her tale in a matter of fact way, sometimes even with humor. It’s not that she doesn’t see the injustice meted out to women of her generation with careless frequency; it’s just that she has dealt with it all through acceptance. Yes, I can see something like anger in her eyes sometimes, but during my irate and (I admit it) disrespectful vitriol against my great- grandfather, she will make allowances for him, make me see, however reluctantly, that he was as much a victim of the mores and standards of his time as she was. I can’t help but think how far she would have come in life had she been given the same opportunities as the males of her time.

      She recalls in stunning detail how she, with her agile mind and her entrepreneurial spirit, sold Tej and injera during her sidet in Sudan while her husband (my grandfather) languished in a British prison camp. She will speak dry-eyed of the still-born son, the miscarriages and the baby daughter (“Nini, yenatish tanash”) who died of tikitik at the age of two. She remembers with a mother’s clarity the length of her baby girl’s sooty black eyelashes, the hue of her rose-petal soft skin, the size of her eyes, the soft, fat curls of her hair… . And it is through these recollections I finally learn to understand her unspoken sorrows and her unspeakable losses.

      During the noon-to-seven weekday silences, it is the sad, the unbearable, the frustrating memories that she relives with helpless regularity. She admits that she sometimes cries at these memories and I try to see her as she must have been, a young, dynamic woman who survived a war, a sidet, the casual cruelty of others, and the death of a child. Then I see the Imama that I recall, the one who was our primary care giver in Ethiopia, who suffered the sudden removal of her grandchildren ("lijochè ") to “safer ground” during the revolution and who, five years later, boards an airplane for only the second time in all her life, to come and see “her children” in America.

      If we push her, she will recount her adventures in Sudan, bringing to life a history to which we would otherwise have no access. She is our only connection to a fast- disappearing past and we realize that so we eat up her stories greedily and beg for more. She is our connection to Ethiopia in a way that no other substitute would do. She puts a human face to something that would otherwise be a flat image oft painted green-gold-red.

      I watch her bake her breads (le serg, le Bete Kiristian, le leQso, le lidetachin, le ba’il Qen) and try to comprehend where all that energy comes from, because here I am at less than a third of her age, and it is all I can do sometimes to put sliced bread in the toaster.

      After work and at the weekends, we try to be with her. We take her where she wants to go. She’s big on shirishir, but I avoid restaurants because she’s quite the picky eater. Nothing, and I mean nothing is ever up to her standard. If, and that’s a big IF, she actually likes something served at a restaurant, she will finish it, which is the only way you get to know that she actually liked it because she sure ain’t gonna tell ya.

      I have the honor of taking her shopping for anything and everything because I have been deemed the patient one. I can be as impatient as the rest of my siblings during the 4-5 hour shopping sprees, but I’m not and the secret to my high level of patience is practice, practice, practice. I went through a year or two of, "yayeshiwun hulu menkat alebish? " then I began to allow myself to indulge her. Now, when I grow too impatient after the 15th pair of shoes, tried and discarded for reason No. 89 on her long list of “Why shoes not made in Italy should never grace my feet,” I make myself remember that all of last week, she did not opt to stay in bed and catch some more Z’s muttering something like, "irasachu sirut! "

      Instead, she was up with us, brewing the coffee, beating the egg, mixing the batter…. If she decides that the watch we bought her last week (after canvassing 3 stores and 20 watches) was really not to her taste, I would agree to take it back and let myself anticipate the moment with a smile because she would (at my insistence or hers) come with me, ride shot gun, protest against the confining seatbelt, tell me how to drive, then laughingly agree when I offer her the steering wheel. We would friendly-fight over which CD to play because she really, really digs music and when she hears a particularly good song (she likes certain ones by Whitney Houston and George Michael, but then who doesn’t?) she will ask me to buy it for her ("ayzosh, yikefelishal " : "ere gidyelem! ") or dub it for her if I have it. And on our way to the store where we bought the watch, something will catch her eye and she will, giggling in this infectious way, drag me over to the window and make me look. Right now, she’s into cell phones (because she’s crazy about small electronics). I indulge her because in that indulgence I experience love at its purest, taken and given, between a mother and a granddaughter. I tell her now that I hope God gives me a daughter who would turn out to be just like her. Now, wouldn’t that be the ultimate blessing!

      When friends or relatives come to visit, she makes sure that they are fed well before they leave. Our visitors, after observing her, would always tell us, “inante iko, idilegna nachu.” I used to smile, thank them, then think no more of it. . Over the years, I have grown to appreciate her more, understand now that it is her, Imamiyé, aCHirwa Hodè , who’s our foundation and the glue of our little family in the Diaspora. So now, when people tell me how lucky I am to have my grandmother with me, I still smile and I nod…then close my eyes and feel the blessing to my bones.

      Between Sisters
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      REFLECTIONS

      “The Beginning”

      To my little sister:

      It was a hot and humid evening, we were eating Peking Duck while you were being born in the hospital across the street…in Peking, China. You were born, ye buhè let and were given an exotic Chinese name, Dong Tai Yang - “the east sun”. It all sounds like its out of a movie right? Well, that’s your life.

      I knew I was in deep trouble when the baby whose diapers I used to change was already giving me fashion advice at six. My standard uniform of wrangler jeans, my dad’s white dress shirt and Adidas were not ready for any changes. We were ten years apart and of course shared a room, which was meticulously decorated by you. I vividly remember you waking up one morning to tell me about a crazy dream that you had. You were on the back of your preschool pal’s motorcycle…wearing tight jeans and speel CHama. You were definitely always way ahead of all of us!

      You were one of those kids who was just always there when we were trying to do things…like drive the car or have a secret party, and somehow the parents would catch wind of the various activities. It was as though you just didn’t approve of the madness.

      When I left the country in 1980, leaving you as a seven year old, I feared that I would come home one day to find you as the leader of the Kinet squad, singing revolutionary songs at the top of your lungs. Although at the same time I remember thinking that you were beyond all that. After that point, in my mind you were the lucky child that was able to stay home with our parents while we were banished to life in America. You would write sweet letters in you curly-Q Lycèe handwriting with your list of demands - the special items that would deplete my measly paychecks. It made me sad that I missed out on watching you grow up - I always blamed the political situation at home for the long separation from my family.
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        * * *

      

      To my big sister:

      Even though I had to look at old pictures to have memories of us living together before you left for the States, I clearly remember writing you letters with lists of things to send to me. I was very excited to receive my cowgirl Barbie that winked! Well, Igzihaber yisTish.

      I was showing mom a black and white picture of us the other day. You were probably fourteen or fifteen which made me about four or five…. You were kneeling down and I was sitting on your back with a big bump on my forehead. I always explained to my friends that the bump resulted from “Ehete ke geregeda ga agaCHtagne new!” even though I didn’t recall how it had happened. Don’t ask me where I got that explanation. Yaltaweqe, yeqoye qim!

      I realize that I do not have a clear memory of when I grew up with you. How sad, but I assume it resulted from our age difference and your leaving at such an early age. Difficult for anyone to realize at that point that this separation would create such a big gap between siblings in many families!

      I only remember a few occasions that we shared before you left for the States. Not glorious ones, but they were quite a happening for a six or seven year old. One major event I remember was when I got spanked at Soderè because I scratched your friend’s face; your friend tried to, by my definition medfeq me in the swimming pool while teaching me to swim.

      Other repetitive scenes I recall were watching you and your friends hanging out with your boyfriends; if I am not mistaken, you were drinking beer, mixed it with Sprite so couldn’t recognize the content. I also remember a series of rejections when I tried to participate in your social life. You used to hide from me to sneak out and go to the movies…

      No wonder my mind does not want to remember those times!

      I have to mention your friend’s olive Baby Fiat. I would have done anything to get a ride in it. I also remember that you were in jail for few days because you didn’t go to the a self at the Qebelè … .

      At this point, I don’t know if I am confusing events I actually recall or stories that I have heard about you. After you left for the States, pictures you sent were the only links I had with you, until of course the major adjustment to both our lives when our parents decide to reunite us by sending me to you…hmm, that was quite an experience, I might say!
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        * * *

      

      “The middle”

      To my little sister:

      I was nervous about this new plan of having you live with me for several years until you started college. I really didn’t have much time to prepare myself mentally. I had just turned 26, living the single life in San Francisco and had a roommate to whom I had to explain the whole situation. Luckily, it was someone I had known since college and who knew me well. The last time I had seen you was several years before when you had come for a short trip. I remember I kept looking at you… and seeing myself at that awkward age when you don’t quiet fit in your body. You must have been 12 or 13.

      At 16, you were eager and ready to come to America. That surprised me the most. I left kicking and screaming at 17 and you just seemed unaffected by having to leave home. I basically cried every night during my first year here.

      I remember the first few weeks as being awkward for us. You had to get to school, take the bus and do a lot of things on your own. I had to think about cooking well-balanced meals, and learning to take care of a teenager. It was a difficult time for us both. Several months after you arrived, the big San Francisco earthquake of 1989 hit. You were at home alone, I was at work in a tall building; I couldn’t believe it was happening.

      I was constantly evaluating my job as the “role” model. That was the most challenging part of my new job as “guardian.” I resented, at times, the fact that I had to hold back or restrain myself somehow, I had to adjust my life to accommodate yours. As you know, talaq mehon yhew new, tset bilo meQebel new.

      I never had to worry about you academically. You were always studying or reading and the teachers just raved about you! In spite of the fact that English was your third language, you were doing very well. I truly enjoyed going to the PTA conferences. I was so proud. In terms of your social life though, I felt like I was failing. You just did not want to spend any time with “Americans”…which is a bit difficult to do when you are in America. There wasn’t much I could do to entertain you. The most animated you would get would be when one of your friends from high school in Addis would call…you just went crazy. It took you about a year to adjust and to start enjoying yourself a bit. It makes sense. I think we all went through that.

      Your high school graduation was a high point. I was so happy to have our parents there and to just be able to hand over my big responsibility. It was a sigh of relief that you made it in one piece. It felt like it was a major accomplishment even though we had plenty of hard times.

      The next move was sending you off to college. You were pretty confident when it came to choosing colleges. Of course you would want to go to the most expensive school. It made sense you wanted to go to a small school. I wanted you to go to the state school that was offering you a scholarship, very “parent like” attitude. You can’t blame me for that…I had to adopt that role to make it through those times.
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        * * *

      

      To my big sister:

      Aye America! I think the biggest problem when I came to you was that Aregash, our serategna, did not come with me. Can I just leave it at that? Hm, maybe not…Memories from my first year living with you - running up the hill after the bus every morning beza be-bird, going out with your friends to bars where I could not stand the music, going on “short trail” walks. Do you know what that translates to for someone who just got to the States: CHaka wusT laltaweqe gizé meramed!

      The hardest part about moving to the US and living with you was adapting to my new lifestyle after being apart for almost ten years. Living with you and your roommate, my new adopted parents, was quite a change of environment. We were back to sharing a room, even sharing the same futon! Since I didn’t remember how it felt to have a sister, it was exciting to get reacquainted with you, but I was uncertain about the outcome. Our interactions were strange at the beginning because I thought you were too Ferenj for me. You listened to ye Ferenj zefen. Your close friends were all ferenj with their ye Ferenj Qeld!! My new lifestyle thus became a daily challenge in this new atmosphere, making my DC escapades to meet my old high school friends from Addis just heavenly.

      Nevertheless, I had great memories of spending time with you and getting to know you better with time. I enjoyed just hanging out with you, going shopping or to the movies (though taking me for a jog in the hills of San Francisco was not the best idea). I know I was a pain when you tried to encourage me to try different dishes at ethnic restaurants…Memarin yemessele neger yelem! I laugh at all the hand- me-down outfits I got from your closet; you definitely had a cool style that impressed me!

      Things between us were going quite all right until the house chores (which were not included in my previous lifestyle) came between us. Who was going to do the dishes and take out the trash? Who was going to do the laundry and clean the bath tub? I don’t think I realized that I was supposed to be involved in these activities.

      Well, if house chores put distance between us, school assignments, especially in my English class, brought us together! How do you expect someone coming from a French school to write in English a four-page typed essay on, “What you mean when you say ‘I know’,” for my Theory of Knowledge class? I remember you helping me through these times, reading and correcting my essays over and over again. It was pretty cool to take you to my school to meet my teachers and friends. Everyone was quite taken by my “hip sister!”

      I realize my “hip sister” may have had some confusion between acting as a sister and a mother! I assume it was quite a handful to have a teenager in her life. Hey, congratulations, you did a great job! You got me through my couple years in the States, which are very crucial to getting a good start and to follow the right path. You gave me advice, guidance, and most importantly, freedom to make my own decisions at a very young age! And that confidence you had in me is what has led me to where I am.

      By the way, when the earthquake hit, I was watching TV after school and had no idea what had happened until I saw people rushing out and decided to check it out. I didn’t know what an earthquake was supposed to be like then; well, I do now.
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        * * *

      

      “The End”

      To my little sister:

      Ten years later, I would ask myself: Is that really my baby sister - looking sophisticated, wearing a beautiful suit, hair wonderfully coiffed - talking to grown ups. And are they actually listening to her and reading her expert opinion in her reports? Wow…it was impressive!

      It is wonderful to be your sister again and not your pseudo parent. It truly is so much nicer and I do feel closer to you now. The ten years between us have evaporated somewhere; I feel like we are contemporaries. We have both ended up working in the health field and have many friends in common. Living bi-coastally and seeing each other two to three times a year is not ideal though. We need to remedy that somehow.

      Although I am the oldest, you have taken that position in the family. Le-sim bicha new talaQ yemibalew. I am and have been willing to relinquish that position. It’s your turn. I’ll just sit back and watch.
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        * * *

      

      To my big sister:

      Recently, when I visited relatives in Addis, they asked “Ihitish indét nat?” and I responded “BeTam dehna nat.”

      Then came, “tinegageralachu?” and “lie new ye mitnorut?” Oops, I haven’t seen my sister since the last holiday. We’re back to living apart even though we get in touch often over the phone and meet a few times a year over the holidays. It’s not the same as living in the same city and being able to go out for coffee or drinks after work, or hang out on weekends.

      Even though we have erased the gap between us while we were kids, the current geographic distance frightens me from time to time as we get involved in our separate lives with our respective partners and get settled in at different corners of the country. Yes, we have gotten closer as sisters and friends, but as we grow older and have kids, let’s take time to imagine what it would be like to see all our kids playing iQa- iQa in the same ghibi.

      Let’s make that a goal.

      Things Imaye Never Told Me
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      by Ilfinesh

      She was wise, Immayé was. Told me all about how to pretend not to like the guy I wanted when I was in front of my friends (miQeNash yirgeff, lijé) but to make sure I caught his eye, just once, when no one was looking. Reminded me to always make sure there was a less pretty girl with me (she never said “uglier” – she was too refined – but the message was as clear as her ageless skin) when I went out in public. Cautioned me to always pat, never wipe, my face carefully with a clean, soft gabi QuraCH after washing with just lukewarm water twice a day to avoid wrinkles and unsightly bigur. Taught me the recipe for the secret all-natural wash that meant I would never have that “not-so-fresh” feeling…and no, don’t ask for the recipe…it is called a “secret” wash for a reason.

      However, if asked, and if you caught her at one of those rare expansive moments, Imma would freely share that most important lesson: at all costs avoid even speaking to any man with a controlling mother – there’s nothing worse than having a mamma’s-boy for a husband, or his interfering mother as an amach. The Lesson was everywhere: mixed liberally with the formula she carefully had them feed me as an infant (yemin maTbat? she had choked out, incredulous at the implied but real threat to the well-preserved perkiness of her bosom); instead of the requisite da-dé chant that helped all my friends learn to walk, my own Immayiyé sang The Lesson as she watched the mogzeet stoop over to hold my hands and walk me around the room (wegebé biQeCHiss?); my milk teeth were each pulled out with a pinch of amed and a dash of The Lesson. At Bolé, she saw me off as I flew off to face the world without her daily homilies; holding me close for a final hug, she warned me about never forgetting to count safe and unsafe days (aderashin, ayat litadergiN atichekuyi), and ended with the clincher…always The Lesson.

      And I learned my lesson well. It got so I didn’t date anyone who even HAD a mother…I made allowances for one or two with ailing, aging mothers, though the idea of possibly having a whiny hypochondriac houseguest for life was daunting enough to disqualify all but the most deserving. I took my time, sorted the geleba from the Tiré from the EregeN! Finally, the man of my dreams crossed my path. Well-armed with Immaye’s sound advice, I reeled in that baby, landing him gasping, breathless; hook still in his cheek. And no mother in sight. But then, the worst thing happened. Something I hadn’t been told about…hadn’t anticipated: The Sister-in-Law. How could Imma have left me so unprepared???

      The Dreaded Sister-in-Law: she’s your husband’s sister and his closest friend/bane of his existence/confidante/worst enemy – never someone neutral, and always guaranteed to be pretty much your diametric opposite. You like sports? She’s a couch potato. Love Don Williams and Dolly Parton, do you? She head-slams to Metallica, Nirvana and Axl Rose. If you’re Teyim selkaka, she’s a cutely rounded Qey-Qonjo. You say poe-tay-toe…she insists on dinich. You can speak at length on your particular take on neo-post-post-modernism and the Arab-Israeli peace process? She can recite the Abugida backwards while rolling her hair AND snapping her gum. Ere Immay mela Mchi!

      It is true that, on the surface, some Sisters-in-law (SILs for short) appear to be quite like you; clearly YOU’RE NOT LOOKING CLOSELY ENOUGH. In fact, you might even be lulling yourself into thinking that you could become friends with your SIL, seeing as how you both love the same man, and even shop at the exact same M*A*C counter at Nordstrom’s for exactly the same Chestnut lip-liner and Fetish glossy lipstick. Ay gud! Not till Godiva has an all-you-can-eat Qimya sale will you be able to let all that anti-SIL pent-up hostility run free. But why wait…let’s let it all hang out…

      So there I was…unwarned, unarmed, facing down my own SILs. I survived, so now let me tell you what Immaye never told me…

      First, never ever date a man with a sister. Okay, that sounds a bit harsh. Never date anyone with an older sister. Nah, that’s no good either: younger … older… twin sisters, all of them spell one thing: Trouble. (Aside: This should in no way be taken as encouragement to off your SIL…though if you do, I want RuPaul to play me as the Bad Influence in the Yesamintu TalaQ film). Ayi, looks like I got derailed…let me start again.

      First, if there’s anything of a contentious nature between you and your SIL, never ever confront her directly; let your husband deal with it. Men, poor spineless creatures, are extraordinarily ill equipped to deal with any type of conflict between the women in their lives. So, invariably, he’ll ease his head out of the sand only long enough to mezebareQ something muddled and unsatisfactory to his sister, leaving her feeling both dissed and dissatisfied. The key is to make sure he doesn’t mezebareQ to YOU. That’s why you have to blow the top of his head off with whatever works…me, i use the long, warm oil, all-body massage where I don’t use my hands; trust me, by the end, he’s barely able to form a thought without weeping in gratitude for my presence in his life.

      Second, never let your husband become fully confident about how you feel about him. I can’t take credit for this, since it’s one of the basic Immayé lessons that go well beyond SIL-handling. In his sister’s hearing, mention in a matter-of-fact tone that anyone who is away from home for more than a few weeks is likely to fool around, no matter how CHewa or tamaN. Mention in an even-tempered tone that if you had a husband who left for six weeks for work, you’d just assume he was fooling around and not get too worked up about it.

      This has several advantages: (a) she will jump to his defense – oh no, not her brother – proving that no matter how mad a sister is at her brother, she will always be there for him (this is called the Take Your Sisters for Granted clause in the sibling contract). So, when push comes to shove, her feelings can (and now, will) come second to yours. (b) You come across as a practical woman. Don’t overplay this (or else you’ll be changing the tires on your car before you know it). Learn the subtext and apply accordingly; in case you didn’t catch it the first time, let’s recap: “anyONE away from home for more than a few weeks is likely to fool around”: this can apply as much to you as to him, and any man recently introduced to the full-body finger-free massage will be especially sensitive to such hints of potential waywardness. Thus, regardless of how much you worship him, from his hairy felQaQa toes to his bald pate, you have introduced him to niggling insecurity: could it be that you don’t mind his cheating on you?! This strikes the fear of God in any man, keeping him guessing and making him your loyal subject forever. © Here’s a little bonus for the avid reader who’s made it this far: if you want to really have fun with a husband unsure about fatherhood, at the end of an intimate evening, try the “Honey, I’m Not Sure I Really Want Children” comment; this will have him promising you a Swiss-trained mogzeet as well as his total and unending devotion to the diaper pail through the birth and raising of the four children you wanted all along. Men! So simple it’s frightening, but don’t tell them I said that.

      Third, timing is everything so learn all the stage cues: Your Beloved exits left => annoy your SIL while he’s out of earshot. Beloved enters right => make sure he’s around to hear his sister’s seemingly gratuitous, mean comment. Sisters are almost as simple as men – they wear their feelings close to the surface when it comes to their brothers, and it isn’t hard at all to get them riled up with a little comment or two. Many a fabulous woman, well-trained in Immaye’s ways when it comes to her man, becomes a blithering idiot when it comes to her brother. So you should all take note. You’ll feel great when your husband courageously protects your honor. Pop quiz: She says something mean…do you respond to your SIL’s comment? Repeat after me…no, No, NO. Just look hurt towards stage right as Hubby enters. Later that night, once the lights go out, grin like a lunatic.

      Finally, pick one of your SIL’s best friends or closest relatives (bonus points if she’s both) and make her like you. Be sincere, share some of your private fears, ask after her children, make yourself vulnerable in a way that makes her see you differently. There is no revenge sweeter than to have one of her closest confidants try to convince your SIL that she’s actually being too judgmental about her brother’s wife. “Maybe,” the friend will say, “you’re not trying hard enough to get to know her. She’s really not that bad, you know.”

      Gud ikko new! Don’t look now but it appears I might just have the makings of a damn good Immayé myself!

      Abatay
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      Confessions of a Brother
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      by: Fishkaw

      I wonder if this word “family” includes those big-mouthed sisters of mine. I, “man,” have been discriminated, disregarded, insulted and humiliated by these female figures for years. Yes, female!

      Mom…? Mom and I got along fine. Didn’t we, Mom? I never crossed the line the way I wanted to, although there were times I believed that it was you who wrote that song, “You can’t touch this,” for M.C. Hammer. Our basic conflict was based on that tape recorder (or was it a gramaphone), that was always covered with that colorful dantél, which gave it the grace of a holly tabot. Remember? If I wanted to listen to the same song twice, I had to wait one or two hours because it was considered naked aggression to press the two taboo buttons: Fast Forward and Rewind. Thoughts of touching those buttons were drowned out by your stern voice, “Aliseber alehi!!?”

      Therefore, in order to listen to my favorite song, Kennedy’s “Libayn S’taroCHw,” I had to sit with those females from Abol Buna 'till sostegna, listening to their idir, Tsebel werè. Ok, so I learned how to make ye suuf fitfit. Not the kind of fair-trade policy world economies function under.

      These days, I have a stereo in my car. The moment I get into my car, I instinctively press the fast forward button. All the way to work I am accompanied by the soft “whhhrrillll” of a tape fast- forwarding. Coming back, it is the rewind button. Been doing this for years. I don’t think I have ever listened to music in my car. I have been banished from the front seat of all my friends’ cars. Maybe it’s time for either the Tsebel thing or the ferenj therapy?

      P.S. Mom, do not send me more of that “imnet” stuff. I tried it the other day when I had a qizshet. Rubbed it all over my body 'till I looked like some Hindu Guru. Didn’t work. In fact, I had to take one extra shower, which caused me gudegna wigat. I guess that stuff works only when combined with those soft fingers of yours. You used to touch my forehead with imnet, and then say to me, “Teshefafneh Tegna.” The next day, I would be fine. I miss that, and I miss you.

      I do remember my beloved sisters very often. In fact I remembered them… when was the last time? Days …weeks… months … ah, a year ago.

      A year ago I went to Van Gogh’s Museum in Amsterdam. It is not that I am into this thing, painting. I accidentally happened to be around, so what the heck.

      As far as paintings are concerned, I’ve only known one successful painter: Sisai. He made it to the top. He was the only one in my neighborhood who managed to sell his expensive inquTaTash paintings. They were so beautiful that we met his exorbitant price - Huletun simuni. It was like an investment then.

      I’ve learnt some basics from Sisai’s paintings. In his paintings the angels are beautiful with wings. And Jesus is Jesus. I mean, handsome, kind, gentle.

      Sisay’s counterpart, Worku’s paintings were relatively cheaper, but they came with a problem: nobody could figure out who was who except Worku. How can a bald angry man be Jesus? Well, Jesus didn’t like his new hairstyle and was upset. According to Worku, a guy in a Landcruiser in one of his paintings was Ghiorghis. But, but, what happened to his horse? “You have to move along with time.”

      His angels were equipped with AK-47s and swords.

      It was armed with this kind of art appreciation and knowledge that I went to the Museum. The very moment I entered its doors, I felt like an artist who looked at things in another dimension.

      Most of the visitors seemed to know a lot more. “Have a good look at this flower. Isn’t it wonderful!?” said one to the other. I looked at the flower in question from every direction… dimension…yes it was a flower, the same flower I glanced at when I first entered the Museum. And it was very unremarkable.

      “Beautiful,” I nodded, as if I understood the very core of that painting and I walked on.

      Another painting. “Wow… superb”. You were expected to repeat those words. “Marvelous.”

      Then I came across a painting titled, " Shoe". It was just an old shoe, tired and sad. I looked at it, really looked at it and… and I felt it. My whole being stopped pretending…brain started functioning …and questions flowed through me. Where did he get this idea? … Why a shoe? …Ok, why this old ugly shoe? When was the last time I’d looked at my own shoes?

      I had shoes too, for which I had deep feelings. I ain’t no painter, but I still can write some. Those nasty Qoda shoes my sisters back home used to wear were given such incredible latitude in our house, abusing that Tawla floor with their merciless speel sole, while my poor harmless shera-CHama was denied its God-given right to enter the elfign.

      You don’t want to hear my sisters talk about my shera. They sounded just like those experts at the UN going on, half scientifically, half folkloricly about the environment, pollution etc.

      There were times I felt like organizing a revolution. “Power to the people!” “To hell with the environment!” and “Only shera in the salon!”

      Slight problem: My sisters were the majority, the people…and power went to them. I had to sit there, barefoot, while they watched their favorite TV program, “Ke Majet Iske Adebabi,” undisturbed.

      They sat there comfortably, and would occasionally turn to me. “Ehh… can you give me that Gaabi …please, that Vaseline, …please this kokoos… .” And I had to do all this barefoot. Qibatamoch!

      But my beloved shera, which scored those magnificent goals the world has yet to see, was not allowed to watch my favorite Saturday night, “Big League Soccer.” And now I want to say to my shera, it is not that I hated you that you had to stay on the veranda all night long. It was because of the pressure imposed upon me. And I am sorry.

      To my sisters, I want to tell you this, so that you can hate me more… It is “get even” time.

      Do you really want to know what happened to your fat cat “Wirro”? Yes, that cat which used to enjoy all your attention and maqolameT?

      Do you remember the day that big, well-fed cat of yours, be manalebign-net ate my one beloved, extra talented bird? Never mind. I certainly do.

      I have never seen that ugly cat doing a thing except sleep on the couch, wake up, stretch, eat and then go back to sleep … same as my sisters.

      I was only five meters away when it happened, and I was paralyzed to stop it. Who would have thought that lazy cat could be faster than a bullet? Within a few seconds, it was all over: he lunged at my bird, broke its neck, and before I could take a deep breath, my poor bloody bird was in his mouth. “Whatcha gonna do?” his eyes mocked me.

      I ran to my room as MY SISTERS’ cat enjoyed his meal.

      My bird was special. A super Telafi . It used to make those magnificently perfect "V"s. I used to love listening to those sounds he used to make while flirting with his just yeteTelefu female companions … Buk… Buk… Buk…Buurr… ere goraw … aye wendu …Buk… Buk… Buk…Buurr … Bir-Ambar Seberliwo … Besides that, though, my bird brought me a minimum of two female birds a week. The females would lay 10-20 eggs every six months. At 1.50 a piece, I was on my way to being rich, rich, rich. So rich that I could have covered my sisters’ qibat expenses.

      Well, I gathered the few labas left of what was my bird and we had a burial ceremony. Guy friends came along with their best birds to pay their last respects. My sisters were there too. They came not because they felt sorry for my bird, but so that I would forgive their “miskin” cat. Miskin my… .

      After the ceremony, Birhanu “Qey-sew” and I stayed behind. Birhanu Qey-sew was our guy with flavor. I still love his “Cool and the Gang” style. No matter what the weather, Qey-sew wore a long kaport. He fit the description of a handsome Afro man who walked like a pimp. Early in the morning, after having a breakfast of dereq dabo be-shai, Qey-sew would stick a toothpick in his mouth and utter his trademark greeting, “Engna Tena.”

      Anyway, Qey-sew was kind of the volunteer social worker of the neighborhood. Well, more of a shrink. He was at Guttoo Meda with Misganu when he heard about my tragedy. He was in the middle of counseling Misganu who was afraid to go home with his ugly school report. He had failed the 6th grade Ministry exam for three consecutive years. Qey-sew was telling Misganu that Albert Einstein had failed the same exam eight times, and assured Misganu that he could still make a good scientist.

      Misganu was not worried about his future. He was afraid of facing his father, who worked in a garage and had hands that were half iron. Misganu had experienced the strength of those hands on several occasions, and had luckily survived. He was not sure if he could handle one more punch. That was the last time we saw Misganu. He joined the military.

      Qey-sew confirmed that the best bird he had ever known had died, and that no other bird had ever made or will ever make that extra perfect “V.” He asked how I felt about it. I told him that the bird was all I had, now he was gone, and so went my dream. Qey- sew nodded. What’s done is done, he said. The bird was gone. I had to live with it. But the CAT, Ya…!

      As an aside here, I would somehow have understood if that cat was starving. But that molqaqa used to get two breakfasts before I got one. His motivation was pure tenkol.

      Qey-sew understood that. He came to a quiet conclusion that the bird had to be eliminated and that he would, of course, help. I balked. No. That was going too far. I couldn’t do it. If I did something to that cat, I would have to move to my uncle’s in Gulellé. And I was not ready for that.

      But how can I deal with seeing that cat relaxing on the sofa everyday, deliberately licking his lips whenever he saw me as a reminder of how how much he enjoyed my bird? What kind of a person would that make me?

      Finally, I gave the cat to Qey-sew. Quietly, Birhanu ey- sew put it in a QereTiT and walked away, the qereTiT flung stylishly on his back. Eigna Tenna …

      P.S. to my sisters, I don’t know if this will make you feel any better, but I gave the cat a good meal (QnTibtabi) before I gave it away. And I asked Qey- sew to be as kind as he could. Don’t ask me how kind Qey-sew could ever be.

      The Untold Story of Citizens Betrayed-

      My country ‘tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrims’ pride, from every mountainside let freedom ring." Tiny hands are placed across their hearts. “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America…” My stomach flutters and my heart aches as I look through the rearview mirror of my van and see the pride, innocence and conviction with which my children utter these words. Aaron who’s 5, and Hanna who’s 3, are born citizens of the United States of America. I am an Ethiopian citizen and my husband is Korean. But for my children, they know of no country or home other than the United States.

      I look at my children and I see the faces of millions of United States citizen children of immigrant parents. Innocent children who are forced to be separated or exiled from their country everyday due to the consequences of the harsh Immigration laws of the US. This article is dedicated to those American children betrayed by their own country. Their country to whose flag they pledge allegiance and “…the republic for which it stands. One nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”

      Being an Immigration Law Practitioner, almost every day I see families that are torn apart by harsh Immigration laws. Currently, these Laws have very draconian and severe consequences for family structures.

      The idea of family unity seems to be one of mere lip service with no true meaning. Under current laws a United States Citizen child under 21 years of age has no power to petition for parents to allow them to remain in the United States with the child. However, once the child reaches 21, Immigration states that, under its regulatory provision that is founded upon a policy of family unity or family reunification, the child may petition for a parent. It really makes one wonder at what age family unity is really important in a child’s life: early childhood when the child is absolutely dependent on the parent? or once the child is an adult and could survive without the parent? Of course there is a plausible argument that allowing every immigrant that comes to the United States and gives birth to a child to remain in the country would open doors to quite a bit of abuse of the system. However, by the same token, if we force a child to give up its inherent right to be raised in his/her country of birth and be able to have full advantage of his/her country’s benefits, isn’t this also an abuse of the system? My position is that we need to have a middle ground somewhere.

      Another recently passed provision in U.S. Immigration Law also requires family members of even United States citizens to have to leave the U.S. and apply for adjustment of status (for Permanent Residency Status) in their own countries of origin. This requirement at times makes that person ineligible to re-enter the U.S. for either 3 or 10 years depending on how long that person has been out of status in the U.S. This obviously results in the long-term separation of individuals from their families.

      U.S. Immigration Law is a complex area of law, one which I cannot even begin to cover in this short article. I am only attempting to simply make people aware of the harsh consequences of the current law and, hopefully, encourage people to become involved in the lobbying efforts for changes in these laws.

      The most touching and emotional situations are seen when a parent is placed under deportation for simply overstaying the allowed time period of a visa. For example, I have clients that are arrested and placed under deportation (currently termed “removal”) proceedings for no crime other than to not have left the country when the time period for their visitor’s visa has expired. These people are placed in detention in the same rooms as other people who have committed such serious crimes as murder, child molestation, rape, armed robbery … and the list goes on. When these people are brought into immigration court, they are handcuffed, in jail attire and guarded. Their children and family members see them in this condition. They are not allowed to have any physical contact with family members. I see very young children screaming out to their fathers and wanting to touch them, but being told by officers that they cannot touch them. Can one even begin to imagine the impact this image of a parent will have in a child’s life?

      Another seriously unfair consequence of the law is when I have a client who is placed in removal proceedings after having been a Permanent Resident of the United States for almost his/her entire life. Currently, almost any minor infraction in the law could place one in deportation proceedings. U.S. Immigration Laws have such vague terms and charges such as “crime of moral turpitude”, which at times is a catchall phrase for almost any violation. For example, picture a guy who has had a little bit too much to drink in a bar, staggers out the door and suddenly realizes he needs to urinate. He stumbles to a corner around the building and urinates. If caught, this could result in a conviction of “indecent exposure”. If he accumulates a couple of those, he could face detention and deportation as having committed two crimes of moral turpitude. Two crimes of moral turpitude would even make him ineligible for bond. This means he will remain detained while the immigration judge is adjudicating his case and even through the whole appeal process. I do not want to be misunderstood; I am not stating that it is okay to break any law. Of course we should always abide by the law. But what I am saying is that a penalty as harsh as deportation should only be used against criminals commiting crimes that deserve such punishment, not for those that should only result in fines.

      Think about this. Every one of you reading this article who is not a United States citizen, no matter how long you have lived in the U.S., no matter what kind of property you have in the U.S., no matter how many United States citizen children you have, is at risk for deportation. This is not meant to scare people, but to make you aware of how harsh Immigration Laws are and to advise everyone who intends to live permanently in the U.S. to become a United States citizen as soon as you are eligible to apply. This should be part of everyone’s plan in maintaining his or her family unity. Do not depend on the government to protect that right for you.

      Currently, there are several issues in front of Congress regarding Immigration Law. However, as much as this issue of Seleda is dedicated to "Family", I would urge each and every one of you reading this article to at least contact your local representatives regarding a provision that would help reduce the risk of family separation. Push your representatives to restore Section 245(i) of the Immigration and Nationality Act. This would allow for family members of United States citizens and permanent residents to adjust in the United States by paying a penalty fee but without having to leave the country.

      Muluemebet Alemayehu, Esq.

      Palmdale, California

      Soaring Heights
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      by: YW

      The first and most pressing image that comes to mind when I think of my family is a cliff that towers over a body of water. I am not sure why this is so. I grew up in a nomadic family of four. My father is a workaholic, and stressed academic discipline. My mother is a woman of strong moral convictions, and I am yet to learn more about my brother, who is three years older than me and left for boarding school at a young age. When I reflect over my childhood, I realize that the most difficult aspect of raising such a nomadic family is that it requires a special type of parenthood; parents that can maintain a degree of spiritual stability in their children’s lives; parents that ease the period of adjustment when immersed in a new academic and social framework; and lastly, parents that have the ability to build, preserve and carry a home, outside their “home,” Ethiopia. Now that I am ready to pursue higher education and leave my family, I am infinitely indebted to them for mastering this type of parenthood.

      On Family

      Like an eagle, my claws used to clasp on the crooked earth (above that slithering sea)

      I feared would shake. And when it shook, compelled to look, at my

      mother’s face as she said: ‘despite the earth’s tremors, you’ll be still and

      safe in your family’s premises;’ I grew braver. I owe this to her. A poet, not gifted

      but granted a father who planted the seed of scholarship;

      assured me that as long as I gave it every fiber of me,

      I had won already. Imbibed inspiration to the brim. I owe this to him.

      And lonely brother, who left to boarding school

      too soon; I too somewhat

      devoid of filial affection, still reached for you.

      But your absence will inevitably imply presence;

      It is time to bridge that gap; I owe that to you.

      For the earth shakes

      no longer. My family

      has raised me to higher ground.

      Poised and prepared

      to soar from

      higher

      ground.

      Backpage

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Nine months of being testy…36 hours of labor… countless days shopping at God-awful FAO Schwatz, and then, here comes your bundle of joy. Name? Ethiopian or ferenji? Modern or traditional? Is Shewa-Erkabish too… hmm, torturous? Is Suzy too “ere yemanat?”

      We at SELEDA, public servants that we are, have a few variations of one of our favorite names, Sara, that you should maybe think twice about. Apologizing profusely and well in advance to anyone named Sara, here is a short list (in no particular order) of some last names that should not go with Sara…(Disclaimer: The Editors emphasize with emphatic emphasis that all of the following are fictitious, and any resemblance to any (poor unfortunate) living or dead Sara is purely accidental.)

      Sara Nega

      Sara Aberra

      Sara Dubal

      Sara Abebe

      Sara Dessalegn

      Sara Bogale

      Sara Assegahegn

      Sara Desta

      Sara Baykedagn

      Sara Alemayehu

      Sara AsnaQe

      Sara Eskedar Taye

      Sara Temesgen

      Sara Bezabih

      Sara CHaka

      Sara Tilahun

      Sara Beimnet

      Sara Mebratu

      Sara Molla

      Sara Tsega

      Sara Assebe

      Sara Zerihun

      Sara Ayele

      Sara Zelalem

      Sara Semunegus

      Top Ten
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      You’ve heard it said that it takes a village to raise a child? Well, here are …
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      Seleda’s Top Ten SeferteNoch Who Contributed to Your Idget
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        * * *

      

      10. Toothless, crotchety arogeet hanging out in everyone’s gwaro, gumming leftover QiTa for hours on end as she screeched orders to the hapless 12 year-old running around to masTat this or that essential food item. (Two-for-One Lesson: Essentials of Dental Care, and Key Elements of Social Security)

      9. Resourceful (read nosy) gorebEt armed with hourly updates of who’s wishima is sleeping with whom; who failed the Ministiree exam, who got the DV but failed the AIDS test, and who’s pregnant (Lesson: Real-time Information Access)

      8. Tricky bale-suQ regularly “adjusting” the weights on his scales as he measures out the sugar and coffee so essential to every household’s wiQabi (Lesson: Relativity)

      7. The jolly gap-toothed kessel-shaCH, covered in soot from head to toe, rubbing her beredo Tirs with a piece of coal, yelling raunchy insults and cackling with glee at any and every shocked passer-by (Lesson: Poetic license)

      6. Little gullit girl, reseller-par-excellence of over-ripe fruits and vegetables “borrowed” from either the grocer or, when she’s really lucky, from the grocer’s supplier’s truck (Lesson: Economics of Segmented Markets)

      5. QorQoro’yalew guy, able to swivel his hips without moving his upper body as he sashays down the street with a huge load of just stuff on his head (Lesson: Recycling)

      4. The Tena-mekonnen charged with the unenviable task of giving injections for every ailment in the book and expected to cure them all (Lessons: The Intersection of Faith-healing and Public Health)

      3. The Tella-shaCH around the corner offering “all-natural, preservative-free, homemade brew” while moonlighting as a pro bono marriage and relationship counselor on the side (Lesson: Multi-tasking for the Flexible Workforce Member of the New Millennium)

      2. The 'hood setiNa-adari (it says so, too; right there on her Qebele-metaweQiya) who takes great pleasure in performing her daily ablutions right there in front of her one-room “home-office” (Lesson: Marketing)

      and the Number One SeferteNa who contributed to your idget is…

      1. The raving, ranting and, most importantly, gloriously nekkid loony who takes great pleasure in running around the neighborhood, particularly near the churchy ladies’ houses, when a particular body part was “alert” (Lesson: Anatomy)

      Dinner at the Senga Tera Siga Bet

      by Desta

      Everyone wanted to eat tire siga. After all it was after tsom and that was the main staple as far as we were concerned, alternating between kitfo one night and tibs the next. We all voted to go to what I heard was the best siga place. Even though everyone had warned me not to eat raw meat, I felt a sense of adventure and made a mental note to buy that vital potion that would deliver me from evils in case (just in case) I was presented with visions of any unwanted parasites. I had to take my two kids with me since they refused to stay with any relatives whom they didn’t know very well. We were packed into one of the back rooms at the Senga Tera Siga Bet eagerly awaiting our tire siga and lega tibs meals, casually shooing flies away from ourselves into the air above where they lazily buzzed around the single light bulb or fluttered around the floral patterned cloth draped across the little window of the room.

      A huge mural was painted on one wall of an idyllic forest scene in which a man held a plow over his shoulders as he stared into the distance at his little gojo bet. A plastic tablecloth draped low chaffed at my thighs. My kids sat on either side of me shuffling around in their seats. My knee was jammed against the table – actually it was an old desk – where the drawer part was. That was probably the only thing that really bothered me as I leaned over, pulling an open bottle of Pineapple Schweppes away from the hands of my eager two year-old who was precariously balancing it in his stodgy fingers. I pretended not to notice the darkened shirt front and small pool of liquid that formed on the table in front of me. He looked at me with plaintive eyes, beseeching me for a swig. I let him take a sip while the owner of the place came around and exchanged the usual yet tefachihu’s. He was a really nice sort of guy. The kind of person that makes you feel at home. The folks I came with for dinner were mahabertegnas of the owner of the siga bet. This obviously had some perks because we were invited to come and supervise which cuts we wanted.

      As we sat waiting for our meal, we heard a slight commotion outside. Two men were leading a donkey through the outdoor seating area of the siga bet. Where else but in good old Addis would you run into such an incongruous sight? The donkey was overloaded and one of the men kept beating down on him with a stick, pushing him through the throng of customers who casually sat chewing mouthfuls of red meat. No one seemed disturbed by the sight. Even I sort of ignored it - that’s what happens when you go back home. You begin to act like everyone else. It’s like you’ve never left and things like donkeys plodding through a restaurant that seem commonplace to residents suddenly seem commonplace to you as well. At least that’s what happened with me. My mind registered, “Hmmm, interesting, donkeys delivering provisions at prime meal time, through a cluster of customers chewing non stop”. And then I sort of pushed it out of my mind and returned to the table conversation.

      This was not the same experience my three-year old daughter had when she ogled with huge eyes the blundering beast being led across the doorway. After watching the entire delivery experience for about 15 minutes she finally tugged at my sleeve and said in a very distressed stage whisper, “Mommy, the man in the blue shirt is hitting the donkey!” I looked down at her desperate eyes and tried placating her, “He is?” I said dramatically as if the entire incident had escaped me. She nodded quickly. The look in her eyes pleaded for me to do something to stop this horrible thing. I felt put on the spot. I certainly wasn’t going to go out there and confront the donkey owner about his treatment of animals. Why, that would have the whole city rocking when they hear about the woman who came from the States and fought for a donkey’s rights. Nevertheless, I knew I could not let this pass without a remark. I didn’t want my daughter to think that I didn’t care, or that I couldn’t at least work at righting some worldly wrongs. So I held her little hands tightly in mine and said in my most comforting tone, “I will have to speak to the man very sternly!” (As far as my daughter is concerned, my speaking to someone very sternly is like the kiss of death.)

      Her eyes opened wide and she shook her head emphatically, “No, mommy, don’t do that!” she cried, “he will hit you, too!”

      I paused, uncertain. How do I handle this situation with some degree of savvy without creating a stir among my dinner companions? I looked into her eyes and solemnly agreed, “You’re right, he probably will. Let’s wait until later and I’ll make sure that someone else speaks to him sternly.” She didn’t look convinced, but I imagined her little brain struggling with the conflicting thoughts of whether it was better to wait or to have her mommy risk a swipe from the big scary stick. I quickly pushed an open bottle of soda in front of her and while she eagerly slurped it down, I sat there thinking, how indeed do I reconcile that gaping difference between me being raised in Addis as a child and my daughter’s experiences in America? Knowing how I turned out as an adult, I wonder how she will. I knew I had a long way to go. Our dinner arrived, three huge platters of injera with awaze and mitmita accompanied by steaming plates of tibs. The tire siga materialized on a tray with all of the necessary accouterments - out of the corner of my eyes I could see my little boy stare eagerly at the sharpened knives. I hastily pushed them away from him. Within minutes we were feverishly attacking the food, the donkey incident a distant memory.

      Taxi
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      In Honor of Ethiopian Excellence…

      Yenegew Sew

      Remember them weenies who went to those snotty private schools in Addis? Yeah, those aslecshi molqaqoch who never had to cram for an exam under the flickering light of a Tila shet layered ampool, and pour over well thumbed, ye gazeTa enna 'lastic shifan geography textbooks circa 1842. Well, where are all those prissy alumni now? Yep. Ordering $80 pajamas for their in-bred poodle from petsmart.com or serving 4-5 in a low security facility—model white-collar criminals. Derom bilegnal!

      Luckily, these days in Ethiopia, not all private schools churn out future sociopaths and lawyers. (Please forgive the redundancy.) In the horizon, shining so brightly that we all have to blink and sigh in awe, is the new Yenegew Sew School.

      Established in September 1998 by Ethiopians who “felt a great concern and indignation about the deteriorating quality of education in the country”, Yenegew Sew aims to play a “vital role in the preparation of future citizens who will actively and constructively participate in, and contribute to, the national economy”. Sounds peachy to us. Staffed with 12 teachers and about 150 students, it offers education to the ninth grade, with hopes to expand to high school and university levels.

      The School has a goal to develop “critical thinking and intellectual independence” in the student body, to nurture a future generation of highly educated, moral, “clear-thinking, and articulate” young’uns. We at SELEDA, long and avowed enemies of critical thinking and intellectual independence, can’t help but bitterly conjecture (“UH! Yet bederesin!”) at the heights we would have risen to had Yenegew Sew been around during our formidable years. (Heck. Who are we kidding? We would have been kicked out for setting a small fire in the Biology lab while growing Genetically Modified CHat. But, whose to argue that’d be a bad thing?…Us being kicked out, that is. Not the GM CHat.)

      The good news is that it is not too late to participate in making sure no more future SELEDA editors end up crossing your path. Yenegew Sew finances itself through selling shares, and yes, you too can invest in making sure that no more mooTi aff illiterates flood the cyber meda. And, and this is the best part, no more garishly bribing current private school administrators so that l’il Yonas and Alemitu can spend the next 12 years learning about cotton manufacturing in Manchester. Huh? Huh? Is this a deal, or is this a deal? (A moment, please, while we tear into our frash again to unfold bills we hastily stuffed in there on April 15.)

      For more information go to: http://www.telecom.net.et/~yenegew/

      KIDUS GEBRIEL CHURCH of ETHIOPIANS in SEATTLE

      At some point or another, influenced by some anti-Microsoft rhetoric the Justice Department and friends at Sun Microsystems fed us, we might have, somewhere, penned a few caustic remarks about Seattle. But then again, ij awTu, who hasn’t?

      Well, we stand before you, admonished and dingai teshekemen. We are proud of our fellow Ethiopians out west who inaugurated a new church that rivals any in Dangila or Goré.

      “Ethiopians of moderate to meager means started organizing to build their own church four years ago,” informs us their numero uno tifozo. “Since that time, they have bought a church lot and paid off every nickel”. The church, with the help of Ethiopian engineers, was designed according to the traditional Ethiopian church architecture. (And if you ever doubted that there are Ethiopians who are engineers, we-eehhlll!)

      We hear that there is one no-no word at Kidus Gebriel: Mortgage. “Every tree, grass, lot, lumber, shingle and nail has been paid for.” (We assume uttering ‘SELEDA’ might rank up there as the next no-no word, which, we hear, can get you TibTeba in the high 200,000s. But that’s everywhere, so no biggie.)

      In the age where people name their kids after credit cards (American Express Getachew and Discover Belete), we take great comfort in discovering financially astute Ethiopians in the Diaspora who are building up the community and sustaining the culture without incurring the kind of debt that would make the World Bank one happy camper. They are role models to other cities who are in the process of establishing churches (Charlotte) and mosques. Bertu teberatu.

      And, they have one of the best websites to boot! Click on: http://www.seadashen.com/gebriel.htm

      AWTARNET

      Everybody, say hi to Awtarnet. (“Hhhaaaaiiii Awtarnet!”) A rapidly up and coming news, information and entertainment portal, Awtarnet is one of the newest and coolest entries in the jan meda that has become the Ethiopian cyber presence.

      Launched in 1999, it is based in Canada and aims to be a “one window information source” for all Ethiopians in the Diaspora. Awtarnet is one of the best-organized and artistically superior websites this side of the great "animated flags galore and Inkuwan dehna meTu"gifs divide. It is simply elegant, clear and clean.

      The page has several features, among them News (updated frequently and categorized neatly), a Children and Youth forum, Business and Finance updates and, its crown jewel, the Arts and Leisure section. SELEDA is proud of Awtarnet’s exclusive coverage of author Nega Mezlekia’s superb book, “Notes from the Hyena’s Belly: Memories of My Ethiopian Boyhood”. Bravo and igir simenal! Other features in the arts include reviews of Gebre Eyesus Gorfu’s book, “Gorfu Contra Nietzsche”, and a profile on artist Skunder Boghossian.

      As original content on Ethiopian sites becomes a necessary link to tapping into the Diaspora, Awtarnet is off to an auspicious start with its essays and profiles. The SELEDA writing staff, of course, is desperately looking for other venues to escape to now that the “grand vision” of upper management to lay claim to a “Greater SELEDA Empire” has, well, it’s freaking us out! So, look for a massive exodus to any entity that won’t insist that the new policy of tattooing our new “ID Numbers” on our arms is just “routine policy” at most 'zines". We are sure Awtarnet will treat us better. They reek of class. We know how to spell “class”. We’re seeing marriage.

      Check out Awtarnet at www.awtarnet.com

      GiGi: “One Ethiopia”

      We know, we know… We should be condescending and snobbish about modern Ethiopian music. Go Kassa Tessema, lelaw hulu yiewdem! We should be playing this new genre in the secret recesses of our basements, under cover of night, and not hawking it indihi be adebabai, ferchissake! But at one point or another we will be unmasked, and better here than at the Tsebel qimesus we host once in a while.

      So, ok… ok… she’s gorgeous. But that’s not the only reason SELEDA men have been seen at her concerts, huddled in dark corners, nursing a club soda and holding onto their pocket protectors for dear life when she slides onto the stage, throws back the mane on her head and whispers “TenayisTilign” in such a way that can make a monk “qobun meTal”. The woman has dynamic stage presence.

      Her “One Ethiopia” album is a cornucopia of gedai lyrics with her sensuous voice lathered all over it. Fergeddaboutit, as the doorman at the Helmsely Palace is known to say. GiGi seduces her listeners with a combination of innocent taunting and outright "come hither"s, but never to a point that makes you feel like you just went through a gaudy mesheta bet.

      The title song, “Ande Ityoppia” is very even-tempered and sentimental without beating you over the head with patriotic over zealousness. A welcome combination that starts off a great album with a discernable bang! The third song, the breezy ballad “Na”, …well, if SELEDA ever becomes a TV show, this would be our theme song. In a devastatingly stunning voice, she crescendos through several octaves, seamlessly riding one high tone after another until she makes a song mined with difficult pitches seem graceful.

      While at times the drum machines and synthesizers do her injustice, she overcomes them in most cuts and definitely in the seventh song, Adey Abeba. The song is an upbeat iskista buoy accompanied by the words of a woman who is well versed in the nuances of life in mehal hager. Yeah, yeah. But then she goes into stuff about Ante ye-kenfer wedaj be gizay samegn/Teff abeTiraleu ye sew gzu negn and we turn into rubble. A massive, weak-kneed, remorseless pile of rubble.

      Motwal negeru!

      To buy “One Ethiopia” on line, go to www.ethiopianmusic.com.

      Do the Right Thing
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      On her deathbed, my grandmother asked her children not to indulge in a marble headstone or any elaborate, typically Ethiopian leqso rituals that involve feasting for days on end, then resting a bit, and then preparing for more feasts at the arba and metassebia. She did, however, have one simple request: that her children feed the hungry instead. She was cognizant of the dire situation of most her country people, and her final act was to lift one more person who had given up hope. She was on her last breath and she died the way she lived… with dignity and concern; with humility and forethought. It was the last act of a woman who has managed to shape and influence me all the way across the seas that separate us. I ache deeply that I never got a chance to hold her hand and look in her eyes the way she used to look at mine when I was in pain.

      I am obligated to her legacy. I ask myself what I had done lately to ease someone else’s pain. What has been my role in making that one call, writing that one letter, smiling a small smile, hugging a hurt soul, encouraging a broken spirit by whispering “ayzoh/ayzosh” to help brighten someone else’s dreary day.

      What have I done lately? What have you done lately? All of us. What have we done? Away from the phones and the emails, the intercontinental travel and diligent meeting preparations, what have we done lately to help our fellow Ethiopians?

      I remember being indelibly touched by the writings of the SELEDA Life Diarist in the July/August issue of this publication. (The inimitable Makeda/Gelawdios exchange.) At one point the discussions turned to the respective diarist’s vision of Ethiopia in 2045. There were big visions… peace, forgiveness and prosperity. But, pointed out Makeda, it is from taking little steps that big gains are gotten.

      My little step is being involved in a small family mehaber. It is not to big organizations that our effort looks to, but to those who we grew up with, people we shared laughter and pain with; people who have seen us at our best and our worst; people whom we trust and respect above all else. We look to see to what extent we can change someone’s life directly. We didn’t wait for some other group or entity to organize us, but we called to tax those who we talk to on a daily basis to reconnect the deadened veins from back home.

      Look around you. There are five or six people like that around you. If all of us in our own little circles take those small steps, we ready ourselves to take a giant step…

      As for me, I have joined the legions of Ethiopians who have to make a pit stop at a graveyard when I go home next. But when I do, I know I am paying homage to a woman who will look fondly down at a tiny figure weeping at her graveside, and smile, and be proud of the little girl who grew up to be like her.

      Are you involved in a charitable mehaber such as this? Or just started one? Or thinking about starting one? Let us know. Contact us with the details at charities@seleda.com. We are compiling stories for a future story.

      Following is a summary of organizations involved in famine relief in Ethiopia. Although the list may not be exhaustive, we have tried to include most of the major organizations that currently have tangible projects in famine relief. We have also included a description of their current work in Ethiopia and how you can make a donation. This information was extracted from the web pages of the organizations themselves. Whenever possible we have tried to include information on the percentage of funds these organizations spend on projects as opposed to administrative and other expenses. The Consumer Digest Online was a particularly useful guide in providing this information. A recently published review "Which Charities Are The Most Charitable"on their web page has some CSR ratings (charitable spending ratio = program spending/charities’ total expense) for some of the organizations on our list. It also has a letter grade rating. " Letter grades ( A- to A+) from the American Institute of Philanthropy (AIP), are comprehensive grades of all expense and spending evaluations. Source: AIP and Consumers Digest". We have included the CSR and letter grade whenever available. The Consumer Digest has received some criticism from some of these organizations for the way they computed their ratings. None the less it is one of the few guidelines we have on charitable organizations. We recommend you visit their web page to read the article (and the feedback) in full.

      That said here is the summary, we hope it serves as a useful resource for groups or individuals who are trying to raise money for this famine. Let us all pitch in and do what we can to help our people in this time of crisis. Let each of us also make a commitment that this will be the last time we ever hear of famine in our country: the “Waterbed of East Africa” and “the Source of the Blue Nile”. Do the right thing!!

      Description

      How you can help

      Ethiofamine.org

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      This is a unique virtual organization formed by a group of young Ethiopians specifically to raise money for famine relief. They are raising money on behalf of the Ogaden Welfare Society, a local aid agency operating in Ogaden. Some of the highlights from their web page: 100% of all donated money will go towards purchasing food and medical aid, all administrative costs have been donated. On the Ogaden Welfare Society they say "Ogaden Welfare society is a local Aid Agency operating in Ogaden for the last eight years, and monitors the Food Aid to Ogaden on behalf of UN-World Food Program. They now run three major progammes in the region regarding the drought.

      
        	Feeding more than 2000 children in Gode both supplementary and therapeutic feeding programs

        	Supporting 26,000 beneficiaries in Denan and Emey for dry take home supplementary ration, and this is WFP/DPPC fund.

        	· Running water tanking, water rehabilitation and other village based relief food distributions.

      

      ethiofamine.org is registered as a non-profit organization in Washington DC. It has no offices, no political affiliations, no employees or overhead cost. Its mission is plain and simple: to raise money for famine relief. The funds raised will be used by the Ogaden Welfare Society. This agency currently coordinate relief efforts in the worst affected areas of southeastern Ethiopia."

      For Donations:

      http://www.ethiofamine.org/can_I_help.htm

      Right now you can mail a check or wire money. They are working on on-line donation capabilities

      By mail:

      Please make your check out to Ethio Famine Fund and write account number on check account number : 1573245879 .

      Bank Name: Chevy Chase Bank

      Address: 1800 M St., NW Washington, DC 20036

      For More Information:

      Visit http://www.ethiofamine.org

      For information on the Ogaden Welfare Society contact (in Ethiopia)

      e-mail: ows@telecom.net.et

      tel 61-55-94 or 61-09-90.

      HOPE Task Force

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The acronym H.O.P.E stands for Help Our People Eat. This is a new organization formed by young Ethiopians in response to the latest famine in Ethiopia. According to their web page “HOPE’s goal is to raise awareness, summon support and set up a fundraiser to help ease the suffering. The HOPE 2000 fund is set up to raise at least $1 million by the year 2000. HOPE is also committed to finding long term solutions to the problem of chronic hunger in Ethiopia.”

      HOPE has partnered with WFP (World Food Programme) via the US Friends of WFP in order to deliver aid directly to where it is needed. Their web page says the WFP “acts as the primary agent responsible for the proper allocation of food, efficient transportation modes, effective distribution and follow-up services on the ground in Ethiopia.” The US friends of the WFP are a DC area NGO that serve as the collection point for funds donated to the WFP by communities and individuals.

      The HOPE web page has a very informative special report by the FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Mission To Ethiopia

      For Donations:

      http://www.hope4ethiopia.org/donate.html

      has a contribution form.

      You can donate by check or credit card. Make checks payable to US Friends of WFP, Inc and put HOPE Task Force in the memo section.

      Mail to

      HOPE TASK FORCE

      P.O. Box 122,

      1718 M Street, N.W.,

      Washington DC 20036

      They are working on on-line donation capabilities

      100% of donated funds go directly to WFP relief efforts in Ethiopia

      All contributions are tax deductible.

      For Information

      http://www.hope4ethiopia.org/

      or contact :

      eliabt@email.com

      HOPE TASK FORCE

      P.O. Box 122,

      1718 M Street, N.W.,

      Washington DC 20036

      International Red Cross

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web page "The Federation, in conjunction with the Ethiopian Red Cross Society, will initially be focusing on two districts in South Wollo - Ambassel and Kutaber, where a six month supplementary feeding program was put into operation last year for 40,000 people. The Red Cross is the only international aid organization to work in these two areas, scene of some of the worst famine in 1974 and 1984. " also … " Nearly 140,000 people in Ambassel and Kutaber are now badly affected by the drought. The Red Cross will be helping the most vulnerable amongst them - the farmers. Speed is of the essence if their lives are to be saved. Funds raised for the appeal will help provide food rations for up to 15,500 farmers for eight months, supplementary feeding for 23,250 at-risk individuals including children under five, pregnant women and mothers with new born babies. The Red Cross will also initiate an employment generation scheme that will provide work for approximately 12,400 households. The money earned will enable the people to buy food on the open market. " and … “The Federation and the Ethiopian Red Cross will also be assessing the possibility of aid interventions in other areas of the country. In addition, the Federation will be coordinating with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) which will be conducting relief operations in various districts in the Somali National Regional State”

      For Donations:

      On http://www.ifrc.org/ click on the “Help Now” button and you can make donations on-line or by mail

      For More Information :

      http://www.ifrc.org/

      For further information or to arrange interviews please contact:

      Caroline Hurford,

      Information Delegate,

      Addis Ababa

      Satphone: (873) 682 282 080

      Hotel tel: (2511) 518 400

      Richard May,

      Head of Delegation, Ethiopia

      Tel: (2511) 51 45 71

      Media Service, Geneva

      Tel: (41 22) 730 4214

      Mobile: (41 79) 416 3881

      OXFAM

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The OXFAM page had one of the most extensive coverages of the famine in Ethiopia. The OXFAM Great Britain site was especially detailed and informative. OXFAM has offices in Canada, UK, USA, Spain, and Hong Kong who are active in Famine Relief in Ethiopia.

      The OXFAM America page says "Oxfam America was one of the first NGOs to recognize the seriousness of conditions in Ethiopia and respond, both on the ground and over the airwaves. Mike Delaney, Oxfam America’s director of Humanitarian Assistance Programs, visited the Yabello area in southern Ethiopia in February and immediately initiated an emergency grant to the region. This relief effort supports pond rehabilitation, water distribution, the supply of seeds for planting in case the rains come, and veterinary medicine. Oxfam is working with Action for Development (AFD), a non-governmental organization that we have supported since 1998. Through AFD, Oxfam already has been able to initiate the digging of new wells and trucking in of water. This initial grant is expected to benefit about 49,650 people in the Yabello region.

      According to the OXFAM Canada page “Oxfam is providing clean water and food in the Jigjiga, Shinille and Liben zones of the Somali Region; in Borena ; and North Wollo , and has deployed a team of experts to prepare for additional emergency relief. Oxfam Canada has worked in Ethiopia for over fifteen years, supporting sustainable development and providing relief in times of war and natural disaster”

      For Donations:

      You can donate to one of the OXFAM offices listed on http://www.oxfam.org/

      news/Ethiopia.htm.

      Donations to OXFAM America can be earmarked specifically for Famine Relief in Ethiopia and are tax-deductible. Donations can be made on-line,

      by phone (800/OXFAM-US (800/693-2687), or by mail :

      Oxfam America

      Ethiopian Famine Relief

      26 West St.

      Boston, MA 02111

      For More Information

      Please refer tohttp://www.oxfam.org/

      news/Ethiopia.htm

      or contact:

      Lynsey Miller

      617 728 2559

      info@oxfamamerica.org

      Catholic Relief Service

      CSR/letter grade 85/A-

      This organization’s web page says, "Catholic Relief Services is a founding member of the Joint Relief Partnership (JRP), a group of mostly Ethiopian faith-based organizations formed during the 84-85 famine. Through the JRP, Catholic Relief Services is helping to reach nearly 400,000 with food aid. Local Ethiopian partners are managing the food distributions on the ground while Catholic Relief Services is supplying materials and technical support. Current emergency efforts focus on helping those victims in the southeast region of the Ethiopia. However, the JRP continues to reach the people located in the north as well as the hardest hit areas of Ethiopia.

      The JRP demonstrates a unique local collaboration of the Church family in Ethiopia. It is motivated to maximize the efficiency and reach of various local Church groups working to prevent famine. Today, as opposed to the famine 16 years ago, the Church network is actively working together to respond to the emergency.

      Complementing the efforts of the JRP is a consortium of international faith-based non-governmental organizations. Catholic Relief Services is the administrative agency of the consortium tasked with delivering US government food to the other organizations, each of which is responsible for a certain area of the country. Working together, the consortium will reach more than 730,000 people with wheat, corn soy blend, and vegetable oil. The goal is to keep food in the pipeline so that the people of Ethiopia have food until the next harvest."

      For Donations :

      https://www.catholicrelief.org/

      contribute/contribute.cfm

      (please specify that your donations are for Ethiopia)

      or by mail/phone :

      Catholic Relief Services

      P.O. Box 17090

      Baltimore, Maryland 21203-7090

      1-800-736-3467

      For Information :

      http://www.catholicrelief.org/

      emergency/ethiopia.cfm

      Medicins Sans Frontiers

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web site “At the present time, MSF has identified the Gode zone for immediate intervention. MSF has submitted a request to the Ethiopian authorities for MSF to undertake an immediate nutritional intervention in Denan city. A permanent base shall be set up in the Gode town. The immediate intervention shall be a therapeutic feeding programme that has a minimum length of three months.” MSF also provides surgical training for hospitals in Woldya, Wello and runs a n AIDS program in Addis Ababa.

      For Donations :

      (please make sure you specify that your donation is for Famine Relief in Ethiopia. If this is not specified donations can go to other MSF projects in the world as deemed necessary)

      M‚decins Sans FrontiŠres/Doctors Without Borders has a web site which contains a donation form at http://204.243.96.231/ You can also make a donation by calling 1 (888) 392 0392, or you can send your donation directly to:

      M‚decins Sans FrontiŠres

      Doctors Without Borders

      6 East 39th Street, 8th Floor

      New York, New York 10016

      American Express, Visa and MasterCard are accepted.

      If you have any questions, you can call the Donor Services Department at (212) 655-3759. Tax receipt will be provided

      For More Information

      http://www.msf.org/

      projects/africa/ethiopia/

      CARE

      CSR/letter grade 87/B+

      The CARE web site says “CARE is one of the world’s largest international relief and development organizations, with projects in more than 60 countries. CARE began working in Ethiopia in 1984 to distribute food during the famine. The organization’s activities have evolved into development work, including small economic activity development, agriculture and natural resources and reproductive health programs. Responding to the crisis in Jijiga, CARE is tankering water to local and refugee communities, and will launch an emergency food distribution of 360 tons of maize over three months, starting the week of April 24. An estimated 20,000 people will benefit from the program. CARE also works in hard-hit Borana Zone and East and West Haraghe, providing food, water, employment generation and other emergency services.”

      For Donations:

      https://ssl.charityweb.net/care/

      (on-line donations can be earmarked for Ethiopia)

      or by phone :

      1-800-521-CARE ext. 999

      Outside the U.S., call 404-681-2552

      For More Information :

      http://www.care.org/

      For general information you may call 1-800-422-7385 Monday - Friday 8:30 a.m. to 6:00 p.m

      Save the Children

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to a press release on April 5, Save the Children joined with Oxfam in calling international attention to the deteriorating conditions in Ethiopia. Their web site states that their activities in Ethiopia include “operating relief efforts primarily in the Gode Zone region of southeastern Ethiopia, until now the hardest hit region. Save the Children has established a therapeutic feeding center at the local hospital where the agency has hired a nutritionist to oversee the program. Therapeutic feeding is recommended for any child under 70 percent of the standard weight for height. The number of children being admitted to the hospital to receive this feeding is double what was first expected. There is also a supplemental feeding center for malnourished children, helped by the recent emergency airlift of 30 metric tons of high protein biscuits by USAID”

      For Donations

      To contribute to the Ethiopia Famine Relief Appeal Fund visit website at www.savechildren.org/ethiopia or call 1-800-SAVETHECHILDREN.

      Or mail: Save the Children Ethiopia Famine Relief Appeal

      PO Box 975- E,

      Westport CT 06881

      You can specify that your donation is for relief efforts in Ethiopia. An acknowledgment will be sent for donations. “Contributions are tax deductible to the extent permitted by law.”

      For More Information

      Please refer to :

      http://www.savethechildren.org/

      press/pr00_ethiopia2.html

      World Food Program

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The current work of the World Food Program in Ethiopia according to their web page includes “In January, WFP launched an emergency drought operation aimed at providing 2.3 million people with 250,000 metric tons of food aid for a period of nine months from April to December 2000. WFP also plans a program of supplementary school feeding which will target 145,000 school children per year in the worst affected areas of the country. This brings to 265,000, the number of children benefiting from the project” In addition WFP uses free school lunch programs to encourage parents to send their children to school, and combats urban poverty by providing food aid to migrants from the countryside to the towns and cities.

      For Donations

      please go to :

      http://www.wfp.org/

      hoa/help.htm

      Donations go to Famine Relief efforts in the general Horn of Africa region, and are tax deductible for US tax payers.

      For More Information

      please refer to :

      http://www.wfp.org/

      hoa/ethiopia.htm

      Christian Children Fund

      CSR/letter grade 79/A-

      Their web page informs readers that "CCF began providing famine relief support last year to children and their families in the rural Shashemene District where CCF projects are located. Now, the government is requesting additional emergency aid to avoid mass starvation among its already struggling people.

      CCF has procured additional maize for some projects and food distribution will begin shortly, but that is only a start at curbing this disaster. Your help is needed."

      For Donations:

      Please go to:

      https://secure7.nmpinc.com/cgi-bin/ccf/

      parseForm.pl?template=famine_donation.html

      To donate by phone call 1-800-776-6767

      or by mail

      Christian Children’s Fund

      2821 Emerywood Parkway

      PO Box 26484

      Richmond, VA 23261-6484

      For More Information:

      http://www.christianchildrensfund.org/

      emergency/famine.stm

      Food for the Hungry

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web site, the activities of Food for the Hungry in Ethiopia are summarized as follows "Food for the Hungry has worked in Ethiopia since 1984 and is implementing a $5 million emergency relief program to help more than one million people living in the Amhara and Oromo regions. “Our strategy is to focus most of our efforts on South Gondar where we have the logistical capacity to implement relief efforts,” said Stocker. “This is in line with the government’s desire to see agencies focus their relief efforts where they are already working,” he added. “We also will airlift food and medicine as needed to the most affected regions,” said Starks. “In many places there is no infrastructure for trucks to deliver food.” Food for the Hungry is an international relief and development agency of Christian motivation with programs in 30 countries. "

      For Donations:

      Call 1-800-2-HUNGER (1-800-248-6437)

      Or visit

      http://www.fh.org/

      _forms/donate.html

      Donations go to general Famine Relief in Africa

      For More Information

      please refer to

      http://www.fh.org/home.html

      50 Lomi

      As the saying goes, hamsa lomi le-and sew shekim, le hamsa sew geT naw. Interested in lightening up our load and submitting an article for us to consider for publication? Well, here are our guidelines.

      
        	CRITERIA: We publish articles that do one, some or all of the following: aggravate, bewitch, comfort, distress, emblazon, fantasize, galvanize, humble, inspire, jape, kindle, linger, marvel, nurture, oblige, provoke, quarry, rejuvenate, stimulate, tantalize, uplift, vex, whine… In short, we publish articles that we love.

        	LANGUAGE: In English or Amharic.

        	DEADLINE: You will NOT be penalized for timely submission of articles. If, like most of us, you need to hear the crack of SELEDA Dominatrix’s whip before you click the “send” button on your computer screen, submit your article on or before the 15th of the month.

        	FORMAT:

      

      a) Length: We have no word or page length requirements. If we feel it’s too short, we’ll ask you to expand appropriate sections; if it’s too long, we will ask you to cut the CHoma (aren’t we nice?) and/or we will do it for you. The earlier you submit your article, the more diplomatic we will be with our editorial comments.

      b) Document File: Send your article as an HTML, Word, Star Office or WordPerfect document.

      c) Amharic Software: If you wish to submit an article in Amharic, it should be in graphics format (preferably “jpg.”).

      
        	RIGHTS:

      

      a) Terms of Publication: We reserve the right to accept or reject any article submitted to SELEDA for publication consideration. Unless we plan to include your article in forthcoming issues, you will receive an e-mail notification from us by the 5th of the month.

      b) Media: We reserve the right to publish your article in SELEDA, the monthly e-zine. We also reserve the right to include your article in other media including SELEDA books, anthologies, audio and videotapes and CD ROMs.

      c) Payment: We do not pay for articles submitted to SELEDA.

      
        	SUBMISSION ADDRESS: Please send your submission by e-mail to editors@seleda.com

      

      THEMES FOR UPCOMING ISSUES

      July 2000

      The Business, Money & Finance Issue

      August 2000

      The Diaspora/Exile Issue

      September 2000

      The Education Issue

      October 2000

      The Cities Issue

      November 2000

      The Humor Issue

      December 2000

      The Travel Issue

      ART WORK SUBMISSION

      Hey, Ethiopian Caricaturists, Cartoonists, Designers, Engravers, Graphic Artists, Illustrators, Multi-Media Artists, Painters and Photographers out there. We know you are hiding. Stop being ye-gan mebrat and submit your artwork to SELEDA’S forthcoming editions. We need your participation in the following sections (1-3).

      
        	COVER ART COMPETITION: Please review the themes listed above and submit artwork that you feel illustrates a theme selected for the given month. We are looking for artwork that is provocative, humorous, irreverent, radiant, whimsical, ironic, and exquisite (and devious once in a while). We frown on artwork submissions if they are too literal. We will select one piece for the monthly cover and include submissions that were not selected in the Cover Art Competition Page.

        	ARTWORK FOR ARTICLES: Please send in cartoons, design elements and illustrations to illustrate some of the regular SELEDA columns (eg. Bawza, Chilot, Do the Right Thing, Hamsa Lomi…, My Story, 30 Questions, Jebdu, Seleda Profile, Backpage, Top Ten, Work Log).

        	CARTOONS & ILLUSTRATIONS: If enough of you cartoonists, caricaturists and illustrators submit your artwork, we would like to start a Humor Page in forthcoming editions of SELEDA. Please review the themes listed above and submit artwork that illustrates the theme of the month.

        	DEADLINE: Please send in your submissions by the 15th of the month.

        	RIGHTS:

      

      a) Terms of Publication: We reserve the right to accept or reject any artwork submitted to SELEDA for publication consideration. Unless we plan to include your artwork in forthcoming issues, you will receive an e-mail notification from us by the 5th of the month.

      b) Media: We reserve the right to include your artwork in SELEDA, the monthly e-zine. We also reserve the right to include your artwork in other media including SELEDA books, anthologies, audio and videotapes, and CD ROMs.

      c) Payment: We do not pay for artwork submitted to SELEDA.

      
        	FORMAT: Artwork should be in graphics format. Gif & jpg are preferable.

        	SUBMISSION ADDRESS: Please send your submission by e-mail to editors@seleda.com
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      The Finance issue

      July/August, 2000

      Note from the Editors
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      We haven’t much time for the usual chitchat because we are in the middle of a hasty packing job on our way to Toronto. Upper management needs rescuing. If you are reading this from the soccer tournament (you know, on your laptop by the kitfo stand) look to your left by the Tube Tops and Belly Rings stand… iza gar, and there you will see the SELEDA dinqwan. Yep, the Burgundy one with velvet ropes around it, with a burly wendata bouncer at the front checking your pedigree. And never mind the vociferous little crowd holding a Twaff vigil a few feet back (well, the restraining order says 50 feet, but we won’t squabble about a few feet here and there.) And definitely ignore the signs they’re carrying. “SELEDA is the new Imperialism”!! Yeah, right. If we were Imperialist worth our salt wouldn’t we have bigger thrones at the VIP section of katanga ? Well, wouldn’t we?

      Anyway, upper management is already there, as we mentioned, and will be easy to spot, for those of you who want to abetuta in person. Look for the only people walking around with their mignons scuttling about in front of them throwing rose petals in their pathway. Hmm. That might mistake them for the St. Joseph crowd and their cute l’il harems. Well, look out for the only group drumming their fingers to Led Zepplin who then go into full-fledged mesheneT when “Stairway to Heaven” comes on. There. That should let you zero in on them.

      Welcome to the Business, Finance and Money issue! Wait, a year and some months and no one has yet to figure out why the heck we at SELEDA are a dot com. Really, not that we thrive on logic or nuthin’, but have you ever wondered why we are a dot com except for the good ol’ reason: sir ye-sedede gura ?

      Meaning, we like just like saying SELEDA. Com. As in, “Bartender, I am with SELEDA.Com. I assume drinks are on the house.” Or, “SELEDA.Com is picking up my tab for the hotel room and all incidentals. Eh? What porn? What do you mean do they pay for the porn, too? Lemme see that bill.” And our favorite: “Babe, I’m with SELEDA.Com. You wanna see my editorial pen? Heh… Heh…” Imagine how wimpy all that would sound with SELEDA.net. Ayhonima! Ayamirim!

      Where were we…? Ah, welcoming you to this issue. Welcome. And God knows we always genuflect at every issue’s contributors’ feet, but we would like to extend special thanks to this issue’s writers. They agreed to ridiculously tight deadlines and demands, and we are eternally grateful for their professionalism and utmost tibibr. (Go on, say it… "demo siyaskoninu! " Awwww. C’mon we are all ye-Esu lidjoch. Amen, Amen, awon, awon. Nod understandingly.)

      Bottom line, we are bawled over by the Finance Crew! Yeah, we think they have a contract out on us and our first borns, but that only means they’ve joined a very elite group. Thank you all for making this a most poignant, informative (ah, we can finally use that word and not get all giggly) and fun issue. May your stocks rise. May your portfolios ke inflation ayn yisewer.

      We hope our readers will enjoy the diverse nature of the articles. We can’t tell you how pleasantly surprised we were to discover so many Ethiopians perched up there on the Corporate zufan. Makes us proud, and we hope you shall be dutifully wowed too. Of course we look forward to hearing your thoughts and reactions, so send us your comments, hopefully while you are under the influence of… foreign substances.

      Hmm. Is there anything new this issue…? Well, we barely scathed through one editorial meeting since June is usually when upper management avoids venturing out of its perfectly air-conditioned and sun guarded fiefdom. (“Do you know what UV Rays can do to this skin?”) So, we couldn’t brainstorm in the style with which we have become accustomed.

      Oh. We are delighted to announce the return of “The Mail” feature now that the inter-department skirmish that flared up between the Mail Editors and the Computer Mesafint s has abated.

      Not that we want to drag you into this at all, but briefly we think this was what happened: The Computer people wanted to take over the Mail people’s offices. The Mail people screamed “Ere baki, yemin t’ibit !” The Computer people are like “It’s only for a while until the Ralph Lauren “Suede” paint dries in our offices.” Yadda, yadda. (They are like children, these two.) The Mail people said “No Dice”. After several rowdy and distastefully macho "you-wanna-step-outside"s and "you-want-a-piece-of-me"s, the Marketing people thankfully intervened. High level talks ensued in neutral territory (the cafeteria.) And, yadda, yadda some screwy détente. The Mail people announced they are going back to work…Sorry we are sans any juicy details. We lost interest in the first few hours of this mess.

      And what else is new…?? Ah, the little matter of this being a double issue. Yeah. Did we forget to mention that? Well, no good time like the present: This is a double issue. No, SELEDA readers, we won’t try pulling last year’s “we need to spend time with family” prank on ya. The truth is, none of our family members want to spend any time with us. We’ve really come to terms with that little piece o’ reality. However, this being summer, and summer having a sluggish effect on us, we want to take a much-needed yet wholly undeserved break. Time to rejuvenate ourselves and the few remaining brain cells before we come at you full steam in the Fall. So, hope you miss us, 'coz we sure will miss you.

      Speaking of mess, we are gotta go. Just got SOS orders from upper management to see how much it’ll cost us to buy out all the other l’il stands around the SELEDA dinquwan. “Entirely too many pedestrians passing by us. It’s humiliating.”

      Duty calls. Happy reading, and drop us a note on SELEDA Honchos sightings in Ter-on-tew. See you in the Fall for the Diaspora/Exile Issue. And remember to go into our Hamsa Lomi feature to find out about upcoming issues. We are always looking for writers and ideas. Don’t make us come after you because, you know, bloodbaths are so not sightly.

      The Humble Editors. Editors@seleda.com

      The Mail
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      Mea culpa. Bad mail editors! Bad, bad mail editors!

      We apologize on behalf of the temperamental SELEDA Mail editors for being so neglectful of this column. It’s just that they have not been the same ever since they discovered their department is that hefty slice on the “SELEDA oppressed masses” pie chart.

      And not even the cute type of oppressed masses! Rather, the type that wear those God awful Old Navy jeans and relish in those damn sit ins. Which, don’t get us wrong, could be charming (in a Hannibal Lechter kinda way), except upper management has to step over these disgruntled employees on the way to the executive washroom, and upper management gets real cranky when it’s Joan & David footwear comes in such close proximity to baseball caps.

      In their own words: “We can’t wait until hager temel’so hager estihon.”

      But we digress… we were apologizing just before we delved into the phenomenon that is SELEDA Mail.

      Needless to say we got an earful about last month’s My Story. And with the exception of a few "aynachiun lafer"s, most of you were polite in stating your affront. In fact, we were very pleasantly surprised at the intellectual and disciplined argument for and against this piece. (The trademark SELEDA readers’ CHewinent.)

      There are, of course, exceptions and that’s what makes SELEDA readers so giddily fabulous.

      From one reader who signed his/her name ‘Disappointed Reader’: “I am very disappointed by your article, My Story. I was a regular visitor of your site and telling people to visit, but now I will never visit your site…As a Christian and as a very disappointed Ethiopian, I see now you are not young professional, but young, twisted mind…”

      Ehhh. Not that this is any time to be picky, but we always thought we were young, professional and twisted. But we’re sure that will placate Disappointed Reader none. We wonder if it would be wrong to add DA’s name to SELEDA’s Annual Orgy list. Naaaa. That would be twisted.

      And then there was this from Henock G. Micheal: “Dear Seledans: First I would like to express my deepest appreciation regarding the awesome job you guys are doing. BUT I was disappointed in particular with the June issue’s My Story. Even though I do not have any problem with regards to people’s sexual orientation, I DO question whether such a foreign issue be brought up here in such a beautiful page that galvanized Ethiopians of diverse political and religious backgrounds. SELEDA has been accommodating social issues that touches all. NOT the almost non-existent homosexual problems in Ethiopian culture.”

      Uh? What? What beautiful page? Oh, this beautiful page? [Sheepish grin.] OK. But you see what we mean by CHewinet, though, doncha? First off, we are delighted to hear that we have galvanized groups outside the sira fet, mooTi moTmuwaTa assemblage. Second, OK no more “foreign subjects” on this page, which we hope means that we are off the hook regarding saga stories about yuppie ETs taking their dogs for cancer radiation treatment. Thirdly, almost non-existent does not mean non-existent. So, you know, we get off on a technicality.

      “Now don’t think of me as a typical Ethiopian girl with typical Ethiopian values,” says our new friend M.A. “I’ll be honest, I was shocked and [then] he said and I’m quoting,” I came here when I was 15." That in my opinion is a child enough to let your surrounding influence what he or she thinks. [sic] I’ll bet you more than anything that if he had stayed in Addis he would have grown up to be that typical Ethiopian guy we see and run into on the streets."

      Hmmm. A fine point, which kicked our brainto into that rare reflective gear, M.A. It had us wondering how we at SELEDA would have ended up if we had stayed back home. Well, for one thing, the Qibbay yeTeTa dula beatings that’d accompany each one of our aff ilafis would certainly have curbed the sid adeg in us. Secondly, the influence of Hibre T’rit and Qebele Kinet would have made us much better at iskista. And, hopefully, we would have had enough suck up prowess to end up as an assistant to an assistant bodyguard at Addis Sheraton.

      But that’s neither here nor iziya.

      We heard from Nguru Karugu. “Thank you for the ‘My Story’ entry in this issue. I got a phone call from a High School friend of mine who implored me to read the article and respond to it ASAP. You see I am a Kenyan gay man, who grew up in Ethiopia and completely get the experiences expressed in this story. I salute the courage of the writer and his friend. What most people must understand is that our orientation is not a choice but the way we were born. The drama comes from the amount of energy we spend trying to change who it is that we are…”

      Then there was Lemlem Tibebu. " Whoever you are: How candid, real and truthful! There was a time when I felt a lot of prejudice against gays and lesbians, and even though I still do not understand many things, I have learned to accept [it]. … As open as you have been, I am sure that you are just as open in understanding that not condemning the ignorance that we feel or felt, is the key to open doors towards you and your life. Whatever you are, whatever you do, remember also that my God is your God, and never let Him out of your life."

      And finally on this subject, our friend A.D: “You people win the ‘Best Envelop Pushers’ award. While I found [My Story] wholly inappropriate, deliberately provocative and a little on the “shock jock” side, I have to admire your guts in putting it up there. Man, now that is what we here in the East call Ballsy, capital B. SELEDA is living up to its cutting edge reputation.”

      Huh? Reputation? What reputation? Oh, that reputation. [Very sheepish grin.] Well, y’know we might just parlay that reputation into clinching ourselves very upper management positions at the Ritz-Carlton Popo Laré. The kind of upper brass position that wields the kind of power to declare July 4 a new holiday in Addis Ababa kilil 90210. Then we’ll talk Ballsy.

      Jumping back to May,(the History Issue), the Top Ten got a much-needed “alehulachiu” from Aman Ke Los Angeles. “Bravo! I was never into the “top ten” until your March issue made a believer out of me. Your historical (or should I say hysterical) satire was incredibly entertaining and educational.”

      Thank you, Aman. Maybe this will serve as an impetus for the Top Ten editors to start “being into” the Top Ten themselves.

      Tsega Gebreyes was similarly smitten. “What a great book collection. Where do I order?”

      Ka ching! Please send cashiers check for $4,021.16 to SELEDA Editor #6, d.b.a “Buzz B. Aj Inc.”, Switzerland. (Shipping included. Kind of. Expect delivery when the check clears.)

      Mimiye, who we, although we have not a shred of evidence to support it, are convinced is a nubile little vixen right from the heart of DC, went on to share her deepest, most profound thoughts with us. “Why don’t you guys have a search thingy? I’ve been trying to find some article that I heard was posted in your thingy, but I couldn’t find it, mainly because I don’t know the post month but only the title.”

      Ah, a common problem, Mims. We hear SELEDA women asking SELEDA men a variation of that very same question all the time. (Except when they say it, they make it sound all accusatory like.) But you were talking about where our search thingy was. Well, we… uhm… ahh, we are working on a “search thing-a-ma-bob”. Is that the same thing? Probably not. Not all thingys are created equal, we assume?

      Speaking of vixens, someone who signed their name "Gud Iko New" had this to spit our way. “Why is this site all up in Narzret School girls’ asses? Gee, get a life already and talk about Bekele Weya or something.”

      Taken aback and a little flustered, we hastily assembled the SELEDA Tribunal (whose soul purpose is to decree whose, er, derrière we should be up) to ponder this timely query. It’s members agonized for days, well, hours really. Ok, it was minutes, but they were agonizing minutes, and here is an excerpt from their decision. Annex 1, paragraph 1, line 1 reads: “While we are delighted to learn that Nazret School girls do not share one posterior (“girls’ asses”), there is no new evidence to prove that they still don’t share one brain (nicknamed “birtukaniye”). Hence, the decision to let SELEDA hold its ground and not strategically withdraw to Bekele Weya (wherever the hell that might be) will remain undisturbed…. Say us one, say us all. And now, we shall go back to loitering on 18th Street.”

      So, you see. We can’t argue with the Tribunal. Them is big people.

      Moving right along to greener pastures, Ben from Ottawa had this to say about SELEDA Interactive. “… but I do disagree with your assumption that your website is interactive. Just because you have published a few submissions doesn’t qualify your site to be called interactive. A true interactive medium is where the majority of the participants can have equal opportunity to voice or contribute…. How about a webboard section that is moderated? You will have a chance to filter some of the postings that are offensive or inappropriate, but at least you would have given the majority of the readers a spot in your website that can be used at all times…”

      Ok, Ben. We were with you until the “equal opportunity” part. Because that smells of democracy and you know how that word rubs SELEDA upper management the wrong way. It’s like asking them if they’ve ever attended a Siminto vs. Abujedi game at the stadium in Addis. (They wrinkle up their noses and squint their eyes in horror. Trust us. We asked.) Besides, we assure you that half the “inappropriate and offensive” posts on a SELEDA board will come from the SELEDA staff, so we might as well just keep writing our comments on the bathroom walls. However, you do make a good point, so we are going to work on a SELEDA chat session on the 15th of every month for the few QeTero akbaris in our midst.

      It was good to hear from our friend Sirak Solomon, who had a few suggestions of his own. His letter reads in part, “Surely, young Ethiopian professionals and therefore SELEDA has an innate interest in the current situation in our country. Although your forum strives to “provide opportunity for young Ethiopian professionals to exchange ideas and information on surviving and flourishing in the corporate world” (as stated in your initial issue), I doubt many professional Ethiopians go through a single day without contemplating the current situation in our county. Again, I realize politics is not one of the fortes of this forum but when an issue affects the lives of so many of our people we can not play bystanders and act as if nothing is happening…We need inspiration SELEDA…we need someone to push us. That someone could certainly be YOU.”

      Not that we are not grateful to be held in this high esteem, but we have to wonder if the Apocalypse is truly a’nd hamoos away. One has to wonder about the void out yonder if moshlaqa people like us are called unto the task of deciphering the drudgery that is the Diaspora’s role in ET politics. And is anyone else alarmed by this besides us? Surely there are more mature, balé Tm, Kollege yemeselu people who can be called upon? Because the standard answer around here as to who the “Woyeus” and the “Shabbys” are is “Are they of the Connecticut Shabbys?” Or, “Are either one of them SELEDA débutantes at the Fall Cotillion?” So, you see, y’all are better off on your own. Trust us.

      Besides, we said in the first SELEDA that we are steering clear of politics and we will continue to stand by that. Always. Unless it is politics regarding Nazret School girls, and then we are so in there!

      Our “Scratch your head and roll your eyes quizzically” file is suffering from extreme bota Tibbet, but Hiwot 24’s email had to be squeezed in there albeit with little force. Says she who is not ingida to succinctness : “Why don’t you write something interesting please?”

      Now, this is what the Princeton Review calls a “trick question”. Ahhh, you sly little thing you, Hiwot, you! You sly, adroit, minx you! You thought we would fall into the obvious trap of saying something so dubiously crass such as “we are so sure the 24 after Hiwot’s name is her age and not her IQ.” Huh? Huh? It’s SELEDA, not SELE-DUH, missy! Well, we aren’t biting. The simple truth is that we are alem yemesekerelachew wholesome bores and dawdling, boozehound idiots! Therefore, writing something interesting to suit someone of Hiwot’s caliber would entail going through the Classics. And frankly, we don’t have the brainpower to analyze why Humpty Dumpty fell. And who can deconstruct the allegorical mysteries of Little Boy Blue? Was Mary’s lamb an example of anthropomorphism? Ech! Who need al-a-dat? This is us on Jeopardy: "We’ll take “Dumbness for Dummies” for a hundred, please, Alex.

      But why bicker when we can go back to doing what we love doing? Reading our love mail.

      To wit, Mekdem “not to be mistaken for a male” Wondafrash’s email with a subject line that reads “SELEDA yene Qelebé”. Already, we are besotted. “I had to overcome the intimidation, overlook the possible scrutiny and last but not least your “oh so witty” sense of humor… SELEDA, SELEDA, Ke-yet lgemerew? I doubt all I have to say will go without inflating the already, ready to burst, ego of our editors. A simple thank you to thee “humble” (stressed of so many times) editors for the tantalizing, succulent, and at times, offensive yet true articles. You enlighten me. …In fear of sounding redundant, I must curtail my message short (I don’t believe in beginner’s luck). But I leave not without mentioning that you (the people behind SELEDA and the avid readers) are a soothing remedy to my wild nerves that occasionally suffer from nostalgia.”

      (You see, these are the kinds of letters we crave. Not outré demands to write “something interesting” fer chrissake!)

      U-huh. And we aim to sooth. And, Mekdem, of course, wins this month’s “Best Name” award, hands down. What SELEDA men want to know, however, is more about her “wild nerves”, but we are sure that is between her and her gods.

      But the SELEDA Love Train stops for no one. In our “If you mashmonmon us, won’t we meshmon-mon?” file goes Mesfin Makonnen’s mail that has even upper management’s heart going “pitter patter”. And if you knew just how entrenched the adage is that upper management has no heart, you’ll know what a compliment that is.

      “People! What a great site!! 18 years since I am out here, and finally I found “Arada” right smack in the middle of the WWWeb! I am proud of you all, keep up the good work. Who knows one of these days I may send in yet another crazy story of a young Ethiopian from the French Lyceé who made his way to Corporate America. I will be reading on so keep the show going.”

      And to all you cynics out there who though no one from Lyceé ended up anywhere but Sostegna Police Tabbiyya, may we please see your wrist? Whack! Whack! Mes, zimbelachew lijay! We don’t believe the hype. And b’and aff on the article!

      And finally, we have a “faithful reader” in Fikre Giorgis. "If there were more people who [thought] like SELEDA’s contributors, Ethiopia would have been the JEWEL of Africa. SELEDA, you are the hope of many of us living in Diaspora. SELEDA editors, thank you for making us cry through the nostalgic entrées, keeping us smiling through the humor desserts, and making us sing “SELEDA, MALEDA, ADERECH ARADA…”

      Like we’ve said time and time again…You can tell people with class. And wisdom! Notice he said that SELEDA’s contributors would be the jewel of Africa. Us, we’re happy being the cubic zirconium of Qebenna.

      And with that we have to scadaddle. Heartfelt gratitude to all of you who write to us, and we hope we have gotten better at writing back. We love hearing from you.

      Until next time, no, next MONTH, we bid you farewell.

      Editors@seleda.com

      From Corporate America to Start-up America
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      From Corporate America to Start-up America.

      by: Saba Sebhat

      I don’t quite know how it all started, but as long as I can remember I always dreamed of starting my own business.

      I left Ethiopia when I was 11 to head to boarding school in England. Four years later, I was at the American High School in Vienna. While there, I had this burning desire to start my own business—a “Konditorei”. A Konditorei is an Austrian coffee shop. The Konditoreis in Vienna were always jam-packed with people and they served the best pastries and melange- the famous Viennese cappuccino. My favorite pastry was the Apfelstrudel. I simply had to open one in America and serve the exact same pastries and melange.

      On the plane to the States, on my way to Trinity University, I remember drawing a sketch of the front of my “Konditorei” on a pad of paper and writing my first business plan at the age of eighteen.

      But soon, common sense would prevail and I would focus my energy towards getting an education, first and foremost, as well as to learning my new culture.

      Life in the US started taking its course. I began my college career with the aspirations of pursuing a career in foreign languages and business. I was majoring in French, German, and business. But unexpected circumstances would interrupt this path. I ended up transferring from my small college in San Antonio to a large university in Houston. My double major program fell apart because it was not offered at this new university. I reluctantly settled for a major in Business and a minor in German. Nonetheless, I completed my college education and received a Bachelor of Business Administration in Marketing.

      Even before coming to America, I knew the opportunities here were going to be endless. If you were focused and had a goal, you would be successful. Following graduation, I was determined and driven to achieve the ideal career.

      Along the way though, I was faced with some unexpected barriers. I was an Ethiopian woman, age 23, with huge aspirations to get to the top. But it was hard to be taken seriously. Applying for my first management job was a struggle. Once I got the job, I was a fast track employee but even at the top of my performance, I was almost fired for being too tough on my employees. (This was the counseling session during which my area manager used the “b” word to describe my behavior!)

      Breaking the glass ceiling to reach upper management status was also a struggle despite my performance level. And to add insult to injury, I discovered that my compensation was significantly lower than that of my male peers. Double standards were one thing, but having to deal with that and corporate politics was another. Not only did I have to elevate my level of performance to exceed that of my male and non-minority counterparts, but I also had to make a decision whether to change my behavior and characteristics to fall within the guidelines of the “Corporate game” mentality.

      I made a conscious decision to keep striving at performance levels that were significantly above the expected standards, while adhering to Corporate policies and guidelines but not to Corporate politics. Despite it all, the results were good. During my first career, I was promoted through the ranks to General Manager of a restaurant operation. I was one of four female GMs out of 50 or so and the only minority female at the time.

      I was extremely passionate about this business. It offered me autonomy, creativity and, what I cherished most, the countless interactions with my guests and employees. It felt like it was my own business.

      My next career took me from Houston to Denver. I was rapidly promoted to Operations Manager of a large production center, overlooking a staff of 70 employees and managers at multiple locations (we had offices in over 60 markets at the time). Again, I was one of five females in such a position throughout the country. But I took that as a challenge: it was yet another opportunity where I was able to be somewhat of an entrepreneur with a lot of autonomy.

      Despite it all, I always ended up thinking, “How do I become a total entrepreneur?” Business ideas were never far from my mind. A little over ten years had now passed since I wrote my first business plan on the plane from Vienna to San Antonio. I was becoming anxious and began writing my second business plan. This one was for a cantina, “Kuda’s Kantina”, named after one of my best friends, Chris. This time, I was more equipped to put a plan together. I had created my own recipes and tested them on friends. The response had been positive. I had a unique theme; a low overhead cost configuration, a great recipe and a market that at that time sorely needed fun places to eat. I gave copies of my plan to a couple of potential investors, but nothing panned out. I put it aside for a later, more opportune day.

      Two years later, my journey finally took me to a company that hired me strictly for outside sales and not for my management background. I was able to achieve consistent sales growth during my tenure. During this same time period, I rewrote and re-solicited my cantina business plan. One of the individuals who reviewed my plan was a successful Ethiopian entrepreneur called Dosho. Before he read my plan, I had met him in Washington D.C, while I was visiting my sister. We talked at length and due to my inquisitive approach, he ended up sharing with me some details about all of his business ventures. I remember being so engrossed listening to all his accomplishments and successes. I totally connected with his entrepreneur spirit and ambition. He made me want to break out of the corporate world more than ever. Then I returned to Denver, but our paths would cross again.

      New Business ideas would always surface. I have a dear friend, Marlene, who also read my cantina plan. Ever since then, she would constantly bounce business ideas off me. For a while, we talked about starting a cart business together and setting it up on the Sixteen Street Mall in Denver, but it never came to fruition. Nonetheless, it never stopped us from constantly dreaming of exiting the corporate world.

      Coming back to reality, after two years in my sales career, I was still restless and moved to the Bay Area in search of “something”. I was now slotted for a significant promotion at my job. I should have been very pleased, but instead there was this nagging feeling of dissatisfaction. Looking back through my entire career, I realized that despite receiving rapid promotions, my career and the promotions would slow down at a certain point primarily because I chose not to advance further up the corporate ladder for one reason or another. The Corporate ladder meant getting further away from fulfilling my dream of being the entrepreneur I had always dreamed of becoming.

      For me, Corporate Politics translated into the following: a lot of structure that limited individual creativity, growth, entrepreneurship and freedom. Most of all, it eliminated all elements of risk, which can typically result in the huge rewards most of us chase throughout our lives.

      Suddenly things started to change. The “something” I was seeking started to become clear. My path crossed with Dosho again. My friends were always telling me that “timing is everything”. This famous phrase was finally going to apply to my life.

      Dosho was in the process of making changes with his business and he offered me the incredible opportunity of becoming an entrepreneur! I was excited but very nervous. As much as I had always wanted this, when it came down to it, I still spent many sleepless nights wondering if I should go for it, risk it all or stay in my comfortable job that guaranteed me a paycheck. I sought advice from many friends and family members, but there was one deciding factor that gave me the courage to make the right decision. I recalled what my sister, the person dearest to my heart and the one who knows me best, said: “You have always wanted to run your own business, ever since we were kids. This is perfect for you. You would be great at it….” I knew in my heart I was going to go for it, I just needed one more push.

      A month later, I quit my job and enjoyed a week of skiing and vacationing. My managers were pretty shocked I would give up my promising future with an established company to risk it all for an unknown start-up business.

      My life changed overnight. Suddenly, I found myself as an owner and a COO of a company called Earthy Foods and in charge of it all! It was pretty nerve racking, especially my first day. No clear future, not much money and not many customers. I had to quickly learn to change my mind set. I was no longer working for a billion-dollar company, where spending thousands of dollars was an every day occurrence. My life now gives new meaning to “penny pinching”! As a sales person, I get very impatient when sales aren’t flowing in, but as a business owner I have learned that everything I do on a day to day basis is crucial to achieving the long term results.

      It’s been two and half months since my first day on my entrepreneurial journey, I am still as excited as ever and still glad I made this decision. These last two months have been more rewarding than my entire career in Corporate America. No matter what the future holds, I am happy where I am right at this moment.

      Earthy Foods is a Bay Area start-up company whose mission is to provide, primarily via the Internet, unique products which focus on the well-being of our communities and give each of our customers a healthy and nourishing lifestyle. I am proud to be a part of an Ethiopian owned company providing incredibly nourishing and tasty products made from Flaxseed and Teff .

      I finally left Corporate America, the only life I had known, to pursue the long time dream I always had: “to run my own business”. My life long desire has brought me here today, thanks to my education and my valuable “Corporate America” and daily life experiences. I have paid my dues by taking on and accepting that challenge. Now, it’s time to see if I can stand on my own.

      To those of you who are contemplating or are already partaking in a risky, entrepreneurial venture, I wish you success and congratulations! If I can take the plunge, you can too!

      Saba Sebhat is Chief Operating Officer of Earthy Foods. (www.earthyfoods.com)

      moMoney and Honeyneyhoney
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      by: The SELEDA Shenkorit

      I dozed off while perusing my uncle’s wedding album during a recent trip to his house and had the most peculiar dream.

      I was with my balebet (imaginary, of course) and our offspring, sporting a cute quncho. We were sitting in front of our shinkurt guleet in a Sunday market at Shiro Meda. He was holding his gabi over Mamush’s and my head to protect us from the sun and dust.

      He looked every part the loving and protective husband. Periodically I would get out from under the shade to rearrange the guleet and move a small shinkurt from one pile to another. He would chide me to get back in the shade. “Anchi setiyo, erefi esti”. I’d move another shinkurt and brush some abuara from the side of the kesha we have laid out underneath.

      “Hodiye, ebakish aref beyi.” And he would reach over and pull me back into the shade. We would quietly discuss how Woizeryo Zenebu was raising the price of milk yet again just when we were thinking of buying new shoes for Mamush, lord knows the ones he wears now have more holes in them than Woizero Zenebu’s reasoning for her price hike.

      I look down at my feet, which, by the way, are screaming for a pedicure, and shake my head wondering how we will make it through the week. Balebet firmly says “Ayzosh, meTfo atasibi,” as he brushes the flies that were sticking to Mamush’s cheeks.

      I look up to the street and see an old zebegna from my parent’s house drive by. Woyine Egziabheriye, Gemechu is driving, albeit a VW bug from the 50s, and I’m sitting here trying to figure out how I can afford shera CHama for my Mamush who looks pathetic with all those flies and dust.

      I feel like crying, but why? I have this loving man who’s straining his arms trying to protect me from the sun. (We can’t afford sunscreen – the thought actually went through my head and depressed me even more) We have this cute little Mamush, and we look like a family straight out of a “Rockwell does Ethiopia” painting. Just an average, loving, decent Ethiopian family working hard to stay afloat.

      I have a flashback of a debate I had with some friends who insisted that finances had as much if not more important role as love in building a good marriage. I had disagreed. All I need is love. What do you want out of life? I had answered “Fiqir ena desta”. Money is nothing to me.

      I woke up in a cold sweat, but started to calm down as I looked around my uncle’s comfortable guestroom. After a few seconds of hesitation, I pulled my feet out of my slippers to confirm that it all had been a horrible dream. I went down to the kitchen and poured myself a tall glass of milk from the well-stocked fridge. I looked at the glass and took a sip, and then I remembered I hate milk. I don’t know why I poured it but I couldn’t get myself to throw it out. I curse Woizero Zenebu, whoever she is, and continue sipping it.

      These days, I’m obsessed with my finances and my money, my stocks, my bonds, my savings account, I find myself just staring at my ATM card once in a while, and even though I can’t remember any of my friends’ phone numbers, I can rattle off my E-trade password backwards, in my sleep. Money has never preoccupied me as much in recent memory. All through college and beyond, I’ve always held a job and managed to pay for everything I needed. I can deal with these responsibilities, and not only that: I like having them. It is not that I like paying bills but I enjoy knowing that I can take care of myself and don’t need the support of anyone else.

      But ever since I started thinking about marriage and settling down, suddenly money is beTam important. My biggest money headaches are not just about how I can afford a pair of Blahniks this quarter, but how my money will take care of me if, twenty years from now, Mr. Right turns out to be Mr. I’m-losing-my-hair-hence-I- gotta - go-chase-the-mender-koreda- to compensate- for- my- slipping- testosterone- level. I shudder at the thought of having to pay him alimony, but it kills me to think I might have to be the one depending on him. And going outside just my pride, I also never want to be in a position where Mamush or Mamitu’s footwear is dependent on the price of dairy or Woizero Z’s mood.

      The ideal situation, of course, is to make a match where the combination of both parties’ financial standing creates a synergistic effect. I am sure everyone has these concerns about financial security and independence but there is a degree of complacency about the whole thing in that often people don’t question the validity or relevance of it to a happy, and stress free union.

      More than one million marriages are terminated EVERY YEAR. That is 2 – “till death do us parts” – biting the dust every minute. One should look into getting every imaginable cushion before taking the jump.

      When my mom’s friends ask me when I am getting married, I have taken to telling them ‘Egziabher yawqal’. One lady called me on it the other day, ‘Minun?’… Well, when my portfolio can support four more people.

      Hold on a second, my Yahoo ticker is giving me bad news.

      Oufffff! At this rate, I ain’t never getting married!

      Imeri SuqE
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      By Teshome

      When I got involved in this business, it was just for the fun of it – not at all to be taken seriously. So, here goes the story of the corner shop and the guy who runs it.

      I came to London 10 years ago. Soon I was doing my degree in Economics part-time and working full time for a Race Equality Council (REC). I gained a lot of experience in race relations and equality, but knew this wasn’t something I wanted to do forever. As soon as I finished my degree, I was given this opportunity to start working seven days a week! And the busy life I had had before continued.

      It is funny how time goes by; when I first took over this business, I did not think I would last this long. What is it that I do, you may ask? I have been in the business of selling Termus for the better part of three years. For the people who live in the UK, my suQ is called an Off License (the rest of you would call it a liquor store). It is an experience to have a shop and run it seven days a week – you might say I go home just to sleep.

      Sometimes selling meTeT for profit is good; sometimes it is a risky business – but it always keeps me on edge. I have to keep my guard up every time a customer walks in the shop. My location is at the corner of a street adjacent to a busy high street. Unfortunately for me, there are at least three other, similar shops around me. So you can imagine the competition I am facing. I have a unique selling point but, as any business man/woman would say, I have no intention of telling you what that is – let’s just say I survive. [Editors: ere, endew, afer sinihon…nigeren!]

      Over the years, I have come to know the local people; sometimes more that I would like to. Most of my customers have a tendency to divulge information about their day-to-day life. You might think that it is normal, but it isn’t in London, as people who live here know. When I came to the States for a visit, I was amazed at how people tell all their business to a total stranger. Over here it is totally different; an English person would not talk to you, let alone tell you about him or herself. But somehow, due to the nature of my business, they talk to me.

      The problem is that, as time goes by, I have information about the lives of most of my customers. I know who they are married to, who their mistresses are (if they have them), what they like and what they don’t like, and lots of other things. Over time, customers would trust me (who wouldn’t J ), and tell me when they have problems with their other halves. As if I have the solution! Well, actually I do: ALCOHOL.

      I would like to think that I’ve acquired the skill of dealing with people. I am on friendly terms with the lebas as well as with others. The lebas come to the shop hoping to sell me something and, tekerakiré, I get my way. Don’t get me wrong – it’s not that I like what they do, but if I don’t help out my local leba, then next time he/she will come to my store and tries to steal something. Now, the lebas stay away and never bother my store. It’s like having an understanding – I even gain a local bodyguard since they help me out if I have any trouble in the shop.

      There are difficult aspects of the job, too. I have one observation that I made based on my experience as a bale-suQ. What I am about to say may not be true in other places, but it is certainly true here. I am troubled by my own people…I mean, I don’t understand the attitude of black people here. Bear in mind that I am not suggesting all black people everywhere(in the States where, maybe, black people support one another, this may not be the case), but over here I see a lot of anger and rude behavior aimed at me. Wanting to know why, I made it a point to go to other shops and see how people behave, and I was amazed to see that, when a black person is behind the counter, most black customers behaved rudely. Here is an typical example from my own shop: a black man walks in, goes to the cooler and takes out a can, slams the door shut, comes to the counter and throws down the money, gives me a dirty look and even goes so far as to cuss me out. This occurs two to three times a week. Thankfully, so far I have not had to fight with anyone (knock on wood). But I find this very peculiar and puzzling. Why should I have a problem with blacks when I seldom have problems with the other races?

      I feel that, maybe for them, seeing me behind the counter somehow makes them very angry. One person even went so far as to say, “We taught you everything!” – I have no idea what he meant. It is like when they see another black person owning a business, they do not want to support you; on the contrary, they want to destroy you. I have had very few incidents with other races. Somehow it is my own people that tend to trouble me. Go figure.

      On a final note, each day I wake up and think about what the day will hold for me. When you are dealing with the public, you always have to expect the unexpected. The best part of this job is the freedom and the flexibility that it gives me to do what I want. If I ever pack it up, that is what I will miss the most.

      So that’s it. I have shared this experience from my standpoint – speaking to you live from my corner suQ in London. One final piece of advice: Always remember – KEEP SMILING.

      Delala, New York Style
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      By: Lily

      Gramercy Park, cozy 1 bedroom apartment in pre-war doorman building, affordable rent, incomparable view, will go fast! Call Anabelle at 877-462-5322

      _

      Picture this – New York, 2000. An innocent apartment-hunter moving from Washington, DC to do a year-long assignment in the City that Never Sleeps sees the above ad and thinks it would be the perfect choice for her. Of course, this is like the miskeen young teen coming to Addis Abeba for the first time and thanking God for the kindly middle-aged woman at the Merkato awtobus tera who offers to watch her precious bag for her while the weary traveler looks for some water to drink. Both, needless to say, are about to get royally fleeced.

      So there I was, worldly (bené bet), aware and fully prepared for the many pitfalls I was about to face over the three days I had set aside to look for an apartment in the City. One look at me and any ol’ New York hand would have given me a quick “mTs” and pushed me into oncoming traffic. And there were times I wished they had done just that and put me out of my misery.

      How in the world did I end up here, and where’s the exit?!

      The Bait: Like any smart 21st century professional, I surfed the net. Found hundreds of perfect listings in both the links from the New York Times On the Web and the Village Voice Classifieds. Was I clever or what? After spending $593.80 in phone charges and three hours calling all these wonderful sounding apartments, several things became clear. One: there was a strange animal called a broker whom I would have to pay to be allowed to see any of these places. Two: What I had thought were condo sale prices were actually monthly rents on the listed apartments. Something clearly had gone verrrry wrong somewhere. And three: none of the places I had seen were available; in fact, I later found out that rarely do these places even exist. They were just the bait they waved in your face to draw you in. And I bit.

      The Mark: That’d be me, in Hustler lingo (no, not the magazine, the Paul Newman movie…ay, minew!)… a geriba with little or no real City survival skills but who, misguidedly, thinks she knows what’s what; a step short of being a full-fledged farra hooked in by false-advertising. Ayyyi, miskeen! It didn’t take more than a few hours in New York to reduce me to a blithering idiot: the professional suit and the 3-inch tako that had comfortably seen me through a day full of meetings became sources of extreme discomfort and blistered pain after I walked for 25 streets and 15 avenues (we did some of them twice). The healthy ego I’d arrived with bit the dust when the 85 year-old crone in the walker knocked me down to get to the 7th taxi I had hailed, and nothing, and I mean nothing, could have prepared me for the snotty, aristocratic, obnoxious, high-handed, pompous, condescending, ChemlaQa snob otherwise known as the New York City Doorman.

      The Delala: Over the next few days, I would meet (and be dissed by) a number of Amanuel escapees calling themselves real estate brokers. They are generally uncouth, badly cloned, inept, incompetent, irritating high-school dropouts who are incapable of listening to what you say or addressing your requests. Actually, the first person you speak to is quite pleasant, almost human. S/He will pretend to listen to you on the phone, make keyboardy noises like s/he’s taking notes, and promise to call you back within the hour. But then comes that trick: the ol’ bait-and-switch. The return call is from someone “referred” by the human, someone or something whose entire existence is devoted to your continued unhappiness.

      You’re probably wondering what the brokers are getting out of this, besides a doozy of a power trip. Well, in the current rental climate in Manhattan, where $2,500/month might get you a studio with pedigreed roaches ("residents who have lived here for generations"), and where apartments stay on the market two nanoseconds or less, you pay the broker a finder’s fee of 15-18% of a YEAR’s rent. For the $2,500 apartment, that comes out to (wait…lemme take my shoes off and count)…to $4,500 - $5,100. At that price, they should be serving imported Ambo in the limo they provide to whisk you from place to place. In reality, they make YOU pay for the taxis you take to see the most hideous holes-in-the-wall on earth, or else you have to walk the 25 streets and the 15 avenues that I mentioned earlier. Wiy! don’t get me started.

      The Delala experience is one that deserves a book of its own, and once I learn how to knock down old ladies for taxies, I’m going to write it. They are not unlike the serateNa-brokers back in Addis who seem to have an endless supply of young women to offer up to prospective employers. No one spins stories like these guys: ours would say, “Ye-ferenj migib bedenb tichilalech … past’al forno, a’rosto, hulunim tawQalech” – of course, one burned-down kitchen later, you learn she’s never even seen a gas stove before. Well, the New York variety are no different. As you step over the smelly wino permanently draped across the threshold of the “quaint brownstone walk-up with unique foyer ornament”, your broker will open the door of what MUST be the hall closet and triumphantly declare it “the most spacious alcove studio on this block”. You see large cracks in ceilings? Delalas list “skylights”. You hit your head on the light-bulb? Delalas gloat about the “soaring 8-foot ceilings”. You see roaches, bullet holes, prehistoric fungus, or Ebola? Delalas see nothing.

      The Con: After awhile, they started to win. I had begun my search with glorious dreams of penthouse apartments, since my employer was going to pick up a hefty share of the housing cost. I’d naïvely thought that for $2,000 - $2,400 I would be living large somewhere facing Central Park. By the end of the third day, I was pleading with people to show me the $3,500 apartments in Harlem that I knew I would never be able to afford, even with the housing allowance. Helplessly, I watched the broker check off “Mess with renter’s ability to reason” from her union-provided checklist. After a few days, I began to visibly flinch anytime I saw a taxi, even when I wasn’t looking for one. “Scare renter at will” - Check. Soon, I couldn’t even imagine ever finding a place – I started to think of this as the Quest for the Holy Grail, and the delala as my Lancelot, leading me on endless, useless forays. “Be the renter’s last and only hope.” – Check.

      “Kill renter’s self-confidence.” – Min?! Min alachihu!! Erenesh’té!?! Not in this lifetime, babe. Suddenly, good old kostara y’abesha wené came to the rescue, and I snapped out of the trance they’d had me in. And I took charge. Enough of this NYC madness and Manhattan snob appeal – yeah, I’m sure you know someone who has a fabulous apartment on the island. But I bet they killed someone to get it. And I’m pretty sure I’m not willing to GO there. At least, not yet.

      I decided to go for the (admittedly soulless) high-rise no-broker apartment across the river in Jersey, where “air-conditioning” really means “cool air coming out of an electrical device” instead of referring to windows that actually open, where I have a fantastic view of the water and the famous Manhattan skyline…my, my, my…don’t it look nice from a distance? Where I’ll be able to keep my car, and even park it in a garage for less than it cost to buy it. Where I will have two bedrooms, two full bathrooms, a balcony, a washer-dryer (rarer than Tanzanite), and a nice ferry ride to the City every day. And where I can actually keep my dog (remind me sometime to tell you about the Signed Dog Reference, no lie, that one delala asked me for). Give me time – someday I’ll be teaching City Life 101: Hailing A NYC Cab Without Harming Seniors or Being Harmed by Them.

      I’m already getting better – I’ve learned to read NooYawk Style and understand that first ad much better now:

      Gramercy Park means Alphabet City or worse

      cozy 1 bedroom apartment means studio with fake wall separating the tiny foyer/living-room from a bedroom unencumbered by windows

      pre-war doorman building means aging, rotting building with insufferable zebeNa

      affordable rent means if you have to ask you can’t afford it

      incomparable view means direct view into neighbor’s bedroom

      will go fast! is actually the only true statement in the ad, clearly an oversight

      Call Anabelle at 877-462-5322 should have been the best clue: that number spells 877-I’m A Leba

      I even got my own back at a New York City doorman, no mean feat. Watching me push a door that, apparently, should be pulled, the doorman to a chic Central Park South building sneered, “No, that’s not at all the right way. Here, let me show you how it’s done.”

      As I sashayed my way out the door, I turned and smiled, wickedly, “Well, then, isn’t it fortunate that YOU have this job?”

      Ready or not, New York, here I come.

      30 Questions
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      Yosef Kibur

      At 27, Yosef Kibur holds the lofty title “Vice President Strategic Planning, Acting Chief Operating Officer and a Director of NetNation Communications Inc.” (As an aside, at 27, most of us at seleda.com were struggling to be “Chief of French Fries”, but more on that later.)

      Born in Addis Ababa, Yoseph lived in Dessie and Gondar before moving to Canada with his family in 1983 when his father got a scholarship to study at McGill University. Yosef finished high school in Montreal and moved to Toronto to attend Simon Fraser University on an athletic scholarship. (He has represented Canada in several international competitions, including the World Cross-Country Running Championships in 1994. In 1993, he was ranked first in Canada for Cross-Country running.)

      After graduation in 1996, he stopped running professionally and started to take on the business world. His first venture was opening his own Internet consulting firm, Superhighway Consulting, and in 1996 he launched NetNation Communications.

      NetNation is one of them nifty web hosting, domain registering, E-Commerce solution finding companies that is just so…terminally cool. Oh, yeah. And if anyone can solve the mystery behind SELEDA being a “dot com” it will be the people at NetNation. They do, after all, dabble as “Application Service and Infrastructure Providers (ASP/AIP)” so, you know, that means they are close personal friends of the Almighty.

      In a moment of weakness, Yosef agreed to be a “Thirty Questions” subject, despite, we are so sure, strenuous advice against it from NetNation’s PR mavens. If the stock rises, we take all the credit, if it falls… well, yelenibetim.

      
        	How can you spot a great pre-IPO company?

      

      I look for MPR: Management, Product and Revenue. I believe that Management is the most important determinant of a great pre-IPO company for many reasons. First of all, a great Management team would not, under normal circumstances, back a “bad” company because it would ruin their reputation and would simply be a waste of time. Good management can also generate partnerships with influential companies as well as gain acceptance among brokerages and investment banks. A company can have a great product and great revenue, but could have no recognition in the marketplace without these important partnerships and links to investment banks. In order to fend off competition and capture significant market share, the product has to be compelling and revenue has to grow rapidly quarter to quarter. These days the market expects quarterly growth in excess of 25% (which is more than 140% annually).

      2)With so many dot com millionaires, is this generation forever marred by the stigma of being money-hungry, giddy stock market checking weasels?

      In the 80’s the perception (and maybe the reality) was that greedy stock brokers and promoters made a killing at the expense of the average investor, without giving back to the community. The dot com millionaires have proven that socialist idealism could co-exist with capitalism. Everyday the press is writing about another multi-million dollar donation of an Internet entrepreneur to a charity. The biggest example being Bill Gates, having given over $10 Billion in the last few years. There have been many other donations in excess of $100 Million from individuals. I believe that today’s millionaires are giving more because they are younger and more idealistic. In some ways, the money came easier than in the old days when people had to wait for 20-30 years before amassing such wealth.

      
        	Between you and us, do “dot net” people hate them “dot com” weenies?

      

      I heard on CNN that a group of radical “dot net” rebels killed a bunch of “dot com” weenies :-)

      
        	Is the Internet a Utopia?

      

      :-)

      
        	How many people work at NetNation and do you make them call you Kibur Ato Gashe Kibur?

      

      There are currently 105 people working at NetNation, of which about 9 are abeshas. We have a very friendly and relaxed atmosphere. 90% of the employees are shareholders and some of the early ones have a significant stake in the company. We live by the motto “No one is more equal than others” (therefore they all call me “Joseph”).

      
        	How long do you think before this boom in technology stocks comes crashing down?

      

      Well, the markets crashed badly in March, and now it is building back up slowly. This is normal and is due to happen periodically. This is a good cleansing period for the market. Real companies with real products and revenue will survive. Those with nothing but dreams and promises will disappear. The days of raising millions by simply having a “web company” are over.

      
        	What has been the greatest stride in technology in Ethiopia so far?

      

      I only been to Ethiopia once in the last 17 years, therefore my knowledge about Ethiopia is very outdated. But I do plan to go there more often and hopefully find opportunities in which I can contribute in a positive manner. I am obviously interested in helping in the areas of Internet technology, and Athletics (we have to carry forward the legacy left by our great athletes such as Abebe Bikila).

      
        	Can you program your VCR?

      

      I have to admit that I never programmed a VCR before, but I would hope that I will be able to figure it out if the need arises :-).

      
        	What will you do when you retire at 30?

      

      I don’t remember saying I want to retire at 30, but that sounds good. I think retirement means you stop doing what you don’t like and start doing what you enjoy. Since I do enjoy what I am doing, I consider myself retired. If I do decide to take a break from entrepreneurship, I would like to travel, especially to Ethiopia and the rest of Africa. I would also be looking into ways I can help the people of Ethiopia with my limited capacity.

      
        	What is your take on the Ethiopian Cyber community?

      

      My commitment to work doesn’t leave me much time to explore subjects outside of the business that I am involved in. I do however read certain Ethiopian oriented web publications such as Addis Tribune and Seleda.com (of course :-).

      
        	What keeps you so driven that you keep going after new markets instead of buying up a cute l’il island and sipping coconut drinks all day?

      

      People do crazy things when they have too much time on their hand, therefore, the safest way to keep out of trouble is to keep busy :-). Not to mention that I don’t have enough money to buy an island .

      
        	You have made a crucial contribution to the expansion of the Ethiopian presence on the web by hosting a number of sites for free on NetNation. How many such sites do you host now and how has your effort measured up to your expectations?

      

      We have many companies that either get their site for free or at a reduced rate (in return for a banner on their website). Most of these sites are related to either Athletics or Ethiopia. The sites from Ethiopia have gained significant viewership and exposure as a result of their web presence, and they have inspired many other companies in Ethiopia to consider creating a web presence. I am happy that these contributions are making a positive and meaningful impact.

      
        	In one interview (on Addis Tribune in November 1997), you mention how impressed you were with the poor in Ethiopia giving to those poorer. Recent observations of the Addis Abeba crowd do not show a similar generosity among the conspicuously consuming rich (present company excepted, of course). How can we encourage the growth of philanthropy among the Ethiopian well-to-do?

      

      I always believed that people have to help themselves before they can help others. For Ethiopians living abroad it means working very hard and diligently so as to secure some level of personal success upon which future philanthropic gestures can be based on. It is also important to expose and inform the people about the generous giving of “well-to-do” Ethiopians. This will inspire others to do the same. Contributions don’t always have to be financial. Sometimes volunteering your time can be a very effective and important contribution. I know of many personal associates who have contributed their time and made big differences in Ethiopia.

      
        	Have you noticed the information revolution having any tangible impact on Ethiopia so far (socially, economically, politically?) And are you playing a part in that revolution?

      

      Again, since I lived most of my life in Canada, I don’t have an informed answer to this question.

      
        	What keeps you connected to Ethiopia? You mentioned you want to go back. What would you like to do there?

      

      Although I am a naturalized (and proud) Canadian, I have not forgotten my roots in Ethiopia. I plan to visit regularly and maybe set up a business. There is also the possibility of relocating permanently. At this time, I have not made any concrete plans.

      
        	What does one buy for the neTib.com gal/guy who has everything?

      

      A sense of humor (in the form of a Joke Book).

      
        	When you surf the Net, what are your favorite sites (besides seleda.com, of course)?

      

      News.com for general technology news; bbc.co.uk and addistribune.com for Ethiopian related news; Yahoo!finance for financial information; ask.com to ask any questions about any subject, and goto.com for general search.

      
        	What’s the one best advice you can give a young aspiring entrepreneur? And what fuels the incredible entrepreneurship among the young Ethiopian cyber-elite?

      

      I wish there were one simple “best advice”. But, if I had to choose one, the best advice I can give to a would-be entrepreneur is to do what you enjoy doing. It could take a long time to see success, and sometimes it may never come. Therefore, you don’t want to waste years of your life in something you don’t enjoy.

      
        	What do you invest your cash in?..er…while we’re on the subject, how much ARE you worth?

      

      Currently most of my worth is on paper, more specifically in the form of shares of NetNation, which is a publicly traded company on NASDAQ. I own 4.5 Million shares of NetNation (which is public information). Depending on the share price of NetNation, my paper worth had varied between $18M and $80M in the last 6 months.

      
        	What has been your greatest disappointment in the business world?

      

      I know that many people experience a variety of disappointments which can leave bitter taste in their mouth about business. In my case, my experience has been largely positive. I am very thankful for my good fortune.

      
        	Have you ever taken a pilgrimage with teenage mistresses to mountaintop retreats in search of inspiration?

      

      No. I get my inspiration from long runs and strenuous hiking trips :-).

      
        	What charities are you involved in?

      

      Currently the charities that I have been involved are local and related to Athletics. I do plan to participate in Ethiopian related charities in the near future. At this time my focus is to make sure that I succeed in the businesses that I am involved in.

      
        	On a scale of 0-10, (0=not even close; 10=yessir!) rate how close the following places are to the atmosphere at NetNation…

        	a) a French brothel

        	b) Kerchelay

        	c) Jack and Jill

        	d) a palama fit-le-fit yalè lukwanda bet

        	e) a Nike factory in Thailand f) Addis Sheraton

        	g) NASA headquarters before a launch

        	h) the Oval office –that private little room, er… way in the back

        	i) a mengist mesria bet complete with a bored middle age woman perched behind a bullet proof window instructing you to go get signatures from her colleagues at windows 1, 7, 12, 79, and 16 before talking to her again

        	j) a public library

        	k) the big pool at Sodere

        	l) a smoky zigubn smack in the middle of Senga Tera

      

      a)French brothel: 0

      b)Kerchelay: 0

      c)Jack and Jill: ? (no Jack and Jill in Canada)

      d)a palama fit-le-fit yalè lukwanda bet: ??(never been there)

      e) a Nike factory in Thailand: 0

      f)Addis Sheraton: 5

      g)NASA headquarters before a launch: 5… I presume this means very nervous people working away…

      h)the Oval office –that private little room, er… way in the back: 0

      i)a mengist mesria bet complete with a bored middle age woman perched behind a bullet proof window instructing you to go get signatures from her colleagues at windows 1, 7, 12, 79, and 16 before talking to her again: 1

      j) a public library: 7

      k)the big pool at Sodere: I never been there.

      l)a smoky zigubn smack in the middle of Senga Tera: 0

      
        	What was the most painful crime you committed against your pride to get someone to invest in NetNation?

      

      It took a long time to raise investment for NetNation mainly because Internet stocks fell out of favor in 1996 and 1997. Being in Vancouver, Canada did not help either. Most US venture capital firms don’t like investing in companies outside of the United States. Despite the lack of interest from investors, we did not take any short cuts. We focused on the growth of the business with the limited funds we had, and kept on trying to raise funds. Finally, in 1999 we found a group who believed in what we had, and they helped us become a publicly traded company.

      
        	What’s the best way to fire someone?

      

      Get someone else to do it :-). Firing someone is the most awful thing I had to do in business. It also requires proper care and professionalism. In NetNation we have professionals in the Human Resources department who deal with such issues.

      
        	What kind of challenges do you envision tackling when you are in your mid fifties?

      

      25-30 years from now is a very long time to think about. I don’t even know what I will be doing in 5 years :-). Hopefully by then, scientist would have figured out how to make people live forever, prevent famine, and cure all diseases.

      
        	What do you think about when you run marathons?

      

      I have not run a marathon yet. The longest I’ve ever run in one session is 30KM (18.5 Miles). During long runs, I usually think about solutions to business problems that I faced at work. I find that my mind is a lot more creative and effective while running. Competition is a lot more painful. The 10KM race (which is 25 laps) is the most painful one. After about 5 laps, I am usually asking my self why in the world would I go through this kind of punishment. But at the end of the race, the reward is clearly worth the effort.

      
        	Is Bill Gates a monopolistic dork and Microsoft Corp a two-bit byte peddler? Should it be broken up?

      

      I think the DOJ should keep an eye on Microsoft and other monopolies, and occasionally impose fines or other restrictions to prevent abuse and keep a healthy competition among the players. I don’t believe that breaking Microsoft apart is a good idea. I believe that if it weren’t for Microsoft, we would not have consistent computing standards. Instead everyone would be running a number of incompatible applications, which will cause inefficiency and probably slow down innovation. There is no question that Microsoft has abused its monopoly power, but the punishment has to fit the crime, and in this case it doesn’t seem to do so.

      
        	Thank you for saying that you read SELEDA every once in a while. But, is it true that you once spent a night drinking areqé and soybean milk with one of the editors?

      

      I do read SELEDA once in a while but no, I never did such a thing with your editor :-)

      
        	If SELEDA were on the market, how much would you pay for it?

      

      At least 100 Million USD.

      For the Addis Tribune article on Yosef, please go to:http://www.addistribune.com/1997/11/28-11-97/sp-p-269.htm

      Selling Out
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      by: Hareya Getachew

      My friend, the divine Ms. M. shall we call her, is not known for her tact or carefully minced words. Once, when we found ourselves at a chic NY soiree being hit on by a particularly greasy creature who also happened to be a primo Manhattan mover and shaker, she stared him down with those gargantuan Ethiopian eyes of hers, blew smoke in his face and, with icicles dripping from her voice, said, “I think you better stick to taking secretaries and stewardesses to Hawaii, sweetheart.”

      Hello!

      So, years later, when she came to visit me at my new office, I was not expecting any mercy. Relishing the way I squirmed under her scrutiny, she carefully, sl-l-owly took in all the details of my office before settling down on the couch in front of me. “Oushak?” she asked royally, gesturing towards the rug on my floor. I nodded like a guilty two-year-old who had just been caught stealing cookies. “Nice,” she drawled, the words piercing what remained of my bravado. “If you’re going to sell out, you might as well sell out in style.”

      Ouch.

      I did sell out. Big time. Except I would have preferred having no one point it out, least of all Ms. M.

      There is no visible evidence of the perpetual Bohemian Chick I used to be. All the pictures in my office are of family or of me at office functions. The artwork is real artwork (corporate write-off) and it is someone’s full-time job to take care of the plants.

      A far cry from only a few years ago when I was a very happy denizen of “Real Life Boulevard”. It used to be that I had no fixed address, no fixed income, all my belongings fit into a scraggly duffel bag and I would travel to some place on a whim with no more than a few dollars in my pocket. “I’ll figure it out when I get there,” was my standard response to the horrified inquiries I would get from my more reasonable friends.

      And, always, I did manage to “figure it out”. I’d settle down for a while, acclimate myself to whatever nuance my new environment handed me, and then pack my duffel bag and move on. And the cycle would start all over again. Three months here; four months there…I took up odd jobs along the way to sustain my anemic income, never having crossed paths with anyone who could spell fiduciary let alone use it in a sentence. In my world, “The Market” was the local gebeya where you squeezed fruit to ascertain its freshness; “mutual fund” was the communal piggy bank where we all put our extra change; “accrued interest” meant that you really liked a person; “bullish” was a kid mispronouncing an insult, “bear” was an animal, and “convertible securities” were… hmmm, that one still stumps me.

      M. and I remained friend throughout all this. She was in graduate school, on a fast track to being a very corporate, “striped-suit-from-St. John”, “an apartment with the right view” kinda chick, and I would lecture her on the trappings and moral bankruptcy of Wall Street. She’d indulge me a little and then roll her eyes when I went spinning off into the “freeing your soul” part of my fire and brimstone repertoire. “My soul is fine, thanks,” she once snapped at me. “Yours, however, could use a nice lavender scented bath.”

      Besmeab!

      Into my early twenties, when some of my friends were buying express tickets to Corporate Express, I spent my time traveling and reading and meddling in things that I had no business meddling in; and counting change to determine what I should eat. But I made my own rules, and I was in complete control my time, which, for me, was one of the sacred tenets of life. I would not know it then, but as chaotic as those times seemed, they were the most in-control of my life I have been.

      Through a series of events that are best summarized as… freaky, I ended up smack in the middle of Corporate America… flanked by expense accounts on my left and meetings about setting up meetings on my other left; and silky sheer Berkshire pantyhose on my right and gray suits on my other right.

      Was it age? Did I suddenly decide it was time to play adult? Did I finally want in on “My Portfolio This and That” talk? Were my values so flexible, thereby making me a horrid little creature? Was I a faux counter-culturalist just waiting to be outed by NASDAQ? Who knows? And frankly, I’ve stopped trying to analyze, and tried to adjust with some modicum of grace.

      There is something eerie about my timing. When people were buttoning up their suits and eyeing their first Beemers, I was hiking through Montana (the non-militia part). And now, when they’re unbuttoning their Oxfords and kicking back, I 'm entrenched deep in the world they are saying adios to.

      This is, after all, the time when most of my friends are going back to Ethiopia to open up businesses and explore new markets. This is the time we, this generation, are changing the world with the New Economy, venturing out into dot com worlds and venture capital, loading up on Coca Cola and writing software programs that Microsoft would pay a gazillion dollars for. This is the time to wear jeans to the office, compare tattoos and body piercings with colleagues who have titles like “Chief Honcho” and “Numero Uno Dude”. I should be out there! There, in Mecca. Not stuffed in an office (not even in a nice one!) trying to figure out who to cc on a memo!

      There are things about being in Corporate America that are beguiling… seemingly limitless expense accounts, comfort in spending other peoples money for a project, prestige… the stuff a recruiter sells you. But there are some forbidding factors no one talks about. The stench of power drives you a little mad around here. But not mad enough that you leave, because, you will find out, you get high from the madness. Secretly you begin to thrive on ruthless competition and workaholicism. The anarchist in you is tempered and seduced by the comfort of the land. Suddenly, getting real good seats at events ranks up there with oxygen; people returning your calls right away with food; and getting a corner office with shelter.

      On my fourth 70-hour week, I called Ms. M. to commiserate. And for once we were in the same boat. “What the hell is happening to us?” she sighed, her words accompanied by the rat-a-tat fire of her keyboard. We hardly ever talk without doing twenty other things at the same time. “When did we become addicted to this?” I had no answer. At least she was groomed for this. I had plopped myself right in the middle of the fire and was clawing to hang on.

      “And why aren’t we working this hard for ourselves?”

      Bingo!

      I have rationalized staying in Corporate America several ways. If all “out of the box” thinking people left, who would we have as an insider? And, dammit, I have helped a few friends and countrymen/women gain access to this world. I use my powers for good, I really do. I’m still good people, no? No? NO?

      But down in the crevices of my bones, I ache to start something of my own. I ache to control my time. MY time. Inherently, that still makes me a Bohemian Chick, right?

      Eventually, I know I will go back to Bohemia, my brief yet torrid affair with Corporate America all but a faint memory. I have not yet sold my soul to Corporate America because deep inside I am still an immigrant at heart with a strong affinity for the great American Dream: to do what you really want to do in life. And I am no different from the thousands who come to this country hoping to own their own businesses.

      I, too, want to eventually put my grandchildren on my knees and tell them stories of what it was like to open “my first shop” the way early 20th century New York immigrants regale their grandchildren today. I, too, want to display the mid 21st century equivalent of a crusty, black and white picture of a store front, with proud owners sitting in front of a “Grand Opening” sign.

      Until then, I am extremely grateful for my good fortune. And in the words of the Divine Ms. M: “You gotta know the rules to know how to break them.”

      I’m hoping it is not too late to get out.

      The Art of Buying a Home
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      The Art of Buying a Home

      By Quelbesa

      I heard my most memorable quote regarding home ownership a few years ago, and it came from our company’s CEO. Having come from modest means, our CEO, who hails from Meridian, Mississippi was raised by a single mother. He recalls the day as a twelve-year-old boy, when his family moved into their first home: “Immediately, we felt differently about ourselves.”

      I can say that this also applies to my wife and me. Trust me when I tell you that I’ve never suffered from low self-esteem at any point in my life. However, that first night as a brand-new homeowner, I underwent a great sense of accomplishment and gratitude I will never forget.

      Home ownership is the proverbial “American Dream”, and indeed over two-thirds of Americans own their home (or at least are mortgaged to hilt for it.) Owning one’s home has several benefits (in addition to the intangible incremental self-worth noted above):

      
        	It is an investment that (under most normal circumstances) will appreciate in value over time.

        	The United Stated (IRS) Tax Code provides the opportunity for substantial tax deductions on home mortgage interest.

        	Typically, you can use someone else’s money to acquire your dream house. Please note, this does not mean that it would be free, but rather that with minimal down payment, and appropriately using the tool of debt one can get into the house.

      

      In the interest of disclosure, there are certainly down sides and risks to home ownership:

      
        	Potential for decline in value. The real estate market can “tank” for various reasons, and would jeopardize the value of the investment.

        	Investing in the wrong home, neighborhood, or geographic location can result in lost opportunity, meaning that your rate of return may end up being less than what it would have been had you invested your money in an alternative investment vehicle (stocks, bonds, mutual funds, a Las Vegas casino, etc.)

        	You all of a sudden take on the cost of all maintenance-related expenses, be they routine ones, or heavy-duty expensive ones.

      

      Clearly, home ownership is not for everyone. In my humble opinion, however, if carefully studied and analyzed in advance, home ownership’s benefits will far outweigh the risks for those who are interested in it.

      The following are some tips in performing due diligence on a home purchase that will help any first-time homebuyer. A lot of these are from my personal experience as a first-time homeowner, including mistakes I made and wished someone had told me in advance, like I’m relating to you.

      There are 5 key items that one has to focus on in the home buying process:

      
        	Determine How Much You Can Afford

        	Obtain a Mortgage Loan

        	Select a Real Estate Agent

        	Choose the “Right” Home For You

        	Negotiate & Close the Purchase

      

      1. Determine How Much You Can Afford

      The first step in finding a home is figuring out how much you can afford to spend. Unless you just hit your state’s lottery, this will probably mean that you’re going to need to borrow money, otherwise known as getting a mortgage.

      Taking out a mortgage is probably the biggest obstacle facing prospective homeowners. There are several key questions involved in this process:

      Do you make enough to pay the lender back?

      Your lender will want to know not only how much money you have, but how much you will likely make over the next 30 years. Also, what are your other debts? Do you owe money for college or on credit cards? Do you have any other assets? Things like stocks and mutual funds or real property like a boat or a car are also considered in figuring out how much a bank will lend you.

      As a general rule most lenders prefer that you to come up with at least 20% of the value of your new home for a down payment before they will give you a mortgage. However, there are special financing arrangements for which most of us qualify that will enable you to get your new home for as little as 3% of the asking price. I’ll address mortgage loan types and those special programs a bit later.

      Additionally, the lender, through the use of various formulas, will figure out your ability to take on the additional monthly mortgage payments to your existing debts and monthly expenses. Without boring you with the details of the various formulas, let me tell you the basics of what you need to know: Minimize your monthly debt payments by either paying off those credit card balances, car loans, student loans and other miscellaneous loans, or at least substantially pay them down prior to applying for the mortgage.

      What is your credit rating?

      Like most Ethiopians (and I would imagine most immigrants to this country) my wife and I did not fully comprehend the value of our credit rating. To be very direct, every loan, every loan application, every inquiry into your credit by prospective employers and landlords – everything – is recorded on your credit history. Of course, in addition to your applications and original amounts, the timeliness of your monthly payments and current balances, along with your monthly payment amounts, is recorded month by month. Any debt collection efforts, any bankruptcy declarations, any debt “work-out” is recorded for the prospective lender to see.

      Your credit report is one of the most sacred personal data sources that you should protect. Easily, it can make or break your aspirations of home ownership. The “Big Three” credit reporting agencies are Experian, Equifax, and Trans Union. For about $8 each (less in some states) you can order reports directly from their websites. These reports will indicate your history of paying your bills on time. The best advice I can give you here is to quickly obtain your report and see what’s on it. To be sure, errors sometimes do happen, where as an example, a former creditor mistakenly recorded that you made a payment 30 days late, or a fraudulent account was opened in your name, etc. You should clear these up in advance of letting the lender take a peek at your credit report. My added tip is to review your credit report at least annually to ensure that nothing untoward is being recorded about you.

      Do you have something to use as collateral?

      In case you can’t repay the loan, the bank can decide to do something really nasty: foreclose on the mortgage and repossess the house. That means they own it, and you no longer do. Your house, the one you worked so hard for, now belongs to the bank, and it is unlikely that anyone will ever loan you money again. Obvious tip: Avoid this scenario at all costs. Once you do obtain your mortgage, be ever more diligent about any added debt you take on, as it may end up overwhelming your ability to make monthly, on-time mortgage payments.

      2. Obtain a Mortgage Loan

      What exactly is a mortgage? It’s a loan from a financial institution to you. In return, you pay interest on the amount loaned. The lender also has first dibs on your house in case you are unable to pay back the loan.

      A loan has three facets: 1) size (how many dollars you need to borrow); 2) percentage rate (how much you pay in interest on the loan); and 3) term (how long it will take to pay off the loan). The first of these is self-explanatory

      The other two are more complicated. Let’s look first at the interest rate.

      Interest Rate

      This is the primary reason that the lender will lend you his money. This rate can and will vary from institution to institution, from day to day (sometimes several times a day) and from borrower to borrower. One thing remains constant, however, those applicants with the best credit get the lower rates. This stands to reason, as most lenders want those with a proven track record in debt repayment, and will provide the added incentive of a slightly lower rate to attract those borrowers.

      There are several ways by which you can research prevailing interest rates in your market. One such resource is Bankrate Monitor. Of course, you can also your local newspaper’s weekly real estate edition as well.

      The Term

      The most common term (length) for a fixed-rate mortgage is 30 years, with 15 years the next most common.

      Clearly, though a 30-year mortgage gives you the flexibility of paying back the loan in smaller monthly payments, you will pay much more interest over the “life” of the loan (in most cases double) on a 30-year mortgage. Once again, the concept of 30 years to pay off a mortgage may be a foreign one to most of us Ethiopians, as our parents had only 7 – 10 years to pay off theirs back in the Home Land.

      Types of Mortgages

      Fixed-Rate Mortgage

      This is the most basic type of mortgage. Because the interest rate of your mortgage stays constant through the life of the loan, your monthly payment will never change. Loans for homes are usually for 15 or 30 years.

      ARM

      This is short for “adjustable-rate mortgage.” The interest rate on these kinds of loans will change periodically (depending on the loan arrangements). Generally, the first-year’s rate (also known as the “teaser” rate) will be a couple of percentage points below the prevailing market rate. Starting the second year, the interest rate on the loan will start rising (it will be tied to an “index” and will have annual and lifetime “caps”) As a result, unlike fixed rate loans, the monthly payment on an ARM loan will vary through the life of the loan.

      “Hybrid” Loans

      This is a cross between the two types of loans. Typically a hybrid loan is fixed for 1, 3, 5, 7, or 10 years and then converts to an ARM. This means you get stability of a fixed loan for a given amount of time, and then be subject to the fluctuations of an ARM loan for the rest of the loan term.

      Although these are the most common types of mortgages, several other creative financing deals can be struck with your lender that can be derivations of the some or all of the above with fixed or variable terms, “amortization” and interest rates.

      My recommendation on the kind of mortgage to take out will vary by the interest rate environment. In the current (June 2000) rate market, where interest rates are very high, I certainly would not recommend a fixed rate loan as the way to go. However, in a lower-rate environment (like the late '90s) one would do well to obtain a fixed rate, in anticipation of rates increasing. As an example, one may take out a hybrid (e.g. 7-year fixed) with the hopes that interest rates will decline and enable the borrower to “re-finance” his loan, even before the 7 years are up.

      The Lender: Bank or Mortgage Broker?

      Mortgage Broker

      Mortgage brokers are analogous to your local supermarket. They have access to many and many different programs. In some cases, especially where credit is not flawless, and “nonconforming” properties are involved, a mortgage broker can find funding for you. They charge a fee, and are sometimes compensated by the lenders. They provide a great service for many consumers, and originate over 50% of loans in the country.

      Mortgage brokers normally originate the loan, process it, and pass it along to a lender, who sells it to an investor. These investors range from state pension funds to government and quasi-government companies such as the Federal National Mortgage Association (FNMA), or “Fannie Mae”; the Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation (FHLMC), or “Freddie Mac”; and the Government National Mortgage Association (GNMA), or “Ginnie Mae.” A mortgage broker can in many cases speed up your closing time, do all the processing, and get you a better rate.

      The mortgage broker is compensated on commission, and he is going to have higher closing fees and is allowed by law to charge whatever he wants for loan processing.

      A good rule of thumb: Ask what the broker’s fee will be. You can then make an informed decision as to whether paying that fee will be worth it over time if you get a better deal on a loan.

      Banks and Mortgage Bankers

      The term “mortgage banker” can refer either to a loan officer who works at a bank or to the bank itself. Banks generally have a corporate approach, in which the mortgage bankers are told, “These are the fees – don’t deviate from them.” So there is more stability in terms of what the person sitting across the desk from you is going to charge for his services.

      Which Should You Use? In short, whichever gives you the best deal. That’s why you should shop around first and find out all you can. It shouldn’t matter to you as to who will ultimately own or service the loan, in comparison to your monthly expenditure.

      Where can you get a mortgage?

      There are thousands of mortgage lenders across the country, each having many different loan products. From lenders who will only sell to the most creditworthy borrowers (at the best rates) to those who will lend 50% of a property’s value (at high rates), there’s a mortgage product for just about everyone.

      One of the first places to check is your local bank. This can result in a reasonably good deal for the qualified customer. In many other cases, the bank will not have a program that fits your needs, or you may fall outside the guidelines of its lending ability.

      Once you have visited your bank, look in the real estate section of your local newspaper for the rates at other banks. It’s a good idea to start the research on your own, before bringing in a mortgage broker, so that you’ll 1) avoid the “hard sell” from the get-go, and 2) have a better idea of what you could find on your own.

      The Web

      The Web provides you the opportunity to comparison shop, right from your own computer. Not only that, but you don’t have to hunt down a hundred different banks – certain “aggregator” sites have done that for you. Links to the three largest loan aggregators are listed at the bottom. By the way, there is no reason why you shouldn’t take out a loan with a bank in California if you live in Virginia, or vice-versa.

      When should I shop for a mortgage?

      As a general rule, you should secure a mortgage before you ever start looking for a house. Not only will you feel more confident knowing that you’ll have a certain amount of money, but you’ll be a more serious candidate to sellers.

      What information should I get from the mortgage company?

      There are many questions to ask prospective lenders (down payment required, interest rate, loan terms, loan types, fees and any prepayment penalties.) If you’re like me, you may find yourself feeling a little nervous. After all, you may feel that they have total control of the situation. But don’t think of it that way. You are going to pay them a lot of money for a very long time. They serve you, not the other way around. Don’t let them take advantage of you or bully you into a deal that isn’t to your advantage.

      Getting Pre-approved

      One of the worst scenarios I can think of goes as follows: You’ve spent a lot of time researching and finding the perfect neighborhood you want to live in, the cutest little house with the best backyard, and you think you can even afford it. It has everything you ever wanted. You’ve spent a couple hundred hours finding your new treasure, you’ve spent a couple hundred dollars on fees and property inspections, and you have mustered up your courage to make an offer. Your heart is so set on it that you’ve even started telling your friends your new address.

      And then the bank calls.

      Your mortgage application has been denied. Woyew!

      How could you have saved yourself from this heartache? With a pre-approval for a mortgage. In fact, I strongly recommend you get one before you go any further in the home-finding process.

      What is pre-approval? It’s basically a quick look from a lending institution at your creditworthiness. With a pre-approval letter in your hand, you’re immediately in a stronger negotiating position with any seller. Note that this is different from another “pre” – the Pre-qualification letter. The former is a much more serious commitment to you by the lender, whereas the latter, while not quite worthless, is more of an “informal agreement”, where the lender hasn’t verified the information you’ve provided (income, credit, job, finances, etc.)

      Both will give you a feel for how much you can borrow in advance.

      Seller Financing

      “Seller financing” means that you pay the seller directly for a period of time, rather than borrow money and pay at once. With a seller mortgage, you can often negotiate a better interest rate and avoid the various fees charged by lending institutions. Seller financing can be attractive if for some reason you can’t qualify for a loan. More importantly, it enables you to avoid the dreaded mortgage insurance.

      One situation in which such financing is available occurs when the seller has had difficulty selling the house. If that’s the case, you’ll naturally want to know why. Also, sellers are not in the lending business. They tend to want a short-term mortgage – usually not longer than three years. After that time, you will have to get a mortgage from a regular lender and pay the seller in full.

      There are other reasons why a seller might want to provide financing. It gives him a steady stream of income and return without having to pay capital gains tax. The seller also has collateral – the house. If the buyer defaults, then the seller can take the house back.

      Down payment

      Should you put down less than 20%? Well, if you’ve got the money, there are advantages to putting 20% down. For one thing, you immediately have substantial equity in your home. This may be important to you psychologically. In addition, you’ll avoid having to pay private mortgage insurance. The best word of advice I can offer in terms of accumulating enough money for your downpayment is: Live below your means and sacrifice. There is no better feeling than reaping the benefits of self-discipline through home ownership.

      If you simply haven’t got the money, some last-ditch ways are to borrow from friends and relative, play the lotto, or go to Vegas and take your chances.

      Special Loans

      Thanks to several innovative programs sponsored by the US government, it’s possible for a lot of us to own a piece of the American Dream. The programs have been successful in spurring home ownership.

      FHA Loans

      The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) is a federal agency within the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). FHA’s objective is to assist in providing housing opportunities for low- to moderate-income families. FHA has both single family and multifamily mortgage lending programs. The agency does not generally provide the funds for the mortgages, but rather insures home mortgage loans made by private lenders such as mortgage bankers, savings and loans, and banks.

      Home owners with FHA-insured loans usually only have to make a small down payment (about 3% of the value of the home). They also enjoy a lower interest rate, between 0.5% and 1% below the interest rates on other mortgages. The down side is that they do indeed have to purchase private mortgage insurance, or – as it’s called under these loans – mortgage insurance premium (MIP).

      VA Loans

      these are loans insured by the Veterans Administration (VA). These loans are often made without any down payment at all, and frequently offer lower interest rates than ordinarily available. The basic requirement for qualification is that the applicant be a veteran of the United States armed forces. The application process is very simple and very quick, compared to other types of more “conventional” loans.

      3. Select a Real Estate Agent

      The real estate agent/broker plays a very important role in not only locating the right home for you, but in providing you with vital information that will come in handy in the negotiation phase of your home purchase. That’s why it’s very important that you spend the necessary amount of time up front selecting the right agent.

      The traditional real estate agent is required to have a fiduciary relationship to the seller. Therefore, it is imperative that you select a buyer’s agent to represent you. This person expressly works for you, but is typically paid his/her commission by the seller – a somewhat contradictory term, I realize, but welcome to the world of real estate!

      The first rule of thumb I’d offer (once again, based on personal experience) is to shy away as much as possible from engaging a personal acquaintance (your friend Bob who moonlights in real estate, your cousin Tamrat’s girlfriend Lemlem, who just got her real estate license, etc.) Times will be a little tense while you look for a home, and personal relationships take away from the effectiveness of your agent – trust me on this.

      In selecting your real estate agent, I recommend the following up-front research:

      
        	Look through your local newspaper’s weekly real estate section. Realtors love to tell you who their top “producers” in each area of your city are – complete with nice pictures and volume statistics. You should take note of those agents who specialize in the part of town you’re interested in.

        	Obtain recommendations from your acquaintances.

        	Narrow down your list to no more than five agents and interview each one. If who’ve hired employees in the past and conducted interviews, apply the same criteria. If haven’t had the pleasure yet, consider this excellent learning ground. Ask detail questions about their expertise and experience level with the side of town you’re interested in. At the end of the interview you have to honestly determine your level of trust in this person.

      

      Once you decide on a realtor, the next step will be to sign a contract with that person. You need to make clear who pays the realtor’s commission prior to signing the contract, and make sure it’s noted as such on your contract. Most of your better agents will want you to sign an exclusive agreement.

      I’m personally not crazy about this arrangement, as it contractually prevents you from employing another agent the same time that you’re working with this agent concede this point. However, I concede this point (refer to “welcome to real estate above”), but strongly advise against signing a long-term exclusive with anyone, especially the first time around. I recommend a 90-day term. This will give you enough time to gauge the effectiveness of the agent, and to make a change if you deem that you’re not getting anywhere with your first agent.

      4. Select the “Right” Home For You

      The best advice I received from a mentor of mine when we were searching for our home was: “Choose the worst/cheapest house in the best neighborhood.”

      There are several reasons for adopting this strategy. The key reason is that you want to be the beneficiary of value appreciation by the “better” homes, without paying the exorbitant prices your neighbors did.

      In selecting your home, you will run the gamut of choices between new homes, re-sales, bank or government foreclosures and so-called “fixer-uppers”. You can find nice deals in any of the above categories of homes, however, to economize on your time, I would advise you (especially as a first-time homebuyer) to stay away from new construction (you building your own home) and fixer-uppers. These can be laden with land mines that you will not be able to appreciate as a rookie. It may prove to be an interesting experiment for your second or third home – something to look forward to.

      5. Negotiate and Close the Purchase

      The Asking Price

      This is where your buyer’s agent really comes in handy. He or she should be able to guide you through the process of making an offer that is within your range. I will quickly hasten to underscore the theme to this whole essay in taking control of your destiny and not handing it over to your realtor – just wisely using their counsel. Here are some helpful steps you should take in evaluating an offer price on the property:

      
        	Check out Home Price Check. There you’ll find a database of more than 20 million U.S. home purchase prices. You can search by location – just type in the address of that house you’re interested in, and it will pull the price history of that property. You can also find out the selling price for all homes that sold on a specific street. In addition, you can search for all the homes that sold within a price range in a given city. This will help give you a good idea of recent housing prices in your area.

        	Your offer price should be based on local market values as well as on how well the house is priced. Find out how fast homes are selling, and whether they are selling for close to the asking prices. In certain “hot” markets, well-priced homes sell for very close to the list price – usually within five percent. In slower-paced markets, the gap between the list and sale price may be considerably more than five percent.

        	Your agent should provide you with comparable sales information (known as “comps” in real estate vernacular), and should show you comparable listings. If you skip this crucial step, and blindly make an uneducated offer, you could overpay for a property that is priced too high for the market.

        	Know how much you can pay. By the time you make an offer to buy a house, you should be pre-approved for a loan (see above.) If you are not, talk to a loan agent or mortgage broker before you make an offer to make sure that you can qualify for the financing you need to complete the purchase.

        	Find out as much as you can about the sellers. Why is the house being sold? Are the sellers transferring, divorcing, or selling to settle an estate? Have they bought another house, or do they need to sell before they can buy? If the sellers have already bought another home, they may be willing to accept a lower price if the buyer can close quickly.

        	Also, find out how long the house has been on the market. Is the current list price the original list price? Have there been price reductions? How long ago was the last price reduction made? If the price was reduced some time ago, and the house still is not selling, the sellers may be considering another price reduction. If so, they may be receptive to a lower offer.

      

      Once you take the above steps, you will be ready to “take the plunge” and make an offer. This was a very nervous process for us as first-timers, and there’s a part of you that just wants to bail out of the whole thing tight there and then. Any offer you make should have at least two contingencies: 1) You’re ability to obtain adequate financing, and 2) The property passing an independent inspection. This is a very important “insurance policy” for you and will enable you to have an expert identify major problems before you own the home. See section below for details on your home inspection.

      Once you make your offer, one of three things will happen: 1) It will be accepted, 2) it will be rejected, or 3) you will receive a counteroffer. If it’s accepted, skip to the next section. If it’s rejected, you can still come back with a higher offer if you’re really interested in the house. And if there’s a counteroffer, you’re now in a negotiation.

      Offer And Counteroffer

      Since you should have done your homework on how much you can afford and the relative value of the house in comparison to the local market, you should have an easier time with the counter-offer than you think. If the seller made you a counter-offer of their own, remember that you don’t have to accept that, but can offer your own counter-offer to theirs. Once you settle on an offer amount, communicate is to your agent (the protocol is that your agent communicates all offers to the seller’s agent.)

      You can specify to your agent that the offer you’ve made is good for 24 hours. This lets the seller know that it’s serious, and that you don’t want this to drag on indefinitely. It also motivates the seller’s agent to get in touch with the owner right away. This doesn’t mean that they must accept the offer within 24 hours; it means that the ball will be back in your court within 24 hours (assuming that they don’t reject the offer outright). It’s smart from a psychological standpoint:

      One final tip in negotiations: Keep your emotions in check (this will be very hard) and avoid “falling in love” with the house. If you find yourself in a state of high anxiety, step back. This may seem like your dream house, but there are going to be others. Really. Your agent should help you with this – if he or she feels that the seller is just asking too much, they’re probably right. There are many houses in which you can be happy, so stand firm when you’ve decided that you’ve reached your upper limit.

      The Home Inspection

      No matter how many times you’ve toured your new house, there will always be something that you’re going to miss. Why kick yourself later when you can hire someone to make sure that everything’s up to snuff?

      You need to find a good home inspector. He’s going to give you information that will either add to your comfort level, send you back to the negotiating table, or send you back to your home search. In any event, it’s critical information.

      Here are some helpful tips on finding the best inspector:

      
        	A good resource for identifying a good inspector in your local area is American Society of Home Inspectors, where members must abide by a certain code of conduct and have attained a certain level of training and experience. Make sure your guy is one of them.

        	Find out exactly what is covered in the inspection. You want to know the details on all of the property’s major structural and mechanical systems, from top to bottom.

        	Ask if you can come along on the inspection. If he says no, go with someone else. When you find someone who says yes, go with him and watch what he does.

        	Ask for references. This is a must. Anyone who refuses to give references should be crossed off your list. You might hear, “But I respect the privacy of my clients. Surely you can understand that.” Don’t fall for it.

      

      If the place passes the inspection, and you obtain your financing, you’re ready to close on the house. That means you’re actually going to buy this property. And that means you’ve got to be ready for closing costs.

      Closing Costs

      Closing costs are the many fees and taxes associated with purchasing a home. They include searches, clearances, and reports to process the transaction. Depending on where you live, they can easily add up to thousands of dollars. They’re generally around 3% to 6% of the purchase price of the home.

      Your lender is required to give you a written, good-faith estimate of all your closing costs within three days of your applying for a loan. However, don’t go into the process of buying a home without knowing about them.

      Closing

      Once your offer has been accepted, your financing is in place, and your home inspector has given the thumbs up, you’re ready to do the deal, that is, to close.

      On the day of closing, or the day before, the purchaser is allowed a walk-through of the property. All plumbing, electrical, heating, air conditioning – all the major systems of the house – have to be “in working order.” Otherwise it is the seller’s responsibility to get them up to scratch. You’ve already had the home inspection, of course, so there should be no major surprises here. However, that doesn’t mean that there won’t be. So take your time on your walk-through, even though you’ll feel a natural urge to get this thing out of the way so that you can take possession of your house.

      The big day is here: the day on which, officially, you become a homeowner. You’re going off to “settle” the deal, to “close” on your new home. What’s going to happen? What should you expect, and what do you need to bring?

      The length of time the closing takes depends on how smoothly things go. It’s likely to take about one hour for you to sign all the paperwork. If there are surprises (see below) at closing, it will take longer.

      Your buyers agent will be helpful at the closing. You’ll need to have in hand your new homeowner’s insurance policy showing that you have, indeed, insured the house, and a cashiers check for the down payment. The settlement sheet is a document that lists all of the closing costs and the particulars of your loan. Once you review and sign the settlement form, you are ready to “take possession” of your new home. This means the house is yours. It means that, after you’ve signed all these documents, the hands over the keys to the house to you. Congratulations! Elell-ellel!!

      At this point, the seller gives you whatever package of information he may have on equipment at the house. This includes things like the instruction booklet for the washing machine; information on how that timer-light above the front door works; how you re-code the automatic garage door opener; how-to manuals for the refrigerator and the food disposal, etc., etc.

      Your hard work has paid off … enjoy your new home!

      Helpful Web resources:

      General Resources

      www.consumerworld.com/pages/home.htm

      www.ehome.com

      www.hud.gov

      www.relibrary.com/main_page.asp

      www.consumerworld.com

      www.c21homepros.com

      www.homefair.com

      Resources on Mortgage Shopping

      www.countrywide.com

      www.iown.com

      www.mortgageIT.com

      www.lendingtree.com

      www.mbaa.org/

      E-Tarde
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      Gullit. Metchal Zeberga, ke desta terara D.C.

      Gullit

      Metchal Zeberga

      Desta Terara, D.C.

      Yet another bad week. NASDAQ is down by about 10% since April and the forecast is not good. This time i’m in it for the short term - I can’t afford to loose. I had bought Amazon (AMZN) on margin, and now i’m waiting for a Fed. Call.

      The message boards were active again. There are wild speculations about Oracle’s (ORCL) record quarter, (CHU) China Unicom’s US IPO , and Morgan Stanley Dean Witter’s (MWD) quarterly earning call. I’m staying away from the blue chips.

      The IPO season is long gone - even PALM went from 165 to 19 7/8 in less than 4 months. Gone are the days of the VA Linuxes opening at 299. But i’m still not giving up - someday, somehow i want to able to afford a 2 1/2 bedroom house in San Jose. Genuity (GENU) went public today - closing 15% down. A year ago, that was unheard of. Today it’s the common trend. I wonder who Tokyo Joe is betting on these days…

      Kforce.com, Proflowers.com, DeQor.com and a bunch of others annouced layoffs. All are in the “soooo-five-minutes-ago-dotcom” business. Forget about going to their mixers at the Metreon in San Fransisco.

      The boards are still raging about those in telecom and networking : the “enablers of the Dot-conomy”, the Dot in DotCom. And it seems SONUS (SONS), Juniper (JNPR) and a few others are proving it might still be worth holding on, even beleive. I’m buying OPRT, TLGY, NENG, SRTI, TUNE.

      The Hustle
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      by: Surafel Assaminew

      Turay

      I saw this pretty Ethiopian girl

      So I approached her to say “emboa zebyeder”

      She had the looks, long hair and a smile

      I knew she was from around the way, the Nile

      I said, “Excuse me, you look like abesha

      Do you speak amarigna?”

      She said, “Uhmm, tinnish tinnish”

      I said, “That’s alright we can talk in English”

      Macking ain’t my forte

      but I had to say

      “bonjour mademoiselle comon tu tapae”

      Her name was Turay but prefers to be called T

      She got the kind of name that don’t go with her beauty

      Never mind her name

      ‘Cause I didn’t waste time kicking my game

      I found out Turyay was a flirt

      little did she know I was more of a pervert

      than Marv Albert

      Next thing you know we are at the movies

      Turyay was dressed for the occasion

      wearing a short qemiss

      So I had one hand on the popcorn and one hand

      on her knees

      She pushed my hand back calling me “duriye!”

      but I had a big dula ready to do some hoya hoye

      Later when the movie was over

      I offered her a ride back to her sefer

      On the way I stopped the car

      and suggested we get to know each other better

      She told me she was gonna give me her s’lk quTr

      But ye wenziow neber

      wasn’t thinking about getting a number

      So I didn’t waste time making contact with her kenfer

      She showed signs of a little megdrdr

      by that time I had her laying back on the weber

      making her hotter than CHeCHebsa

      took off her shirt and Tut meyaja

      Looked even better in her raQut

      the type girl you wanna make erguzz

      Damn, I wanna be her baby’s abbaye

      but right now I got a little problem with ajeray

      You see, just when it was time for procreation

      Ajeray wouldn’t rise up to the occasion

      I am like, “ante asedabi!”

      “You gonna let me down just when I am about to

      get some for free

      To my disappointment I saw Turyay putting back her butanti

      I started to explain about the technical difficulty

      “I have been sick the whole week with rasmitat and goonfan”

      Truyay I will make it up to you cause usually I am the man”

      She said “drowinu arfeh atqemeTm!”

      And all I could say was zim

      I drove back to her sefer

      I was trying to give her a good night kiss on her kenfer

      But she got out of the car, giggling, saying “bel dehna eder”

      I just remembered i didn’t write her phone number

      Damn I blew it. “Ayee yene neger”

      Profile
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      The SELEDA Profile

      … On Chef Marcus Samuelsson.
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      We at SELEDA finally feel vindicated! Remember when we thought tuna dirqosh fir-fir could be a very respectable hors d’oeuvre? What did the “whatever!” choir say? “What-e-e-va!” (and in that very hissy tone of voice too. )Ha, we rejoined, our feelings in tatters, one day you will realize how so ahead of our time we are.

      Well, one day is now and if only we knew how to gloat gracefully… Well, we don’t! So, “da-de-da-da-da!”

      Eshi. Esti sine s’rat.

      SELEDA is proud to profile Chef Marcus Samuelsson, the James Beard Award winning Executive Chef and part owner of Restaurant Aquavit in New York, the three star dining establishment on every “my home in the Hamptons” A-Plus list gourmand. Let’s not EVEN talk about the OTHER Aquavit in Minneapolis – so fabulous it’s ALMOST enough compensation for those silly enough to live in the land of a thousand frozen lakes.

      Born in Ethiopia and raised in Sweden, Chef Marcus has come full circle revolutionizing fusion cuisine and tapping into his Swedish background and, lately, his Ethiopian heritage. (Berbere encrusted lamb served with _awaz_é and beurre blanc. Need we say more?)

      At only 30, he is well on his way to dominating the industry, and we at SELEDA are delighted he paused to talk to us.
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        * * *

      

      Are you part owner of Aquavit?

      Yes, for the past 5 years. I came in as the executive chef and nine months later I became partner. I have always wanted to own my own business, so there was no question I was heading that way anyway

      Do you know the Amharic word for “sauté”?

      [Laughs] No, I don’t. What is it?

      SELEDA: Tibs.

      Marcus: Oh, ok. Thanks. My Amharic is not good.

      You went back to Ethiopia recently after 20-some odd years. What was it like?

      It was great. I always wanted to go back because I have a passion for Ethiopia. I like the food, and I went to learn the basics from an eighty-year-old woman who taught me the old fashioned ways (my friend Werke owns Ghenet Restaurant in New York, and she is her mother). It was amazing to learn about berberé and Teff, killing chickens, etc. I was amazed at how long it takes to cook Doro WeT. It gives you a different perspective on food.

      It’s fantastic to go back to your homeland with your profession.

      In other interviews you’ve mentioned the similarities between Swedish and Japanese cuisine. Can you elaborate on that? How do they compare to Ethiopian cuisine?

      The essence of any food is passion…everyone takes pride in what they serve, and all people are passionate about their food. Sweden and Japan are similar because they are both relatively isolated geographically, have large coastal areas, and have a minimalist approach linked to the Church in Sweden and the monarchy in Japan. In Ethiopia, fish is not a major contributor to the diet, as it is in both Sweden and Japan; instead, meat and vegetables are very important.

      There is also another major difference. Chefs in Ethiopia are better – while Swedish and Japanese cuisine depends on phenomenal ingredients, Ethiopian chefs focus on flavor and spices, and even with lower quality ingredients they are able to produce wonderful dishes.

      What kinds of business skills are needed to run a restaurant effectively?

      First and foremost you need to have pride in your company. Second you have to take care of your employees. We have about 200 employees who are the heart and soul of the business, so we can’t operate just like a Mom and Pop restaurant, but as a business … just like IBM or any other big operation. You have to create an environment that competes with IBM so that people want to for you instead of them.

      There are 30 people working in the kitchen here [New York], and about 20 in Minneapolis, so teamwork is paramount. A leader should be a motivator, which ultimately defines the end product. I believe in leading by example and in good work ethics. Management in cooking is not taught. You have to just know how to motivate people in different ways. That’s why it is important for me to have partners – we each bring different skills to the business.

      You’ve mentioned your grandmother, once also a cook, as a strong influence in your life. Which of your skills come from her, and how have you incorporated them into your life?

      The most important thing I learned from her was common sense, treating people well, and the core ethic of hard work. Now I find myself having this golden opportunity to merge and maximize the effects of the three cultures that I’ve been exposed to: Ethiopian, Swedish and now American. My approach is to ignore the negatives and take on the positive aspects of these cultures.

      Have you ever thrown your clogs at waiters who mess up orders?

      No, I don’t think so. I think there would be a major lawsuit there. Aquavit is an $11-million dollar company so we can’t treat it like a Mom and Pop operation.

      Good idea or bad: serving berberé paste with Mahi Mahi?

      I don’t think it is a bad idea. Think about it, what is the flavor of berberé? Mostly dried peppers. Well, that would be great with tuna tartar.

      The amazing thing about Ethiopian food and culture is that it is one of the few places where the poor and rich eat relatively the same food and ingredients. Very few cultures have that. If you look at the French, there are different foods served in restaurants, bistros, brasseries etc.

      Essentially, the flavors and essence of Ethiopian foods are great, they are just undeveloped. There are still many ways to push it into the global market.

      You have to start deconstructing food and the way it fits into certain niches. Take for example, injera. It has a little sourness to it, which is makes it a great accompaniment to smoked salmon or caviar. There is a great market for it. But we wait until outsiders tell us our food culture is ok before we accept it. That has to start changing.

      So, how do you come up with the food combinations?

      It is a long process. First you think about it, analyze it and then you have trial and error. The basic way is to understand the similarities and contrast of food. For example, carrots are generally served as vegetables. But there is a sweet quality to them, so why not a sorbet? As dessert? Tej is perfect with duck or foie gras and to marinate fish in. Then you go into the kitchen and start experimenting with taste and ascetics.

      What ties you to the Ethiopian community, and do you interact with Ethiopians?

      Oh yes, some of my closest friends are Ethiopian. Let’s face it, when you are an ethnic person you always want to learn more about your country. The United States, more than any other country, allows you to do that. Unlike Sweden where there isn’t a thriving Ethiopian community, cities such as DC and New York make it easier for us to reconnect.

      I am more of a public figure now so more people know about my background, and the Ethiopian community has embraced me in a way I could not have imagined. It‘s has been fantastic.

      Ok, truth time: is there a special place in hell for people who order steaks well done?

      [Long pause] Well, I’ll say that most of the time people eat what they are used to. If they don’t say, “I’ll try something different today” they ultimately miss out on a lot of different possibilities. They are usually people who don’t like to challenge themselves in other aspects of their lives.

      [We at SELEDA will hereby take the liberty of interpreting that as a “yes!”]

      What is a typical day like for you?

      Well, I usually come in about 9 or 9:30. We do a cooking show in Sweden so I usually catch up with what happened there the night before.

      Shortly I will be heading off to London, so I spend time preparing for that trip. Then I send out recipes to different newspapers. We are doing something with the New York Times now. After that I go over the day with the Sous-Chef…we have a big party today so we go over strategy, decide the menu, etc.

      Then I cook lunch with the staff. After that comes planning the evening and paper work, and discussions with our public relations person about upcoming events, good/bad past experiences, etc. We have another restaurant in Minneapolis so I also catch up on that and SOS Food Services, our catering branch. We are also discussing introducing a product line.

      We have plans to open a small café on Park Avenue in the fall, so I am also busy trying to find the perfect set up and finalizing details. By then it’s evening and it’s time to cook dinner. On an average night we serve 120 people in the dining room and 80 people downstairs.

      By about 10:00 p.m. I am done and I head out to meet friends at either Meskerem or Ghenet restaurants. Or go to my favorite sushi bar, or eat Korean.

      What’s in your fridge right now?

      There isn’t very much…a bottle of Veuve Cliquot champagne and milk [one interviewer swoons in rapture over just the mention of Veuve Cliquot]. I don’t have much time to cook at home, although one of the things I’m planning is to redo my kitchen.

      How do you sustain loyal customers?

      Repeat business is our bread and butter. It is very important to understand that. This is an extremely volatile business. We are under scrutiny every time a customer sits in the dining room. If customers love your food nine times, and then you mess up on the tenth, that’s it! They have severed their ties. So you have to treat all customers as if they have never been to your place, and plan to blow them away every single time. It is a lot of pressure, but it’s all about your mindset – you can either treat it as an asset or a burden. If you connect with customers they will come back.

      You’ve won the James Beard award, given to the most promising chef under 30. Once you move out of this age group, whom do you see as your greatest competition?

      I don’t think of this as a competitive issue – my so-called competitors are also my colleagues. My challenge is to be the best I can be; everything else will come as long as you have a great staff and you serve great food. I personally would like very much to have a restaurant like Charlie Trotters [Chicago], Jean-Georges Vongerichten, or Thomas Keller …I think those are all great restaurants.

      If a reviewer gives you a bad review, do you think about drop kicking him/her?

      If you go to war against a reviewer the restaurant always loses. One way to cope with a bad review is to read it and distribute it to the staff. If you see a trend, then you know you are doing something wrong. Besides, you can’t have all reviewers on your side. They themselves compete with each other, so sometimes their insider fights can affect you. But undoubtedly, reviews are crucial in order to improve ourselves. Everyone knows how to cook in NY. The question is what details push you over the edge: that means décor (flowers, setting, do you have paper towels in the bathroom or real towels), do you have approachable waiters etc. Reviewers bring those details to light.

      Are you involved in any charity work?

      Yes. I work with E-CAP an organization which helps high school students go to culinary schools. I also work with “Taste of the Nation” the big charity that feeds the homeless. Also, we give away seats at the restaurant for several charities.

      Do you have any plans of going back to Ethiopia?

      Actually, I am going back in January with a TV crew to tape in Merkato. It is one of the most unique places on Earth. Very raw and real.

      Do you have plans to open up an Ethiopian restaurant?

      No, not right now. I need to learn a lot more before I do. But eventually I want to own an upscale Ethiopian restaurant. Complete with French service.

      Did you weep like the rest of us when Restaurant Bouley closed?

      That was a New York institution. Yes, it was sad, but it is amazing how David keeps coming back and reinventing himself.

      So, have you ever spied an Ethiopian among the Aquavit dining crowd?

      Oh, sure! Anytime I see that there is an Ethiopian in my restaurant, I make sure they get the “hook up”. It’s my duty and obligation.

      Are you sure you want us to print that? You may just have a throng of Ethiopians lined up outside as soon as this issue hits the cyberworld!

      Absolutely! That is exactly what I would love to see… I would hook up any Ethiopian who came, and any Swede – you have to take care of your own, right?
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      Achieving Financial Freedom is Up to You
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      Achieving Financial Freedom Is Up To You!

      Thirteen Commandments that Lead to Financial “Ifff—ooyyee”

      by: P. Meze and Berhane D.

      There are so many important matters to attend to in your personal finances that at times it may seem overwhelming. You can’t do everything, of course, and you can’t do all that you need to do at once. Nevertheless, there are always some things you can do to improve your financial well-being one step at a time. Good personal financial planning doesn’t have to be a time-consuming, daily process. We don’t promise you financial nirvana, but if you adhere to the following thirteen basic financial planning guidelines, you can enjoy some peace of mind knowing you’re well on your way to financial freedom.

      1. Thou shalt be happy with what thou hath got.

      "Putting on the Ritz"is the quickest way to the poorhouse. Friends come over to your town? You spend your month’s salary taking them from one abesha betto another. Ashagray has a BMW? Then by God, so shall you. Even it means you don’t have a penny left at the end of each month and you are eating shebeto injera every night. People who overextend themselves usually do so in an attempt to maintain lifestyles beyond their means. Forget “keman anishay”! The only way to accumulate wealth is to live beneath your means, and the only way to live comfortably beneath your means is to be happy with what you’ve already got. No more yilugnta.

      2. Thou shalt stop believing that because thy income and assets may be limited, thou can’t do any financial planning.

      Many people go through life with the mistaken assumption that they don’t earn enough to be able to do financial planning. The "Inay? MooliCH yalku deha!"syndrome. Not only is this a mistaken assumption, it’s a perilous one. Basic financial planning matters such as insurance, saving, building up investments, planning for retirement, and preparing estate-planning documents apply to everyone, regardless of net worth. If you don’t believe me, look around. You’ll find your friends, peers, and others in circumstances similar to yours who are doing very well with their personal financial planning.

      3. Thou shalt close all gaps in thy health insurance coverage.

      A single gap in your insurance coverage could easily wipe out years of savings and investments, or worse. Everyone needs comprehensive and continuous insurance coverage. You need to be particularly careful to ensure that you have adequate insurance coverage in those areas that are not provided by your employer.

      4. Thou shalt share thy harvest.

      Sharing one’s blessings, especially financial blessings, is a major wealth-building secret. It’s like sowing an apple seed in the ground and months later that seed becomes an apple tree that yields countless apple fruits year after year after year. Especially those of us living in the West. Think of the $20 here, the $40 there we waste on “kelelegn motaleus”. How many Brooks Brothers ties are really necessary? How many Kate Spade bags get you respectability? How many Tumi luggage sets ease your voyage? Do you really need a Dooney & Bourke Palm Pilot case? No! No! And No! (OK, maybe the Dooney & Bourke.) And don’t think for one moment because your income is limited you can’t give anything. It doesn’t really matter whether you earn 10,000 or 100,000 (dollars, pounds, or birr, choose whatever currency suits you) a year. The ideal is 10 percent of your annual income. But if things are a little tight right now start small and build it up to 10 percent or more. Then follow your heart to decide where to give or share your money gift. Give and share consistently and prove to yourself the workings of this mysterious law of growth. And check into tax deductible charities while you are at it.

      5. Thou shalt save at least 10 percent of thy income (hopefully more).

      It is inexcusable not to save at least 10 percent of your gross income (not net), no matter what your circumstances! If things are indeed tight, just start with 1 percent a month and increase it by 1 percent every month until you reach your desired percentage. For example, month 1 you put away 1 percent, month 2, 2 percent; month 3, 3 percent, etc. By the end of the year you should be saving 10 to 12 percent of your income.

      If you say you can’t do it, you haven’t looked hard enough at how you spend your money. Unless you inherit it or marry it, without saving regularly, you will never accumulate enough money to achieve financial security and independence. Remember, saving and investing money is like sowing a seed. You start with one little seed and then, one day you’ll have a tree from which you can pluck fruits whenever you want. Just do it!

      6. Thou shalt maintain a balanced investment portfolio appropriate to thy financial situation.

      Most people either take too much risk or too little. The best portfolio includes stock investments, interest-earning investments, and, perhaps, property investments. [SELEDA editors ask: “Uh…what about them pyramids we are heavily invested in?”] Your asset allocation should be considered a long-term allocation, one that is not altered materially in response to current market conditions or, worse, the opinions of “experts”.

      7. Thou shalt develop a reasonable investment strategy and stick with it.

      Fill your balanced investment portfolio with sensible (some might say dull) investments that you wouldn’t mind holding for the rest of your life. Don’t jump on the zibazinkay.com bandwagon. Don’t overlook the many advantages offered by mutual (unit trust) and investment trusts funds. Above all, be consistent in carrying out your investment strategy.

      8. Thou shalt take advantage of tax breaks available to thee.

      Most people pay too much income tax. Save money by paying only the minimum amount of taxes you are legally obliged to pay. (Meaning: not all your ruq zemeds are tax deductible.) You don’t need to make complicated (and often money-losing) investments in tax shelters. Do become more aware of the many opportunities there are for people of average means to reduce their taxes. But don’t let tax-saving considerations outweigh more important financial planning matters. Rather than asking, “Is this going to save me taxes?” you should ask, “Is this a worthwhile cost or investment?”

      9. Thou shalt recognize that it will cost a fortune to retire comfortably and begin preparing now. Take maximum advantage of retirement plans.

      Much of what you do in your year-to-year financial planning is directly or indirectly geared toward assuring you a comfortable retirement. You don’t want to be the only schmuck still working in your azawintoch kibeb. Yet many people still fall short. No matter how young or old you are, don’t delay projecting your retirement needs and planning to meet them. Take advantage of the many tax-deferred, retirement-earmarked savings plans available.

      If you’re employed, take immediate action to top up your retirement plan at work. Why? Because if you fail to do so you’d lose the current year’s contribution privileges. Unlike the self-employed, you cannot carry back to make up for those years you failed to make the full contribution allowable. But that’s not all. You’ll also lose out on FREE government contributions and the tax-deferred compounded growth of both your and the government’s contribution.

      10. Thou shalt prepare and keep up-to-date necessary estate planning documents (unless thou dislike thy heirs).

      If you are one of the many who don’t yet have a will (ye sayTan joro ayismaw inna), durable power of attorney, and a living will, by all means ask a lawyer (yes, they come in handy once in a while) to prepare them. Believe it or not, you will feel better for having done so. You don’t want a family boxing match to erupt at your elegant yet tasteful funeral. That’ll, er, kill the mood. Affluent people may benefit from more sophisticated estate planning techniques.

      11. Thou shalt take control of thy personal finances.

      Don’t rely too much on others to tell you what is good for your own situation. You know best. You may be very busy with your job and family, but you still need to devote at least some time to managing your money and other financial planning matters. It doesn’t take a lot of time and it’s time well spent.

      12. Thou shalt get out of debt as soon as possible.

      Realise that you can never become financially free if you spend a large percentage of your income towards interest payment on consumer loans. By the time you finish paying off the telescope you charged on your Visa to get a closer look at the cutie neighbour, you could have bought a good chunk of NASA. The sooner you become debt-free the sooner you can devote more of your already limited financial resources to investing in and creating the financial assets you need. Your spouse will thank you, your mother will thank you… your in-laws will still megelamT you at family gatherings, but can now fling your healthy portfolio at them and grin.

      Remember, good financial planning begins with common sense. Financial security may still be a long way off, but as you begin to take control of your financial future, you’ll find many rewards accompany the sacrifices along the way. Don’t get discouraged, and always remember that you are your own best financial planner. Good luck!

      13. Thou shalt get help immediately.

      The sooner you act to take control of your financial life, the better of you’ll be in control. Why? Because you’re dealing with TIME - a merciless master or servant who does not tolerate procrastinators. Once it goes, it’s gone forever. Most States in the US have free credit counselling offices. Look them on in the phone book or on the Internet. Get into action and seek out a competent and independent adviser and get the help you need. It will be worth your while!

      Patrice Meze is a Values-based financial coach, and founder/chairman of UK-based Wealth Builder Limited and Wealth Creation Centres, dedicated to helping individuals and families achieve the life they have always wanted, but usually didn’t know they could have. E-mail Patrice at pmeze@wealthbuilder.co.uk. Berhane D. is being heavily courted by SELEDA.com to be its Chief Financial Honcho. So far, we believe she has better things to do like removing lint from her jacket.)
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      Suppose, we at SELEDA thought after a particularly gruesome editorial meeting, suppose we, er, inherited $25,000? How would we spend it?

      Some on the staff perked up: “Hey, those were legit charges on my expense report!” Hmm. The “Idmé to Affirmative Action” staff members, alumni of that all-girl school named after a holy city, flung off their cute Nine West sandals and started counting their fingers and toes to see if they could actually count to 25,000. Upper management snorted with disdain the way only SELEDA upper management can snort in disdain. (“You can’t get good cappuccino for 25K!”)

      Oki doc.

      The general consensus seemed to be that if some of us extorted… did we say extorted, we meant came across, 25K, we would buy a copy of Guns 'N Ammo and scour it for a reasonably priced hit man, preferably with a last name that ended in a vowel.

      Well, not exactly prudent, we thought. Necessary, but not prudent. So we thought we would direct an inquiry to the Greater SELEDA community, those financial whizzes and gurus in the Diaspora who just might sink 25K into more sound investments than “offing” colleagues.

      We asked them, very nicely, to take part in a hypothetical situation: What should we do with the dough? (Dropped on their desks in brightly colored festals, in small change, if you know what we mean.)

      Here are three opinions… please forgive the lamentations of the writers about certain rouge editors, who might have, inadvertently, used blackmail (the nice kind) to solicit their expertise.
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      Ambasell: Financial Analyst at one of those posh firms on the East Coast that require you have in your possession a reference letter from the Pope before being allowed to enter its doors:

      I would like to start by saying that I seldom give out financial advice especially for free let alone over the Internet in quite an anonymous manner. After much pressure from the editors of SELEDA [Editors have taken note of gratuitous sim maTfat.], which if I were to discuss at length would easily take more than a few pages, I have agreed to submit a short brief on how a youngish, thirty-something, Ethiopian might invest twenty five thousand dollars.

      I have always heard that editors can be murder with all their assignments and deadlines, well let me tell you those guys at SELEDA are no different. What is unfortunate is that their assignment was a bit vague “…Tell us what you would do with…”.

      Needless to say that is not how things work. What is the risk profile of our potential investor? What is the investment horizon? Are there any tax implications to be considered? If I were to submit a few questions for further clarification, our editors would only think I was looking for reasons to back out. So to make things a bit simpler we have made our own assumptions. (This entire exercise was performed during my personal time so I have also included input from my significant other. Her sense of humor, is only exceeded by her understanding of finance and I have thoroughly enjoyed collaborating with her on this essay.)

      As we sit down to try our hand as cyber investment advisors, we would like to make sure you read this quick disclaimer.

      THE ONLY SAFE PLACE FOR YOUR MONEY IS UNDER YOUR PILLOW.

      That said, we will attempt to give you our thoughts on what one may do to improve his or her net worth. Of course I should mention the obvious, which is that if there are any thirty-something Ethiopians who have twenty-five thousand dollars sitting around, they surely do not need any advice from us. It may be that the thirty-something Ethiopian with $25K to invest gravitates to the coveted title of Foreign Investor, by returning to Ethiopia to either buy house, a factory, a trucking company, or even a suite at one of the more upscale hotels while he/she researches every option.

      Unfortunately never having had the chance or experience we can not add any insight in this option, nor do we have numbers to support a particular approach. That said, there are a multitude of benefits if one were to invest in Ethiopia, which we will leave to those more qualified to discuss.

      Perhaps the SELEDA editors thought we would go out on a limb, with “Ten stock picks” a la every portfolio manager on CNBC. Wrong, you can go straight to channel 15 for that. First and foremost, we do not want to hear “…indi belewign genzebayn aTefut…” if the market were to take another slide.

      Second and more to the point, we felt that readers would be better served if we discussed some of the fundamentals, which can be implemented with much less then $25K.

      At the risk of sounding like we work for a mutual fund, which we assure you we don’t, (in fact this free advice goes expressly against the wishes of our employers) our recommendation is that an investor with $25K should avoid buying individual stocks and go the mutual fund route.

      By investing through funds, you are paying a management fee but in exchange for that you are getting a personal portfolio manager who will track your stocks and rebalance them daily according to the fund objectives.

      In addition, most funds buy stocks at little or no transactions costs since they are also investing millions for many other investors. Lastly, lets face it, $25,000 may be a lot to you and I, but in this market it will go a lot further, i.e. you will get a lot more diversification, when grouped with thousands of other investors.

      So here is our scenario. Say we’ve been approached by two different investors who have the same goal. Being thirty-something both are ready to settle down and need to bolster their nest egg.

      Chekole needs to double his money in one year. He has promised his future bride a very lavish extravaganza of a wedding, which will definitely out do every other lavish extravaganza of a wedding they have ever seen. Given Chekole’s desperate time horizon and investment goal, short of a quick trip to Vegas, our recommendation would be a portfolio of high growth and Internet stocks. For the twelve months since March’99 the NASDAQ was up by 91% (never mind what has happened since then). So this time next year our young prince will either have the wedding to end all weddings, or he will be looking for a justice of the peace who makes house calls. Let’s face it if she is marrying him for love and not money it won’t matter anyway.

      Tigestu has already seen that lavish weddings rarely lead to lasting marriages, and has a more pragmatic approach. He would like his money to grow slow and steady so that he and his new wife will be able to buy a nice home, send their kids to a good school, etc. While it may sound very non-new economy and kind of boring, diversification, Diversification, DIVERSIFICATION is the key. Remember that old advice from your parents “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket”? Well it has come back to haunt you as an adult. We recommend a portfolio consisting of the following proportions:

      30 % Bonds

      45% Blue Chip Stocks

      25% Growth/Internet Stocks (we said slow and steady not stupid! A future Microsoft may be in this basket)

      Before you agonize too much about these numbers, remember that it is not the percentages or the timing that is important, but that a financial strategy, any financial strategy, is actually implemented. (While the S&P didn’t show double digit growth in the same time period, its five-year performance is a whopping 173%.)

      As this is definitely becoming more than a short brief, we will leave it up to you to research load/noload, NAV…that’s when the real hard work begins.

      “No gain is so certain as that which proceeds from the economical use of what you already have.” - Latin Proverb

      Here endith the lesson…
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        * * *

      

      Biniam: an investor banker at a leading “Did your grandaddy go to Harvard” firm on Wall Street.

      Talk about shooting yourself in the foot – it was only a few months ago that I got up one morning and found myself writing to a friend deriding one particular SELEDA issue’s contents as “largely tirki-mirki topics, liberally garnished with vainglorious verbiage, and authored by out-of-touch and self-appointed liqawnt.” Somehow, my morning ramblings found their way to the “The Mail” page of SELEDA. What I was thinking when I wrote those words, only the Lord and the AbsolutVodka Goddesses of the night-before know. All I can say is that my morning ramblings were met by the potent pen of an esteemed SELEDA Editor in the form of an unforgettable lashing on my poor self and my beloved alma mater. [Editor responds with a sheepish grin: awww, gee thanks…] In any case, I have now come a full circle and wish to redeem myself.

      Of Monkeys and Men

      Every so often, journalist have been known to attempt to discredit portfolio managers and investment advisors by matching them up against anything from astrology to dart-throwing monkeys to ridicule the advice of these so-called experts. Somehow, I have a funny suspicion that SELEDA editors are playing a cruel joke on the participants of this particular topic by simultaneously commissioning three chimps from the sidist kilo zoo to compare and ridicule our “expert” advice. [Maa? Ingna? Ridicule? (confused look) when have we ever?]

      Well, I do not wish to be labeled as an “out-of-touch and self-appointed liq” but I am ready to be gauged against my distant cousins from sidist kilo.

      In any case, I was asked to contribute some thoughts on how I would invest a hypothetical $25K SELEDA’s Editors claim to have “inherited.” The following does not reflect the views of my employers and is not intended as investment advice. It is merely a personal (and rather gluttonous) reflection of which sectors of the economy I would dabble with if our distinguished Editors entrusted me with the $25K.

      One of the key principles when it comes to investment talk is diversification. Diversification may entail diversifying holdings of an individual company (be it in the form of stocks, options, or even income), or a particular industrial sector. One possible means of diversification may be investing in actively-managed mutual funds. However, I subscribe to that school of thought that long-term and interested investors tooled with access to basic financial resources such as www.yahoo.com or refreshing sites such as www.fool.com will be better off venturing out on their own.

      Doubling Down

      Kin Hubbard, one of America’s greatest humorists once said that “The best way to double your money is to fold over once and put it in your pocket.” That was in the good old days of Prohibition - I doubt whether he would have said the same thing in these not-so-sober days of the “New Economy.”

      I would speculate that he would be doubling down his money betting on the technology sector that has been fueling the global economy to unprecedented growth for the past decade. There are many established companies in this sector that are entrenched in solid fundamentals in terms of financial performance, management experience, and industry positioning and that stand out as having promising long-term upside potential. Such companies include those involved with the media (AOL and Time Warner: TWX), software (Oracle: ORCL), telecommunications (WorldCom: WCOM, Nokia: NOK), internet and networking (Cisco: CSCO, E-Tek Dynamics: ETEK, Sun MicroSystems: SUNW, Verisign: VRSN), business-to-business (Universal Access: UAXS), and even shipping (UPS) sectors. These companies are at the forefront of innovation and may very well serve as a groundwork upon which a whole new economy may be built.

      In addition to technology stocks, biotechnology stocks have also shown some explosive, but volatile, growth. This sector has been a stage for much speculation due to its potential to revolutionize healthcare. The apparent Holy Grail is predicting which companies will dominate this sector. Some of the established players like Amgen (AMGN) and Medimmune (MEDI) have already shown solid performance and are expected to continue to do so for the near future.

      Others such as Human Genome Sciences (HGSI) or Celera Genomics (CRA), two of the many players of the much-publicized effort to map the human gene might prove to be worthy of attention.

      For my gluttonous alter ego, the side that feels that it is well equipped to keep up with the market and profit from pricing discrepancies, there is one company that has piqued my interest and the interest of many investors, including His Exalted Highness, Mr. Buffet of Berkshire Hathaway. That company, MicroStrategy (MSTR), is down 87% from its highs in March and is attempting to convince investors that the core fundamentals of its business model have not changed much. It should be interesting to see if investors are convinced by MSTR’s arguments and jump back into the bandwagon. I already have. I am now waiting to see if my dart-throwing cousins from sidist kilo will do the same.
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        * * *

      

      Addis-Alem Bekele, partner at Bekele Capital in NY:

      I am not a guru. However, I will share with you some of my opinions. Before I advise you on how to invest your 25 grand, consider these questions:

      Do you want to invest because it’s sexy, or your friends invest, or because you read and hear about it so much? Talk about sex, if your hormones are raging in these moist summer days, your chances for salacious conjunctions are much better at a wedding, leqso, and the annual soccer match. (If y’all have better suggestions about the “s” subject, please forward your tips to the editors of this august magazine and they will make sure I receive your correspondence.)

      To continue with my questions, how much time do your friends spend investing? How many of them are profiting and how much have they profited? How long have they been at it? Are you ready to imitate what they do? What else about your friends do you imitate? Would you pierce your tongue or experiment with S&M if they were to? (I am in no way implying that investing is an activity remotely related to these two that I just mentioned. By the way, none of my friends pierced their noses when I pierced mine. Come to think of it, neither did they shave their eyebrows when I did. Should I speculate why my friends would or would not mimic me?)

      Talk about speculating, I digress. The topic is investing; and I was speculating that you might want to invest because your friends do. Why else?

      If it’s because of what’s on TV and the papers, a lot of what you read in the newspapers and see on TV is idle chatter, by the way. The Dow goes up, the Dow goes down; so? (There are other things that go up and down too but that would be too distracting for now.)

      How serious are you about investing? What do you wish to accomplish with this money? Do you want to be a millionaire in six months? What is your time frame? How much effort are you willing to expend to attain your goals? How comfortable are you with risk (and by this I mean how much money would you be comfortable to lose)? What kind of a person are you? Are you a gambler? Are you greedy? How do you relate with money? Do you spend what you have once the bills are paid? Are you interested in learning so you yourself invest or do you want somebody to tell you what to invest in, trust them, give them the money, and walk away? Are you simply looking for an investment tip?

      Unlike the tip I solicited a few lines back, don’t bother with investment tips. Avoid them like the plague. You will lose a lot of money investing based on tips. The majority of tips about stocks are useless. By the time you find the tip that makes you money, you won’t have money to invest on that tip because you would’ve lost all your money on the other useless tips.

      Considering that over 75% of the investors in the stock market lose money year in and year out, don’t hurry to jump in the stock market. Most wealth is created by people who own businesses. The Bill Gates’s and the Michael Dell’s are business owners, not stock market investors. These are people who have found an activity they are passionate about and have run with it. They could have been cooks, like Julia Child, or interior decorators, like Martha Stewart. Making money and being successful is as much about looking inside and finding what gets your juices flowing as it is about finding this year’s Yahoo. You’d be surprised that once you do get to those juices, you may not even want to invest in the stock market. You may end up opening a business.

      Having come this far, if you still feel that you would like to test the waters in the stock market, here are several ways for you to go about it:

      
        	Open a brokerage account and plunge in. Buy and sell stocks yourself. If you find a stock you think is going to make you money, buy it. If you think not, don’t. It’s very simple.

        	Find an experienced stockbroker. Despite the adage about salespeople not caring about you, there are always exceptions; the salesman who believes that doing well by the customer is good business. Again, like finding any good practitioner, be he a mechanic, doctor, lawyer, or shemanney, finding a good stockbroker will take some searching. Look for a stockbroker who has been in the business for five or ten years. More importantly, look for a broker who keeps his customers. You’d like to have a broker who has happy and active clients who have been with him for several years. You’d also like to know how much money he has been making for them (on average) in the time they’ve been with him. That’s what I meant by happy and active. The broker has to be making money for his clients.

        	Find a financial advisor. These are people who give advice. Unlike a broker, who gets paid a commission every time you buy or sell a stock, financial advisors get paid a certain set percentage annually (like 1% or so), regardless of how much money you make. They will guide you towards investments that tend to be conservative, like mutual funds or index funds. They may also discuss other issues like investing for your retirement, for your kids’ college tuition, and obtaining insurance. They attempt to put you into investments where you have some idea of the return you can expect on your investment.

        	Find someone like us. We are Bekele Capital. Bekele Capital invests money in the stock market for our clients. We conduct all the research, we buy and sell the stocks, we deal with the brokerages. We do not give advice or make recommendations. Our customers get a report from us every quarter keeping them up to date on how much money we’ve made or lost. At the end of the year, a final report is prepared showing profits or losses. Our fee is then calculated and taken from the profits we show. The profits, along with the rest of the money, are then reinvested in the coming year. If we have no profits for a year, we do not get paid for that year. If we have a loss for a year, we do not get paid until that loss is made up. Outside of that, we do not charge commissions or management fees. We aim to double our clients’ investments every three to four years. Given the volatility in the market, we recommend that clients stay invested with us for the long term.

      

      Obviously, there are many, many more ways to invest in the stock market. I just mentioned a few to get you started. Even with these few, I may have given you a lot to chew. Go ahead, chew. Take your time. Think about the questions. There are no deadlines. You are not here to prove anything to anybody. It is your money. It is your time. Think. Ponder. Be honest with yourself and the answer will come to you. When it does, if you still need to, then we can talk further.

      Good luck.

      Medrek
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      Worke (that’s Workay, get it?)

      It’s an interesting topic that these Seleda people have thrown out: “Money, Wealth Building and the Ethiopian Diaspora - what is their relationship?” Frankly, at times I have thought that the attitude of the Ethiopian diaspora to wealth building has been to be hell bent on destroying all traces of it. I really have no plans to discuss this point in detail, but shall we say that many of us focus more (I mean much more) on maintaining a certain image and less (as in much less) on building longer term personal wealth. Do you agree with this, more or less ?

      It’s a fine line really, how do you balance between enjoying your life today and saving for the proverbial rainy day in the future? It’s common sense to a large extent. I would say, live within your means; if your living is outpacing your means then it’s time to upgrade your means, don’t you think? Ideally, we are all constantly upgrading our skills and learning new things anyway. Hopefully, the monetary rewards will follow, and that new Armani suit just might be doable next month (after the 401k deductions and your other bills are paid and you’ve put savings aside). But if events do not follow this sequence, then we have a problem. The Armani suit may be just what breaks your bank account if you’re still struggling to make car payments on the same job for the same pay.

      Well I wasn’t planning to be anyone’s financial advisor (I’m hardly qualified) so I will get to my main point. It seems to me that we Ethiopians in the diaspora have been presented with a remarkable opportunity in many ways (that is after you look beyond the agony of leaving your homeland, and the frustration of having to start from scratch - I’m trying to be optimistic here). On one hand we have more opportunity than we have ever had to learn new skills and develop a level of professional competence that can compete anywhere in the world. At the same time we are (hopefully) being rewarded monetarily at levels our parents could never dream of even with their advanced degrees. So how do we make sure we are not squandering this opportunity?

      I will leave the issue of building skills aside for now since this Seleda issue is about money money money. Once you have figured out what you want to do in life and how you’re going to get paid for it, do what you can to make sure that your hard earned money does some work for you and gets you even more money. Few of us are investment geniuses but simple things such as your company’s 401K program and stock purchase plan, maybe a mutual fund or two, and even dabbling in some stock (say on E*Trade) can take you far. But why are money and wealth and all that important at all?

      I know when I got my first job I knew nothing and cared even less about those silly stock plans. It also gave me a headache whenever anyone talked about it, so I chose to remain blissfully ignorant. Partially this was because I was uncomfortable with money and thought it was greedy to want more (this would explain why I never asked for a raise). This is no doubt due to my Ethiopian upbringing. But at some point I realized that building wealth can also mean building security, having options in life, and being able to do things you feel are important. Security is having something to fall back on if your job disappears tomorrow, the option to decide you want to chuck your dead-end job and go study something interesting, and the ability to give money to that orphanage you visited on your last trip home.

      This is how I see it but I am afraid I have talked too much and should let you get a word in edgewise.

      …

      My dear Worké,

      Sorry for the delayed reply. I was, as fate and fortune would have it, out there amongst the brambles of humanity, earning my own keep. So apropos given the current topic of our Medrek of discussion.

      I must say I took much umbrage at your opening paragraph. I felt disparaged, you might say, being a member of that oh so image conscious Ethiopian Diaspora. (It would be interesting to see if the rest of our brethren, i.e., other Africans, behave in the same pattern of disposing of more of our income than we keep.)

      I don’t mean to imply that I’m part of the group out there – y’all know who you are! – who happily live beyond their means just so that they could ride around in their posh mekina du jour. Neither will I ever be in line applying for the Mansion Owners Association, no matter how prosperous I become - but that’s all a matter of taste and preference in my case, more so than a propensity for fiscal responsibility. However, I don’t exactly see myself as part of the group that maintains an investment portfolio which they check with impressive regularity and about which they advise their brokers with irreproachable authority. I dare say that I’m in the majority, not only in the Ethiopian Diaspora, but in the general world population.

      I agree wholeheartedly with your statement: “It’s a fine line really: how do you balance between enjoying your life today and saving for the proverbial rainy day?”

      Fine line, indeed.

      No one ever plans to end up in the soup kitchen line. Even less, Ethiopians would rather be swallowed whole by an X-Files style black hole rather than be caught, tin plate in hand, in that line. What I’m trying to say is that, as a population in the Diaspora, the majority of us are actually doing well. We are, for the most part, more family conscious than we are image conscious, we try to raise our children with the values that were inculcated in us, and we try to achieve for ourselves the kind of wealth we see around us. I really don’t think that a huge number of us are hurtling towards the poorhouse because we are desperately trying to keep up with the Joneses.

      I think that Ethiopians, for the most part, are fiscally responsible, as well as civic minded and hard-working. We pursue our education (even into our thirties and forties) and we tend to flourish in our chosen professions. Generally, I don’t think that Ethiopians in the Diaspora lack the desire to acquire wealth or to keep it. What we definitely lack, however, is the knowledge on how to save our money, make it grow and, eventually, make it work for us instead of the other way around.

      As a society, we don’t come from a background of forebears who are fiscally savvy in the high-tech, very Western sense where people dabble in the stock market, Money Market accounts, and various kinds of investments. Our parents never had to deal with anything more complicated than a savings account…if that! So, in most cases, they didn’t have that knowledge to pass on to us, their children.

      Listen, I’d be the first to admit that I still go cross-eyed when confronted with the task of investing my money - and I don’t think I’m alone on this. I’ve had friends recommend E*Trade, American Express Investment advisors, and other various and sundry avenues of plumping up my net worth, yet I faithfully put my money into a savings account where it sits collecting dust and interest safely. There are too many horror stories out there where people lose their life’s savings on one investment scheme or another. I’m one of those people who would rather keep my money where I know it will be absolutely safe. Here, why don’t we coin a term and call me a Fiscal Coward.

      Only recently, I became a little more actively involved in how my TIAA/CREF money was being invested. But even that tends to be too much for me to contemplate on an empty stomach. So, when my statements come, I skim them like what I’m looking at makes sense and file them away dutifully with the vague intention that ONE DAY I’ll have the time and (suddenly) the capacity to deal with them more intelligently. Sometimes, I even peruse course listings on learning how to handle my money better. I catch myself eyeing with confused desire a book entitled The Stock Market for Dummies.

      The bottom line is, one day I’d like to be able to give a seminar on my success in the Stock Market. Okay, maybe I’d just settle for getting over my fear of success, because success means money, and money is so scary to me on so many levels that the idea of collecting my modest bi-weekly paycheck at work suddenly becomes comfortably appealing. Who wants to pore over their accountant’s statements when the numbers begin to resemble a mathematical code for building a spaceship? And who wants to ever open a statement with, “Well, my accountant said…?” Not me, I can assure you of that.

      But I can also assure you that one day I want to be wealthy enough not to have to work if I don’t want to. So, it would be in my best interest to stop cowering behind fiscal ignorance and step into the 21st Century armed with the appropriate knowledge. But where to begin, I ask you? Do I go educate myself or do I turn over my money to some guy with a calculator and tell him to make me rich? To be honest with you, option 2 sound infinitely more appealing for a numerically challenged soul like myself, but who can you trust with your money?

      You, Worké, sound far more knowledgeable about this than I do. What I found most comforting in your statement was that you, too, used to be a fiscal ignoramus like myself, but it looks like you’ve gotten over it. So, how’d you do it? Let me in on your secret and I might pencil you into my will…

      Yanchiw,

      Fasika

      … If I have sounded knowlegeable my dear Fasika then I have succeeded in pulling the wool over your eyes. I am better than I used to be but that hardly qualifies for knowledgeable.

      Your point that few Ethiopians plan to end up on the soup line is well taken, but it seems that some of our actions may well land us close to this line! I noted what you said about the fact that what we need is more knowledge on how to save our money and make it work for us; that, my friend, was precisely my point. African-Americans contribute greatly to this economy in terms of their spending habits. However, their ownership of assets (and cars and clothes are not assets) are minimal for this very reason. It is difficult for each generation to help pull up the next generation when you have nothing to pass on to them and nothing that they can build on. It’s like each generation starting from scratch - how are you ever going to go anywhere?

      To be honest, my interest in this wealth-building issue is for the potential it has in terms of the bigger picture that extends beyond personal wealth. Now, imagine if Ethiopians in the US are able to build significant wealth. What role can we then play in the development of Ethiopia? Very few people are willing to invest in Africa because very few people are willing to take the risk - despite the well known fact that investments in Africa are some of the most lucrative. Now imagine, if you will, some degree of stability and sanity in Africa (it’s a stretch, I know, but imagine it). Few foreign investors would still be interested because, let’s face it, ain’t no African company gonna be as attractive as, say, Cisco. Well, that’s where we would come in, see. I believe that if we build enough wealth in this country we can have a significant impact by infusing capital into Africa in general, and Ethiopia specifically. The assumption is, of course, that there would be valid ventures to finance, but I am sure we have our share of entrepreneurial folk. We could also contribute to non-profit ventures such as schools and hospitals, you know … stuff that most African governments don’t seem to care much about. I’ve noticed how Indians in the US are building tremendous wealth, and they seem to do so much for India. There are schools in India that are 100% funded by Indians who work in just one company in the US. So, like, who needs the World Bank and IMF, what do those folks do any way? Well, okay, we probably won’t have that kind of money but you see my point? Kind of an informal re-distribution of wealth, a modern day Robin Hood thing…okay, I’m getting carried away. Mind you, I have not yet done any such thing yet, but wouldn’t it be nice?

      So how do we go about getting this wonderful wealth, you say? Well, the way I got started on this stock business (and I JUST got started) is when a couple of girlfriends and I decided that we really needed to get with the program and get a piece of the Wall Street action. We prodded each other into opening an on-line brokerage (is that what it’s called?) account and started talking about some of the attractive stocks, and we bravely dipped our toes in. I heavily favor technology stocks but obviously shun the petfood.com types. It would have been great to belong to (or start)an investment club with friends. But I have not yet graduated to that level. I believe there are a few Ethiopian ones out there. If we expand on these initial efforts I think we could go far.

      So you see Fasika this is my take on wealth building. We Ethiopians have become the symbol for poverty and disenfranchisement in the world. I say it is high time we grab every opportunity we have to turn this around one person at a time … what say you ?

      …

      Worké,

      So you, too, are a would-be philanthropist at heart. How gratifying to find out.

      I must say that I agree with you on almost all points. Your argument about the African-American dollar power in this country (12 million strong at last count) is a favorite of mine. There is so much power out there amongst our (extended) people, but so little cohesion, that it all goes to waste. The same can most certainly be said for Africans, both on and off the continent.

      I have long maintained (mostly to myself) that if we as a people could pause for a significant moment or two and look - really look - at who we are, where we came from, and what we can be, we would find ourselves in awe of all that power. We, the people of Africa, suffer in darkness (both literally and figuratively) because we are unwilling to harness the power Nature has given us. We all know what the problem is. In two simple words: corruption and mismanagement. But I strongly believe that in order for us to one day become powerful as a collective, we must first evolve as a society.

      Africa as a whole, and Ethiopia as our medrek of interest, has always been big on political revolutions. All throughout our history, we have hastily abandoned our heritage and our history to pursue foreign ideology - usually to our detriment. Without getting too esoteric, I believe that for Ethiopians/Africans to evolve as a people, we must have yet another revolution, but this time, a revolution of Philosophy. We must look more consistently to and at our history and find a way to revive what we must have once been so that we may build what we one day could be.

      All too often, we reach a comfort zone and are loathe to risk having to step away from the very thing we have been conditioned most of our lives to seek. Once we achieve financial independence, we are less likely to want to give back. We want even more. We keep padding our “nest egg” but still continue to strengthen our safety net. We are cautious, maybe not always by nature, but our history has certainly taught us to be. So who wants to go to Ethiopia and invest in their future? Not me. Certainly not yet. We are all tiptoeing around, muttering the refrain, “Never be Monday,” while we wait…and watch those who can afford to lose their shirts dabble in what we want to do ourselves. What are we waiting for? For the other shoe to drop.

      Talking about building personal wealth to a level where you can actually do significant good with your money (and that doesn’t always have to translate into global, continental, or even national impact; it could be as simple as donating to an orphanage, running an HIV/AIDS clinic, or taking even one street child in Addis off the streets). I think we are closer to that than we think. However, we must not neglect the growth of the conscience of the people, either. Where poverty reigns, so does the mentality that accompanies it: a sense of powerlessness; the loss of the idea of the “the power of one”; and a loss of optimism for the future.

      What I’m trying to say here (if it’s not too late to shove it all into a nutshell) is that financial prosperity for our people is the easy part. Our potential is overwhelmingly apparent. Only, to get there, we must first BELIEVE - not just as individuals, but as a society - that the possibility is clearly there and that we CAN achieve it. You point out that Ethiopia has become a symbol for poverty and disenfranchisement. But not in the too distant past, we were also the symbol of independence for an entire continent and at the pinnacle of our achievement as a nation.

      Yes, we may now be at the bottom of the power/wealth ladder, but here is a bit of good news: there is nowhere to go but up from there.

      Well, Worké, I hope that I didn’t get too preachy on you. Hard to get me off that soapbox once I’ve clambered on.

      Let me close off our little virtual tête-a-tête with a little toast: May the sun never set on our dreams!

      Fasika

      A Kiss Without a Kiss
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      It’s a BuBu World: Learn the Rules!

      “Talking about the Rich, Bold and Beautiful, my hope for Ethiopia lies with the swelling ranks of cutthroat self-serving Ethio-American capitalists busily carving out their share of the pie here in America. Not because they have yehager feker but for the immense opportunity. This new class of brilliant bourgeoisie (BuBu), armed with their Ivy League degrees, stock options and American-style cutthroat attitude, is starting to discover Wello Sefer, Langano and The Gazebo. Yes, they are spending their $$ today on what might seem buwalt ena fez (an important and real contribution to the economy) but their trained eyes are bound to notice the upside for Mega-Profit.”

      It is interesting to me that people have so many diverse ideas about the path to prosperity ranging from the very practical to the lam alegne besemaye wetetwane alaye variety. What is even more intriguing is the fact that such ideas are invariably tinged with a moral overtone. Just the other day I found myself in a heated debate over the issue of private ownership of land in Ethiopia; my friends were making the claim that public ownership of land is not only right for security purposes, but is also just.

      At this point, I want to assure you that this is neither a discussion about the role of morality in our search for b’lsiGna nor about the diversity of opinions regarding such matters. Rather, it is a personal observation about the compelling role of the market in getting to this state.

      Before going on, I must admit I was partly inspired by the tête-à-tête of the Life Diarists from two months back on the merits of bego adragot versus self-interest inspired activities for the future of our country and society. (At least this is my read on part of the exchange). In particular, I found the discussion of Bu-Buism – the vehicle through which profit motivated development might take place – interesting, if not fascinating. I also take it that when we talk about the future in this context, we are referring to material prosperity, and its attendant benefits, and not much else.

      As you might have gleaned from the preceding, my biases favoring the Bu-Bu approach are apparent. But even at this point, I cannot emphasize enough that there is nothing that shows bego adragot and the Bu-Bu scheme to be mutually exclusive. Anyone involved in any activity in life always has something to share with others. Nothing is too small if it has some significance, especially to those who are close by: Co-workers, friends, family members and even the occasional foe. (I really believe this and I also say it partly to head off any colorful mail that might get directed my way).

      Well, to get back to the point at hand, I appreciate Bu-Buism for all sorts of reasons – most of which are naturally interrelated. At a fundamental (and even philosophical) level, Bu-Buism can lead us to avoid championing a false sense of pride and temper the passions of popular sensibilities – no insignificant feats by any measure. Bu-Buism with its dispassionate, some might even say objective, outlook towards life has thus great appeals. Practically, and maybe even more importantly, it appears to be the best mechanism for organizing our material life.

      Altruism on a grand scale, although it has its own merits, has many pitfalls. The saying ‘The road to hell is paved with good intentions,’ comes to mind. It is not that I am against the kindness of strangers. However, given that human nature is what it is, I tend to find some comfort in the idea of a pursuit of meritocracy, in the fullest sense of the word, which Bu-Buism makes possible. If we can claim that BuBus are predictable, the follies of human passions are even more so. At least BuBu culture reinforces and makes transparent what is part of our nature: the pursuit of individual well being. So, even if it cannot deliver us salvation, as a nice by-product, Bu-Buism helps us all thrive materially.

      So, where do BuBus fit here? Next to the Lord, the Creator (forgive the blasphemy here), the market is the deity that BuBus knowingly and unknowingly embrace. Ok, I exaggerate when I equate the market to a divine being, but the existence of the “invisible hand” and “animal spirits,” which dictate its workings mislead me into believing that is what it is. But, the similarity of this market thing to any deity ends here, for it is neither benevolent nor forgiving as it marches to the relentless drumbeat of the all-powerful bottom-line.

      Getting back to BuBus, since they are the love children of the market and the almighty bottom-line, they could be the natural conduits for nurturing the market in our society - notice, I say could, for no matter how powerful they are, even I am not naïve enough to expect that they can build any market in the absence of the necessary pre-requisites. (In the jargon of the profession, without the presence of the institutional set-ups – such as property rights and contracts – BuBus will not have much to nurture. This sort of talk maybe reminiscent of the idea of whether the chicken or the egg came first. But, regardless of whether the institutional set-ups are needed first or they will only develop as needed, this is an important consideration). Still in this hypothetical scenario we are considering, I am assuming these things away to leave room for my imagined BuBu influence.

      Before you write me off completely as being a heartless fool, and even worse, a misguided apologist of Bu-Buism, I would like to say a word or two about its dangers. The usual suspects in this area – monopolies, pollution, inequality and all sorts of other ‘greed’ inspired follies – are still at large even in places where this phenomenon has been in existence for quite sometime. But these things don’t worry me because they are by-products of human action and as such are amenable to change. Besides, it seem to me the choice here is between poverty and gaining affluence - that is, between facing problems spawned by poverty and facing those that inevitably arise with improvements in living standards. As far as I know, there is nothing romantic about poverty, so I choose the latter. But I will let you, dear readers, be the final judges on this.

      The real unfortunate (and even frightening) consequence of Bu-Buism, in my humble opinion, is a case of a kiss without a hug: a society that can fall victim to the scarcity of genuine human relations. Maybe my imagination fails me here, but I say this is frightening because I know of no solution for this malady. (Maybe this is the domain best reserved for bego adragot).

      Hope springs eternal, and this sort of thing need not happen in all societies. Besides our society is in no danger of being infected by this bug for the foreseeable future (yeluNta alone takes care of that), so we can delay worrying about this as we struggle to achieve all that BuBu culture promises us. So, I end my intellectual (but not entirely impractical) musings on this optimistic note.

      Top Ten
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      Seleda’s Top Ten Dot.Coms

      
        	10. www.yemin-leQso.com Too many leQsos, not enough time? Forget medress – just send one of our customized cyber cards and a li’l cash online, and you’re off the hook!

        	9. www.wegebEn.com Obscure diseases and fresh complaints for the advanced hypochondriac.

        	8. www.Tsebel.com All the tabot Tsebels all the Time)… for when your hectic schedule won’t allow you to attend Qidassay until the end.

        	7. www.y8k.com Survival kits for that imminent apocalypse.

        	6. www.CHatrooms.com Make your online reservations for fully furnished rooms with velvet cushions, Persian carpets and parcels of CHat to serve your whims of mirQana. Buna not included.

        	5. www.dan-tail.com The ET home furnishing site. Need dantail for your DVD, your TV, your golf clubs? We’ve got 'em in all sizes, bogé colors and shapes.

        	4. www.deberew.com Can’t get him to practice safe…er…y’know? Close up photos from the Centers for Disease Control that’ll change his mind RIGHT quick. First 1000 hits get free Hiwots.

        	3. www.BeZemed.com Got no credit card but want to rent a car? Your babies need a cheapo sitter from Ethiopia? Bloomingdale’s has the perfect back-out for the Toronto Igr-Kwass feshta, but they’ve caught on to that whole wear-and-return trick? Hey, abeshas work everywhere; we sho’ nuff can HOOK you up!

        	2. www.deevee.com You got the moolah? s/he’s got the visa. We’ll make the match.

        	1. www.al-Seleda.com Just planning in advance (silemayQerilin) for when Seleda joins the omnipresent al-conglomerate.

      

      MBA Woes
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      By: L. Demmissie

      For all my trekies out there…Quote of the Day: “Justice cannot exist if the law is unyielding. It is an exercise of exceptions throughout our lives.” Said by Captain Jean-Luc Piccard of the Starship Enterprise as he apologized for breaking the laws of another species in order to save a child prisoner from execution.
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      Diary of an MBA (to be)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I worked…no, I was a grunt on Wall Street for three years after college. Getting my acceptance letter to business school was a great day for me. I finally could escape from corporate America for two years. The last three years were a valuable professional experience, but the politicking was exhausting! So exhausting that I began to long for academia.

      Come December of 1999 (deep in my first semester of graduate school) I prayed for my workdays to return. This was hell. It was humbling, exhilarating and exhausting all at the same time. I had never seen so many intelligent people in one place. I had never had so many projects to do and events to attend. To top it all off my classmates were all Type A personalities. Never mind the million or so group and individual assignments I had. Sleep was a luxury. I now say to my friends that I have discovered that there are actually 40 hours in a day if you use them wisely. There are those who boast that the MBA is a breeze, and to them I say “F* you!”…" I mean more power to them?! All I know is that my first semester of graduate school was a challenge, a boot camp of sorts.

      You may be wondering why I am being so forthright with my testimony. There are several reasons, but the primary one is that I hate lies. The second is to tell you sincerely that I would do it again. The experience has affirmed my strengths/weaknesses and afforded me the skills to put any idea to work. It’s a constant source of inspiration (and competitive pressure!) to see so many of my classmates pursuing incredible ambitions. It’s so refreshing to be surrounded by doers! For example, one of my classmates was an artist and over one semester he had transformed himself into a smooth talking consultant. Another was a banker and by mid-semester had won prizes and potential start-up funding for a B2B Internet business. Another was a film production designer who by second semester had incorporated a partnership to start a major real estate project in Harlem. It was not for their pursuit of money that I admired them but for their hunger to achieve great things. I know very well that achievers are not found only in business schools. To assume that would be foolish on my part. In fact, I have met a large number of status quo loving bores in my MBA experience. What is true is that there is a high probability of finding a large majority of ambitious people here. So, if you are thinking about business school and you think it would add value to what you are doing, do it. If you think you cannot afford it, debt should be your new best friend. Trust me, you’ll be able to pay it back.1 Besides, I want to see more Ethiopians in my classes!

      I know this is a rather abstract piece that is of no professional value. But you see the other thing I detest is boring articles about “How to Achieve XYZ. Step one: Get good grades…” Like the many people I have met in b-school, I too am trying to better my skills in finance and business.

      Lesson number one: Calculated risks are a necessary element of success.

      Do the Right Thing

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The tragic famine in Ethiopia continues. Seleda is committed to publicizing ongoing famine relief efforts so as to prod our readers to give some …. and then to give some more. As Ethiopians, let us not forget our responsibility to our less fortunate kin. In the last famine of 1984 – 1985 we all saw the outpouring of generous support from ordinary people all over the world. Many deprived their own families of one meal a day just to send the money they saved to Ethiopia. We also saw the dedication of superstars such as Michael Jackson, Bob Geldorf and Quincy Jones to raise millions on behalf of Ethiopia. It is a tragedy that we find our country facing yet another famine. This time we can not expect the same outpouring of support for many reasons: donor fatigue, less publicity, politics, etc. It is time for us Ethiopians to go the extra mile, to deprive ourselves a little and give more.

      It is gratifying to see many Ethiopian Community based efforts to raise money for this famine. Representatives of Ethiopian businesses and associations in Atlanta recently got together to form the “Ethiopian Emergency Relief Aid Coordinating Task Force” . These folks organized a $100-a-ticket fundraising event at the Atlanta City Hall with guest speakers such as Dr Mesfin Wolde Mariam and Dr. Seyoum Gelaye. The event also included poetry and auctions. This group was able to raise a total of $70,000 from this event and from Ethiopian and American businesses in the area. They plan to continue their fundraising efforts through concerts as well as drives that target businesses and churches. We wish you the best.

      In the San Francisco Bay Area, concerned individuals and representatives of community organizations formed the Ethiopian Famine Relief Committee in Northern California to raise funds to fight famine in Ethiopia. The goal of EFRCNC is to raise $1 million by the end of September 2000 through fundraisers that target companies and individuals. A major event has been planned for the Ethiopian New Year on September 9 at the Oakland Marriott Convention Center. In the meantime they will be having smaller fundraisers such as barbeques and penny marches. A car wash held on June 24 and 25 raised $2,700. EFRCNC works in collaboration with the Ethiopian Foundation, a non-profit group formed by Ethiopian and American healthcare professionals who are committed to contributing to health care programs in Ethiopia. EFRCNC is working with OXFAM to deliver donated money to where it is needed in Ethiopia. OXFAM has agreed to reduce it’s administrative cost to 10% thereby guaranteeing that 90% of donated funds will be directly sent to the most severely affected regions in Ethiopia. We salute your efforts.

      Seleda would like to publicize similar events in Ethiopian communities so write to us at charities@seleda.com and let us know what you and your community have been doing. Whether you are contributing through a community-organized event or donating individually to an NGO please be generous and please do it sooner than later. Many lives are at stake and agencies are reminding donors that most donations must reach their destination by July before the weather complicates relief delivery. Act now !!

      Updates on famine relief news by Relief Web

      Description

      How you can help

      HOPE Task Force

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The acronym H.O.P.E stands for Help Our People Eat. This is a new organization formed by young Ethiopians in response to the latest famine in Ethiopia. According to their web page “HOPE’s goal is to raise awareness, summon support and set up a fundraiser to help ease the suffering. The HOPE 2000 fund is set up to raise at least $1 million by the year 2000. HOPE is also committed to finding long term solutions to the problem of chronic hunger in Ethiopia.”

      HOPE has partnered with WFP (World Food Programme) via the US Friends of WFP in order to deliver aid directly to where it is needed. Their web page says the WFP “acts as the primary agent responsible for the proper allocation of food, efficient transportation modes, effective distribution and follow-up services on the ground in Ethiopia.” The US friends of the WFP are a DC area NGO that serve as the collection point for funds donated to the WFP by communities and individuals.

      The HOPE web page has a very informative special report by the FAO/WFP Crop and Food Supply Mission To Ethiopia

      For Donations:

      http://www.hope4ethiopia.org/donate.html

      has a contribution form.

      You can donate by check or credit card. Make checks payable to US Friends of WFP, Inc and put HOPE Task Force in the memo section.

      Mail to

      HOPE TASK FORCE

      P.O. Box 122,

      1718 M Street, N.W.,

      Washington DC 20036

      They are working on on-line donation capabilities

      100% of donated funds go directly to WFP relief efforts in Ethiopia

      All contributions are tax deductible.

      For Information

      http://www.hope4ethiopia.org/

      or contact :

      eliabt@email.com

      HOPE TASK FORCE

      P.O. Box 122,

      1718 M Street, N.W.,

      Washington DC 20036

      International Red Cross

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web page "The Federation, in conjunction with the Ethiopian Red Cross Society, will initially be focusing on two districts in South Wollo - Ambassel and Kutaber, where a six month supplementary feeding program was put into operation last year for 40,000 people. The Red Cross is the only international aid organization to work in these two areas, scene of some of the worst famine in 1974 and 1984. " also … " Nearly 140,000 people in Ambassel and Kutaber are now badly affected by the drought. The Red Cross will be helping the most vulnerable amongst them - the farmers. Speed is of the essence if their lives are to be saved. Funds raised for the appeal will help provide food rations for up to 15,500 farmers for eight months, supplementary feeding for 23,250 at-risk individuals including children under five, pregnant women and mothers with new born babies. The Red Cross will also initiate an employment generation scheme that will provide work for approximately 12,400 households. The money earned will enable the people to buy food on the open market. " and … “The Federation and the Ethiopian Red Cross will also be assessing the possibility of aid interventions in other areas of the country. In addition, the Federation will be coordinating with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) which will be conducting relief operations in various districts in the Somali National Regional State”

      For Donations:

      On http://www.ifrc.org/ click on the “Help Now” button and you can make donations on-line or by mail

      For More Information :

      http://www.ifrc.org/

      For further information or to arrange interviews please contact:

      Caroline Hurford,

      Information Delegate,

      Addis Ababa

      Satphone: (873) 682 282 080

      Hotel tel: (2511) 518 400

      Richard May,

      Head of Delegation, Ethiopia

      Tel: (2511) 51 45 71

      Media Service, Geneva

      Tel: (41 22) 730 4214

      Mobile: (41 79) 416 3881

      OXFAM

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The OXFAM page had one of the most extensive coverages of the famine in Ethiopia. The OXFAM Great Britain site was especially detailed and informative. OXFAM has offices in Canada, UK, USA, Spain, and Hong Kong who are active in Famine Relief in Ethiopia.

      The OXFAM America page says "Oxfam America was one of the first NGOs to recognize the seriousness of conditions in Ethiopia and respond, both on the ground and over the airwaves. Mike Delaney, Oxfam America’s director of Humanitarian Assistance Programs, visited the Yabello area in southern Ethiopia in February and immediately initiated an emergency grant to the region. This relief effort supports pond rehabilitation, water distribution, the supply of seeds for planting in case the rains come, and veterinary medicine. Oxfam is working with Action for Development (AFD), a non-governmental organization that we have supported since 1998. Through AFD, Oxfam already has been able to initiate the digging of new wells and trucking in of water. This initial grant is expected to benefit about 49,650 people in the Yabello region.

      According to the OXFAM Canada page “Oxfam is providing clean water and food in the Jigjiga, Shinille and Liben zones of the Somali Region; in Borena ; and North Wollo , and has deployed a team of experts to prepare for additional emergency relief. Oxfam Canada has worked in Ethiopia for over fifteen years, supporting sustainable development and providing relief in times of war and natural disaster”

      For Donations:

      You can donate to one of the OXFAM offices listed on http://www.oxfam.org/

      news/Ethiopia.htm.

      Donations to OXFAM America can be earmarked specifically for Famine Relief in Ethiopia and are tax-deductible. Donations can be made on-line,

      by phone (800/OXFAM-US (800/693-2687), or by mail :

      Oxfam America

      Ethiopian Famine Relief

      26 West St.

      Boston, MA 02111

      For More Information

      Please refer tohttp://www.oxfam.org/

      news/Ethiopia.htm

      or contact:

      Lynsey Miller

      617 728 2559

      info@oxfamamerica.org

      Catholic Relief Service

      CSR/letter grade 85/A-

      This organization’s web page says, "Catholic Relief Services is a founding member of the Joint Relief Partnership (JRP), a group of mostly Ethiopian faith-based organizations formed during the 84-85 famine. Through the JRP, Catholic Relief Services is helping to reach nearly 400,000 with food aid. Local Ethiopian partners are managing the food distributions on the ground while Catholic Relief Services is supplying materials and technical support. Current emergency efforts focus on helping those victims in the southeast region of the Ethiopia. However, the JRP continues to reach the people located in the north as well as the hardest hit areas of Ethiopia.

      The JRP demonstrates a unique local collaboration of the Church family in Ethiopia. It is motivated to maximize the efficiency and reach of various local Church groups working to prevent famine. Today, as opposed to the famine 16 years ago, the Church network is actively working together to respond to the emergency.

      Complementing the efforts of the JRP is a consortium of international faith-based non-governmental organizations. Catholic Relief Services is the administrative agency of the consortium tasked with delivering US government food to the other organizations, each of which is responsible for a certain area of the country. Working together, the consortium will reach more than 730,000 people with wheat, corn soy blend, and vegetable oil. The goal is to keep food in the pipeline so that the people of Ethiopia have food until the next harvest."

      For Donations :

      https://www.catholicrelief.org/

      contribute/contribute.cfm

      (please specify that your donations are for Ethiopia)

      or by mail/phone :

      Catholic Relief Services

      P.O. Box 17090

      Baltimore, Maryland 21203-7090

      1-800-736-3467

      For Information :

      http://www.catholicrelief.org/

      emergency/ethiopia.cfm

      Medicins Sans Frontiers

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web site “At the present time, MSF has identified the Gode zone for immediate intervention. MSF has submitted a request to the Ethiopian authorities for MSF to undertake an immediate nutritional intervention in Denan city. A permanent base shall be set up in the Gode town. The immediate intervention shall be a therapeutic feeding programme that has a minimum length of three months.” MSF also provides surgical training for hospitals in Woldya, Wello and runs a n AIDS program in Addis Ababa.

      For Donations :

      (please make sure you specify that your donation is for Famine Relief in Ethiopia. If this is not specified donations can go to other MSF projects in the world as deemed necessary)

      M‚decins Sans FrontiŠres/Doctors Without Borders has a web site which contains a donation form at http://204.243.96.231/ You can also make a donation by calling 1 (888) 392 0392, or you can send your donation directly to:

      M‚decins Sans FrontiŠres

      Doctors Without Borders

      6 East 39th Street, 8th Floor

      New York, New York 10016

      American Express, Visa and MasterCard are accepted.

      If you have any questions, you can call the Donor Services Department at (212) 655-3759. Tax receipt will be provided

      For More Information

      http://www.msf.org/

      projects/africa/ethiopia/

      CARE

      CSR/letter grade 87/B+

      The CARE web site says “CARE is one of the world’s largest international relief and development organizations, with projects in more than 60 countries. CARE began working in Ethiopia in 1984 to distribute food during the famine. The organization’s activities have evolved into development work, including small economic activity development, agriculture and natural resources and reproductive health programs. Responding to the crisis in Jijiga, CARE is tankering water to local and refugee communities, and will launch an emergency food distribution of 360 tons of maize over three months, starting the week of April 24. An estimated 20,000 people will benefit from the program. CARE also works in hard-hit Borana Zone and East and West Haraghe, providing food, water, employment generation and other emergency services.”

      For Donations:

      https://ssl.charityweb.net/care/

      (on-line donations can be earmarked for Ethiopia)

      or by phone :

      1-800-521-CARE ext. 999

      Outside the U.S., call 404-681-2552

      For More Information :

      http://www.care.org/

      For general information you may call 1-800-422-7385 Monday - Friday 8:30 a.m. to 6:00 p.m

      Save the Children

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to a press release on April 5, Save the Children joined with Oxfam in calling international attention to the deteriorating conditions in Ethiopia. Their web site states that their activities in Ethiopia include “operating relief efforts primarily in the Gode Zone region of southeastern Ethiopia, until now the hardest hit region. Save the Children has established a therapeutic feeding center at the local hospital where the agency has hired a nutritionist to oversee the program. Therapeutic feeding is recommended for any child under 70 percent of the standard weight for height. The number of children being admitted to the hospital to receive this feeding is double what was first expected. There is also a supplemental feeding center for malnourished children, helped by the recent emergency airlift of 30 metric tons of high protein biscuits by USAID”

      For Donations

      To contribute to the Ethiopia Famine Relief Appeal Fund visit website at www.savechildren.org/ethiopia or call 1-800-SAVETHECHILDREN.

      Or mail: Save the Children Ethiopia Famine Relief Appeal

      PO Box 975- E,

      Westport CT 06881

      You can specify that your donation is for relief efforts in Ethiopia. An acknowledgment will be sent for donations. “Contributions are tax deductible to the extent permitted by law.”

      For More Information

      Please refer to :

      http://www.savethechildren.org/

      press/pr00_ethiopia2.html

      World Food Program

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      The current work of the World Food Program in Ethiopia according to their web page includes “In January, WFP launched an emergency drought operation aimed at providing 2.3 million people with 250,000 metric tons of food aid for a period of nine months from April to December 2000. WFP also plans a program of supplementary school feeding which will target 145,000 school children per year in the worst affected areas of the country. This brings to 265,000, the number of children benefiting from the project” In addition WFP uses free school lunch programs to encourage parents to send their children to school, and combats urban poverty by providing food aid to migrants from the countryside to the towns and cities.

      For Donations

      please go to :

      http://www.wfp.org/

      hoa/help.htm

      Donations go to Famine Relief efforts in the general Horn of Africa region, and are tax deductible for US tax payers.

      For More Information

      please refer to :

      http://www.wfp.org/

      hoa/ethiopia.htm

      Christian Children Fund

      CSR/letter grade 79/A-

      Their web page informs readers that "CCF began providing famine relief support last year to children and their families in the rural Shashemene District where CCF projects are located. Now, the government is requesting additional emergency aid to avoid mass starvation among its already struggling people.

      CCF has procured additional maize for some projects and food distribution will begin shortly, but that is only a start at curbing this disaster. Your help is needed."

      For Donations:

      Please go to:

      https://secure7.nmpinc.com/cgi-bin/ccf/

      parseForm.pl?template=famine_donation.html

      To donate by phone call 1-800-776-6767

      or by mail

      Christian Children’s Fund

      2821 Emerywood Parkway

      PO Box 26484

      Richmond, VA 23261-6484

      For More Information:

      http://www.christianchildrensfund.org/

      emergency/famine.stm

      Food for the Hungry

      CSR/letter grade N/A

      According to their web site, the activities of Food for the Hungry in Ethiopia are summarized as follows "Food for the Hungry has worked in Ethiopia since 1984 and is implementing a $5 million emergency relief program to help more than one million people living in the Amhara and Oromo regions. “Our strategy is to focus most of our efforts on South Gondar where we have the logistical capacity to implement relief efforts,” said Stocker. “This is in line with the government’s desire to see agencies focus their relief efforts where they are already working,” he added. “We also will airlift food and medicine as needed to the most affected regions,” said Starks. “In many places there is no infrastructure for trucks to deliver food.” Food for the Hungry is an international relief and development agency of Christian motivation with programs in 30 countries. "

      For Donations:

      Call 1-800-2-HUNGER (1-800-248-6437)

      Or visit

      http://www.fh.org/

      _forms/donate.html

      Donations go to general Famine Relief in Africa

      For More Information

      please refer to

      http://www.fh.org/home.html

      Action Against Hunger

      Action Against Hunger (AAH) has apparently been active in Ethiopia, particularly in the Ogaden region, since 1985. According to their web page, AAH was the only international organization active in Kebri Dehar when the drought was declared a national emergency. So far they have provided water for around 30,000 people. Their activity report summarizes their activities in the Korahai zone of the Ogaden which include: therapeutic and supplementary feeding programs, measles vaccination, seeds distribution and animal health.

      For Donations:

      www.aah-usa.org/donationsonline.html For on-line donations.

      Donations are also taken by fax, telephone or mail, refer to http://www.aah-usa.org/howtohelp.html

      All contributions are tax-deductible.

      For More Information: http://www.aah-usa.org/

      or contact Anna Kar at anna@aah-usa.org

      Action Against Hunger

      875 Ave. of the Americas

      Suite 1905

      New York, NY 10001

      (212) 967-7800

      InterAction

      InterAction, is a coalition of over 160 US-based private relief, development and refugee assistance agencies who have agreed to abide by a set of standards to for accountability, professional competence, and quality of service. Some of the organizations listed in our summary are members of InterAction. Their web site provides a list of the member organizations that are active in famine relief in Ethiopia, as well as a summary of their activities.

      For Donations:

      Donations are given directly to one of the member organizations. Please refer to the InterAction web site for the list at http://www.interaction.org/ethiopia/index.html

      For Information: http://www.interaction.org/ethiopia/index.html
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      As the saying goes, hamsa lomi le-and sew shekim, le hamsa sew geT naw. Interested in lightening up our load and submitting an article for us to consider for publication? Well, here are our guidelines.

      
        	CRITERIA: We publish articles that do one, some or all of the following: aggravate, bewitch, comfort,distress, emblazon, fantasize, galvanize, humble, inspire, jape, kindle, linger, marvel, nurture, oblige, provoke, quarry,rejuvenate, stimulate, tantalize, uplift, vex, whine… In short, we publish articles that we love.

        	LANGUAGE: In English or Amharic.

        	DEADLINE: You will NOT be penalized for timely submission of articles. If, like most of us, you need tohear the crack of SELEDA Dominatrix’s whip before you click the “send” button on your computer screen, submit your article on or before the 15th of the month.

        	FORMAT:

        	Length: We have no word or page length requirements. If we feel it’s too short, we’ll ask you to expandappropriate sections; if it’s too long, we will ask you to cut the CHoma (aren’t we nice?) and/or we will doit for you. The earlier you submit your article, the more diplomatic we will be with our editorial comments.

        	Document File: Send your article as an HTML, Word, Star Office or WordPerfect document.

        	Amharic Software: If you wish to submit an article in Amharic, it should be in graphics format (preferably"jpg.").

        	RIGHTS:

        	Terms of Publication: We reserve the right to accept or reject any article submitted to SELEDA forpublication consideration. Unless we plan to include your article in forthcoming issues, you will receive an e-mailnotification from us by the 5th of the month.

        	Media: We reserve the right to publish your article in SELEDA, the monthly e-zine. We also reserve theright to include your article in other media including SELEDA books, anthologies, audio and videotapes and CD ROMs.

        	Payment: We do not pay for articles submitted to SELEDA.

        	SUBMISSION ADDRESS: Please send your submission by e-mail to editors@seleda.com

      

      THEMES FOR UPCOMING ISSUES

      September 2000 The Diaspora/Exile Issue

      October 2000 The Education Issue

      November 2000 The Cities Issue

      December 2000 The Humor Issue

      January 2001 The Travel Issue

      ART WORK SUBMISSION

      Hey, Ethiopian Caricaturists, Cartoonists, Designers, Engravers, Graphic Artists, Illustrators, Multi-Media Artists,Painters and Photographers out there. We know you are hiding. Stop being ye-gan mebrat and submit your artwork to SELEDA’S forthcoming editions. We need your participation in the following sections (1-3).

      
        	COVER ART COMPETITION: Please review the themes listed above and submit artwork that you feel illustrates a theme selected for the given month. We are looking for artwork that is provocative, humorous, irreverent, radiant, whimsical, ironic, and exquisite (and devious once in a while). We frown on artwork submissions if they are too literal. We will select one piece for the monthly cover and include submissions that were not selected in the Cover ArtCompetition Page.

        	ARTWORK FOR ARTICLES: Please send in cartoons, design elements and illustrations to illustrate some of the regular SELEDA columns (eg. Bawza, Chilot, Do the Right Thing, Hamsa Lomi…, My Story, 30 Questions, Jebdu, Seleda Profile, Backpage, Top Ten, Work Log).

        	CARTOONS & ILLUSTRATIONS: If enough of you cartoonists, caricaturists and illustrators submit your artwork, we would like to start a Humor Page in forthcoming editions of SELEDA. Please review the themes listed above and submit artwork that illustrates the theme of the month.

        	DEADLINE: Please send in your submissions by the 15th of the month.

        	RIGHTS:

        	Terms of Publication: We reserve the right to accept or reject any artwork submitted to SELEDA forpublication consideration. Unless we plan to include your artwork in forthcoming issues, you will receive an e-mailnotification from us by the 5th of the month.

        	Media: We reserve the right to include your artwork in SELEDA, the monthly e-zine. We also reserve theright to include your artwork in other media including SELEDA books, anthologies, audio and videotapes, and CD ROMs.

        	Payment: We do not pay for artwork submitted to SELEDA.

        	FORMAT: Artwork should be in graphics format. Gif & jpg are preferable.

        	SUBMISSION ADDRESS: Please send your submission by e-mail to editors@seleda.com

      

      Backpage
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      Dear SELEDA,

      I respectfully submit the following resume for posting on your online magazine. I’ve just completed my MBA from Upper West Hollywood Correspondence College of Business and Homeopathic Medicine. I’m currently seeking an upper management position in a firm involved in the importation of third world labor. I have had extensive experience in the business world and I’ve been in the forefront on issues involving sexual harassment, work place incompetence and other disciplinary matters during my tenure in a number of companies as a database programmer. Having had to defend myself from a number of disciplinary charges, I’ve become greatly sensitized to the difficult task management faces from today’s empowered worker. Being from a third world country, I also posses special insight that would be of great use to companies interested in importing skilled but meek workers.

      See attached resume for a more detailed description of my work and academic qualifications. Note: I am willing to start right away, but I have to get a few prior and long-standing commitments out of the way, so please don’t call me during the following days…

      July 3-6:

      ‘Networking and Recruiting’ retreat in Toronto

      July 10-19:

      Scheduled to be in court: divorce proceedings

      July 21-26:

      Scheduled to be in court: DUI hearing

      July 28

      Paternity test—DC General Hospital

      August 8

      Lideta

      August 28:

      Giorgis

      September 7:

      Paternity Test: St. Joseph Hospital, Virginia

      September 14:

      Alimony hearing

      September 15:

      Palimony hearing

      September 20:

      Pending: my 6th wedding day

      Sincerely

      Siraw Belete

      32 Mess el Chet Drive, Chevy Chase, MD 20815

      sbelete@seleda.com

      Siraw Belete

      Objective

      To conduct a 20-year study on the art of under-performance at work. Willing to be subject of the study.

      Experience

      1995 to present Kisa Ra Computer Services, Inc. Broke Town, WA

      Junior Database Programmer

      
        	Recognized by Guinness Book of World Records as First Employee Officially Overpaid Not to Work

        	Credited with solving paradox of having declining qualifications while commanding more pay

      

      1994–1995 Eye Firja Chin Computer Industries Angstville, IN

      Senior Database Programmer

      
        	Was single-handedly responsible for the revision of sexual harassment policies

        	Won Valued Union Member award after winning five lawsuits against managers for job termination threats.

      

      1993-1994 Beau Zene Software Bozeman, MT

      Software Design Trainee

      
        	Co-Wrote “501 Ways to misspell html”

        	Designed several adult entertainment web sites, including Abonesh Does Addis .com

      

      1992: Oct 7, 9-9:59 a.m. Sin F. Naa, Ltd. Idle, NH

      Token Minority

      
        	Demonstrated excellent verbal ability when confronted with upper management …challenges

        	Proved company’s computer hardware not so hard when chucked from the 54th floor, therefore inspiring innovation

      

      1990-1991 Dibb IRT, & Daughters Two Mellons, TN

      Mail Room Manager

      
        	Responsible for filtering out porn material and upholding company’s new family values standards

        	Created and managed database of boss’ daughters’ ‘interactions’ with mailroom staff. Used it as leverage for excellent severance pay

      

      Education

      
        	1998–2000 Upper West Hollywood Correspondence College of Business and Homeopathic Medicine Oneonta, NY

        	MBA (Majored in Bovine Astrology, Certificate Program)

        	Graduated. Really. I really did.

        	1984 –1991 Las Vegas School of Dude Ranch Management and Computer Science Las Vegas New Mexico

        	B.Sc. Computer Science. Minor Brothelogy

      

      Interests

      In order of importance:

      
        	biweekly mid-day massages

        	international beer fests

        	spectator sports, especially female mud wrestling

        	mentally writing my books (The Idiot’s Guide to Working Less for More Pay; 101 Pick-up Lines for When You Are at the Company Shindig; and A Comprehensive List of the Best Sexual Harassment Lawyers);

        	helping others balance their pre-lunch and post lunch naps

      

      Community

      Work and

      Achievements

      
        	The “Free Needle” program in DC.

        	Chief writer of manuals for Alcoholics Anonymous, Gamblers Anonymous, and Children of Sober Parents

        	Voted “Best Parolee of the Year” three years in a row by the Parole Officers

      

      Refe rences

      
        	Ms. Jill Ann Fo: The Pink Pony Dancerteria

        	Ms. Nora Kebi: Starbucks

        	The chick from Star Treck (well, her lawyer, actually)
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      Note from the Editors

      Yes, we are back and not a moment too soon. It’s never a safe thing to have a bunch of listless editors with gandila-size egos lounging around drumming their manicured fingers in dbrt. Something’s bound to detonate.

      Ahh, September. The loveliest of months. The pre-New Year excitement brings so many memories of home… the smell of burnt koba on buhè bread; the strutting around awra godanas in ye-kt libss; the rumblings of tanks down Abiot Adebabai; witnessing the adhari –esque dodgings of the Meskerem Hulet s’lf evaders… Them were the days, folks, them were the days.

      Inkuwan aderesen, SELEDAwian!

      Geez, were those two months that just zipped by us…?? It just seemed like yesterday that we were impolitely mabser-ing to you the news about our now infamous double issue. And, God bless you, all of you, who did not exert the considerable effort it takes to sit down and prophetically write us poison pen notes about how our souls will burn in F’loha, how our children will end up in Lyceé (sebhat le ab!), how this, how that…

      Good thing we are not the tolo tolo kur’rf bie types.

      We are back, some of us even in one piece, and have hunkered down for a new series of SELEDA. (And depending on how long your furlough from Ammanuel Hospital is, that can be good news.) We missed being here.

      It is the Diaspora/Life in Exile issue, which means one thing around SELEDA: upper management is furtively trying to get in touch with the Motherland. (Or, in their own words, they are feeling… “splendidly Ethiopian-ish”.)

      It’s like watching a train wreck, ladies and gentlemen: you know you shouldn’t watch, you know you should intervene, but the “ka-boom!” of listening to cell phone conversations about whether “we” can move the Filseta Tsom a couple of days ahead so it won’t interfere with high protein diets, well… we live for those moments.

      Incidentally, you’d be amazed at what people can pick up idling away for two months in DC with people who use phrases like “Mn happen areGe?” without a trace of irony. And for upper management people, who have propensities to be influenced by the latest sneeze, it has been a summer of playing eQa eQa with that 18th Street posse which subscribes to the “Let’s do the be-one-with-our-ancestors-and-look-fabulous thing” school of thought.

      Addis qess ke-PaPPas yibisal indaylu…

      Fine. What do we care? What our bosses do on their days off would, of course, be none of our business, except that their infatuation des jours always end up affecting the rest of our peaceful lives. As in our cafeteria now has to serve the staff’s favorite Salsa Verde and Green Tomatillo Dip with TiQur aflegNa injera.

      You see why we are so testy all the time?

      We are nobody to point out that the path to re-Ethiopianization is indeed a korokonch-y one, so we’ve decided to step aside and wait out this muse until they realize a little too late what “meTor”-ing someone does not entail.

      Ere zimmmm new.

      But we digress…

      Welcome to the September issue!

      First off, we are grateful to the few, the brave, the “hg yelem wei?” readers who were unlucky enough to be caught by the galling SELEDA radar. Promptly, they received our “esti nu, Tega belu” email/apocalyptic guilt trip/deplorable blackmail message inviting them to be contributors.

      Promptly, some of them secured high-powered New York negere Fejs to shake us off. Promptly, some of them put their Qalichas on retainer to ward us off. Promptly, some of them sought asylum at Kerchelaé.

      But man, those who jumped on board…Talk about weaving ye Qal haregs. Our heartfelt gratitude to the brilliant SELEDA mehabere seb, our readers-turned-contributors, for rallying around us. And were it not for the new company policy forbidding us from selling our SELEDA pre-IPO stocks at hibret suq prices… Etaytay timut!

      The pulse of the Diaspora, it seems, is a-racing as we, its members, try to define our roles in two places: where we live now and where a part of our soul still remains. We have tried to bring you a glimpse of some aspects of life outside the land where our mothers buried our itibts. It is certainly not an exhaustive look, and it is a subject we hope to come back and visit often. We hope you enjoy.

      So, what’s semi new at SELEDA?

      First off, you will notice, thank you very much, the spiffy art work on the cover page kindly volunteered and designed and re-designed, and re-re-designed by a preternaturally patient Assegid Gessesse, a reader who took up the Inat SELEDA T’ri for Ethiopian artists to help us in the creative department. Our deepest thanks to our new best friend and we hope he will serve as an inspiration to those of you who have set up gojos in the cyber closet.

      As you read this we are working on the “Education” issue for October and the “Cities” issue for November. Dig deep into your memory vault… yep, in those long-forgotten folds of your cranium are stories that need to be told, so tell 'em! Vent, people, vent! As is the SELEDA war song: “We are cheaper than your shrink, and feel slightly better than Electro-shock therapy.”

      Other than that, all remains well around here. As always, we look forward to hearing from you about the articles you’ve read and your thoughts on how we can get the Webster’s people to add “SELEDAfication” and “SELEDAfy” to their New Words in 2001 list. (While we’re at it, let’s also look into what our own mezgebe Qalat can do about making somethin’ out of SELEDAma."

      To a most peaceful and productive year…

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      The Mail

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Why, we often ask ourselves, can’t we be more like SELEDA readers? You know, the types who induce robust "indya new lij malet!"s from a group of parents at family gatherings. The overachieving types who have the same permanent wez of erudition plastered to their faces. “Asnaqe… come here and say something smart for your aunts and uncles.”… The types we used to beat up on in high school who now run companies that run companies. And if they look underneath their feet… hmm, and that gummy thing 'neath their Bally loafers… why, that would be our self-esteems.

      Yarba Qen idil!

      The July/August issue gathered some of the best members of the “Yetemaru, miraQachewin yewaTu” Legislative Body.

      To wit, A. M. from Atlanta on the wildly popular A Kiss Without a Hug: “…[It is] obvious that there is a new generation in the ideological halls of power in the Ethiopian Diaspora. “It is the economy, stupid” has never rung truer. Marginalizing the volatile nature of Ethiopian politics will be this generation’s (we in our 20’s and 30’s) footprints. Go, ET BuBu’s! A kiss is still a kiss. Hugs are optional not necessary…Thank you SELEDA and the author for a great piece.”

      Finally, something SELEDA is good at: marginalizing stuff and not hugging anyone we venture out to kiss! We knew skipping out on school and frequenting Nefas Slk zgubgNs would not necessary pre-dispose us to being the kiss awlaqi and/or maj’rat mechis Teacher Kassa said we would be. So… ha!

      Andualem Beshah, who we will swear belongs to the same Alpha Awaqi Phi fraternity as A.M., had this assessment: “Vive Le Revanche! eh? My “kiss” comes via your “Kiss Without a Hug” article. My compliments to the author on a topic well thought out. May I candidly observe, albeit in terms less kindly couched than the author, that those precedent to “us”, who indulged the orgiastic populism borne of the unmitigated exposure to the late, unlamented Marxism proved naiveté fatal beyond any reason to relive it, or worse to foist it on a people who could ill afford such luxuries yet a second time. Aspiration to such doubtful distinction promises to be the ultimate Judas kiss to a people we profess to “love”. I have a suggestion for both “them” and “us” (Westerners and near-Westerners) who come up with these ridiculous little confidence games (remember Lenin was German payback for centuries of humiliating defeat at the hands of Russian Czars courtesy of German Intelligence): they run on venerable institutions and a better deserving people. Enough! From now on we, meaning “educated” Ethiopians, should only entertain ideas from the West if the West is first willing to use itself as a laboratory. Had we done that in the old days, I guarantee you “land reform” would have disappeared from the laundry list of things the Americans and Brits were fiddling with while the Ethiopian Empire was burning in 1974…”

      Yikes and yewozer! Ok, while we’re certainly down with the same “Die commie scum!” rah- rah- siss- boom- bah, maybe it is the maj’rat mechi in us that makes us kinda light up when we hear “land reform”. As in, for revenge against the Brits we storm our troops into Sandford School and bark, “Ok, you queen-loving windbags, we’re razing down this eye sore. Move it or lose it, and take those damn hockey sticks with you, ferchrissake! Hmm, which hole is the men’s bathroom?” Think about it, Andy. Condos in Qebenna. Let’s you and us talk.

      But then again there are some people hell bent on spoiling the fun. “Isn’t [this article] advocating the creation of a whole new autocracy even as it claims to be based on meritocracy,” asks our friend Meseret. “Aren’t we relegating the ‘unwashed masses’ to second class, Reagan-type trickle down economics?”

      Errr, we dunno, Mesi, and not because we don’t want to know either. Rather, and how terribly embarrassing is this, we don’t have a single unwashed masses person in our Rolodexes. Our bad.

      (Note to selves: get unwashed masses’ cell phone number ASAP and invite them to the SELEDA “Fall in Vermont” cocktail party.)

      Moving on to other less contentious subjects…

      Ambessaw (pronounced ‘An-ve-siyaw’ for the newly SELEDifyed) had this to say about Money Honey : “I know you have heard this a million times but here goes one more time: your magazine is the best thing since sliced and rolled injera. I’d also like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to all those Ethiopian-Americans who are faithfully serving in all four branches of the United States Armed Forces.” (Uh? ET Marines? Rrrrrrrrr!) “Those of us who are in the profession of arms and are currently serving in different corners of this nation and the world can’t tell you how much your magazine means to us. Now, having said that, I’d like to comment on Ye SELEDA Shenkorit’s article which I read with great interest. Does she honestly believe that once she saves enough money to support four people is the right time to get married? She further tries to bring our attention to the dismal record of marriage in the US. Well, how about looking at the other side of the coin and look at how our parents’ generation…[who] found love first and, inspired by it, went on to diligently build a better life for themselves and their children? (Values, my dear, family values…a term that the Republicans might have overused and made unattractive, but that is what it all comes down to.) I agree with most of what Shenkorit had to say, but it would be sad to see such a smart and I’m sure beautiful (she being Ethiopian) girl place all her hopes for a happy and lasting relationship in the stock market.”

      Pat Buchannan? Is that you again? Ehem. Seriously, Anb (may we be so familiar?), we keep tellin’ these women, we mean girls, “Don’t wait until Cisco splits again to dive into the tidar pool” Do they listen to us? Naa. By the way, most staff members here have had longer and more meaningful relationships with the stock market than with a human being, but, you know, it’s a freak show around here. But to the real qum neger…are you really an Army/Navy fella? Atten-hun! (Rrrrrrrrrrrr!)

      Eshi. Esti sine s’rat.

      “Congrats on your last issue,” says Samson Mulugeta. “I can’t believe you guys keep topping yourself. Just to take one example, your profile of Marcus Samuelsson, was really well done, funny and you asked some really thought provoking questions. You guys put us “real” journalists to shame. Are you sure you’re not going to journalism school at night or something?”

      Thank you, Sammy, but since we failed our last night class, “Do real journalists have shame?” we’ve gone back to taking knitting classes. … Wait, that’s no way to take a compliment! Misgana-bissoch! Thank you, lijay.

      We tell you, you can take the people out of the zgubgN , but you can’t take the…

      On Thirty Questions, our one-on-one with whiz kid Yosef Kibur, Iskender Tezera from Boston drops this dub’ida on us: “I hate to break this to you, but Simon Fraser University is not in Toronto. Maybe, it is time to add a fact checker/research dude on your staff. Of course, you can always print/post corrections.”

      Now why do we get a feeling that Iskyew didn’t really hate pointing that out to us? We stand corrected. Simon Fraser is in… where the hell is Simon Fraser University? Inday…AmTulgN eko! You see? One degree north of Maytiko Adebabi and we are all like, duh. … But, Ere qoi! A fact checking person?? T’!Ante demo! What about the shiftless, “I-can’t-work-80-hours-a-week-for-five-cents-an-hour-which-BTW-is-NOT-the-minimum-wage” SELEDA interns? Mn sertew yideru? You want us to take rolled and sliced injera from their mouths? Abet g’f!

      Dr. Segenet Kelemu, on the other hand, had other tichits in mind. After kindly pointing out that she enjoys reading some of our articles, she followed up with this nugget: “…However, I have a suggestion. It sounds to me that many of the contributors are from privileged backgrounds by Ethiopian standards. While they have interesting stories to tell, it gives the impression that they have had a huge jump-start in life to reach where they are now. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but I would like to hear real success stories from scratch, where people came from dirt poor backgrounds in Ethiopia and made it big through simple hard-work, tenacity and determination.”

      Since we have acutely verbose tendencies, we might have not made this point clear. So, here goes… Who your daddy is and where he got his last Ph.D has never been a prerequisite for submitting stories and ideas to SELEDA. Never. In fact, we have always pleaded with our diverse audience to participate. We still do. But it just might be that the people who have attained “real” success are not as sira aT lq affs as we had hoped. So, all y’all, one last time, speak! If you don’t, you forfeit the right to criticize and we will keep regaling you with “How I handled going to Soderé in a Volkswagen while mummy’s Volvo was in the shop” stories.

      (Eeeeewww, a Vols! Now tell us that is not a hardship story.)

      Speaking of us being verbose, here comes Girum T. carrying with him this admonition snQ. “…your articles are insanely stretched out, wordy – a little too long. I’m certainly not complaining or contesting the quality of your work. Instead, I seek to strengthen “SELEDA” and open up this site to a larger and more ordinary group. Yes, I said “ordinary,” average people whom you seem to be overshadowing. I understand this is for the “educated” and “professional,” but let’s not forget a large percentage of our people are average people who physically toil to give their children better opportunities. In “short,” I am saying that the articles are, on the average, too lengthy to keep one’s full attention. By decreasing the length of your articles, I strongly believe you will attract more [readers].”

      OK. We’re officially confused. “Ordinary” people have less of an attention span than the rest of us, er, extraordinary people? Because, you know, blink twice and phim! that was our attention span flying out the window. Which we think makes us… hello and good night Nelly! …one of the ordinaries. Damn that Teacher Kassa!

      Ok, who are we kidding? SELEDA is not for everyone. There, we said it! It is not for the “Why do you have to (whine… whine… whine) use all of those hard Amharic words? I’ve been here ten years and (whiny… whiny… whiny) I can’t understand them…(waa…waa…waa… whinnnnnnnneeeeeee…” agul ferenjie weenies. It is also not for the verbally constipated “Can’t you write for people at the eighth grade level because I only read at that level because I went to St. Joseph and ziz and zat…I am beQa allergic to the dictionary… ziz and zat and ze other…” crowd. Neither is it for the “Is it more than one paragraph? Oooohhh…. Ooohhh. No… get it away from me! It will hurt me!” clique. So, who does that leave? Hmmm. A whole damn lot, that’s who! Irrespective of our backgrounds and ordinariness and average-ness, there are a whole lot of us who have stories to tell, pains to heal and laughter to share. Mediocrity, even the mere tolerance of it, and uninspired conjectures are the only sins we will hold against you. Otherwise, everyone is welcome.

      (They pause to gasp for air.)

      And… and… and… SELEDA cannot be the one magazine that serves the whole Diaspora. And we certainly understand (and are grateful) that it does not appeal to everyone. (It barely appeals to us.) It is a small l’il 'zine that a few yeleyelachews churn out (for free) between parole officer appointments and attending several 12-step programs. The greater issue is that we need other 'zines to fill the different niches since this crew is in no way apologetic for not being everything to everybody.

      (Hmmm. Was that an insanely long reply? Fine, Girum. You’ve made your point.)

      Oki, dockey, Smokey, we think we’re just about done starting a class war here. What’s next…?

      “I love the articles in your newsletter,” writes Beth A. “But I think the style is too Americanized. So is the humor…But I hope you take this as positive comment…”

      Now, we know we’ve enjoyed the occasional backhanded compliment in the past, but even the worst alem yaweqew masochist among us is having a problem taking that as a positive comment. Ouch, ouch, ouchy-doody.

      Mad props and ifoyee temesgenn to Hyiwot Teshome, however, for whispering sweet nothings into our ears. “I have fallen in love with your humor (most Ethiopians would call it “Yeferenj Qeld”, with demurral), but I do love it. I also like the smattering of Amharic words and phrases in your writings. They do enliven the stories. I have always said Amharic is the best language to succinctly convey your message. Shakespeare kefelege yiksesegN…”

      Ere min abatu QorTot, ya menaTi! A few "hath"s and "ye"s and "yonder"s does not a literati make. But Hiywot breathing hiwet into us… now that is poetry. Er, you wouldn’t happen to be a Navy/Army fella there, wouldya? Call us.

      It pains us to see that some of our readers don’t really ye-iwnet read SELEDA, because we keep getting letters like Melaku Zewdie’s. " I was wondering if you could give me some information such as to where SELEDA originates from, who the editors are, and how you get your articles."

      Another M.Z.,(ahhh, they are a different breed from you and us, people) this time a Marta Zewdeneh asks, “How do I get in touch with the editors?”

      This after all the work we put into outing ourselves. Eh! Ehhh! Minew Mele! Inde ahiya siga Tal Tal? But since you asked so nicely, we’ll make an exception and invite you to our next editorial meeting. At high noon on the first Monday of the full moon, come to the third pasti bet behind Mazegaja. You will see a red door. Go in. Go past our new friends, the unwashed masses. (Say hi to them, they like that.) Hang a left, and there we’ll be. And, Mele… er, bring cash.

      As to how to get in touch with us, well, we are not always the sharpest bowling ball in the alley, but we’re going to go ahead and throw this out there… try writing to us at the same address, Marta… unless you meant “how do I touch the editors?” in which case, … heh… heh… heh… heh…

      “What is this page??*!! Why is this page having to very pretendness![sic] Why? It is very diappoinment.[sic] Yours truly, Yirgalem. Dallas.”

      Yirgu, beQa, beQa yiQr. Na esti agsa…(pat, pat) beQa… yihew… Qere! You know, with a little verb conjugation and the correct spelling of “pretendness”, that would have really hurt. As it is, we are grateful for small miracles. (Demo “yours truly”!!!)

      And finally, to bring us back to our senses, a kind word from someone who is someone.
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      Amen… amen… Igrot lie zeff! b’len, amen!

      With that barkot we say until next month. As always, we are grateful for your feedback even when it appears that we are not. You make us stronger (you and the left over steroids from years past), and we appreciate the time you take to write to us. You can reach us at editors@seleda.com or go to the comment box.

      Melkam addis amet lehulachin!

      Our Favorite Mail
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      Once in a while we get the kind of mail that makes us want to sing “Hoya Hoyé” in a tangy C Minor. But since our last rendition of “Bir-Ambar Sebrel’o” caused several tiliQ sews great consternation and “Tsebel iko yiredal” murmurs, we’ve opted to simply create a new column.

      Amare Abebe from Maryland sent us the following estimation a little while ago, and despite upper management’s ill-advised sèra to mafen the voices of the masses, we are honored and delighted to present to you why it is that we roll out of bed every morning and thank Qulibi Mikael for creating Maryland, USA.

      “GUSH TELLA”: A MODUS OPERANDI

      First and foremost, let me come out clean. True, I am certainly biased - min t’Honu? No need to take the fifth, I’d rather admit and confess to the fact that I wallow neck-deep amid the infatuation/love for the self examination and catharsis offered on this “impromptu” deliberation extended to the gossip-loving, nom de plum-using, erudite yilugnta, of our generation.

      Indeed, I immensely enjoy your cyber magazine (“Ours” lemalet dadagne but I fear usurping proprietorship and invoking your q’T yaTa wrath). Yet, honestly, for that simple self-serving purpose of identifying with “success,” I would love to do so. So,… permission or no permission… .

      Don’t take me for an apologist, yaw’m leNantè,. For I see the glaring truth of your narrow-by-choice, selfish, take-it-or-leave-it attitude, unconventional style, pompousness, wit, one of a kind Guramylé you spout relentlessly, sailing in the uncharted waters of the Abyssinian psyche. Highly addictive combo, and I luv it.

      My mission is to be in league with that pitiful moth :) Fortunately, I am not alone. Abo, Bereka beluNe yaseNale. Thus, the SOS you hear from us mortals, at least for a bi-monthly publication, if not more. Do you think we are being ungrateful? Well, yameTachihut TaTa new’na chalut.

      Here is my dilemma: I start by cracking my knuckles, placing my omnipresent coffee mug filled to the brim at a convenient spot, scrolling through the screen and clicking on seleda.com.

      I am looking at the contents to pick up on something that won’t be trying to my fragile nerves while tantalizing over the smorgasbord of the topics I know would unequivocally indulge my satiety. Where to start? Ayn Awaj?! Editorial, Mail, LDs…it is impressive to witness how much of your contributors are influenced by your literary style or is it the other way round! Boy, oh boy! Yours is undoubtedly the leader of the pack. Reading you is like participating in the 110m hurdles …run… jump… stumble… run …jump… stumble… run. Can’t we do the Indy 500 please?

      To each his own…so I consider my options: enrich my vocabulary, dictionary in hand? Ignore and skip the stumbling blocks? Or throw my hands up in the air, uufff eté! Yemin medreq new, and disconnect? Since you are the sole judges and jury, and no higher court to appeal to, mamelkecha fyda yelew’m.

      My solution: These guys/gals are uncompromising rascals (endearing)! Creating autonomy and federalism by high school groupies (private, public, boys, girls, co-ed) won’t cut it, that is if such a thing is ever conceivable in the first place. Therefore, I say, “If Mohamed…then mountain…Mohamed”.

      In “Phase One,” I convinced my gullible neurons to tune in for the learning process (which, at most, worked for only one issue). But then again, it gets frustrating and becomes quite a challenge. Imagine driving a fully-loaded cool Mercedes Benz with the CD playing Mozart Symphony #3…on the streets of Adu Genet, shifting gears every 10 meters for people, animals and pot holes, not necessarily in that order.

      Then I switched to “Phase Two” and employed my second strategy: doing the hop-step-jump. What was that? Am I totally losing it? I am almost through reading an article but I did not grasp anything at all. What message? Is there some f’ ré neger to be grasped? You tell me! Then it hit me hard, this is a rip-off of my time (consider a lawsuit). Rrrrrrr! I give up! Where is the (even the mouse is rebellious) cursor. Then, it went blank, silence settled in and peace, at last.

      Unfortunately, I suddenly started to shake, sweating and yawning. Gosh! Am I going through withdrawal? Who would have thought it could be so? The lattés of the entire Starbucks universe couldn’t quell the suppressed rumbling of my volcanic urge requesting for more Se…Se… Sel… SELEDA. Doctor in the house?

      Choice? What choice? The last I heard “Targa” is still a floating idea and brainchild of some upstart dreamer of a would-be cyber magazine guru. Finally, in reconciliation, I came to terms with myself. When in Rome…Romans. In this brief moment of ingenuity, I discovered my niche. This was a philosophically barren and principally reneged mother of all compromises: Ij mesTet. I dug into our millennia-old Abyssinian wisdom and socio-cultural korojofor remedy while performing the ubiquitous ritual of nefro le-adbarwa, eTan le-Qolew.

      Bingo! The solution is “Gush Tela” (GT), which is the crux of the modus operandi I stumbled upon. Eureka! It’s like this: you sit and wait for Weizero Amakelech to appear with her full manQorqoria to pour that Tm qoraCHun GT into your Tasa. Sebhat Le Ab… Mamateb… take a sip and immediately perform the entf-entf part to discard the atela.

      With this insight in hand, I made my way to my command center to sit in front of the screen to read my favorite SELEDA, facing eye-to-eye what I consider a necessary evil. Here I come, darlingé. Tears well up in my eyes when I read the piece by Jorga; Lisane’s article gives me this searing pain in my chest; my heart overflows with pride to read Sista Tirseet preach; I laugh with and get amused by the witticism of the editorial… Sintu tenegro.

      It is also a strong testament of the brain drain, and somewhat tangentially most telling of the positive things that we bring to weave the multicultural tapestry of life in the Diaspora.

      Since starting this approach, reading SELEDA for me has become an Ethio-centeric ritual… not unlike savoring my 10 cents worth of GT. I now have perfected the ritual to the nth degree, and believe you me, it works! Mariamn! I find it spiritually uplifting, helping bridge the existing chasm to the realization of conectedness through shared vernacular, story telling and experience exchange; providing an outlet to appease my unaccounted self, which is the taboo “I” (? narcissistic), and come out of the perpetual sost shee zemen closet to the most feared public scrutiny.

      The Abyssinian nemesis, which is equivalent to standing naked be -adebabai, reminds me of the exchange regarding the use of names in articles appearing on this page. All these and more, where else but at SELEDA!

      Te’law baleMoya YeTeneSesew! Egiziabher yaqoyachiu. Ye-Qulibiw Mikael yiTebiqachihu.

      Amare Abebe

      Maryland

      (Disclaimer: I’m neither from SJS nor on the payroll of anyone from SJS, but seferé Qidus Yosef timihirt bét jerba new.)

      ~…~

      From Marsabet to teh Mid-West
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      From Marsabet to the Mid-West

      by: Montu

      It all started around 7:00 p.m. I was in Marsabet, Kenya, 10 km from Ethiopia/Somalia border. Hawa rushed into the chiqa buna bet and handed me a radio message from Addis Ababa.

      In the evenings we used to cross the border to enjoy the electricity and the cozy atmosphere of this small business town. I would have my 2 bottled Kenyan beers and she, being a Somali, got her tea. Here we would unwind from the stress of a hard day’s work in the sizzling Ogaden heat. Beautiful town. Beautiful girl.

      Hawa was born and raised in Kebri Beyah, Hararge. She received her degree in Mogadishu University and later her Masters at the University of Baghdad in Iraq in Arabic literature. She considers herself more Somali than Ethiopian. She is an extremely kind, eloquent and intelligent lady.

      Crossing the border into Kenya was not a problem for us. The young border patrols and Gumruk officials on the three sides of the river Dawa were our buddies. On the Ethiopian side, most of them were Merkato and Kazanchis dudes. I can relate to them. My job was to coordinate and provide basic assistance (food, medicine and water) to elderly, women and children refugees. A very demanding and exhausting work but it was extremely fulfilling. My life had purpose then. I saw the changes I made in people lives.

      There were plenty of distraction and extra activities that made desert life interesting. We used to help city boys flee the Derg and cross the border to Kenya without too many hassles from our Teref Tebaqi buddies. Once, I was in the CHat smuggling business, making tons of money until I was issued a warning from the head office in Addis. I could easily have been a major player in the flourishing arms, cattle, and buna smuggling business and probably could have retired on one of the beautiful Indian Ocean islands now. The potential to make quick, big bucks was endless.

      Life was like an action packed Hollywood movie. Besides the deaths we witnessed everyday in refugee camps, the physical harm/death we exposed ourselves to amazes me today. The worst and often occurring was trying to break a fight over some local bar girls (She’les) between my Hamsa and Meto Aleqa buddies. Unintentionally walking into a pride of Ogaden Lions or crossing the path of an adolescent lone bull elephant who lost a fight over a cow (this sucker destroys everything in its path) can be fatal. Scorpion/ebab bites were very common. We were also warned to avoid hyenas during their mating season.

      Once I nearly faced a firing squad over an ideological contradiction with a local idealistic, ignorant, elementary school dropout shifta bandleader. To this trigger happy gangster, an AK-47, was the ultimate solution to all problems. You also had to worry about crossing the paths of well-known contraband gangs.

      I had virtually stopped thinking about my future and was living day to day, consumed and absorbed by the action packed life of the Ogaden. I grew up in Addis but hated to go back there, not because I missed the desert life, but because my girl (the most beautiful girl God had created at the time) dumped me for a Dubai negade. We were together since 9th grade.

      The radio message Hawa handed that evening read simply, “Come back to Addis in three days. You’re going to Amerika”.

      I never really wanted to come to Amerika except for the times I missed my old Sainjo buddies. Life as I knew it then was good to me except my breakup with that sweet thing in Addis. My border buddies were happy for me that I was going to the ‘sew beleaw ager and Marsabet instantly turned into an African fiesta, Brazilian style. Kenyans, Somalis and Habesh or Itoobiyans (as they call us) were shakin’ and bakin’ it together.

      Hawa was devastated.

      I came to Addis to pack my Qibé, beso and dirqosh for my trip to the ultimate destination of human migration. The final docking point of the many younguns that Hawa and I helped find their way to Kenyan refugee camps.

      Rumor must have spread that I was to leave for the US. Sweet Thing called me. We spent my last days running my errands, passport, visa, foreign currency exchange … etc. I failed to balance my time between my family and her.

      The evening before my departure, she handed me a small box. Inside the box were two rings and a small note. As much as I wanted to take the ring and place it on her beautiful finger, I only took the note and left the ring. She just said, “I understand. Hawa?” Silence. She continued. “I know all about her the good deeds you two were doing in the south. Tiwedataleh?” I nodded yes but didn’t have the guts to add, “Not as much as I love you”. Boy do I regret not saying that to this very day! She told me that she had broken up with the Dubai negade three months ago and has been trying to reach me until she learned about Hawa and so kept her distance. We promised to keep in touch.

      With too much on my mind and new life in the “Promised Land” ahead of me, I boarded the plane.

      I was warned about the dangers my people faced in foreign lands. The dangers of riding the escalator and about not raising my arms whenever I saw building security officers (the Fitesha syndrome). But nada about ye’ferenj kiremt.

      My first blatant encounter with racism was when German immigration officers took all the foreigners from our plane to their hotel and left about fifteen of us at the terminal. The worst was when two hours later, a lady from Ethiopian Airlines showed up, singled out all the Eritreans and took them to the hotel. We seven miskin Abeshas spent the night on a dereq wenber. We pleaded with the woman from the airlines to leave five of us and to at least take the two azawint to a hotel. It was a futile attempt.

      Next morning I flew to New York.

      Customs/INS Officer: “Sir, Last name first, first name last?”

      Fisseha: “Who, When, What?”

      Customs/INS Officer: “Your passport doesn’t show your DOB”

      Fisseha: “Bob? Who is Bob?”

      Customs/INS Officer: What is the nature of your business?

      Fisseha: Student (at least I got that one right).

      After losing my luggage and myself at New York La Guardia airport and missing two flights to my final destination, I finally made it to my mid west college town. Igziyo birdu!!!

      There was nobody to pick me from the airport. I didn’t know how to catch a bus or taxi. Even if I wanted to, I was not sure if the spare change from the US $50 the Ethiopian government allowed me to exchange was enough. I was scared. I dared to step outside the terminal but it was too cold. I was hungry. Last time I swallowed something solid was a cold sandwich on the plane, which I thought was excellent cuisine.The headache from lack of sleep started to kick in.

      I was sitting on a chair trying to figure out how to go back to my widitu agere where I was seen as a human being. Nothing could be worse than this. Someone tapped me on my shoulders. I turned around and saw a sophisticated-looking Ethiopian lady in her 40’s handing me a coke and slice of pizza. She told me she’d been watching me and asked me where I was going. I couldn’t speak because tears of happiness were choking me. She told me she was there to pick her husband and attend a conference. She was a speaker on a forum. They dropped me at my advisor’s residence and loaned me $330.85.

      I am forever indebted to them. Wonderful Ethiopians. I definitely would have gone back to my Ogaden had they not crossed my path. With their guidance, support and friendship I excelled in my studies, secured my Doctorate and a good job in the Environmental industry.

      Surviving as the only Ethiopian and very few blacks within 100 miles of the University in the Mid-West was not an easy chore. The blatant racism, hunt for scholarships and jobs without a Green Card was frustrating. When I felt down, I took that note my pretty friend gave in Addis and read it.

      Joshua 1:7-9: Peace and Grace: 7 Be strong and very courageous. Obey all the laws Moses gave you. Do not turn away from them, and you will be successful in everything you do. 8 Study this Book of the Law continually. Meditate on it day and night so you may be sure to obey all that is written in it. Only then will you succeed. 9 I command you be strong and courageous! Do not be afraid or discouraged. For the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.

      Five years ago I received an invitation from Hawa to fly to Geneva. She introduced me to her two beautiful children, a daughter and a son. To my surprise her son’s nickname was the name she used to call me back in the Ogaden, Fishaa. She is a consultant for the UNICEF. Together we performed a noble deed that I’m proud of 'tll this day. I sponsored a 4-year-old orphan Somali girl and she a 7-year-old Ethiopian boy through one of the reputed children relief organizations she consults. They are the children we were not meant to have.

      Last year, I went back home after 14 years. You need you not ask whom I visited the next day. I will not say much but my heart was broken when I saw her. She had gone through so much. Throughout our correspondence she never mentioned that she had problems. She was always encouraging me and that I’ll make it. Damn Ethiopian pride! I could have helped. I bought her a small suq. I doubt if I could have made it through had I not had the short inspirational quote from the Good Book that she gave me that memorable evening in Addis. This worn piece of paper has never nor will it ever leave my wallet.

      These days I’m really confused. I have a very comfortable life here in the ye-seleTenew alem. But I was a hundred times happier in the Ogaden bereha, where there was not even electricity. My life had meaning and purpose there. My heart would jump with joy when we saved a child from malaria or saw a parent’s expression when they saw their children eat nutritious foods. We received endless blessings when we pumped potable water.

      Today my life is boring with numbers. Tax, SSN, DOB, DL#, Check#, Account#, Street#, House#, 401K, stock, target objective, client satisfaction rating gelemele.

      I don’t think I can take it anymore.

      Renewing my Permanency
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      RENEWING MY PERMANENCY

      by Lillu (Zega Aydelehum) Tesfa

      It took me a while to realize that the 00 in the expiration date of my Permanent US Residency (a.k.a Green) Card actually meant 2000 and not zero-zero, as in “it will never expire.” So, shoot me. I was fresh out of school and too wrapped up in learning the fine art of padding my resume for university to ponder too deeply why they would put a non-expiring expiration date on my permanent residency card. Besides, I thought Permanent meant…well, PERMANENT, you know, as in FOREVER. Combine the 00 with Permanent and…anyway, I belabor the point.

      It all started with a dream. No, not the Martin Luther King kinda dream where “…all Jews, gentiles, Christians and Legal Immigrants (who pay their taxes fully and on time - mostly because they haven’t yet mastered the miracle of itemized deductions, who believe in buying Japanese cars made in Ohio, and who barbecue zilzil Tibs on the 4th of July) are treated equally…,” but one of those more-real-than-reality dreams where you wake up shaking and in a panic. In the dream, my green card has just expired and INS troopers are storming my apartment Elian Gonzales style, looking to forcibly eject me into the Atlantic, expecting me to swim all the way back home - no inner tube, no shark-fighting dolphins, no Cuban fishermen coming to my rescue…

      The first thing I did after I rubbed my eyes into focus (and checked my closet for an armed INS man) was to hunt up my green card. There it lay on my desk, held securely in place by a pencil cup in which I kept two minnie staff flags - both green-gold-red and embossed with the Lion of Judah. I picked it up, dusted it off and peered at the expiration date. It read: 08-10-00. I looked at my wall calendar: Friday, August 4, 2000 - can I have a group ooffoy! please?

      My sense of relief was fleeting. As anyone who has ever had the pleasure of meeting up with an INS clerk would know, I anticipated going in for the process of renewing my permanency with all the pleasure of visiting a dentist…for a wisdom tooth extraction…a root canal…and gum surgery. Let’s just say I wasn’t fighting off the demons of pleasure. So, like the certified procrastinator I am, I waited until the day before E-Day (Ejection Day), before I dragged myself in to the nearest INS office in Arlington, Virginia.

      Their hours of operation, you get to find out after a 15-minute drone of “…and if you’d like to…please press 31…” is from 8:00 AM to 12:00 PM. I got there at 10:15 AM, appropriate form filled out, my soon-to-expire green card and my 2 $10 green card photos (yes, this is a Capitalist nation, after all) all tucked into a manilla envelope, ready to be produced with flourish for the Garfield-eyed, life-is-oh-so-interesting clerk behind window number 5.

      I never got there.

      The turbaned clerk at the Information window told me that I had to wait in what looked like an unbelievably short line to get to the little machine that printed out the “now serving X” tickets. I thought: Hey, maybe they’ve upgraded this whole thing from the lest- you- forget- where- you- came- from third-world experience to the digital age. I got in line with a smile and waited. And waited. The line was not moving. Was I wrong about the digital age? Should I pull out my dime novel and start reading to pass the time? Should I ask the German guy in front of me how long he’d been waiting? My eyes wandered to the listless people in the waiting area. I wondered smugly if they were in for the long haul, not the 20 to 30 minutes maximum I was sure it was going to take me to get my renewal. I read and re-read the sign on the wall: YOU HAVE THE RIGHT TO BE TREATED WITH RESPECT. I read the supervisor’s name printed in smaller font right below and wondered if I should memorize his telephone number - just in case.

      Just then, a security/information guy came in and addressed the German guy and me. Had we not seen the “This Section Closed” sign upon entry? Uh…No. Did we have an appointment or a referral card? Blink…blink…. Then I gathered my wits about me and stammered something about turban-man at window one who’d said I should stand in this line. Oh, no, no, baby… (Baby!?)… you need to go down to Room 102. Room 102? On my way out, I gave turban-man the best gilmiCHa I could muster on short-notice. I thought about the RIGHT TO BE TREATED WITH RESPECT notice and wondered if turban-man’s supervisor would be interested in my complaints.

      In the elevator, I ran into a fellow African woman. We smiled at each other in mute understanding - we were both dancing to the same tune.

      In Room 102, there was a line of about 25 people and only one clerk. She had that I-used-to-be-a-postal-worker-in-my-other-life vivacity about her. I joined the line and prepared to wait. It took me only 45 minutes to reach her. It took her all of 10 seconds to tell me, without once looking at me, that I had to go to their other office in Alexandria. Didn’t I know they had moved their Permanent Residency Card Renewal Processing Office? Of course I did. Naturally, I knew. I just waited 45 minutes for a closer look at your goatee…and it’s a real shame your doctor wasn’t able to file down those little horns right above your temple, I said…in my head. Out loud, I thanked her with that inbred Ethiopian politeness I have not been able to shake, even after 20 years of eating burgers and dropping my consonants.

      It was nearly 1:00 PM by the time I got to the other office, located near a post office. I wondered idly if the INS clerks switched places with postal workers in shifts. This branch of the INS was a wide open room with very few people. In fact, in this office, there were many more clerks than wanna-be-residents. As you walk in, there is a wall of step-by-step instructions. I followed them to the letter and then went to the clerk behind the information desk. Oh, no, she said, I know nothin’ about renewing green cards. I only do new ones. You gotta talk to Gabriel. Gabriel! Hey, where’s Gabriel!

      Gabriel, it turns out, is an Abesha who didn’t dabble in either Amharic (even though he spoke English with a betraying accent) or “hook-ups.” He was, however, polite enough and helpful. He told me exactly what to do and gave me a new form to fill out. The one I had already filled out, he said, was the old form. To my novice eyes, they looked identical, but by now you’ve learned that no one wins an argument with the INS (can we all say: ELIAN?) so I filled out the form …again…word for word…copying what I had on the other (older) form. I handed it in to him.

      You have photos? Yes. Your old card? Yes? Check for $110? Whachu talkin’ about Willis? $110!? Hey, said Gabriel, it’s cheap enough to get your green card, don’t you think? But, I already have my green card. It’s not a license. Why do I have to renew it to begin with? Gabriel smiled. Look on the bright side, he said. You have to pay $250 when you get your citizenship. Hey, that’s if. IF. Not when. Besides, at least I get to vote as a citizen. What do I get as a born-again permanent resident? Shouldn’t my “taxation without representation” dollars take care of my forced renewal? Blink…blink…

      Gabriel pointed me to a separate waiting area. Will this take long? I asked him. Just a few minutes, he reassured me. It was now 1:15 PM. By 1:45 PM, I had to acknowledged to myself that Gabriel’s notion of a few minutes differed ever so slightly from mine. At 2:00 PM, I ventured to the information desk, polite mask back on, and asked how much longer I should expect to wait. I was told that the clerk (the one clerk out of the 15 or so horsing about) was out to lunch. I thought, hey, perhaps I could start my own version of Hell Hole Diaries: This Side of the Ocean, while I waited.

      The guy came back from lunch 15 minutes late. No one reprimanded him. No one pointed to us, the poor slobs waiting on hard chairs for his return, and screamed at him on our behalf. The guy was obviously a retiree, a Korean man who hunted-and-pecked my information into his computer while he said only the necessary phrases in English: come with me; you have old green card?; where your application form; and [the zinger] you have copy of green card?

      Copy of green card? No, you have my green card. See? Right there.

      No, no! I need copy. Both sides. You go to post office nextdoor.

      By this time, you could have de-fibbed someone’s heart with the heat and electricity sparking off my ears. It took me a little while, but I managed to stretch my lips into a wonderful facsimile of a smile. Sure, I said. I’ll be right back.

      He finished processing my renewal and said: you wait now; my supervisor must sign.

      Wait? Oh, you mean, w-a-i-t. Well, there’s a skill I haven’t practiced in a while. Sure, I’ll wait. Just for a few minutes, or will I have time to find a husband, get married, bear and raise my children before your supervisor scratches out an X for my $110!?

      As it turned out (by golly, by gum, by gosh!) the same clerk who’d told me that the clerk I needed to see was out to lunch turned out to be the supervisor who had to sign off on the paperwork. The phrase “going-postal” suddenly had personal meaning for me. It flashed before my eyes in big red letters. I let myself contemplate the merits of joining the NRA. I felt my intestinal grip on my sanity slip dangerously. But, to mitigate it all, I smiled at her - a big Ben-Amir-boy, 13-months-of-sunshine poster, you-can’t-break-me! smile - and complemented her on the nice earth-tone colors of the scarf she wore with such elan.

      She thanked me, signed my papers and gave me back my old green card with a shiny new sticker on it with a new expiration date for my permanent residency. The good news is that they will mail (there is a God!) my new green card to me in 3 to 6 months. The bad news is that I’ll have to do this dance again in 2010. Unlike childbirth, you don’t forget this pain.

      Life Diaries

      Art work by Assegid Gessesse
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      We’ve often professed at SELEDA that our tentacles spread deep and wide. There isn’t a campus in New England, an abesha joint in DC, a corn field in the Midwest, a lonely shack in Montana, a nudist colony in the West, and a pueblo in the South where we haven’t planted joro TebeewoCh. And yet, even with such an extensive force, spottings of potential life diarists have become… well… spotty. The mere mention of SELEDA contribution gets some of our own friends and siblings to suddenly recall numerous entries in their to do list for this month. Add to that our depleted pool of incentive stock offerings, and the garagantuan scroll of promises we’d made to past contributors that we couldn’t possibly deliver… and you realize why we accept this month’s contributors as godsends. Whether it is the multitude of TSelots and silets we poured forth, or the handfulls of fendisha we sprinkled under the shade of a sequoia tree on ginbot lideta, we don’t know. We are just thankful. A matching wit and tasteful ibdet was all we offered to each as a bait.

      This month, we bring you RomaneWorQ – her real name… NOT! – a techie currently working as an information coordinator in a philanthropic environmental health advocacy group somewhere in the East… and Melak? who, when he isn’t away roaming parts of Africa, is a final year grad student of Public Policy at an Ivy League institution in the East… yeah, like there are any elsewhere…

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, September 2000. All Rights Reserved.
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      From: RomaneWorQ

      To: Melak?

      Subject:

      Olla there,

      GOSH, if only I knew how nerve wrecking this could be I would not have been coerced by the SELEDA editors to contribute. Even though I love reading the SELEDA LD, I never thought I would participate – as the saying goes, "doron siyataliluwat beTerba Talewat. I feel like I am undertaking a monumental task……give me a minute to compose myself. my fingers that are used to going at 75 wpm are freezing on me…

      Okay…I am someone in my twenties ( pre - edget be hibret zemeCha—no I did not go, I mean I was born around that time + 5 yrs ) who has been on exile for quite sometimes…I have ambivalent feelings about my life in the US…details to follow in the next few entries. I am getting jittery writing an intro so before I go postal on my co-workers, I will just say merhaba / Bien Venue to my world……

      From: Melak?

      To: RomaneWorQ

      Subject:

      Dear LD partner:

      Look at me, already off to a late start. So, before a certain Seledawi carries through her threat of sending Vito, “Tiny” and Leroy to “persuade” me to get moving (these Seledawians, such shady characters), I humbly send my greetings wrapped in a ribbon of apology.

      What to tell about myself ? I am among History’s Children who tumbled forth into the world in a nation then busily embroiled in the making of history, for better or worse. So my parents, maybe recognizing my inextricable link to that period, or because I was their first child – their joy, their symbol of a new beginning, a new chapter – named me “a new beginning, a new chapter”.

      When the time came to be immersed in cold water, they took me to church and again named me – this time, after an angel, after the one who announced to Mary. I wonder if they know that I hold a grudge against her – sost bota biCha new yesameChiN! Anyway, my dear LD partner, why don’t you thus call me Melak? (yes, Melak?, with a question mark, for who is to say I am really an angel?)

      So, what does Melak? do ? well, Melak? is currently adjusting to life back in the US after thirteen months away (yep, thirteen months of sunshine!) in Africa – – Southern and West Africa – and happily, excitedly and anxiously looking forward to finishing last year of graduate school. I am a student of Public Policy, concentrating in the field of economic development.

      And you, my dear partner? Besides being told that you are a remarkable young woman that will keep on my toes, I have been left to wonder.

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, September 2000. All Rights Reserved.

      Art work by Assegid Gessesse

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      From: RomaneWorQ

      To: Melak?

      Subject: Enem Bageray Enkuwan Sew Wef Alemdalehu

      Howdy there,

      Wiy wiy-minnew - you had to pick that time to arrive in this world. I can picture your parents nervously awaiting your arrival with unequivocal attitude as all hell broke loose in the whole country. “Endiyaw mn yeteregeme lij new - kalTefa gizay he had to pick a time where the future is as clear as mud!” I can even see the name choices they had for you - Abiot - the number one choice except your poor grandma could not swallow that name; then came Maebel for all those tumultuous times ahead; and ofcourse Yetnebberk for “Where the heck where you in the good days!”; and then, as a last resort, they settled on something religious - as a final plea to the Lord, so that whatever fortune your parents had acquired would be spared from the hands of those greedy Derg….Don’t think so…

      My case is also alsheshum zorr alu. I am one of those kids who have defied statistics - you know, one of those 3 % kids who bypass the contraceptive pills and make their unexpected and unpleasant emergence into this world. My parents did not even bother to name me for a while - I still have no nickname and my name doesn’t have any derivatives while my siblings enjoy several names. Oops!! I think I need five hours of therapy now. I have been told more than once that beside me being the “not-so-coveted-child”, my grand debut into this planet also marks the begining of health problems, financial problems, not to mention, political problems in my family’s life, and, for that matter, in the country’s. What can I say, not everyone is lucky enough to be part of our generation – I am darn proud to be one of the Tarik SeriwoCh kids.The Fafa generation… The Y8K generation…

      ** My entry into this world marks the beginning of the Derg and my departure from Ethiopia amazingly brought forth the fall of the Mengistu regime, ---- oh GOD maybe E’tabeba was right, I was really a curse to the nation…Why else would Mengistu leave as soon as I leave the country? — No, I am sure it’s pure coincidence — Wouldn’t you agree…?

      CAUTION: THIS INDIVIDUAL HAS A SEVERE CASE OF FOCUSITUS* ---- IGNORE LACK OF FLOW IN THIS LD

      Back to you… As I read your intro I could feel my body turn green with envy: thirteen months away from here! It must have been quite an adventure. Did you swing by Ethiopia (quite a swing) on your way to west Africa? Wish my life was as interesting…

      Today is one of those exceptional days where I stay late at the office-I have to perform a summary for the boss because his boss is coming tomorrow. It’s very late in the office and the only person left with me is the overly zealous and perky intern who from time to time (more so lately) gets on my last nerve. I have done my share of brown nosing back in the days-- dog sitting for the boss, baking cookies for the office people. It’s now for me to sit, watch and laugh as someone else acts the fool.
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        * * *

      

      Well I am back at the office at 6 A.M. I am not a morning person-never have been and never will be. I am running around trying to coordinate several things at the same time. Right now I am working in this philanthropic environmental health advocacy group where I am an information coordinator/IT person. I am in the middle of a mid-life crisis, an early one. I am one of those people who are blessed with so many talents with an attention span of a QuniCHa…. I always think the grass is definitely greener on the other side ‘till I get to the other side, take one bite and am already eying the next pasture. I have to slap my face twice a minute so I can stay focused. I have held a few different jobs since I finished my undergrad, but as soon as I go through the learning curve, I am ready to hop to another— not a favorable quality in an employee. I am thinking about going back to grad school and something - if only I knew what. I love being the eternal student minus the starvation…part. Maybe, I should focus on finding a husband, flush with money, in his mid-forties, who will put me on a pedestal and burn sendel and grant me my every desire. Do you know anyone? I have a lot to offer besides my typing certificate and charming looks, I am willing to learn how to make QinCHe, CHeCHebssa… besides, I would be a good thing to show off to his friends who are stuck with their aged wives— maybe I should start calling my friends’ dads….

      Before Miss Seledawit puts me on A.D.D. medication, let me stay focused and write on what is this month’s topic — Exile.

      I have been in the US for quite some time, and I have my days. I have lived in four different countries as a child-Ethiopia being the fourth. This is my second exile to the US. My first trip used to bring warm and fuzzy feelings when I was back in Ethiopia. I always saw myself as an American until I came back here for the second time to find out that the America I left as a child ( maybe my perception was tinted then) did not seem to be the same one I see now. Those yummy McDonald burgers are not quite luscious anymore. Even the sweets that I used to crave, the apples, the big peaches and the Kentucky Fried Chicken were nowhere close to scrumptious. It was such a rude awakening… I was like, "Please someone send me ye Bole mini burger and ye Enriko cake.

      I considered myself as someone who has been exposed enough to this world that I can jump into any place and adapt easily. Well, my theory was tested and boy was I wrong. The thing was, I was dying to come to the US (the greener grass thing, so much so that I did not care if I ended up in NYC or Helena, Montana. Well, I ended up in one of those big towns where they have lots of Abeshas (not DC). The first month was okay. Since I was not done with high school, I enrolled myself in school and that was when I was electrocuted with cultural shock. The first year, every Friday, I would sit on my bed and cry myself to sleep. It was like a ritual. On Saturdays I would write letters to all my friends - I even wrote a letter to my Amharic teacher who was on a mission to expel me from school - it was that bad. Ask me how many letters I write nowadays?

      Initially, I tried to befriend the Cindy and the Amandas of America - that was an experience by itself. Cindy 'nna Amanda Qil eras honew tegeNu. I got tired of being their “show and tell” friend from Africa. Well, I gave up on Americans and started to socialize in the international community. I scored high with the West African guys — y’agerbet wez —and I suspect some of the Nigerian ladies (very hostile) have cast some voodoo on me because occasionally I go to a different level [ of high? Do you smoke what we smoke?-- SELEDA]. Zemed kezemedu aheya kamedu ende’mibbalew, I tried to associate with the Abeshas in the community and that was the biggest shock. My perception of Abeshas was way out there-it was painted through my limited exposure to the all girls school I went to, the frequent visits to St. Joseph and ICS, and my limited visit to the hibret suQ. I did not have a single thing in common with those Abesha’s. I had much better conversations with BirQe-our maid back home (she is definitely more engaging than the average American and even more so than the first batch of Ethiopians I came across). In fact, of all people, I missed her the most. I even sent her some money from my first paycheck for all the things I had done to her. Wow, I never knew BirQe was like a confidant: whatever I could not tell my family, I told her. She heard it all. Besides getting a better appreciation for BirQe’s service and companionship, I found myself questioning many things. I had many self-dialogues that would creep the heck out me. I am one of those people who tends to reflect on life more so than the average person. Believe me, it is not fun. I knew from before that I was reflective but not this badly. I believe that the unexamined life is not worth living, but I have modified that saying— better live an unexamined life than an overly examined life— that’s a sure way to drive yourself…I am even scared of the word…

      I am still adjusting day-by-day, but I don’t think I will ever claim this, for that matter, anywhere Home. Don’t get me wrong, I still think America is great - but there is still this gigantesque void in my life that makes me sad from time to time. Sometimes I feel like we are the lost generation. One who could not completely acclimate to America, yet who would not be completely fulfilled living in Ethiopia.

      If you have read this LD, congratulations!— You just saved me a fortune on therapy…

      Betemesasai program eskenigenaN,

      RomaneworQ

      From: Melak?

      To: RomaneworQ

      Subject: Kertatta hiwot…

      RomaneworQ,

      “Bien Venue to my world” to you too … So I see we belong to the same club! No, no, not the club where our Seledawian ‘friends’in tight leather jeans with whips and handcuffs regularly visit to charm and seduce poor victims into stripping their clothes for a Life Diary , but the other club, the one to which twenty-somethings born around the time of Idget BeHibret belong to: Club de Generation Fafa. But why do I get the feeling you were the Cerelac lovin’ type? “Send me yebole mini burger”? “Ye-Enriko cake” ?? Minnew? IyaLE yeKidane Bet fool, yeQebericho Quanta firfir, yeYohannes bet Kitfo"??

      Well, it is that August again, the month that marks the beginning of my ninth year in the US. Ilil Ilil Aylulet wei Ayanebulet … Roman, who do you think was blessed first with feathers – birds or time. I would say time, because that sucker can sure fly! Wasn’t it just yesterday that I was walking around Merkato, shopping for luggage and for that new ‘imported from America’ sports shoes that was to put me at par with my cousins when I got to the US? “Gashe, iwnet iwnet ilotalehu, beTam beTam Qonjo CHamma new, keAmerica”. Of course, you get to the US and find out that, not only did the pair of shoes cost more, it should not even have passed quality control WHEREVER it manufactured!

      My departure from home, unfortunately, did not make history like yours did. Rather, it was marked with the sad, and at the same time, happy tears of a very close-knit family. Unlike you (and many others), I was not exiled … I made a choice, and in the process, I lost a bit of my soul. When I decided to leave the home I loved more than I loved myself, I could feel silent tears drilling a hole in my heart, and some of my soul escaping through that. But like millions of my generation at that time, I was a prisoner of reality – the reality of limited choices and opportunities at home and of a better future in the US. The grass looked greener on the other side, and it was indeed greener. I was among the fortunate few: two days before our senior year graduation, I received a congratulatory letter from a liberal arts college promising me a free ride, a college which, months earlier, had told me there was no such thing as a free ride. A new journey had just began.

      Nine years and six strands of shibet later (sign of wisdom? hmmm …), I have to say the past eight years have been one hell of a fun ride! I give it a thumbs up (let me hold off with the other thumb though, for who knows what tomorrow holds!?) …. Yet, the clenched hand with the thumbs up, unclenched, does reveal a palm with zigzagged lines, a journey that has not entirely been so smooth.

      The first four years of my US life (minus a semester abroad in Europe) were spent at a college in the Mid-West that was liberal in every sense of the way. KeHagere indeEnsra teshekimme yameTahuwaChew excitement and naivete were quickly replaced by shock and bewilderment. RomaneworQ, talk about culture shock. You would be walking down the dining hall, and there would be a huge CLOSET standing by the door that wasn’t there the last time you ate dinner. There would be a mob cheering, and the closet would fling open, and there would be your Cindy 'nna Amanda, tongue and lip and what have you in unity, coming out of the closet. You would be at the party thrown by Doug the white Rastafarian, who took a shower once a week to conserve water, where Mr. KKK and Mr. Black Panther would be at each other’s throat. My next room neighbor cultivated a large marijuana estate IN his room [I don’t remember inhaling, but I am sure at some point I exhaled … “Sebera Zena: Kilil ZeTena-sebatn weklew leShengo yeMiwedaderut Ato Melak? tegaleTu]”. I had a couple of kids in math class that would communicate with themselves in Klingon, apparently a language spoken by the Klingones in Star Trek!?? Everyone and their mother, father and grandparent was represented on campus.

      Drinking was more than the norm; for many, it was an art. How you dug your teeth into the side of the Budweiser can and downed the entire beer in one gulp made you a hero. Kids would be running naked after a blizzard (and it got mighty cold down there), with body parts flapping and clapping, which would be headline material for the college paper. Yet, as crazy as it was, it was also a place of passionate movements, from feminism to vegetarianism. Whether for or against, people felt strongly about them, and they made themselves heard one way or another. Race mattered. Tensions heightened and thawed. I was confronted and they had no mercy on me. Are you black? Are you a chauvinist? What do you think of women? Why are you a Christian? Why did you come to America? Here I was, a typical Addis kid, for whom things were black or white. I was punched, bruised, mutilated. And then there were the classes kicking my butt.

      Somewhere during the third year, I stopped trying to fit in – I mean, where do you even fit in such a crazy place? I had my own clique, and I indulged in the craziness – Sile y’agerbet wez banawera yishalal. All of a sudden you are this ‘exotic African’, where everyone would like to bond with you. Now, I have come to realize that the best thing I took away from college next to four years of excellent academic instruction, was having grown, matured and evolved without having to fit in to any particular group (sad though, because society will always try to group me into some group). By the time I graduated, strong friendships had been formed, many had earned my respect, shock had turned into tolerance, and things were no longer black and white. Other shades of color had entered my life. And by the time I graduated, college had become home away from home.

      And of course, by the time I graduated, I also had no idea of what to do next with my life. I kept my interest and passion for what I wanted to do in life at heart, but I was worn out by college, home away from home, exhausted of rural America, and longing for a life in a big city on my own. School was the last thing on my mind, and had you then told me that I would, in two years time, be a serious graduate student at an Ivy League institution, I would have thought you were seeing my marijuana tujar neighbor from college … So, I packed my bags and moved to a big city in New England (another home away from home) where they have lots of _habesha_s (not DC) … sound familiar? Could you have been there as well? Could our paths have crossed? Could you be the reason why every Koffi, Boateng, and Kwame I met there talked about a beautiful Ethiopian woman?

      I didn’t choose the city I moved to for its habesha population. In fact, I had no idea there were that many habeshas there. But it was a pleasant surprise, and part of me desperately wanted to connect with my own people. And after college, I definitely needed to connect with my people. So I went in search of my peeps. But just as much as virtue has its costs, so did the principles and values I cultivated over the four years. When it came to my own community, I didn’t know I could get naïve. I refused to be selective – I wanted to embrace every habesha, and I wanted to be embraced in return. I didn’t care what you did for a living, for your ethnicity, for the size of your pocket, for the lightness or darkness of your skin color, for your age, for your style, for why you left your country … Well, I quickly learnt it did matter for some people and that you can get burnt for it. And I got burnt for it. For some, where I went to high school mattered, the fact I did not consider myself in exile mattered, what my father did for a living mattered, the fact I considered myself black mattered, the fact that I loved my Africaness as much as I loved my Ethiopianess mattered, that I didn’t laugh or nod at the phrase 'bisbis baria’ mattered … Now, looking back, I say, heck yeah, maybe it SHOULD matter. After all, our values and principles define us. And if one can’t deal with it, well, I guess that’s just their problem. Just as much as I got burnt, I also made good friends. And I didn’t need to have much in common to be friends with them. However, there was always one common denominator – we all came from the same type of socio-economic background. And just as much as I want to believe that that shouldn’t be a factor, it seems for some of us habesha s (and I will speak collectively so as not to sanctify myself), the socio-economic background we come from or live in can make or nullify a friendship and/or even determine the level of communication we can have with one another… could that be true? could it be the reason is why you couldn’t click with your peeps? Had you met BirQue in the US, would you have clicked with her?

      Ok, let me bounce … I know I have blubbered too much (I pray you are awake), but the cultured and mannered person I am, I wanted to introduce you first to some of my homes away from home. But my real home will always be the home where I spent two thirds of my life, and where I intend to live out my life.

      IyeTebekugn beGugut

      YanChiw Melak?
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      From: RomaneWorQ

      To: Melak?

      Subject: Enkuwan Ye Sew FiQir Ye’ennat Mot Yirressal

      Melak!!!

      First of all, you are late buddy–for some weird reason–yeah, I need to get a life or even fake having one, but on Saturday after a long day at a crafts show I got home all pooped and ready to hit the sack 'till I got this nudging feeling to check my email–at 1 am---- sure enough, I was up for disappointment— I ain’t got mail— Let’s just say I went to sleep wondering why, Melak??

      I was ready to send my nine page erorro to the SELEDA editors who promised me the sun and the moon plus a speedy response to my entry …then I saw 6 am — I am flattered … anjete wusT gebah……

      To the Editors— Remind me to send Melak?e-Gebriel tliQ Tebot or Gider…leQulubi

      …

      Afain azegahegNe adele enday?.. Yehay yasTeTal— I need tinish Katikala. Ere yedaNa yalle !!! I was hoping for some sort of lip sucking lamentation and here u are with ur self assured attitude— I was expecting the misery loves company chum–gosh u are even worse than that perky intern … At this point Qinat is chewing my bones out like cancer on ur comment—“my real home will always will be…where I intend to live out my life.” …ErebakaChihu editors: remind Melak? this is supposed to be ye- b’sot adebabay – a substitute to my bi weekly visit to the shrink… so let’s stick with the whining and get rid of this happy, happy, joy, joy tone.

      Well, I am about to be one of those Abeshas who ask: “Yet’new yetemarkew? Abatih mindnnew yemiserut? Seferih yet new ? Are u related to Sahle Selassie? Mekinachiu mindenat?” to match your chipper tone… Talk about a damper on my melancholic entry…whatever u do, don’t tell me to eat cake for my problems…Ooops there I go again. I was the one who actually said ye E__Enriko cake— surely that must have been a typo— I meant “yene Kassa bet Tella” and “yene aduNa Tej” …

      Baygermih, my fingers were just warming up to write my version of “Ende weTach Qerech yeNa sew be New York” sort of seQoQa. I guess I need to change my tone.

      Life with its twist and turns plays you like a yoyo. At one point u are one of the enlightened of your generation and then u are tossed in a pool of the appraised and u find urself to be the cream de la wheat of society---- harsh indeed. College alone diced and sliced me like a melon and shredded me into pieces. The person who was so upset to get a rejection letter from Harvard was ready to make her huge fingerprint in the public college. After all, ye-mengist timhirt bet new—and I was ready to honor the campus with my mere presence…I was ready to be the mover and shaker of the campus 'till my first day there. The campus was huge, calculus class was the equivalent of ye meskerem hulet crowd at Abiot Adebabay and the only moving and shaking I was doing for the next few years were the speedy marathon between my classes which were located in aramba’na Qobbo…My student ID was the only thing that mattered, and I realized that the individual attention promised me in the application was ye hlm injera. In fact, I was tempted so many times to transfer out to a smaller college, except my tuition was picked up by one of the Fortune 500 companies that was linked with my department. In return, I had to intern with the company for the summers, which was not bad at all — it beat the heck out of zemed bet mehEd or the campus jobs at school, and it paid my huge shrink bill (phone calls to high school friends wherever they were).

      The big blow came when I got my first C-minus on my philosophy paper. My heart simply stopped ---- surely it was a mistake— I have seen that grade before—but not on my paper. So naturally, I went to refute my grade with the professor 'till he pulled out a sixty-page paper written by one of the purple haired, tongue pierced fellows whose odor left me nauseated. The person I thought was a pure waste of airspace/sperm proved to be tres deep; compared to his paper, my ten page paper that took me ten days to write and rewrite read like the essay of a third grader out to impress her English teacher…Qes-be-Qes my ego was deflating 'till I had to mematSen Egzitene Mariam to spare me from the humiliation…Well, I neither had the time, the ability nor the passion to crank out a sixty-page paper in jargon that was close to Latin; besides, how could I face losing my scholarship for a philosophy class? With my tail between my legs, I went to the registrar to switch to the sefiew hizeb section (better aroma) from the stinky honor classes. And that, my friend, marked the beginning of my spiral journey to life with the hafash.

      The social life on campus was wild. However, I was too busy with schoolwork, and for the most part was too stuck in the dungeon of my department to be part of anything. I tried to be a good girl and never partook in any major drinking or jinjin events. I tried to be part of the AKA sorority and within a week found that I no longer enjoyed bonding with my own gender— I guess I had ‘nuff of that already. SO it was time to go check out the guys. One thing was for sure, I went boy crazzzzzzzzzzy —to make up for lost time in that all girls’ school where there was only one cute guy teacher who occasionally got love letters from the students.

      My boy choices were limited to the galleee, hillbilly white dudes and the no English speaking Chinese guys --no y_’_ager lij in sight, but that was not about to stop me. I had crush after crush after crush ---- and crashed one too many times and along the way smashed a few hearts. K’agere kewetahuN jemro, I tell u yeQlet mhaderay tended to multiply. Good thing gorebet baQrabiyaw guddayen yemyaye alneberem inji.

      Initially, I had the equal opportunity dating rule till Jimmy boy pulled out his calculator to charge me $16.77 for my share of dinner. I was like “WegideleN! Byhon byhon, cake asTeQlileh tameTaleh inji…” so I had the pleasure of dumping his cheapo $&*% on Thanksgiving Day on our way to his parents’ house. He cried and I was like “minabbatu inde set yaleQaQesal” … Little did I know that yeJimmy gff would be repaid in full. Then came the Chinese guy 'till I got dumped for lageru lij. Fine, if he wanted to play it like that…But so far it was harmless dating which, at most, consisted of holding hands. So no major heartache yet. Then the Lebanese guy, then the guy from Azerbaijan, and of course then there were yager lijoch, who tended to cause more commotion in my life than the others…I hate the kiss and tell thing but what the heck… it is time to let the skeletons out…

      My dating life did not turn into a Jerry Springer episode 'till I started dating the Ethiopian guys. Mn abatachew… kosasoch… Yager lij blo drQet! The thing is, even if I am dating this great non-Ethiopian guy, at the back of my mind I had this feeling that I was missing out on a lot, especially when I called my girlfriends and they talked about how great it was to hook up with them homeboys from Sainjo. I was not fortunate enough–there was only one Ethiopian guy on campus. He was slightly younger than me, and I was not about to potty train the pup…(be’sime Ab) (Rule #1, never ever date young guys and shorties). So I made occasional visits to the closest Ethiopian town during school breaks. I met all sorts of guys, all of them quite interesting. Idmay mestawet new sintun asayegne…

      The first Ethiopian guy who was interested in me was this guy, a techie from Sainjo, who could not stop talking about his 4.0 in Matrick. The big turn off was the day he offered to tutor me without even asking how I was doing in school… He sure pushed the wrong button…he must have mistaken me for someone else because the last thing my ego could handle was a free lesson that I sure did not need from a guy— yeman new! biye Tiggun asiyazkut… Besides that, he dropped occasional hints that I should be majoring in biology (that was more suitable le set lij) than a tech major. That drove me up the wall.

      Homey number two was interesting enough ‘till he started talking about idget behibret zemecha; he told me he did not make it to the zemecha for the apparent reason. I was like “Yeah, of course u could not possibly go,” and he said he lucked out because he was at the university. BeTeQlalaw, I could see my parents’ reaction if I took this guy home. Yehe bezie sybeqa, the guy was some neat freak who vacuumed his apartment like three times a day and who had annoying routines that did not complement my equally annoying li’l habits. Besides that, we were on different pages of our lives. Where I wanted to meCHess, he wanted some serious evening out where the topic covered the stock market to the latest interest rate— a subject foreign to me at the time. So, a’and hulet iyetebabaln salle…

      I met Homeslice number three— yelibb dirQet, yelib eshoh, yanjet kancer, yewegeb wegat…beyond description. Ajere melasun alesleso anjete wusT kegeba bewuwala ajajalegne. I am one of those people who u can never lie to because I pay attention to irrelevant details. Wondemealem gar siderss, I found myself believing all his incredible stories and at times found myself telling those stories to my cousins (their reaction was " Ljetoo lie mestefaQir argobatal inji, Roman inkwan yehnene, yeznib Tengara keruQ new yemitayew)." I was on one big emotional roller-coaster. With no close girlfriend around, I would go to the young Ethiopian pup (Dani) on campus to share some of my chigir. I became ye-Dani mashofiya. Alferdebetim. Min yarg? Sew beTenaw ayijajal. I distinctly remember the day I threw up simply because because he did not call on my birthday…I can still see Dani’s jaw on the floor; he thought he was seeing an episode of Melrose Place… My own reaction gave me the chills. There were also the cluster headache days, the migraine days, the customary 3 a.m. phone calls to tell him I missed him days. (His roommate did not find it amusing) The letters were the worst— I might as well have been hired by Hallmark because I wrote some spiffy romantic poems…

      On the upside, he believed in me and spiced up my boring life. He kept me on my toes; I did not have time to wonder about life and the pursuit of happiness… I was experiencing every emotional state that could possible be out there. And the days he called, for those brief moments he made me feel like the Queen of the Universe, and those were the highlight of the relationship. I enjoyed his Qebele jokes, his stories, even though they were a far stretch from the truth, and mostly his sensitivity. To make a long story short, after so many episodes of throwing up, shredding and unshredding pictures, one episode of heart murmur and a quick visit to the emergency room, the relationship came to a screeching halt. AneTiffe arba Qen leQso diresuN alku. Now he is a distant memory. And the irony of it all is that he became the standard, the scale to weigh all other guys, and so far he is still holding the gold medal.Mech kbr yewedelenal bileh new…

      In all seriousness though, now I think I am ready to train a young pup — someone who I can mold into my liking. I don’t want a man, I want a BOY. A smart, sensitive, caring boy ende silk inCHt gitir yalale, who almost has a gayish quality without actually being one.

      I almost forgot that I don’t get paid by the editors for spilling my guts… the boss is breathing down my neck for something. I better go pay attention to him. Plus I am losing my focus here…

      This entry was written in less than half an hour so it ain’t polished like urs — so disregard any major goofs…plus I don’t write for a living unlike u Melak?iye…As I am ready to send this, I am having second thoughts, …but I guess this will be it.

      I promise u the next entry will not include an episode from the Ricki Lake show. Trust me, the few hours spent keCindy’na Amanda gar is paying off now.

      S’lleyih be’inba,

      Romanalem

      From: Melak?

      To: RomaneworQ

      Subject: ye arba Qen leQso

      WorQé-Roman,

      Minew yetegelabiTosh hono benebere! eSty nigeriN, had I sent my response at 1 a.m. instead, would you have spared me a curse? Maybe Qedime anjetish wisT bigeba noro, fantaye yih ballhone nebere … While you were casting a spell and outlawing chipperism away at Xando’s at Dupont Circle, inem Antife arba Qen LeQso jemerkulish …

      … ‘iwnetim kibir aywedilaCHu’ indalil, she loves mekeberin and she does deserve kibir in all its forms and shape. Before I had even met her, she had already awarded her gold medal - I don’t know if loverboy is a homeslice; I have never met him, and his ‘businesses’ are his and not mine to care about. When it was ‘over’, she never took the gold away so he got to retain it. When she and I first attempted? to ‘hook up’ (for the lack of a better expression, mezgebe-Qalatey indanChi Tenkarra ayidelemina) almost a year and a half ago, it had mixed results, for a bunch of reasons. For one, the gold had not been let to collect dust. And then, there was the incident at the same Xando’s at the same Dupont Circle - keza bet yebase yeteregeme bota yale aymeslegnim … Xendo na Ibab yizamedu yele? - I say we had an argument, she says we had an argument with me yelling - mechem yemayFetta CHiQiCHiQ. Anyway, it almost erased me from her good books … in the end, the adventurous streak in us came to the rescue. She left the country to bless other parts of the world with her presence, and when she got back to the US, it was my turn to bless (or condemn, depending on who you ask) another part of the world with my extended presence.

      A breath taken away once remains taken away for a long time to come. In my mind, I took her with me on all my trips. Whether white-water rafting on the Zambezi or taking a cruise on the Volta, I wished she was there to share it with me. But truth be told, I conversed with my own mind and heart more than I did with her. Truth further be told, she put more effort to keep the candle burning than I did - she picked up the phone from South Africa and Israel and called. Me, I disappeared for months, resurfaced in postcards, letters and e-mails, and then disappeared again. I swung like a pendulum, escaped in the caring arms, bosoms and bliss of another, lost myself in work, and still found myself thinking of her. Maybe a breath once taken is stolen forever ….

      Tewedadari yelelew foolishness had cost me dearly in that New England city two half years ago, so I set about to break down my own walls. Inew raSe, milaSen beRase kalanQolaPelaTeskut man yanQolapelaTisiliNal … I went Oprah and confessed it all. I set out to invent a new me that didn’t have walls and barbed wires around my heart. When I returned, I asked to be let in, and with hesitation, I was taken in. It was simply magic for she was magic. Everything wasn’t smooth, but who cares, I was loose and she poured forth warmth, joy, sensitivity, and honesty – on a scale I couldn’t even have matched. Hey, even my chronic lateness to almost every rendezvous and my once in a while over-reaction to things that don’t merit such reaction were excused. She bared her heart and laid out her feelings. She said things that made me feel I was the most cared about man in the world. She had ways with words, with her smile, with the way she tilted her head, with her curly gofere that flies in two hundred directions … forget about the ‘self assured attitude’ and ‘chipperism’. Each one of us have our own little insecurities here and there, and when I was with her, mine were almost erased. She was dead honest; when I was given the chance, it was with the understanding that no gold medal was going to be snatched away from the record holder. If there was one thing as clear as crystal, it was that. Wededkim Telahim … Just as much as I envied that, I thought it was a virtue as well. Gin yigermal Roman, Ande libatchu keQelete Qelete new … yet, she was ready to move on, to give it an honest try, and I was more than getting ready to settle for that, when …

      ENTER: record holder and gold medallist in the 2000 love relay, ready for the Sydney Olympics, ready to seal his place in history. After the grand announcement, Captain Confusion was in full command, and the navigation was extremely poor. Of all the Ethiopians I have dated, she caused more emotional havoc in me than anyone of them combined, and she did it in just a month. It was a two way road, I added to her confusion too. At times I said the right things, and at times, I said the dumbest things. But I could tell where she was going. It was over before it had even started.

      I liked her, to the bone. She was flaky, but it looked good on her. Put a music on, any music on, and she would start to groove, to dance, to glide … and you just wanted to stand back, smile and just watch. There is this song in Spanish she loves … she was grace. But she loved another man dearly. She loved him before, and she still loved him, to the bone. Faithful to the love, and faithful in every other single way. Nothing more, nothing less. AMAZING. I am yet to meet another person that loves like that. I hope he realizes what he means to her and that he even surpasses her expectation. She told me once, during one of my over-reaction to something trivial, even the slightest deviation from affection and gentleness meant chaos to her. I hope he gives her the happiness she deserves …

      She and I, however, will never be the same. You see, she and I were friends before we tried to elevate above that. I can’t go back to the before. And that was what the Xando’s at a Dupont Circle on a Saturday evening/Sunday morning while you were casting spells and outlawing chipperism was all about. The “What’s-up-are-we-going-to-be-friends” “why-can’t-we-go-back-to-the-before” thing. Izya yetergeme bet, indegena … I just can’t, and for one simple reason, I still like her, to the bone

      So, pride-ayn wiCHe, kenferen iyemeTeTku, inem keSHayen anTife arba Qen LeQso teQemiCHalehu. Yebitcha leqso new – TiQur al’lebs wey nifro alQeQil … and as a grandmother is supposed to have said to her grandson, “This too shall pass” … So, may it please Roman, chipper is not always chipper. Anyway, before I’ve even had the chance to lock my skeleton in a closet, you have got me exhibiting it. How did we even get here? We sure are far off from the topic of the month … maybe you should tell me indet WeTesh inde Qeresh be New York ketema … By the way, I hope you weren’t a mistress to an Italian General during your boy crazzzzzzy days. Anbessaw wendimish Goradewin mezzo Zeraf indaymeTa!

      By the way, could I interest you in setting up a ‘movie fund’ with me, where we can put money aside, invest it wisely, and have Haile Gerima adopt Inde WeTaCh QerreCh into a movie? What a book, what a story … you know, you asked me if I swung by home on my way back from West Africa, and yes I did. And interestingly enough, on a TV programme called “Meet ETV”, which is a one on one interview in English with different personalities, Haile Gerima was being interviewed. And what a fantastic piece it was. What an eloquent man, and what a social critic. He was talking on the theme of projecting our history (and for that matter, world history) through our own eyes, our own understandings and not just through the lenses of Anglo and Euro-centric cameras … …. and your question about whether or not we are the lost generation made me think of him, because we are always lost in this country to the extent that we don’t have our own role models, our own to look up to in our community.

      Guidance in this concrete jungle is essential, but so many from our generation have come to the US only to be left alone to roam and make it on a day to day basis …. Just as many of us are blessed with strong families that are always there to lend advice and impart their wisdom, many are not as fortunate. But role models like Haile Gerima and Noa Samara and others can and are big enough for the entire community to instill inspiration for our generation … and there are so many others out there that we don’t know about and have decided not to come out. I don’t know what your experience is, but I have gotten to meet a number of people from the generation above us (I am talking about 40s, 50s, 60s - or is this considered two three generation above, anyway whatever) that are doing well but have adopted the attitude, “well, it is now up to you guys” …. They talk as if they are ninety years old and they can’t walk or something … No, no, no. it is up to all of us. And I think the first place to start is to build a strong community. And Lord bless, I think many now have begun to realize that because you see signs here and there. Take even SELEDA. They are building a Seledawian community that can in due time be a force in the community …. You know, more than a lost generation, we are a sad generation, because we live at a time when our community is divided. And a community divided is worthless.

      Yimesgenew, in 40 days, I will already be in school, shedding a different tear, the one that comes when classes whip your butt left and right. Not to mention when the stress of looking for a job mounts. As it is, I am already in the midst of a crisis … well, in fact, it is a crisis that has been on my mind for a while, and it has to do with how I want to translate my study into a career - through the private sector, foundations, aid agencies, etc … I guess I have a year to figure it out, but working for a private firm in West Africa has corrupted my heart and further dampened my belief in effective development through the aid agencies … whatever, maybe I shouldn’t crowd out my tiny brain with such thoughts this early.

      Ok, tolo Safilign, but take it easy on me … stylishly, tibodishiNalesh yaleshiw … of course, the shoe shine boy in me had to polish this one as well, but only once … and stop intimidating my by telling me you can write a book in half an hour.

      yanChiw
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      From: RomaneWorQ

      To: Melak?

      Subject: Yannen Gara AQuarTeh Yalehew Lij

      Wey Yenaineh!

      Tinfash aTereN…… zimm re zimm…… — parfait, parfait bilewal ferencay …that was parfait, beyond parfait…. I read ur email several times; and endetelemedew, I am at a loss for words. What is the word I am looking for…. poetic …justice . You had me on the second paragraph……I think u would be a better candidate for the Hallmark job I was considering.

      Editors: Etalemin ebackChihu temaSenuwat….

      yene geta, I take back every word I said on my previous entry—aynen ginabar y’argew --you, perky!? no…siyalfem aynekakah…but I have a strong suspicion that u might be related to that afe-CHolaTa, smooth talker, heart murmurer, gold medallist of mine. Some of the symptoms are similar… or is it universal for the male gender? How is it that u find it so easy to be in the bosom of another, and why is that u keep on resurfacing every time we think it is over…why do you prolong the misery? Why is it when it really matters - CHileT bilcachihu yemitTefut and then come back to create more commotion? and why in the world do I keep on reading ur email and feel like u still deserve another chance………?

      Talking about Haile Gerima, I have had the pleasure of seeing him in person twice. He came to the University when I was a junior during the premiere of Sankofa. I did not get to speak to him much for I was too preoccupied with life. My second encounter with him was two yrs back when he was the guest speaker at the ASA at my cousin’s college. I got the pleasure of seeing the unedited version of ‘Adwa’, and even gave some feedback. I found Haile Gerima to be a very charismatic and well informed person. At the end of his speech/preview, the audience was smitten. He is an inspiration to all of us.

      The perky intern is getting perkkkkkkkkier at this moment. How is it with the Americans that they go waw and wowow for eternity over a flower, more like a shrub, they get from God knows who?

      I agree with you that the older generation has withdrawn itself from being part of anything. Most people, including my own family, have become very bitter, skeptical of the whole of Ethiopia and its future. I don’t want to be naïve and say that they have no grounds for all their cynicism. They have seen evil in its highest form. They have been to hell and come back, so it is almost impossible for us to expect them to be very enthusiastic about the future of Ethiopia like our generation.

      EtioPiaweennet for each of us has a different meaning; it all depends on how good/bad our experiences were when we left the country. If you seat a daughter, a mother, her younger brother, a grandmother together, they all paint a very different Ethiopia based solely on their lil experience. I know it is our collective view and experiences that makes Ethiopia, but to ask -----a grandmother, who has seen five governments( Talian, Engleez, Haile Selassie, Mengistu and the current government), lost children (some to Qey shibbir and the rest to Sidet in America), and a mother who has buried her husband before their fifth anniversary and fled the country with no earthly possessions with her four kids behind, and a younger brother who has spent his werQamma gizay in Kerchele, and a typical kid from our generation, one with minimal exposure and who is still so much infatuated with Ethiopia— to share the same magnitude of passion for Ethiopia or the community at large is a crime.

      Initially, I was really disturbed by the indifference of the community and tried to distance myself. Then I realized that distancing is the sure way of becoming lukewarm. I believe that we all have to change, and the first change has to start from myself. We have to learn to embrace, tolerate, and support each other regardless of our differences and our past experiences. We can’t let our past blur our future but through time, sincere effort, and lots of prayer, I believe that we still can be the ‘yenege firewoChwa’ we were predicted to be (instead of the werrobella ishoh).

      A co-worker of mine is so distraught that I had to go and check on her. Apparently, her dog is very sick – skin cancer, she said – y’agere sew besh’itaw saytaweQilet yimotal, yeferenje wesha demo…, I told her everything was going to be fine and even told her that I’ll remember it in my prayers. TSelot meQeleja… and she actually thanked me. She must be dreamin’! Fetariwun, sint angebgabi chigir iyale, clogging his precious time, for a dog. I still cannot believe how much value a dog is given in this country. I heard the amount of money people spend on their pets is equivalent to Africa’s entire yearly budget.

      Talking about TSelot…… of all the shocks in my entire life nothing can surpass the one I experienced at church. I don’t know if you go to church or if you even can relate to this. Let me share my spiritual adventure with you. I never grew up in a traditional Orthodox church like most people did. In fact, I don’t even remember attending an Orthodox church until I came here; and I take serious offense when some Ets tell me that being an Orthodox is what makes a person a true Et.

      During my earlier yrs, in the midst of all the confusion and shock, I decided to join the local First Baptist Church. I always found solace in God so I figured why not……on my first visit, I was about to give the youth pastoryeQaria Tiffi when I heard him say “Jesus is a cool dude.” Medhaniayalem’n yeQolo GuadeNaw aregew enday?! I was expecting him to turn into a ‘salt pillar’ but I guess Medhaniyalem is not the punitive God we make him out to be. There was the Friday night Singles’ Ministry: sort of a hook up service–a church acting as a catalyst in the Tebessa Department (Patriacu alsemu…), but not a bad idea. Sunday services were more interactive than the norm: phrases like “Preach it, Brother” and “Amen to that!” were frequently thrown at the pastor. Egzio mahrenne eyalkuN….salle… people would get up to testify what God has done for them lately. I am used to "lijay limot derso, besent TSelot dane" or “bale ke-arat amet kerchele behuwala, yimesgenew, teffeta” kind of misgana.

      NOOOO, there, sister Kinisha would get up and say how God has restored her marriage after her extramarital problem, then brother Thomas will stand up and testify that he had been struggling with immoral thoughts and that he actually has engaged in the act once (with another guy)…. ere guday fella….yeAmericaw medhaniyalem leyet yale new meseleN?!… and of course, at the end, people would get up to give their prayer requests. That was tarikawi…. besides the cat and the dog that are getting the chemo, there were requests like “I want to meet my soul mate”, “Pastor Smith needs a new Caddy” and “We want to buy a vacation house” and “My boyfriend dumped me.” (that could have been me trying to fit in) and the like…what can I say, I guess we define our problems as we see them. Yenen chigir bisemuma………….

      Moving on to a different subject, I know about the stress of looking for a job. it ain’t fun at all but u still have a year to go and I am sure with an Ivy League education, biTefa biTefa enkuwan, u will take up that 6 figure job offer at Goldman-Sachs that u have been holding off. I have a feeling that u want to save the world instead. Several people from my office are Ivy Leaguers. If there is a job opening, they prefer one of their own and often frown at other schools. What do they teach you out there, lijay? Besew moral lay meremamed!!! There is this particular one from Yale who makes me feel like (for lack of a better word), ‘a crawling insect’. I am sure u are not like that…maybe I would have been like that, and that probably was the reason why my luck did not take me that way…… hod siyaQ doro matta…. i still have a hard time accepting that I was dealt with the gray feathers while you, Melak?iye, were given the colorful wings…

      Do you plan to work in the US or are you going to do the overseas thing? I can see you were adventurous enough to go to West Africa and Belgium. How do you do it? Did you have fun there? My college department had an exchange program in Japan; my thermodynamics professor, for some bizarre reason (Nguyen and Ghandi were kicking my butt in thermo–maybe he did not want me in his class), recommended me to go for a semester. I gave him a big “Hell, no!” and reminded him that I was already an exchange student in the US.

      I have traveled to Europe and Mexico on different school breaks but going there for an extended period of time was out of the question. My adventure glands were stripped and beaten to death during my first two yrs here, and have yet to be revived. Change has been part of my life. I never had the luxury of having the normal eighteen yrs of same house, same gorebets and extended families that most of u take for granted. Even though change is inevitable, I want to minimize it in my life and so far have done a poor job. There I go lamenting again….why is that ???

      The office is very quiet; most of the people are out on their annual leave so I am with the boss trying to finalize a monograph that I will put up on the website. He is picky and I am driving him cuckoo…we are fighting over which word to change, what font to use, and some pointless detail that I don’t even care about. he is picking and picking…min arekut, lejay?, I have a LD to finish and he is not cooperating………the detail-oriented person that I am not is getting in the way of the quality of the publication. for me green is green. BeQa………abessa …mindinew demo lime green billo QuwanQuwa, for chrissake………

      beterfe, today has been a hectic day. Let me remind u once again that I was yemengist temari, and my writing is a clear indication of that. Forgive any major faux pas and, last but not least, please don’t blow me away like that again. my heart is still faint from ur last email ……

      sileyih behazen,

      –romanawit

      PS. Even though Connecticut Avenue is way out of my way to pay my respect at Xando, thanks to our Seledawit friend, I have logged into www.yeminleQso.com to send you my Qidus Gebriel beshilmetu yawtah card ……in the … 'unbreak ur heart, uncry ur tears" kind of way.

      From: Melak?

      To: RomaneworQ

      Subject: Dream on…

      Roman-nesh:

      Ere min bewetash yene Ihit! aynish ayin ginbarish ginbar hono yiker … as for another chance, maybe some things are just not meant to be. I will settle for the memories … by the way, thank you for the card. Idiot moi of course went ahead and clicked on the link thinking it was a real link. Could someone please clink clink on my head to see if there is anything … I wasn’t sure if you were one of those web wizards who can put up web pages in a matter of minutes for the fun of it … BUT, my utmost gratitude goes for de-Perk-itizing me … leT biye iJJ nesichalehu

      As for the zimdina with your afeCHolaTa, ibakish yiQribign … however, if it is going to get me a gold medal, then, hey, hmmmm … on a serious note though, had you asked me for the things I constantly strive for as an enduring personal quality, I would say one of them is to be who I am whoever I am with (if I change, let it be for better and not to mislead), and not to intentionally abuse the feelings and emotions of others. May God help me … if I have already done so - after all, joro leBalebetu bada new - may He forgive me.

      You know, unfortunately, I don’t go to church that much … I am a strong believer in God. A truly strong believer. I constantly seek His council and guidance. Yet, it would be hypocritical of me if I were to say I know the Bible because I honestly don’t. I, along with my brother, are the only ones in the family who don’t know it, and for reasons unrelated …. When it comes to me, it was not for any lack of effort on the part of my parents or because I was being a rejectionist … the only good reason I can think of is that when I was a kid, I never took my Bible lessons, at school or at church on Sundays, seriously.

      Yet, one of my most precious possessions today, which I have had with me for the last eight years, is a Bible that was given to me by my mother when I left home. It has crossed oceans and continents with me. I may not know all the words written in it, but knowing I have it with me puts me at peace … Growing up, interest in religion was shoved to the back of my mind. Yet, I was always attracted to the rhythms and songs and drums and paintings of the Ethiopian Orthodox church, and I always enjoyed the times I went to the church five minutes away from our gate

      … let me tell you of a somewhat different religious experience, though. The West African nation where I spent a good deal of last year is probably more Christian today than when the missionaries who brought Christianity there hundreds of years ago. Come Sunday, everyone QiQ bilo lebso beteKirstian new … the church service, teyw, Qelal Chiferra indaymeslish … it can be jammin. Soulful religious jams - full band, singer, background vocalists, and people out of their seats with handkerchiefs swingin above their heads, sweatin and JAMMIN … at the company I worked for, staff meetings began with a prayer and closed with a prayer.

      Sometimes in the evening, I would be driving home and I would pass the open field that was being used as a soccer field during the day, now with huge ‘stadium’ flood lights illuminating thousands and thousands of people surrounding a stage with enormous speakers mounted at the corners, with a preacher preaching the night away. I kid you not when I say this is happening at 1 am in the morning … on Sundays during the day, two of the TV channels only broadcast church services … if some type of statistics were to be taken, I wouldn’t be surprised if one out of every three cars and one out of every two taxis had a 'Jesus … ’ sticker…the country is religion

      … and if you were to drive an hour and a half to the west of the country, you will come upon two of the most beautiful white stone washed castles you have ever seen, built on the edge of the Ocean. Absolutely breathtaking … And within its walls: the brutality of humans, the cry of a woman being raped caught in time, the ghost of the almot bay tegaday arbeNa who died in solitary confinement, drowned in his own pool of excrement and urine, with rats nibbling at his bloodied feet from marching for forty days from the hinterland, the wailing of a new born being separated from a young mother, who won’t live for too long because she has bled too much anyway, whispers of shackles … light up your flashlight on the walls of the dungeon, and you see the scratch marks of history … you walk out of the dungeon, and there it is, the ‘door of no return’ … the slave castles of Cape Coast and Elmina …

      … and in front of the castle at Cape Coast is yet another beautiful building, a church!! I wonder, did the bells drown out the screams and wailing? … surely, if the priest then had heard the whispers, seen the ghosts, would he have been preaching the words of God to the ‘lords of the castle’ … is their God my God? Your God? was Skip Gates right? Is that why we African are cursed (emphasis: Ethiopia very much included)… because we sold our own children into slavery? My God is the God of the Bible, even if I don’t know all that is written in it. The one my parents thought me to believe in, the one I feel at heart … theirs, I don’t even want to know.

      no, don’t think I hate churches or religion … but I will always be conscious of the fact that in the name of religion, souls have been robbed, spirits defiled, history deformed, lives disrupted, cultures interrupted …

      ok, I think I have gotten carried away … let me change the subject. I am sure this was not what you expected when you asked me if I go to church or if I could relate to you in your spiritual adventures … (by the way, that’s not where afeCHolaTen yeTebeshiw?)

      as for the job issue, let me say, Ms. Environmental Health Advocate, my ambition does not stretch as far as to saving the world alone. But with the right team, why not …. And if I have indeed been given colorful wings, then may those wings fly me in the right direction I finally choose to take. In the same breath, let me thank them for all the places they have taken me to in the past … and why do I think you are color blind, that your feathers are not really gray as you maintain they are?

      by the way, you are absolutely right when you say “EtioPiayweennet for each of us has a different meaning” … and how well you articulated what it can mean to so many … you know, I sometimes do wonder if I am like that kid from our generation in your example, the one who is just infatuated with his country. I would like to think that I have an exposure that is, for someone my age who has been away for a number of years, sufficient enough not to cloud my reasoning with infatuation. But I guess at the end of the day exposure and experiences are all relative. Ask me in ten years, that’s the rough deadline I have given myself for moving back …

      our experiences do shape us, and wanting to go back in the future or to live out one’s life in one’s place of birth or to remain outside and away from there is, indeed, to a very large extent a result of that … to hate to love to desire is a result of that … I run into Ethiopian refugees in Malawi and Zambia (our age, in their twenties), and their stories could be made into a book … I was told of Ethiopian refugees in Mozambique and Angola, two countries you would not think refugees go to … I have family members who traversed the deserts of Sudan … in Ghana, the Ethiopian embassy folks were telling me of a guy who was exiled to Libya for a number of years, and hitchhiked! down to Ghana to run away from Libya … South Africa, Senegal … ay sidet, ay ager …

      I am a dreamer … I want to dream we will see a country that will stretch her hands to all those she forced out for reasons plenty … that she will give us all our own little space to make our own little contributions, to imprint our own little marks, to write our own little history, and most important of all, to live out our lives

      Dream with me

      Melak?
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      From: RomaneWorQ

      To: Melak?

      Subject: Saichegirr Teff biddir…

      Ewnetim Melak?:

      u sure are heavenly, living on cloud nine while the rest of us are faced with the harsh reality that our dreams are more like Qijet. I love reading ur emails…they have an uplifting effect on me….I guess I don’t need to take my ‘busbar’ today….

      egziar yiyillachew editors….i was not able to sleep last night…besides being completely wiped out from the trip, I kept on waking up in the middle of the nite… as if I was going to the olympics…why do I feel this way…I doubt that this will be a lucid entry of any sort….

      endet neh, hoday? as for me, I am ready to drop any minute. It’s already in the afternoon. I want to go home so badly but I don’t think it is possible. The boss, apparently, woke up on the wrong side of the bed and he is a maniac. Besides that, since everyone is out, it’s me that takes all the crap from him today. I have so much on my ‘to do list’ but I decided to just finish off this LD so I can get it over with.

      On the upside, if I have not told you already, Perky has gone home. Friday was her last day and gosh she perkified herself to the point that I almost strangled her. We had this lunch for her and she went on and on and on about how the organization has a big reputation around town and how great everything is….the whole nine yards…of course those suckers believed every word she said while I was ready to give her a whack on the head. BiCha ferenje….

      anteyewa, I could not stop laughing about ur attempt to actually click on the link….that was the whole idea. it works every time.

      u strike me as a person with great character. But as far as having had a lot of exposure— yene geta, I think u have a different kind of exposure-- the kind that would make u more ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘idealist’. When I say we have not been exposed in ethiopia, I mean we have not seen evil, we have not suffered…and for that matter, we have never been part of the system. when I speak to some of my friends who have actually gone to the university in addis or have had real jobs there— I hear horror stories. Trust me, finishing high school in a private school and traveling the world does not give us even the slightest clue on how the day to day life in ‘Addis’ is. I hear it is very frustrating especially if u want to make a difference. Change is something our society doesn’t accept too well. I would give you a simple example: if a relative asks you to send him a sony XX brand radio and u end up sending him sony XXX ( an upgraded version), he gets upset b/c he prefers the one that everyone has/ knows……u get the idea. one thing I have to remind u is that the population of Et is close to 60 million and u and I don’t even represent one percent of the whole population. It is really easy for us to romanticize the whole Ethiopian experience. Hilm aykelekelim……as my amharic teacher used to say ‘deha b’enQilfu Qibe bayTeTa noro NiQaQat yigelew neber’…….so keep on dreaming….it is our dreams that keep us alive.

      A good friend of mine was here from out of town and we were reminiscing about the old times. We were laughing and at the same time were surprised at how much we have changed. This is a friend who I was more like a ‘mom’ to when I was in high school. I was one of those unique/weird people who was very serious/ambitious/sort of Qelem yet very carefree/careless and a complete brat. But when it came to this particular friend, I was more caring…the type that calls to remind him that he has finals to study for, he has an overdue library book,… Now our roles have changed and he is the ‘serious big brother’ who constantly looks out for me and I am the one with tons of unpaid parking tickets, overdue blockbuster video tapes,…etc. Over the years, we tried to keep the friendship going and thanx to the internet we are doing better now than before. But one thing about having a guy friend is that they give u attention whenever they are single. if they are dating someone, we–meaning the platonic girlfriends–would be ignored till ajjerit is no longer in the picture.

      I miss my girl friends a lot, especially the ones I grew up with. We are all scattered around the four corners of the world. I envy the older generation because they went back home after they finished school in the US. They had mahber with their childhood friends. They sent their kids to the same schools, carpooled, and enjoyed life to the fullest. My kids would be lucky if they grow up in the same city as their cousins whether it be in addis or here in the states. bicha lezia yadrisen mejemeriana…

      beterefe, Melak?iye, my end of the day is approaching and I still have not done a single thing … this entry took me the longest to write and I don’t even know what I have written. The boss actually told me that the past week I was more distracted than ever….little did he know, that I have taken a second job as LDst for Seleda….by the way, I just finished updating my resume. I added ‘Co-authored — Chipper is as chipper does: inside the life of the charismatic, the sanguine, and the cosmopolitan.’

      it has been real; it has been fun but heck, editors, this Monday deadline was a complete drag….wendimen…if I don’t get a reply by tonite, Melak?, asebebet…biCha…when I check my email on Wed., there better be an email from Monday waiting for me.

      bel degmo andanday Taff Taff argiliN, eskeziaw gen Timrtihin YigileSilih, injerahen yawefrrelih……

      ROMAN

      From: Melak?

      To: RomaneworQ

      Subject: Fleeting Idealism…

      Ehtewa,

      … maybe you are right, maybe I do live on clouds most of the time. I think that is the best explanation I can come up with for my famous drift offs in the middle of conversations – I go to play with my buddies up in the clouds. keQidus Giorgis gara kwas lemeCHawet … My attention and retention spans have been of grave concern to me lately. I gots to do a better job in class this year … or else, poor Sara, my savior, iswam siyaQebTat she took a year out like me and will be back at school in two weeks, which means she will be taking notes for two people

      iwnetim igzer yiyilachew yeSeleda editeroch … what a skill they have honed, masking BULLYNESS in eloquent phrases … maybe I should have just let the Seledawi/t send Tony, ‘tiny’, and Leroy to take care of business. Maybe they would have done their job well beyond the expectation of their boss, breaking my hand and blackening my eye, exempting me from stripping off my clothes on LD …

      yanchiNawas Aybisim … in your rush to re-PERK-tize me, you rush and say that I have claimed to have had a lot of exposure. I didn’t know you missed Perky already … I believe I said I have sufficient exposure, enough not to cloud my reasoning with infatuations. I won’t disagree with you about ‘cosmopolitanism’, and had you written this a couple of years ago, ‘idealism’ – unfortunately, some of that has fleeted over the past couple of years. True, we may not have seen evil in the eye (but then again, evil comes in all sorts of shapes and colors) and we may not have suffered (you and I are among the fortunate ones who have had a roof over their heads and three meals a day … leAndandoch, yeEnriko cake for dessert included) … but, we WERE part of the system, because we did not exist in a vacuum. I lived my life to a large extent through the pain of my family. You, I, she, he, they, them, and us lived in a country deprived of many of its basics, some may even argue all of its basics, be it justice or a functioning health care. And whether we like it or not, a country deprived deprives all her children – not equally, but she still deprives. She has deprived my family of three lives and has failed to provide necessities for one.

      But I will never say I was among the unfortunate. I hope that is not the message you got. In fact, I strongly believe that to fail to recognize fortune, luck, blessing, and comfort in a country like ours amounts to trivializing the pain and sufferings of the poor and downtrodden, not to mention the hard work and effort of our parents and family. Yet, it is our experiences that shape us, and those experiences are fundamental in our cognizance of what she has and does not have to offer us. And when the day comes to go back, to at least give it a try (don’t worry, it ain’t anytime soon), it is with that cognizance.

      By the way, as for societal change vs. Sony stereo, you definitely set yourself up for a good gibe, but I will spare you … yene geta silalshiN … one of the few things I miss about the mid West: going to a diner or restaurants where the motherly waitresses will say “how you doin today sweetheart, what can I getcha …” sweetheart, honey, pumpkin and darling sure were plenty and they were enough to put a smile on a face blasted by a blizzard

      Talking about friends, I got a sad e-mail today from one of my very close friends (friends ever since first week of orientation at undergrad, when we were these two skinny terrified kids from Africa) who is currently working at Skopje, Macedonia … mind you, he is from Senegal, and of course the first thing he wrote to say when he got there was that he felt he stood out. I wonder why … anyway, he was apparently transiting through Bangkok with a Macedonian colleague of his, and my friend was refused a confirmed seat on Swiss Air … what is worse, when he got upset, the Swiss Air agent declared that he was a danger to himself and to other passengers, and refused to sell him a new ticket … poor Papa (for that is his name, like eight million other Senegalese), I can just picture smoke coming out of his nose and ear … the sad thing is, of course, before smoke started coming out of his nose and ear, it is his skin color that made him a danger. A Programme Officer in charge of Micro-credit Projects with Catholic Relief Services stationed in the Balkans a threat to Swiss Air in Thailand … ay Qoda, ay Qelem, ay mekerachin

      Well, it is back to school in a week-and-a-half’s time … personal goal for the year: finish without pulling an all-nighter. Something tells me it may not happen, so if you get random e-mails at 3:33 am, 5:17am or 6:04 am, please ignore the time … pay attention to them to the extent they determine how far down I can go in your anjet or hod … yes, it has been real, and it has been a lot of fun … for the flattery, ahunim leTTTT biye iJJ Inesalehu … my updated resume would read, ‘Co-authored - Anjete seffeewa: weTta yeQerechiw AsiQeewa, Astewayua’ loved your humor

      BeLelaNaw mesmer inigenaN

      CHIPPER
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      The Sweetest of Sounds

      by B.

      It was the sweetest of sounds… the chirpy, melodious sound of my niece crying as she entered this world. I was outside the delivery room of a hospital on the east coast. It was Ethiopian Christmas, and we were given the best present yet… a gorgeous baby girl.

      She cried with the ferocity, passion and defiance of her father, my brother. She kept crying, the timber of her voice getting stronger as her lungs inhaled the air of her new home, accompanied by my mother’s soft “illilta”.

      She was finally here… the first generation Ethiopian-American in our family. I looked at my cousin and, inexplicably, I started to cry, my short breaths matching my niece’s. She was finally here. The new link of women who would carry on the name and legacy of our family.

      When I held her against me, her stunning eyes looked straight into mine. “I’m here,” they said to me quietly. “I’m here.” I kept looking at her small figure wrapped securely in a blanket. “I see you,” I said to her. “I see you, anjetay.”

      She was a symbol of a beginning and an end. The beginning of the new, lithe blood surging through the old veins of our foremothers and fathers. And also the end of a line of Ethiopians who grew up breathing and sometimes choking on the wonton air of the land we both fled and yearn for.

      For the first time in my life I felt “Diasporized”. Sidet was never an issue with me. When I left Ethiopia, the psyche was such that staying there after high school was unfathomable. My last months were a flurry of I-20s, college essays, visas. The fact that I never hesitated a second about leaving home, Home- the land, the people- only now strikes me as profound.

      How did that happen, I asked myself, as my niece nuzzled in my neck. How did we, our parents, our elders let it happen? How did we let aversion to our country become chic?

      In college, the father of a good friend of mine died. She was extremely close to him and was trying to get him to the States on medical emergency. He was waiting for a visa when his liver collapsed. He died the next day, with his first daughter unaware of how gravely ill he was.

      She was told the merdo after she came back from working a third shift as a waitress. We mourned her loss in a studio apartment in New York. She couldn’t go back home to bury her father because her political asylum papers had not yet been processed. We huddled with her wondering how many of our relatives we would hear had died while we waited for our Green Cards. How many births will we never see? How many hands will we never hold?

      The next day my friend had to go to work because she couldn’t get anyone to cover her shift, and she was putting her sister through college, and rent was due, and she had to send money to her brother who was in a refugee camp in Sudan. Her uniform for work was all black except for a turquoise tie. She told her boss that she had forgotten her tie and wore all black for one night to mourn her father.

      Even then we never thought of ourselves as sidetegNoch. We just thought it was par for the course for the privilege of coming to America. We were never angry at the circumstances and we never let ourselves stop to think why “it” happened in the first place. It was just… life.

      It was just life that we let ourselves cower under tyranny. It was just life that we stepped over bodies on the way to school. It was just life that we paid for the bullets that killed our sisters and brothers. It was just life that we let our spirit get suffocated and hung out for vultures to pick it down to its last fiber. And it was just life that we had to keep silent, bow in deference and hope playing dead will help us alive one more hour.

      Our silence was deafening. It muffled the "iyay-yay"s of our great grandfathers and great grandmothers as they witnessed from their graves the hemorrhaging to death of the Ethiopian spirit.

      We pretended then not to hear the gunshots that snuffed out a whole generation, and we continue to pretend now by pretending to forget the past even as we hear our parents cry themselves to sleep at night. We pretend we were too young or too old to do anything. And in our new world where we pretend “it”-the Red Terror- was an aberration, we relegate it to “past history” status or as a horrendous coincidence, a distant memory not to be regurgitated. We then go back to watching it happen again in Sierra Leon and Burundi on CNN. And the wound abscesses, and abscesses, and abscesses as we watch it pass on to a new generation.

      Sidet, I have come to understand, is payback for being passive. It is revenge exacted on us by our ancestors for defiling their legacy. And payback is a… well, you know.

      My niece will be two next January. “An’ed… hulet… shosht…” she says when she climbs up stairs. “Waa-an…two… free!” she squeals when she climbs down.

      I wonder if she will ever feel the same pang of pain deep in the pit for her stomach for a country that is both beautiful and scarring; I wonder if she will ever love Ethiopia the way I love Ethiopia. I wonder if hers will be the generation to love Ethiopia unconditionally. My country, good or bad. I look at my niece and try to imagine if she will feel any visceral connection when she visits her great grandmother’s grave at Bolé Mikael; if she will come to terms with the turmoil of the past and give it a proper burial.

      I wonder if her generation will be the one to finally make peace with our ancestors and thereby give the rest of us salvation.

      Salvation… the sweetest of sounds.

      The Gilding on the Goblet, Part 2
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      The Gilding on the Goblet, Part II

      by Feleke

      The following is a continuation of an imaginary conversation between Emperor Haile Selassie and a young aide, held during the former’s captivity by the Derg in 1975.

      For the first part of this article, please click the following link. The Gilding on the Goblet, Part I

      _

      Muffled whispers follow a tempered tap on the door. The Aide, irritated by the interruption, scowls at the invisible intruders. Out of the corner of his eye, he steals a quick glance at the Emperor. The King of Kings is drenched in sunlight and lost in reverie. Duty tugs but curiosity, a more formidable opponent, holds her ground. The Aide remains in position. A series of louder yet restrained knocks follow. Indifferent sparrows chirp gaily and flutter near the window, casting darting shadows over the Aide’s sullen face.

      The door abruptly opens. Former Palace Attendant #1, obscured in the dark corridor, peers through the crack between the door and the doorframe. Obdurate, the Aide stares back. Former Palace Attendant #1 waits for a few seconds. He then slips his threadbare white-gloved hand through the open door and beckons the Aide.

      Cowed and browbeaten into submission by hierarchy, seniority and upbringing, the Aide briskly walks toward the door. He grabs the knob, blocks the doorway with his scrawny frame and cranes his head forward through the opening. Hushed admonishments follow. The Aide’s shoulders slump. Moments later, he steps back and opens the door wide. Former Palace Attendant #1, flanked by Former Palace Attendants #2 and #3, wheels a cart loaded with several vegetarian dishes, a pile of injera, rolled and stacked neatly, and a carafe of water into the room. The Aide squeezes hard on the knob as the wheels roll over the creaking hardwood floors. The trio pause behind the second leather armchair across from the Emperor. Former Palace Attendant #1 tilts his head back, lifts his eyebrows and points with his chin. His fellow gray-haired subordinates mechanically walk to the far corner of the room.

      Former Palace Attendants #2 and #3 lift a small table that successfully had eluded the scorching sun and walk it toward the middle of the room. Former Palace Attendant #3 grabs a starched white tablecloth from the cart’s bottom shelf and unfolds it over the small table. Former Palace Attendant #2 stoops next to the bottom of the cart. With his right hand, he picks up a porcelain dinner plate, on top of which lies a set of tarnished silverware for one person, wrapped in an intricately knotted white napkin. With the index finger and thumb of his left hand, he pinches the stem of a crystal water goblet. He rises and sets the dinner plate and the water goblet on the tablecloth. He clutches the napkin, revealing a few chips on the rim and the Emperor’s enameled monogram in the center of the dinner plate. He dexterously removes the silverware from the napkin and methodically arranges them above and on each side of the dinner plate. Former Palace Attendant #1 grabs the various vegetarian dishes and the injera from the top of the cart and places them on the table around the Emperor’s single plate.

      Forming a single line against the window, the trio plunge the room into near darkness. The tip of the Emperor’s pointed nose twitches. Resigning himself to the lunch ritual, the Aide releases the knob and shuts the door with his fingertips. He then walks toward the window and stands against the wall next to Former Palace Attendant #3.

      Silhouetted against the afternoon sun, Former Palace Attendant #1 murmurs inaudibly. Former Palace Attendant #2 looks at his watch and whispers out the time. It is 1:29:30. Thirty seconds pass.

      Former Palace Attendant #1 coughs. The Emperor looks up. Although his eyes do not register the arrival of the newcomers, his body, now a hostage to habit, forces him to stand up and sit on the chair next to the small table. Former Palace Attendant #3 unfolds the starched napkin and drapes it over the Emperor’s thighs. Former Palace Attendant #2 grabs the carafe from the cart and pours some water into the goblet. Former Palace Attendant #1, using a pair of tongs, grabs and rolls out a few coiled pieces of injera over the Emperor’s plate, recovering the monarch’s faded monogram. He then spoons out a moderate amount of food on the dinner plate. The idle Aide fidgets.

      The former palace attendants step back and stand in line against the window, blocking again the sun they had momentarily unveiled during the orderly bustle.

      The Emperor slides the water goblet to his right and moves the dinner plate to his left. He then lowers his elbows on the table, cups his ears and tilts his head down.
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      An errant beam, shining over Former Palace Attendant #1’s shoulder, illuminates the Emperor’s dense and unruly more-salt-than-pepper Afro. Former Palace Attendants #2 and #3 nervously look at Former Palace Attendant #1. Instinctively, the Aide steps forward, ready to cajole. Former Palace Attendant #1 frowns as the Aide freezes in his tracks. Former Palace Attendants #2 and #3 exchange knowing glances. The Aide retreats to his preordained position next to Former Palace Attendant #3.

      Former Palace Attendant #1 entreats in a clear and audible voice.

      “Your Majesty…please eat.”

      The Emperor does not respond. Former Palace Attendant #1 repeats the plea. Vibrations, followed by the rumble of a convoy of military vehicles moving in the distance, slosh the water in the goblet. Several minutes pass.

      Former Palace Attendant #1 coughs. Former Palace Attendant #2 looks at his watch and whispers out the time. It is 1:59:30. Thirty seconds pass.

      Former Palace Attendant #1signals his colleagues and clears the various dishes off the dining table. Former Palace Attendant #2 grabs the dinner plate and the cutlery and piles them on the bottom shelf of the cart. Former Palace Attendant #3 glances at the napkin draped over the Emperor’s thighs, partially concealed by the former sovereign’s dangling coat hem. Former Palace Attendant #3 squats, stares intently at the napkin and stretches his arm toward it. Former Palace Attendant #1 coughs. Former Palace Attendant #3 looks up to meet Former Palace Attendant #1’s vexed and astonished gaze. Sheepishly, Former Palace Attendant #3 lowers his arm and stands up. All three meticulously arrange the dishes on the cart. Former Palace Attendant #1 orders the Aide to remove the carafe and the goblet, fold the tablecloth and replace the dining table to the corner once the Emperor returns to his armchair.

      Former Palace Attendant #1, flanked by Former Palace Attendants #2 and #3, wheels out the cart and quietly exits the room. Former Palace Attendant #3 closes the door behind him. The Emperor, now directly in the path of the afternoon sun, glows. He leans back in his seat and lazily stretches out his arms. He opens his eyes and looks around reorienting himself with his surroundings. Then, he picks up the goblet and calmly drinks all of the water in it. He slides the empty goblet over the tablecloth to his right and stops. His fingers remain on the stem. The Aide rushes to the table and grabs the carafe. He stands behind the Emperor’s right shoulder and pours some water into the goblet. The Emperor speaks.

      _

      Emperor: 74 years ago today, crouched on several layers of Persian rugs at the feet of the enthroned Janhoy Menelik, I witnessed my father’s tezkar held in an enormous tent pitched on what were then the empty plains of Fil Wu’ha. All the monks, priests, deacons and hermits of the six churches of Addis Abeba prayed for my father’s absolution before they arrived at the memorial banquet.

      Getochu did not spare any expense. His lieutenants, many of whom were my father’s relatives and colleagues, personally made sure that all who attended—be they prince or pauper—were treated lavishly. Addis Abeba has yet to witness a funeral of such magnificence, magnitude and sorrow.

      Forty days of wailing had not depleted my eyes of tears. A day after the tezkar, as custom dictates, the wake resumed de novo. A seemingly endless procession of mourners passed in front of the makeshift imperial dais. Leading the cortège, in double file, were a group of warriors that had garnered glory in the Battle of Adwa and in numerous expeditionary wars serving under my father’s regiment. Many of them, with the black embroidered borders of their shemmas wrapped around their shoulders in a manner dictated by mourning etiquette and with their arms clasped around their heads, roared “Getayé! Getayé!” as they walked past.

      A group of Sidamo dinkey players in triple file followed the woeful warriors. Holding upright their remarkable twenty-foot-long wind instruments, the minstrels repeatedly blew three sharp notes followed by a rumbling bass note. The rams’ horns, perched on the tip of their bamboo instruments, reverberated the disturbing notes. A sudden shudder surged from within and overtook my sobs.

      Thirty-four pairs of drummers—that being the maximum number allowed for officials as 44 were reserved for ruling sovereigns—with the straps of their negarits looped around their shoulders, shocked me out of my convulsions as they struck their percussion instruments with full force, in unison and in andante tempo. Boom! Boom! Boom! Pause. Boom! Boom! Boom! Pause. Boom! Boom! Boom! Pause. Boom! Boom! Boom!

      An eerie procession followed. Hundreds of women who had carried provisions, had prepared and cooked meals, and had cared for the infirm, the wounded and the despondent during many of Father’s campaigns walked past–in silence.

      My eyes wandered past the Emperor. Amazed, they remained fixed on the Empress’ dry eyes and unperturbed countenance. She instinctively turned in my direction. Immediately, I cast my eyes down lest she detect my profound shock.

      Lamentations of the multitude crescendoed and echoed back and forth between Entoto Mar’yam and Ye-Zuqwala Abo when Abba Kagnew, my father’s celebrated chestnut, resplendent in his golden harness and led by the most senior steward, solemnly walked past, parading my father’s ceremonial robe, battle arms, gem-studded coronet and medals.

      Janhoy rocked in his throne as he openly wailed and howled, “my right hand, my right hand, I’ve lost my right hand. Lijén, lijén, I’ve lost my son!”

      At age 13, one can be excused for being lulled into delusion by such manifestations of royal and public favor. For a whole week following the tezkar, I did not doubt that I was going to succeed my father as the next governor of Harer. Had I not been inculcated with heavy doses of reserve and caution early in my childhood, I would not have been able to conceal my delight when, two days after the tezkar, Ligaba Beyene arrived at my camp with the Emperor’s summons. I was commanded to leave my father’s troops at the encampment and pitch my tent in the palace grounds. I ordered the servants to pack my belongings posthaste and send them to the palace later in the day. Accompanied by Dejazmatch Abba Tabor and Fitawrari Haile Selassie Abayneh, my father’s most loyal officers, I rode behind Ligaba Beyene, cantering out of the camp with glee.

      I was soon to learn my first important political lesson: one does not inherit but earns a position of power. In the murky corridors adjoining their Majesties’ throne room, foxes skulked, hyenas lurked, panthers darted, lions prowled, bees hovered, rhinoceroses charged, hawks swooped and snakes slithered. A bleating lamb in such a fold would have been spurned fodder.

      It soon became clear that the politically nimble Empress—mind you, Itegé Taitu had never forgiven my father for refusing to consummate a marriage she had engineered between her obedient juvenile niece and my defiant middle-aged father—had other plans in motion for the prized province. A few years ago, my older brother, Dejazmach Yilma, had married another niece of the Empress. A proclamation was soon issued. My brother was granted the governorship of Harer; I was given the governorship of Selalé, a district formerly administered by the late Ras Dargé, the Emperor’s uncle and my father’s, too. Only my father’s most loyal lieutenants were discontent; the Shoan elite believed these appointments to be judicious.

      “After all,” a court wag had declared, “Harer is our most cherished possession and Teferi is barely in his breeches!”

      “To be sure,” a noblewoman suspected of being in league with the Empress had added. “And let us not forget—although Teferi’s father, God bless his soul, seems to have done so—that at Gargambar, during the battle of Adwa, it was Yilma who had valiantly saved the good Ras Makonnen from mortal danger.”

      It was probably the Empress—for I was soon learning to track the imprints of her exquisite maneuvers—who had had me summoned to the palace a week before the announcements were made public. With this act of “hospitality” and “familial solicitude,” she accomplished two things: First, by removing me from my father’s army, encamped in the outskirts of town since our arrival, she denied them a leader through whom they could express their anticipated frustration and fury; Second, by keeping me within the confines of the palace, I could easily be monitored by her spies.

      Were it not for the appeasement and counsel of Dejazmatch Abba Tabor and Fitawrari Haile Selassie Abayneh, the news of my extreme displeasure with the appointments would have meandered its way to the Sovereigns’ ears in an instant. Since it was not my intention to wither away in oblivion—after all, my great-uncle, Ras Dargé, had administered the sleepy district late in his retirement!—I decided, that is with the Emperor’s permission, to send a plenipotentiary to Selalé while I remained in attendance at court.

      …

      One morning, a couple of weeks after my arrival, and on my way back from early morning mass at Bahita, I saw Lij Iyasu, the Emperor’s grandson, with his entourage that included Lij Getachew, son of Dejazmatch Abate, hero of Adwa. As Imru and Tefera Belew, my cousins and childhood friends, had not yet arrived from Harer, I was naturally seeking the companionship of my age-mates. Having seen me, Iyasu and Getachew pulled on the reins of their horses and waited by Fit Ber, blocking some of the incoming and outgoing traffic. Excited at the prospect of joining them, I zigzagged my way past the bustling crowd.

      As they were about to dismount, Fitawrari Tilahun, Iyasu’s guardian, seated on spirited stallion, spoke.

      “Young men, it is not wise to make the Egyptian instructors wait on your first day of school. Herr Ilg is probably still at home. Leave it to him to report your tardiness to his Majesty.”

      He turned towards me as Iyasu and Getachew re-inserted their feet in their stirrups.

      “Good morning, Lij Teferi,” Fitawrari Tilahun said, with a hint of condescension.

      I bowed, miffed at being referred to as “Lij.” Six months had elapsed since my father had elevated my rank. I was now a Dejazmach.

      “Good morning, Fitawrari.” I replied, suppressing my irritation.

      Unable to contain his excitement, Iyasu told me that the Emperor had enrolled them in school at Herr Alfred Ilg’s house in the heart of Iri Bekentu. They were going to attend classes at the residence of the Swiss engineer until the construction of the Dagmawi Menelik School was completed. Iyasu invited me to join them. Although our temperaments have at best been dissimilar, in those days Iyasu and I enjoyed each other’s company. Iyasu had yet to be declared heir apparent. His much older half-brother, Dejazmach Wosen-Seged was then still alive.

      I declined Iyasu’s spontaneous offer as I bowed and bid them farewell. Iyasu spurred his horse and, followed by his entourage, galloped through the main arch of Fit Ber. Several pedestrians stepped aside and bowed as Iyasu and his entourage rode past them. Only Getachew remained.

      “Teferi, go and speak to the Emperor. My father did, that’s how I enrolled,” Getachew emphatically declared.

      I was moved by Getachew’s concern and suddenly remembered my father’s terrified look at his deathbed. The certainty of a future that did not include a powerful father safeguarding his son’s interest felt almost unendurable. I felt utterly alone.

      “Janhoy is now your surrogate father,” interjected Getachew, as if reading my thoughts.

      Startled, I looked up at him and mumbled.

      “The Emperor, he is like your father. You shouldn’t be afraid. Ask him,” he urged.

      Fitawrari Tilahun, with a disapproving look on his face, trotted his horse toward us.

      “Getachew, you had better leave,” I said.

      Getachew tugged the right rein of his good-natured mare and galloped toward the gate. Appeased, Fitawrari Tilahun reversed his direction and struck his horse with a whip.

      I began my ascent toward my tent when I heard Getachew call out my name in the distance. I looked back and saw him mouthing one word: “Ask.”

      I smiled, watching him ride out of the palace compound and down the incline, disappearing into a eucalyptus grove that shrouded Herr Ilg’s neighborhood.

      Since I did not have much to do, I decided to tour the palace grounds. During the last week and a half, I had spent my days cooped up in my older half-brother’s house receiving hundreds of our father’s relatives, colleagues and acquaintances. In spite of the bereaved visitors’ vigorous shrieks and wails of anguish, I had become unable to shed another tear. Exhaustion, for the moment, had purged grief out of my system.

      I stopped at the bottom staircase of the relatively new elfign adarash and marveled at the size of the edifice. It was the largest building I had ever seen. Stern, overlapping commands of “let him pass!” diverted my attention. I turned around and noticed a man, in European attire, driving a horse and buggy hastily toward the elfign adarash.

      The instant I recognized the rider, he pulled on the reins of his horse and called out my name, addressing me in French.

      “Ah, finalement! Bonjour, Lidj Teferi. Pardon, I forgot, you’ve been a Dedjazmatch for a few months now, non? Congratulations! Hop in, I’m on my way to His Majesty’s elfign,” he said, continuing in French.

      I responded in my elementary French as I climbed up and sat next to him. It was Dr. Joseph Vitalien, a physician from the French colony of Guadeloupe. My father had invited him to be the resident doctor of the hospital that he had established in Harer about four years ago. Dr. Vitalien had remained in Harer for two years during which time he had taught me French for an hour a day. He was now Janhoy Menelik’s personal physician.

      Dr. Vitalien struck his horse with a whip as the buggy jerked and moved forward. After the required exchange of greetings, I told him about my desire to continue my education here in Addis Abeba. Dr. Vitalien encouraged me to talk to the Emperor about my wishes.

      “I’m sure he feels responsible for your welfare and well-being. Let us not forget that your father, Ras Mekonnen, was one of His Majesty’s most able and most respected administrators. May I take this opportunity to extend my condolences and express my most sincere and heartfelt sorrow at the loss of your father?” he concluded. I bowed as I responded in the affirmative.

      Dr. Vitalien parked his buggy next to inQulal bet, stepped out and grabbed his doctor’s bag from the storage area behind the seat. I leapt out and followed the doctor as he ran up the stairs toward the Emperor’s quarters. The chamberlain, Azaj Metaferya, appeared in the vestibule, much distressed.

      “Good morning, Hakim Vitalien. Please follow me to His Majesty’s bedchambers. Dejazmatch Teferi, wait here,” he ordered. I was surprised to learn that the doctor understood Amharic.

      Dr. Vitalien waved back at me and disappeared into a long hallway, a few paces behind Azaj Metaferia.

      Valets, chambermaids, and lackeys bustled in and out of the vestibule. A woman’s stifled sobs resounded in the distance. Invisible stewards and housekeepers decreed muted commands as numerous doors and windows opened and closed in the Emperor’s chambers. Chaos reigned in the imperial household.

      Baffled, I cautiously navigated past a few agitated retainers scurrying in all directions. I then sat on the edge of a high-backed chair next to a doorway that led to an anteroom. A manservant, carrying a few liqueur glasses and an empty bottle of Fernet Branca on a tray, appeared out of the long hallway, walking briskly in my direction. I gestured toward him before he disappeared into the anteroom. He must have recognized me for he paused and bowed.

      “How do you do, my lord” he whispered.

      He took a step forward but stopped when he heard my voice.

      “What has happened? What is all this activity?” I asked.

      He eyes darted furtively before he lowered the tray and leaned toward me.

      “It’s His Majesty. He’s gravely ill,” he murmured.

      Before I had a chance to ask him another question, he stood erect, bowed, and rushed through the doorway, disappearing into the anteroom. I nervously wondered how I was going to enroll in school if the Emperor became an invalid, or, God forbid, passed away.

      Suddenly, I began to chuckle uncontrollably and covered my mouth, attempting to squash this most indecorous outburst. I glimpsed the faint outlines of the custom blueprint God had designed for me. I had just experienced an epiphany. It was then that I realized that I had to marshal my wits to tackle a future mined with obstacles and devoid of serendipity. And yet, I was not despondent. On the contrary, the challenge invigorated me. I began to contemplate the benefits of becoming a self-made man.

      …

      Camouflaged by the unusually heavy and menacing clouds of mid-March, and weakened by its intimate alliance with the horizon, the sun no longer threw vibrant rays from lofty angles. The Emperor and his Aide are now obscured in near darkness. The Emperor picks up the goblet and gulps down some water. The Aide walks across the room to turn on the lights.

      To be continued.

      Keeping my Father Alive
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      Keeping My Father Alive

      Dear Dad,

      It’s been a long time since I wrote you a letter, but I think that’s it’s long overdue. Proximity certainly has its advantages, but in this case I feel that maybe by writing to you I can better convey the varied emotions that I’m experiencing.

      The past several years have certainly been trying on both of us, more so for you with your current health condition. At the same time, I feel it has become a period of growth and acceptance between us. A better appreciation of where we stand in each other’s lives, not only as parent and child, but also as two adults trying to come to terms with the different roles.

      Many years ago, when I was still a child and trying to understand the reasons as to why you were the sole caretaker of your mother, you told me it was “… because that’s the way it is”. Pretty simple yet profound statement, but one I could not understand at the time. Today that very simple answer reverberates throughout my being because I now find myself at that very place, being responsible for a beloved parent. It’s actually quite simple for me, I either shoulder the responsibility, or I forever burden myself with thoughts of guilt and shame at not having done the right thing. 1 '11 choose the former, thank you very much!

      The thoughts that I know you’re probably having is that you’re becoming an unwanted burden, but lets look at it objectively, something you’re always fond of telling me. While your medical condition certainly is of great concern to all of us, it does not preclude you from enjoying many of your varied interests.

      Remember the time we had some kids over to play, and they clamored all over you trying to get to the candy we’d hid behind the sofa, I think you enjoyed that as much as they enjoyed playing with you. Watching a couple of young tikes “frisking you for the ‘goods’ was priceless”. Wish I’d had a camcorder handy. If only to show you how vibrant and lively you looked that day. Laughter does make you feel younger, doesn’t it?

      But seriously, your current medical condition does worry me and does make me want to take care of you, as much as you’ll let anybody take care of you. Letting someone else assist you in the more physically demanding chores does not lessen your independent spirit, nor does it lessen you in my eyes. My harping on about whether you’ve taken this medication or that pill, or the need for you to get some fresh air is really my way of trying to ensure your continued good health. Actually I’ve been waiting a VERY LONG time to say this, “Dad, it’s for your own good”.

      Did your Mom, my grandmother, make this much fuss when you were “helping out”? Did my grandfather complain that you were robbing him of his independence? If they did, I can warn my future children of this genetic predisposition towards wanting to be “left alone” later in life, an aversion to being "taken care of’.

      I remember my grandmother, and the only times I ever heard her tell you to stop doing anything, was when she was telling you to stop being so strict with us. Gosh, I miss her, I could really use her help now, maybe then you’d listen to someone.

      Every time we go to visit the doctor and discuss your health, I’m aware of how difficult it must be for you to hear YOUR kids discussing YOUR health with YOUR doctor. But its a necessary evil, sorta like Cod Liver Oil, (yuck), we’re just as concerned for your health as you are, and we want to see you around the house when the grandkids arrive, which will hopefully be soon.

      I remember a time many years ago when you were hospitalized for several weeks in Addis Ababa, you probably think I was too young to remember. I remember visiting you in your hospital room and asking you what you were doing and when you were coming home. You said, “The doctors are examining me and I should be home very soon.” Again, a very simple answer was sufficient to hide the true nature of things back then.

      But I’m not a child anymore, and I don’t scare easy. I was raised by a man who bucked the odds, carved out a career for himself when he was told it was foolhardy to do so, and was extremely successful at it, cared for his parents and siblings, never once complaining, and raised his kids to lead by example.

      Just yesterday I remember being a child. Today, as an adult, I find that the child I was still lives in me whenever we’re having fun, but it’s the adult me that has the most fun, because I have been blessed with these past few years to spend time with my Dad, to enjoy the time we have as adults, as friends, as equals. While I don’t kid myself into thinking that you’ll ever allow anyone to “run you life”, I’m sure going to keep on trying to be your staff to lean on.

      Oh, and about those grandkids… stick around.

      Your loving child.
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        * * *

      

      _

      I wrote this actual letter to my father. For obvious reasons I have decided not to mention any names, or the cause of my fathers illness out of respect for his privacy, and his sense of dignity.

      I can’t help but think of my fellow Ethiopians in the Diaspora who are increasingly facing the same situation. Our efforts truly reflect the essence of what being an Ethiopian means: affording our loved ones the means to get the proper medical treatment, rallying around each other when one needs encouragement etc. Except now we are doing it far away from familiar territory.

      Living in “ye-seleTenew alem” has afforded my family and I the benefits of having access to medical care that might not have been readily accessible or available back home.

      But the down side is that the sense of family I remember from back home is no longer present. I know my Dad misses his brothers and sisters, and his relatives and friends. Most of my uncles and aunts are back home, with very little idea, as to the severity of my father’s condition. The cousins and relatives that are here, are all living their lives, and trying to deal with the issues in their lives, and so we see them on those rare occasions.

      The few friends my parents have here have been wonderful in their unflagging devotion and kindness, and are a boon to their lives. The stories, laughter and jokes that abound when they come to visit are experiences I treasure, not only for what it means to my Dad, but because I see what I’d like my future to look like: having friends I’ve known 50+ years to reminisce about school days, and those heady days of our youth.

      Having my siblings as “co-conspirators” as my father calls us, is a great relief for me, because I know we can share the responsibility, and also deal with our father in our own special way.

      There are times when he asks for something relatively simple, and I forget to do it in the rush of my daily activities, and the disappointment I see in his eyes fills me with a sense of shame. I have yet to find that balance between what I know has to be done and what I need to do in my own life.

      Although I would never admit it to my Dad, life is difficult at times. Having to come face to face with a parent’s mortality is very scary. Every day I ponder what he would like me to do if THAT day arrives.

      Every day I push that question aside, and concentrate on what I must do to ensure his recovery.

      _

      Heading West
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      Heading West, East, North…to the Unknown.

      by: Fishkaw

      Saturday night 1985, … Farewell Party.

      The very next day, our friend was leaving to go to Europe. I saw him standing there, the host himself, Girma Seichento, right in the middle… welcoming his invited guests and introducing himself to the non- invited ones. The best DJ in town was in the house, hence it had been expected that there would be some unexpected guests… some Break-dance freaks.

      Groups formed in that well-decorated living room. Families and relatives occupied the best corner where they could be able to keep an eye on the valuable stuff.

      In the other corner sat some Qebele officials, among them Ye’Hamsa Aleqa Maru Dumessa, chief of the Qebele’s Abiot Tibeqa. Nobody had ever liked or understood him. On special occasions like this one, weddings or LeQsos, “Arawit” Maru would morph into your very soul mate. He’d sit there next you, singing some Abyotawi Haq… “The mass is with us, as we are with the mass, Guwadoch.”

      Had it not been for his mom’s good relation with the Qebele, Seichento would have never gotten that Ye’Digaf Debdabe signed. He was considered “TSere E-Se-Pa” because he won a final game of Kerembula against Guwad Awlachew, Ye-WeT’at LiQemenber.

      We, his friends, had taken the other corner, close by the music. Plenty of chicks who had enjoyed Seichentoe’s services on different occasions were present. We used to see him every single day walking along with some lady, heading west; and within an hour or two, we’d see him walking side by side with another lady, sharing her Zembil, heading east…and then with yet another, heading north.

      I guess this is how he acquired this taxi name, “Sei-chento,” (Fiat 600).

      At his party, Seichentoe was dressed up, complete with his John-Tra hairstyle and that little scar on his left cheek - proof of the depth of his unconditional love for Yiftusira, his only true love - prominently displayed.

      One Sunday morning he had rented a bicycle from stadium zuria and came to the neighborhood to do the usual showing off. Yiftu was walking by and he had to show her something special. So he let go of the handlebars. Looking only at her, at Yiftu, his only true love, he neglected to look where he was going. By the time he realized what was happening, it was too late to react, to save himself. We helped pull him out of a stinking TuuBo, a love scar as souvenir. He was our Romeo.

      The Saturday night of his party, everybody had a good time. Those who knew how to dance danced … All Night Long. Break danced … Get Down on It … She is Fresh-She’s so Fresh … Fua-Fua Yilal Doju .…Mele’yayet Mot new.

      On the other side, those of us who knew how to drink drank everything - everything that flowed: Meta Bira…Baron’s … Kendoo…Katspin… Tella… Punch … Yastefesihe Libe. And by the time we felt light and high, we neglected Newton’s Law of Gravity and did the Moon Walk, far better than those professional break-dancers.

      I don’t remember falling asleep. When I woke up, Girma Seichento had already left for the airport, heading for parts unknown, hoping the unknown would give him the opportunity to become the person he was born to be, ignoring all the good and bad times we shared, wondering if he was able to build a home somewhere far away - a home without loved ones, without Yiftu, …and, of course, without Ye’Hamsa Aleqa Maru Dumessa, his worst nightmare, chief of the Qebele’s Abiot Tibeqa.

      …… Months later, we received our first Posta, from Diasporic Seishentoe. We opened it, and we all were delighted, not for his long gibberish letter, but for the hundred dollars he had attached with it. None of us wanted to read his letter. On a day like that, which didn’t come very often, what we needed was a huge celebration.

      We were loaded. We got ourselves some Kent, rejimun. And… yes, we were determined to sign a peace deal with all the gods. We sent our purchasing staff to arrange all the berCHa and CHebssi stuff. We sent our CHimit friend, Tsadiqu, whom we thought was relatively holy, to submit the best janTilla and some Twaafs to CHerkos, Seishentoe’s favorite Tabot.

      With nothing left to do, the rest of us started reading his letter. He was not the Seishentoe we knew. He had become very serious. Like Lenin: “Work, work … ahunim work”.

      He wrote: "Gobez…. Up here life is not as simple as we used to imagine. The word “work” is very confusing. Some work to live, and some live to work. … And believe it or not, I am part of it…Life doesn’t have any significant definition. It is up to you to make the best out of everything life brings your way. These wefeffes find me “not that friendly”, 'cause I couldn’t shout and jump the way they do. In this chaos, your presence means nothing. Once in a while you have to speak and speak loud. This is how you will be judged. I told those losers “I had these friends, with whom I could sit on a berCHa all day long with mirqana, and never have to say a word, except ‘Ajeb’. And then I could get up and walk away without saying a word. Because they are my friends, they understand. The only thing that counted was my presence.”

      “Well, I am glad that I have you all, my friends. As for this money, it is my flesh and blood. Inkachiuh teqamesut.”

      “Please pass my love to my Yiftu. Is she still wearing that neTela CHama I bought her? Oh … yes, I miss her beautiful long toes, especially her awra T’at. Tell her to keep on checking her posta, I’ve sent her yabede shinshin qemis.”

      Iskigenagnachu d’res, I mean, be-Ayne siga,

      Seishentoe

      Almost Haven, New York City
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      Almost Heaven, New York City

      It has only been a few weeks, but already life as I know is changing, sometimes slowly but mostly with spectacular speed. New York will do that to you, regardless of how intent you are in keeping your chiko-menchaka nikkir personality, tenderly tended from the eau-de-toilet (yeah, I said toilet) alleys of Amist-kilo through the ibet-scented fields of rural Massachusetts past the rarefied and rare-to-find fragrant acres of cushy New Jersey, through Washington DC (who has time to think up the right adjectives for DC?!)…now to here. No one may have been able to wrestle you away from the jean-clad confines of your nonchalant wardrobe, but in New York, you throw those babies off like they were the petroleum by-products of bygone days (remember Tetron?) and gleefully embrace what New York offers. And in New York, there’s a li’l somethin’ for everyone.

      Boot camp … shaken not stirred. For the timid and retiring wallflower, New York is nothing if not a tall glass of shock therapy with a chaser of real-time assertiveness training, in a cut glass highball edged with crunchy sass…Siga-méda trainers ain’t got nothin’ on this city. It hasn’t even been three weeks in my new home away from home away from home, and I have already stared down some goober misguided enough to roll his eyes at me – totally unjustified since that was his size 15 shekona resting clumsily upon my sandal-clad, and now irreparably flattened, foot. He backed off, almost even apologized; I limped on, triumphant. Hey, a few irreplaceable toe bones are a small price to pay for some New York respect. In fact, the other people in the bus stop looked at me with something akin to admiration (or was it gas?).

      Léba…léba…ere lébalébaléba For the average kis-awlaQi, New York presents at once fabulous challenges and limitless opportunities. On the one hand, every single solitary NY native, from the cherubs in those adorable pre-kindergarten toddler-movers to the diabolical old ladies with walkers, is extremely well trained in armed combat. Go ahead, try to forcibly remove a beloved Pokemon backpack or a Macy’s shopping bag from one of these – if you’re lucky, you’ll draw back a nub, but a few of you unlucky ones would probably be the startled recipients of a swift and yemayadagim public gelding.

      At the same time, though, the number of unwitting New Yorkers on public transportation who wear dazzling necklaces, diamond-studded watches and glittering rings would make any self-respecting awtobus léba salivate. Let me not mislead you; it would take a bit of time to distinguish the real from the faux jewelry … during that learning period, any attempt to, say, bend down and bite the Rolex on a woman’s wrist to check its authenticity will put the léba in the perfect position to have his tongue ripped out. So think twice before buying yourself a ticket on the DV train to klepto-heaven. But wait, all is not lost: in these days of trendy no-snap, no-clasp purses, your Sost-QuTir awtobus experience won’t need any upgrading and will undoubtedly score you a bunch of credit and calling cards, a couple of Casio electronic day planners, and if you’re lucky, a Palm Vx or two. Not bad for someone whose life may have revolved around waiting for the end-of-the-month booty on a “fragrant” Mercato-bound bus. And there’s more…if you work verrrrrry hard and sharpen those skills, you most definitely have a future as a real estate delala.

      But that’s last month’s news.

      AlawQim’n ma gedelew? For the clueless tourist, New York is the nicest city in the world, and really does not deserve its harsh reputation. It so pains the native to see you wandering around looking for some landmark unsuccessfully that they take it upon themselves to actually offer to help you. In fact, New Yorkers are so friendly that they appear to consider it the highest insult NOT to give you very detailed directions (“go west two avenues, cross Central Park and walk downtown nine streets”) even when they have ABSOLUTELY no idea where the hell you want to go. But they’re like that – faultlessly generous, somehow knowing deep in their hearts that you’d rather walk an extra mile or four than be forced to actually ask anyone else. Besides, what are the chances that anyone knows where you’re going, anyway?

      Here, the shoes break in the woman. Woe be unto she who thinks that the delightful, fashionable, sexy shoes that were fine for car-to-office travel elsewhere will work in the City that Never Stops Walking; the City that, while offering the most exquisite shoes known to womankind, also is home to the most treacherously painful subway corridors, steep staircases, walk-up apartments and hyper-active run-everywhere natives. Hundé; Toré would have some serious competition from the speed walkers here, and even he couldn’t walk a step, much less do his famous fast-walk, if he had to wear the torture implements a REAL New York Woman flaps around in. Most days I just stare in awe – one day, some day … nah. My momma didn’t raise no fools.

      Now, I’ll admit right here that I have a shoe fetish – can’t remember when it started, but I remember the joy with which I stepped out of the Sasso shoe store in Piassa as a 10 year old with my first almost-grown-up tiny heel shoes. Okay…okay…my older brother had to literally hold me up since the shiny sole and the eighth-inch heel had me totally unbalanced. Up till that fateful day, I had been condemned to wearing those Darmar bullet-proof unisex brown sandals with rubber soles, (you know the ones with the little holes cut in a floral pattern on top?), handed down from generation to generation of successive suffering masses. But finally, ecstatically, even as I was sliding across the sidewalk in the trusty grip of my brother, I knew then what I know now – shoe shopping is right up there with religious and other… um…equally exquisite, exhilarating experiences.

      But New York did me in. Sadly, after almost sliding under the 19th subway train in a row, and after the Madison Avenue podiatrist I already have on retainer bought matching yachts for herself and her husband, I finally relegated my lifetime collection of luscious shoes to their special altar in my apartment. Now I’ve started wearing low-heeled brown sandals with rubber soles. Don’t…don’t you dare even say a word…

      “Give me your tired, your weak…your broke, busted and disgusted”. Imiyé Liberty is getting a sore arm with all that torch holdin’ and greetin’. Wave after wave of the weary who’ve had it with the latest intrigues of their flawed governments and flopping economies continue to arrive in New York, not unlike the rest of us Exiled Disgruntleds. The latest arrivals are from the former Soviet Union and the rest of the ex-Eastern Bloc, and they’re everywhere: the nouveau riche who crowd into Fifth Avenue boutiques where, flush with their ill-gotten gains, they further confirm that money and bad taste are a tremendously bad combination. The nouveau poor who live in the crowded tenements of New Jersey and all five boroughs, and who populate all of the trains, especially those coming from Coney Island. The desperation with which they devour the newspapers written in their mother tongues are painfully reminiscent of our first few years here. Eventually, they too will give way to the next wave, since there will always be another country whose citizens have no choice: my country…love it and leave it.

      Asylum for the Ayn-afar. Initially, New York may seem like a lonely place to the new arrival. New Yorkers may be willing to tell you where to go (in every way imaginable) but they’re not about to let you tag along with them. So it’s a little alienating at first, eating lunch at your desk every day or pressing your askonaN face up against the many bars, cafés and restaurants where the Rich and Raucous seem to be whooping it up every evening. But slowly, you begin to realize that you are no longer under surveillance – that omnipresent feeling of being under constant scrutiny that we Addis A’bans seem to never shake starts to slowly disappear.

      …and for the Aynwan-l’afer. You may not be welcomed with open arms here, but your sick little idiosyncrasies certainly are. No hair, green hair, green nails… green nails hammered into your shaven yet painted green head – whatever rocks your boat goes here. Walk with your slithering python wrapped around your neck, waist and mohawk hairdo, or escort your multi-pierced dates through the train as you loudly discuss an upcoming ménage à trois…no one cares. After a near lifetime of having your every breath recorded, recounted and archived for future use by your community, loved ones and busybody seferteNoch alike, it is liberating to recognize that, here, you can do anything you damn well please. Just the other day I was listening to a fabulous Spanish/Middle Eastern song on my walkman and realized that, if I chose to, I could bop to the irresistible beat up and down the subway platform to my heart’s content. I haven’t braved it yet – there is that infernal, internal voice that keeps alerting me to the sheer unEthiopianness of such lax behavior – but don’t be surprised if, one day soon, you see a jubilant, liberated woman, in brown sandals with rubber soles, eyes closed and hands raised blissfully in the air, shimmying and sashaying to a Radio Tarifa CD. You might even want to join in…hey, it’s New York.

      Tenderness, Ethiopian Style
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      Tenderness, Ethiopian Style

      By: D. G.

      She grappled with the idea of leaving, but found the thought too unsettling to fill in the necessary details of a plan. The life she led seemed enough for the time being, although she understood that eventualities would prove it to be wrong for her temperament. She was used to the hustle of life on the edge of survival. It had been exhilarating. Life in three-room bars where men of meager means paid pittance for her services. The brutality of the trade had a certain allure to it. She had felt like a freedom fighter doing what she had to just to survive. That period of time in her life held a special appeal, a sort of nostalgia that can’t quite be explained to others.

      The grip of her current security is less than comforting. The man who had brought her out of her former life is a man with a gentle soul. He has no real knowledge of her past life and it seems he doesn’t find it necessary to inquire. He is reassured to have another body next to him in the wilderness of his exile. The particulars of exile demand that people forgo the fantasy of truth. He has no quarrel with such a rule because somehow it seems to fit his temperament.

      She, surprisingly, has grown to love him despite his nonchalant attention. Love, however, is a feeling that holds many contradictions for her; the feeling being never the sum of things that are real. The routine of her current life holds an amusing irony, while the domesticity of a housewife had held promise back home, where she might have enjoyed idle afternoons sipping coffee and gossiping with neighbors. Being a housewife in America is a lonely position. No troublesome neighbors, no Buna ceremony, no maids, only the sound of television with all its meaningless chatter to keep one company. Her duties were simple enough, she would have to cook, clean, and two or three times a week give her self to this man who has come to hold her life in his hand. The work never bothered her, however, the fact that her world consisted of her husband alone disturbed her. Her innate sense of independence was being threatened.

      She looks at the time on the VCR and realizes that he will be home in thirty minutes. She walks into her bedroom and opens her closet. She looks at four dresses, which he had bought before he came back home to marry her. He hasn’t bought her a new dress since they arrived in the States. She looks at a black dress, and places the dress on the bed. It is a silk dress with spaghetti straps, short with a fit that accentuates her dangerous curves. She also selects black shoes and large gold hoop earrings. She slides the dress on and stares at herself in mirror; she is beautiful, with looks that had destroyed many marriages. Her husband’s increasing disinterest in her body was starting to alarm her; the mirror is more reassuring. Satisfied with her choices she goes back in to the kitchen and warms the siga wat and aliCHa fitfit. He arrives home from work before she is done. He greets her with the same lukewarm hello, not for lack of enthusiasm, rather because he is exhausted from his ten-hour shift at the parking lot where he works. He kisses her on the cheeks. His kiss is devoid of passion. Noticing that the dinner table was not yet set, he proceeds to the bedroom mumbling something about taking a shower. As he enters the bedroom he notices her dress on the bed with shoes and jewelry arranged perfectly. He sits on the bed and starts caressing the dress. It feels cold and smooth. He remembers the day she wore this dress to a mels party that was given by his friend when they came to the states after the wedding. She had looked radiant that night; a trophy won through tenhour work days for seven years. He steps back out into the kitchen and tells her that he will be taking her to dinner tonight. He tells her to get ready while he takes a quick shower. She feels a little sad because she knows that the sight of the dress on the bed was the reason he was taking her out to dinner… However, it was for that exact reason she had set the dress out like that. , Her ability at indirect manipulation gratifies her need for control, yet she hates abusing his weakness. He is a kind man, this much she knows.

      When he comes out of the bathroom he notices that she is already dressed. She looks beautiful almost innocent. He is dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, which he had bought from Costco while they were shopping for groceries. They drive for six miles to the closest Red Lobster restaurant. He tells her it is a [sea food?] fish place. They seat in a booth. She is uncomfortable because she notices that all the people around her are dressed casually. She feels out of place in a silk dress with gold earrings. It hurts her that she doesn’t know the latest fashions. He orders the food, and like everything else in her life lately, the food is also plain. She pretends that she likes it, because she likes seeing him confident doing things that have nothing to do with their daily routine. He is relaxed; as he speaks to her, his tone changes sounding more like men from her past who sounded like lullabies, saying words perfumed with lust. They talk for long time until they sip the last of their coffee. She is happy. She feels connected to the world. At home, they make love; she holds on to him caressing his shoulders, pulling him closer to her. She is afraid of coming on too strong in bed, however, this night she uses some of her old tricks. He feels relieved sensing a release in her. He kisses her forehead, pulls away from her and falls instantly asleep. She can’t sleep. She is happy tonight but she knows it can’t last.

      Homes Apart
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      “Homes Apart” a film by Assegid Gessesse -

      A review by Lucy Gebre-Egziabher

      A documentary film, besides the obvious purpose of documenting actuality, should present a given subject matter with the ultimate objective of not only informing the viewer but also making the viewer reflect. This is what Assegid Gessesse did with his film “Homes Apart”. A 15 minutes short film, that documents the notion or perception of home expressed by Ethiopians… a first generation immigrant population.

      Composed of a series of interviews with Ethiopians in the Diaspora, more specifically in the Toronto area, the film captures the essence of a dilemma - a dilemma of a people who have migrated for various reasons, but mostly find themselves in a new environment that some dare call home, while others refer to it as a temporary residence.

      The film starts with the sound of a man whistling a tune, an Ethiopian melancholic melody, that is so familiar… so haunting. Images of family pictures appear one after the other when we hear the voice over of a woman composing a letter to her mother back home. The letter exposes the woman’s emotions: missing family, missing home, longing for home, yet fear of returning.

      The interviews that are conducted throughout the film do not feel like interviews, but rather a series of confessionals - individuals who have agreed to let us take a look inside their beings to witness the inner struggle they all share when it comes to defining HOME. Assimilation, displacement, memories, fantasies of or notions of home, belonging, confusion, resistance, identity… identity… our children’s identity… are words that are heard in the subtext of their deliberation. “I don’t know if that Ethiopia still exists” says one of the women interviewed as she shares the picture she has constructed in her head of Ethiopia. “They must go back home” says a young father expressing his wish of raising his children back home.

      The filmmaker’s craft of subtly juxtaposing the voice over of these testimonials with images that epitomizes the sense of community “mahber gatherings”, coffee ceremony, kids birthdays, leaves the viewer probing self about the notion of HOME… a reality lived or a fantasy constructed?

      In answering what seemed to be the inevitable question “where would you want to be buried?” the responses varied from “what does it really matter?”; to “where ever my father is buried”; “where my family and friends are… it doesn’t have to be in my place of origin.”

      “Homes Apart” is an important film for Ethiopians and definitely has its place in Ethiopian history in that it is the first film that documents the Ethiopian Diasporic experience. It is a film that every Ethiopian living in the Diaspora will relate to and appreciate.

      In Search of my Identity in the Diaspora
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      In Search of my Identity in the Diaspora

      by: By: Teninet Bereket

      I contend, before the 1966 E.C. heretic revolution, mainstream Ethiopians had several things in common. They were predominantly God-fearing, loyal (particularly to Emperor Haile Selassie I), patriotic and knew their identity much better than the post-revolution society.

      I don’t know how many of my fellow Ethiopians would agree with me but we now have close to nothing that we will readily and passionately die or kill for. I don’t mean the Diaspora Ethiopians alone; I mean everybody from Entoto to Toronto. Don’t even try to bring the heroic patriotism the new generation of Ethiopians displayed in the latest war with our gorebet hager. However, it doesn’t mean we, the generation who are between their early 20’s and early 40’s have something we call our own.

      Really! Should we call the green, gold (yellow) and red flag ours? If so, which one? The one with the Lion of Judah, the plain one, the one Derg/ISEPA/E.P.D.R (Popular Democratic Republic of Ethiopia) came up with in the early 80’s E.C. or the EPRDF/TPLF flag with that blue star in the middle? We don’t have a flag that invokes a sense of identity because in our age, we have seen at least four different kinds of flags competing for our souls.

      What then do we have as a symbol of our identity? We don’t have a national anthem we long to sing passionately. I know many of us never liked the imperial anthem, never cared for Etiopia, Etiopia, Ethiopia k’demi and HibreSebawinet; I don’t know the latest one. Especially, for those of us who are living besidet hager. I know we jump and shout when we are at Ethiopian concerts with the mention of Etiopia or yebole lij, yekera lij, yeharer lij, yeminits, … but is that it? Lately, even humanitarian calls for the causes of hunger, war, democracy, human rights, AIDS and the likes don’t seem to bring or give us a common identity. What is our motivation, then?

      Personally, in search of this identity issue, I came a long way and traveled miles (at least behasab) and arrived at one aspect of it while I was living in the Diaspora Be-America. The identity issue I resolved was my ambiguity on religion and how it could help me become a better Ethiopian. Wait! Don’t leave yet. Hear my story.

      I was born in Addis Ababa in the 1960’sE.C. when everything Ethiopian seemed under scrutiny and at issue. If the revolutionaries couldn’t manipulate the issue to their own gain, nothing was spared from humiliation. I grew up in that environment just like most of you. One of the many things the revolution and Abiyotawi Jegnoch didn’t appreciate and wanted to live without was religion. Their ideological father, Marx, told them hymanot adenzaj itse ne’w and must be eliminated. Hence, abiyotegnochu replaced the gibre’geb class with ye-poletica science. Just like some of us back then, I detested poleticahttp because our teachers insisted on atheism.

      Hence, I started my religious journey as a candidate to atheism. I remember at times when I used to think, "What if they are right? When I was in middle school, my oldest brother joined both the Qebelé weTatoch mahiber and a Western Protestant religion of the time. As a young devotee, I attempted to do everything he did. When he was required to write mefek’r and draw graphs (to show the success of Meserete Timhrt), I was there with him helping. When, at the same breath, he was singing, studying the Bible and praying, I was there, too. After a while, he delved into the religion completely. As a younger brother, I went along with him. In the weekdays, he would go to prayer groups, Bible study and more. On Saturdays, he would go to services. When invited to accompany my older brother, I would go to these events and always come back with something to ponder. My mind was torn at that tender age between, atheism and religion. At the same time, when my father occasionally demanded it, I would go to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church on Sundays.

      When I was in junior high, my brother left the country. As a teenager, frightened by everything, I was at a loss, not knowing which direction I should follow. Soon after, it seemed clear that the Protestant Christianity would out-weigh the others. I rejected the political science and the abiyot’s ideology. I rejected the Orthodox Church and vowed to never again go to church and kiss the ding’ay. I became an astute student of Luther’s Church. I started using words which I thought were harmless. However, they provoked anger from the rest of my family and friends. I was not concerned. At one time, I told an Ethiopian Orthodox Church priest that I wouldn’t kiss his mesQel because it was just a piece of wood. I became hostile to my mother Church although my knowledge of the religion was shallow. My father was oblivious to what was going on. Had he noticed, being a devout follower of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, he would have been very upset with me. Yet, my struggle within never left me. Although I thought I found the truth, I was still unhappy with my religious identity. I was too dismayed. I was also fed petrifying cataclysmic outlooks of this world, the earthly life.

      In high school, I fell in love with a girl that I was too afraid to touch or even look at. It was my first hand at love. However, the tenderness of being in love was extraordinary. I said, “this life, too, is beautiful!” I started enjoying life as an ordinary teenager. After high school, two of my cousins joined another faction of the Protestant Church and brought more confusion into my life. Since they lived with me, I could not escape their incessant admonition. I, always fearful of God, went along with their cajoling and started studying with them. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, at this moment of my life, was completely nonexistent. Actually, with reasons I can’t put my hands on, I detested it. Hated it. Aside from my occasional rebellious escapades to things alemawi, I remained loyal to the two Western teachings I was apportioned to in my primal age.

      After I came to the United States, I decided to start on a fresh slate and focused on my education and future. In college, in the early 1990’s, when Malcolm X, with the release of Spike Lee’s film, became the symbol of the time, I even wanted to be like that honorable man. I studied with some black Muslims friends. I flirted with Black Nationalism. Yet, I wasn’t fulfilled then either. I wanted more, something closer to home. Something that doesn’t relegate my Etiopiawinet just to make me a better human being. I didn’t want to go to heaven half-Ethiopian. I didn’t want to be ordinarily Ethiopian, either (shouting or screaming during concerts with no sense of duty). The one thing I was very much committed to and grew in me evermore daily, was my commitment to everything Ethiopian. I don’t know why but once you leave that country, no matter how well you are clothed, fed, and nourished with material things, the love for Ethiopia seems to grow immeasurably. I believe that burning desire for Etiopiawinet is the reason my search to a truer identity took me back to the Church I disrespected and the faith I didn’t comprehend.

      My first real encounter with the Ethiopian Orthodox Church in America came right after my father passed away. My siblings and I had to go to le’arba and semaniaya metasebia. Then, long after I was detached from anything religious, going back to the dingay or ye’my’geba QuanQwa was not that difficult. I noticed my bitterness had left me. A few months later, I had to accompany an Ethiopian friend of mine, who was born and raised in America, to an Ethiopian Orthodox Church. She was doing a paper for class on the history of the Church and she wanted to speak with a priest. She wanted to make sure what she researched at the library was consistent with the Church’s official version.

      For two and a half hours, this young Kahn mesmerized us. He was very eloquent and knowledgeable on both the histories of the Church and the wengel. During our meeting, he intertwined the inseparable history of the Church, arguably the oldest in the world, with the social, literal, political, economical and every other aspects of the Ethiopian national fabric. He insisted that the majority of Ethiopians, irrespective of their religious background, don’t understand the Church; consequently, we don’t understand both the fabric and the garment of true Ethiopiawinet. During our conversation, he alerted us, with great despair, how so many Ethiopians sit idly while our language, Ge’ez is facing extinction. He ironically asked if one has to be a follower of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church to care for what happens to Ge’ez and every other national treasures built by our forefathers?

      That encounter with that intelligent young priest left an indelible mark in my mind. After a while, I began going to the church where he teaches. I soon found myself longing for the sweet scent of the iTan in the middle of the week. The Qidassé or the priests giving sermons never fail to pray for Ethiopia. They passionately preach unity, love and respect to the multi-ethnic congregation.

      After a couple of years, the Church became my life. Why did it take me this long? Well, I had to give in to the “take thy shoes off,” and other sir’at the Church would like to see as the measurement of humility. I started asking my brothers in Ethiopia to send me books and materials, particularly in Amharic, published by the Church, to read. I have been studying and researching for the past two years. I learned a great deal on what Etiopiawinet should mean to me. I’m even familiarizing myself with Qidassé in Ge’ez.

      A reader might ask, what benefit does your belief in the teachings of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church have to an Ethiopian Muslim, Atheist, Naturalist, Mormon…? To respond, I would offer the example of the work of an architect. Doesn’t studying about the churches of Lalibela and Tigray help an architect become better at his/her job? Didn’t the Egyptian pyramids inspire someone to build the Luxor in Las Vegas? I would also offer the example of a musician. Aren’t you tired of listening to Ethiopian songs in Reggae beats? Shouldn’t our music composers learn a thing or two from the Ethiopian genius Kidus Yared? (Maybe then one maestro could give us a national anthem we would cherish). Do you not think that if we read the thousands of manuscripts in the churches, gedams, islands, foreign libraries and bete-mengistoch we might actually find answers to some important heavenly and earthly questions (be it medicinal or philosophical)? We might even put the above-mentioned flag issue to rest.

      This is my last word, for different and at times, cruel reasons, we have made the Church and the gabbi-lebash-kahn, qes, diaQon, debtera… the butt of our jokes. Not knowing we were exterminating our own. Maybe it’s high time for us to rethink, reassess and use resources the Church possesses for our social and national good. Particularly, those of us in the western world are in a better position and have great advantage to utilize the depth of knowledge and resources. If you choose to take a purely religious voyage, (to use a boxing analogy) pound per pound, the faith itself is second to none. Try it.

      Send your comments to the author and us here
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      “So, How did you get here?”

      Better known under its other title: The Ignorance I Have to Put Up With

      by: Bogale Bandafta

      I try and squeeze into a small circle of strangers and be part of a conversation – I’m sure you college people know what I’m talking about – that awkward moment where you’re just standing there, staring into oblivion while pretending to be active in the conversation, when you know damn well that nobody is paying any attention to you. And that, my friends, is where the plight begins. Coming from a society that endorses politeness and reserved quietness, how the hell do ferenjies honestly expect me to come up to them randomly, introduce myself, and start a superficial conversation on how the weather’s been? After much thought (and conversations that failed miserable), I managed to muster up enough energy to try this “meeting new people” thing. I said to myself, “Robel, next person who passes by, you’re starting a conversation with! … It doesn’t matter if it’s an Oriental two-footer who requires you to know Chinese to understand his English” And so I did … with these two girls who looked overly excited.

      _They smile.

      Inem beteraye ign alkwa.

      Girl 1: Hi, I’m *****

      Girl 2: My name’s ******

      Me: Robel. (Shook hands … and damn it, what’s with the abnormal fixation with firm handshakes, anyway? Do they take it upon themselves to shamelessly cut all circulation to my hand?)

      1: Where are you from?

      Me: Ethiopia. You?

      2: Wow. Ethiopia? (Notice they didn’t get past the “Ethiopia” to answer the “You?” part)

      Me: Yeah, Ethiopia.

      1: How did you get here?

      Me: (to myself: how did I get here? What, I’m not supposed to be here? Hmm, let’s see, I swam across the Atlantic before Arab slave ships picked me up and brought me over here … wey mekera!) [Aloud] Same way y’all got here.

      1: That is soooo coooool. How come you speak English so well?

      Me (Frustrated): Well, see, I never really spoke English until I came to the States three weeks ago. So every time I went shopping with friends and family at malls, I made sure I listened to people’s conversations at the check out registers. So I caught on from there.

      2: Are you serious? Wow, you must be a genius. Only three weeks? That’s impressive.

      Me: Yeah I didn’t think I could do it either. My father – you know, the King of Ethiopia – yeah, he told me that learning English was essential for me to survive over here…

      _

      And on that note, I just turned around and left.

      Naturally, the whole dialogue can be quite a topic for laughs. Hell, it cracks me up every time I remember it. However, if you’ve ever been confronted by this kind of yemayhon aynet DiDibina, you understand my frustration. What kind of ignorance is this? You try and strike up a decent conversation, and all they seem to be curious about is how famine in Ethiopia affects the elephants in South Africa (which, of course, is the capital city of whole damn continent). Let’s not even forget how much it hurts when you ride camels across Ethiopia in search of oases so that you can bring water back to your 22 other siblings. And the best one: “I have a friend from Africa. His name is John. I think he’s Nigerian. Do you know him?” And don’t get me started on why people think that Kwanzaa is an African holiday and automatically assume I’ve been celebrating it all my life.

      If I seem frustrated and on the verge of a breakdown, I think the causes are justified, really. How I put up with so much nonsense and ignorance and endless, superficial conversations, I have no idea. It’s bad enough that school and work are nerve wrecking, now I have to deal with tolerating a flagrant lack of common sense? Bedembara beQlo QaCHil teCHemiro…

      I’m sure almost every one of the young Ethiopian college students has encountered this kind of situation at least once. So what’s so special about this story? Other than the fact that my stock options with SELEDA solely rely on the quality of this article? Well, not much is new or extraordinary. Maybe my reaction is a bit over-the-top, given that ignorance and racial/ethnic stereotyping are part of society like white on rice. Ignorance is here to stay whether we like it or not (however pessimistic that may sound). How much of it we are willing to have and tolerate, on the other hand, is purely up to us. Sure, it might be funny when someone not so well versed in Ethiopian cuisine confuses gobbling down Tire kitfo with a- piece- of- bone- thru- your- nose cannibalism. However, what I don’t find funny is fostering this ignorance. Surely, you can’t expect people to know much about Ethiopia when almost all Ethiopians exist within their own 18th-Street look-alike microcosms. Excuse me if I seem feisty, but I’ve met people who’ve been here for more than a decade and hardly speak 4th grade level English, people who’ve driven for years and still avoid highways, people who require (require? Yes, require.) an Ethiopian environment to foster their intellectual, spiritual, and emotional growth.

      I am in no way trying to condescend Ethiopian communities in the Diaspora. In reality, there is nothing that comforts my nostalgia more than chats in Ethiocentric chat rooms or occasional Chobe regeTa at Ethiopian spots in the heart of DC. What I’m trying to say is, instead of blaming the constant image of Ethiopia as an impoverished desert inhabited by people that weigh no more than 60 pounds on the media, the least you could do is prove otherwise. And, in all honesty, there is no way one can prove otherwise when living forever in a comfortable microcosm where your contact to everything else is cable TV and the local radio station. For the number of Ethiopians that are part of the Diaspora, the foreign host nation seems to know so little about us. Shame, ain’t it? I think so.

      So in short: dare to go farther. Dare to talk to that mekeregna ferenj about what Ethiopia is and what it’s NOT. Dare to exploit all resources, because there are plenty available. Dare to do something positive (www.esai.org). Dare to be daring.

      So you’re done?

      Yeah, finally.

      Did you make a point?

      I’d like to think so.

      Too idealistic, don’t you think?

      Well, hell, someone’s gotta be. “Don’t you think?”

      Stop mocking me.

      Stop questioning my ideals or motives.

      They’re bound to be questioned and misunderstood by some.

      I know … there’s always that unfortunate risk, huh?

      Yeah, sort of like going to metsedadat without checking for toilet paper. Chances are, there’s some, but then again …

      Okay, colorful analogy, but I get the hint.

      Well, good going man. I hope people take your stuff the right way, and not just as nonsensical ramblings of a frustrated neurotic.

      I hope so too. Thanks a lot, nefsu.

      Anytime.

      Exiled at Home
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      Exiled at Home

      by Yetinayet

      hi. it’s me.

      funny, isn’t it, for me to write about being in exile? i’ve hardly ever even left this room. you probably don’t even know me. in fact, if you ever needed to find out how close you are to my family, here’s an easy test: if you know about me at all, that is proof that you are very close, indeed. i am mostly a family secret.

      you see, i am the akale-sinkul in my family…ankassa, shenkala, miskeen you can call me whatever you want. the measles, they say, is what did it to me…they tell me that i was a beautiful baby. all i know is that i can’t hold a spoon with my right hand without spilling - my left hand is worse. i can’t walk without help and my speech is slow and slurry. no wonder no one thinks i have anything to say that they would want to hear.

      but my ears work just fine, and i hear what THEY say. “Mot yishalal!”; i wonder if my mother agrees. i’m getting big now so she can’t lift me as easily as she used to. and she has so much more work to do. THEY suggest the magical healing powers of this or that TSebel, this or that abesha medhanit. we’ve been everywhere. “Wiy! Indew bimot yishalew neber!”; sometimes i wonder if i agree.

      i know with my head that they keep me away from everyone to protect me from the unkind people who will ridicule me…to protect me from a life on the outside where no one cares if i fall or break. but i can always hear what THEY are saying, anyway. my ears work just fine. i feel with my heart that they keep me out of sight because of the guilt - maybe they’re afraid that they might have done something wrong to be burdened with me and all my problems. but in my stomach, where i feel everything, i know that i am out of sight so that, even for a brief moment, my family can pretend that everything is all right.

      i want to sit in the sunlight that i can see soaking into the flat stones of our front gbi. i want to greet people when they come into our house. i can bow my head, almost as far as my brother can, and I’ve been practicing how to say TenaysTiliN very very quickly.

      i want to feel my father’s hand on my shoulder and hear him say it, just once. “Meet my son.”

      …

      The mirror never lies; it tells me I am, indeed, the fairest in the land. Wavy brown hair falling in cascades to my waist, long fingers made for these lovely tri-colored gold rings, long legs worthy of those lovely shoes, long languid glances from behind these lovely eyelashes. What’s not to like?

      There are quite a few like me…Giovanna, Sylvana, Jordana, Elena…not always identical in looks, but the na at the end of our names an irresistible come-hither to the mulu-bemulu Ethiopian men. Several are a-buzz around my macciato-colored temptation of a body even as we speak. Who could resist?

      Ye-Talian kiliss-a woman caught between two worlds; both pulling at me, but neither ever hard enough to claim me as its own. A woman invariably attracting the major “playahs” from InToTo to Mekanisa, never at a loss for what to do on a Saturday night.

      The quiet boy in my math class never dared ask me out - even then, back in high school, the playboy with the Alfetta had my full and undivided attention. It was Anbessa atobus vs. Alfa Romeo - what would YOU have choosen?

      It took me years to realize that my most intimate moments with the men in my life had all been, and were being, played out in public: the mating dances in the living rooms of the never-ending parade of foreign diplomats and their house parties; the deep, deep kisses in the dark but not the darkest corners of the trendiest night clubs; the heavy petting and more…in the back seat of someone’s car or in the tent on the shores of Langano; or the shameless departures from the well-known albergos in the bright morning light. All for show. Maybe I should be stuffed and mounted on the wall of some prize hunter?

      Don’t get me wrong. I love the attention - I once went somewhere where I wasn’t such a standout, and I didn’t like that much, either. It is quite strange how you can develop a taste for something that isn’t all that good for you. But I dream of the quiet boy in math class…the one my teenage blinders did not allow me to see. I think of who he may be holding now, privately, protectively - who he seeks to draw deep into the shadows away from inquisitive, acquisitive eyes…whose love he jealously guards for himself. Who knows - maybe I could have developed a taste for that.

      A confusing life, albeit a not unhappy one…even if I will never meet the mother of the proud, quiet boy in math class.

      …

      The chair I was given was as far as you could get from the TV without being in the kitchen. My ill-fitting clothes were clearly hand-me-downs from you, the privileged child of the house, even if “addis libs’ko new”; was the much-repeated comment I grew to hate. I was officially ye-zemed lij though hardly anyone ever asked what the relationship actually was. You didn’t know my favorite color, or what my hopes and dreams were, or which girl I thought was cute…these are not really allowable for the poor relation from ager-bet. And it all took place in that middle ground between the contempt of the citified and the politeness of the geTerE…I didn’t know how to tell you to stop looking through me. You didn’t know how to look.

      You may think you and your family were open-minded and liberal, yeNa teramajoch, but look in your own backyard before you speak…chances are, that’s where I was digging in the garden to get the Qaria that you required for your after-school meksess. The phone rang around the clock for you, but don’t think I didn’t notice the glances that everyone exchanged when I got the rare call. Shocking, isn’t it, that I might actually have had friends and outside interests?

      I had big dreams once. I wanted more than anything to be able to attend secondary school. I craved having a really nice radio-cassette, and maybe even a TV. I hoped to have a good income from yebiro sira where I’d be able to help my family out of its dire straits. I wanted to read more, see more…live more. Go to a night club…drink whiskey as much as I wanted. Someday, I thought to drive a car. It cost nothing to dream.

      The burden of eternal gratitude does not sit well with me, since it clearly is a one-way street. I wonder who’d come out ahead if, at some point, someone calculated the relative contributions that you and I have made to the household…early morning errands I ran while you were still sleeping; unpleasant tasks about the house that you were never ever expected to perform, the implicit vow I took to never discuss family business outside these four walls even as I was locked out of discussing family business inside them.

      Yet, my desire to move on and live my own modest life was seen as the ultimate betrayal. It is not a surprise that we’re not even on talking terms – me still here in Addis Abeba…you there, of course, in America. Tell me, how are YOUR dreams doing in America? Have you been able to go to school? Were you able to buy that really nice stereo? Do you own a color TV and have jolly friends to go club hopping with? Are you a manager yet with a corner office? Do you drink whiskey every evening? Do you read more, see more…live more?

      Tell me, do you drive a big car?
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      Top Ten Prescriptions for Homesickness

      
        	Go back home… to DC.

        	Sit tight and wait… and home shall come to you on a DV lottery.

        	Get real! Your etibt has probably long been unearthed to make room for a three-story villa.

        	Forget home… do you know if the Yankees beat the Braves last night?

        	Light a sendel, stick it on a bar of soap while you roast coffee on a flat pan…

        	and, gosh, you will feel so at home until… until the smoke alarm reminds you.

        	What’s seasickness but what you feel when you are at sea… and what’s homesickness

        	but what you feel when you are at home… so you are not sick at all… $119.00, please.

        	Nothing like the smell of ye shnkurt Qullet to bring back the sense of home… and to

        	carry it around in your hair, on your leather jacket and on your plush car seats.

        	Hang out at the endless lines at the local INS. The local DMV may do just as well.

        	Get yourself a sounds-of-the-wilderness screen saver and set it to the distant howling of a heyena.

        	Play a game with yourself where you ask… How do you say “contact lense solution” in Amharic?

        	How do you say “internet access” in Amharic? How do you say “stock options”?

        	Heck, how do you say “hello” in Amharic… Is it twelve "dehna neh?"s or twenty-three?

      

      ISti Wedih
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      Isti Wedih Hedesh… Wedya Temeleshi

      Inem des yibelegn… sewochum yiyushi…

      by: Allemush Zelalem

      The impatient look in her eyes belied her agitation with the words that were thickening a circle around me: “Malete, yelebeshiw neger yamral…” I smiled with uncertainty following the trail of her voice. “Gin, inne bihon… alaregewim” alech ferTim bila.

      I sensed her reaching a place of comfort within, an orderly place of defined parameters. She extended her sense of well-being generously and began again: "You really have guts… indih lebsesh lemewTat."

      The setting was a dimly lit bathroom in a Washington, D. C. hotspot sometime in the early 90s. My friends and I were out for an evening of reminiscing and new adventures. They were all dressed to dazzling delight in the unwritten D.C. dress code, and had already garnered appreciative glances of speculation. Accomplished, intelligent, witty and wonderful, my friends took this in stride, moving and mingling with mercurial fluency. We chattered and joked, talking simultaneously with warmth drawn from years of knowing.

      None of them had remarked on my brightly striped Sidama top coupled with my Teferi Qidd pants. The latter, one of my prize possessions, was the beautiful composition of a certain farmer in Debre Sina. Much to the secret amusement of my grandmother, I had been a loyal customer of this man, her neighbor, who, in his generosity, would sometimes interrupt his weeding season to accommodate my rush orders. My more recent venture, a hager libs with multi-color Tilet sewn in the particulars of a West African boubou had started a trend in Debre Sina, inundating my tailor with more requests than he could possibly handle.

      Outwardly scandalized, my grandmother never suspected I would go to such lengths as to wear these clothes out in public - much less without apparent calling. Sighing plaintively, her deft fingers would rope the coal black silk threads that strung my ashenkitab jewels from between her toes and comment, "Ayi… ahun litaregiw new yihenin?"
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        * * *

      

      It began when I was nine, this avaricious appetite for collecting clothes considered country. My mother, who had friends that traveled around Ethiopia for research, would humor me with gifts of dresses from Gonder or Wello, a pant set from Walaita or an aged, smoky silver head-dress from Harer. Their arrival was an event of some solemnity for me. I would spend considerable time touching their texture, absorbing their scent and willing their presence into my reality.

      The Arrivants1 seldom had redeeming qualities for urban tastes. No convenient waistbands or flattering fit, they came one sleeve too tight or with the Tilet circling three fourths of the dress instead of the usual back half - as though the maker had second thoughts about leaving worldly pleasures behind2. With the Arrivants came combinations of astounding aesthetics. They effused the improvised creativity of something loved to imperfection. As they inhabited my closet with their particular accents, I imagined them quietly overcoming initial difficulties with my skimpy mini-skirts and Bermuda shorts. Peace reigned with the perfect possibility that one or another of these pieces would set the pace for any given day.

      My appearance at school with such attire was usually met with surprise and some confusion. My teachers would tactfully inquire if it was a holiday they had hastily overlooked. Once when I was twelve, I had been especially inspired by a bright Sunday to wear my Raya dress with its shimmering silver beads and accompany my mother to the airport. An excited photographer ran up to inquire if I was from the National Tourism Office. His bewilderment at my response (that the sunshine had demanded my adornment), matched mine at his query.

      I later discovered that my sense of smell and sound had joined the mix of colors and textures with the combined effect of rendering a mood for the given moment. Flowery, dusky, somber or playful fragrances had their corresponding festive, dreamy, brooding and buoyant colors. The spiritual buffing I received from stripes of red, black and yellow once found me presenting at an academic conference clad in Welaita clothes, facing a largely strenuous and somewhat perturbed audience. I proceeded unaware. A concerned group cornered me soon afterwards with comments: “We had no idea,” began an older man, “that you were a presenter. We thought when you kept changing Ethiopian clothes…you know, the dri’ya… the hager libs… and now…,” he floundered, disoriented. Another quipped daringly, “We thought you were an usher… you know, a host for the event.”

      They were claiming me in their own way - giving me some space in their volatile world of expectations. I took no offense. “I needed the colors,” I explained weakly, knowing how inadequate it must have sounded.

      It was only when explanations were overtly or covertly demanded that I awoke as though startled from a hypnotic Odyssey, to take stock of the ever-present context. My sub-textual world failed to surface under the glaring light of directed attention. There was an unconditional embrace assured with the colors and textures I picked for my day. A slow, familiar reconfiguration would take place that rendered me sharper, brighter, more engaged when I needed it. I would unabashedly surrender myself to the invitation. Compared to the many intricacies of coffee drinks, whose caffeine contents invariably made me sleepy, my vices were simplistic. Colors and sounds never failed to bring me into the dance, or gently settle me into a gathered rhythm of togetherness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back in the bathroom, I assembled my parts for a response. “Yene imebet…” I started, “anchi yelebeshiwim yamral.” I glanced appreciatively at her brief skirt and shapely shoes. I saw no discontinuity. “Gin, yihem iko yanchiw new… hulunim mehon yichalal.”

      “Ayi… yiQirta… bizu tenagernku meselegn!” I felt her withdrawing, engulfed by the potential chaos my words invited.

      Quickly, I reached across the divide which threatened to keep us forever apart. “Ihitish negn… yafelegshiwin litiyign tichiyalesh.”

      Without warning, the floodgates opened and she sobbed her tumbling words into the imagined impasse. “Izih ager kemeTahu ihitish negn yalegn yelem,” her tear-stained voice intoned. I hugged her instinctively, willing away the pain and fear that held us all hostage from our own reflection.

      As she quieted down, I looked up into the mirror and met the eyes of my friend emerging from the stalls.

      “TewaweQachihu inde?” she asked innocently.

      “Awon…” we answered in unison, “TewaweQin.”
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        * * *

      

      1This term is borrowed from a book by the same title by Kamau Brathwaite, a distinguished Caribbean poet and teacher.

      2It has often been said that the Tilet of a dress is set to border the back half of the dress symbolizing a sense of leaving behind the colorful beckoning of the secular world and stepping through the front embroidery of the cross to the spiritual world.

      50 Lomi
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      As the saying goes, hamsa lomi le-and sew shekim, le hamsa sew geT naw. Interested in lightening up our load and submitting an article for us to consider for publication? Well, here are our guidelines.

      
        	CRITERIA: We publish articles that do one, some or all of the following: aggravate, bewitch, comfort,distress, emblazon, fantasize, galvanize, humble, inspire, jape, kindle, linger, marvel, nurture, oblige, provoke, quarry,rejuvenate, stimulate, tantalize, uplift, vex, whine… In short, we publish articles that we love.

        	LANGUAGE: In English or Amharic.

        	DEADLINE: You will NOT be penalized for timely submission of articles. If, like most of us, you need tohear the crack of SELEDA Dominatrix’s whip before you click the “send” button on your computer screen, submit your article on or before the 15th of the month.

        	FORMAT:

        	Length: We have no word or page length requirements. If we feel it’s too short, we’ll ask you to expandappropriate sections; if it’s too long, we will ask you to cut the CHoma (aren’t we nice?) and/or we will doit for you. The earlier you submit your article, the more diplomatic we will be with our editorial comments.

        	Document File: Send your article as an HTML, Word, Star Office or WordPerfect document.

        	Amharic Software: If you wish to submit an article in Amharic, it should be in graphics format (preferably"jpg.").

        	RIGHTS:

        	Terms of Publication: We reserve the right to accept or reject any article submitted to SELEDA forpublication consideration. Unless we plan to include your article in forthcoming issues, you will receive an e-mailnotification from us by the 5th of the month.

        	Media: We reserve the right to publish your article in SELEDA, the monthly e-zine. We also reserve theright to include your article in other media including SELEDA books, anthologies, audio and videotapes and CD ROMs.

        	Payment: We do not pay for articles submitted to SELEDA.

        	SUBMISSION ADDRESS: Please send your submission by e-mail to editors@seleda.com

      

      HEMES FOR UPCOMING ISSUES

      October 2000 The Education Issue

      November 2000 The Cities Issue

      December 2000 The Humor Issue

      January 2000 The Travel Issue

      ART WORK SUBMISSION

      Hey, Ethiopian Caricaturists, Cartoonists, Designers, Engravers, Graphic Artists, Illustrators, Multi-Media Artists,Painters and Photographers out there. We know you are hiding. Stop being ye-gan mebrat and submit your artwork to SELEDA’S forthcoming editions. We need your participation in the following sections (1-3).

      
        	COVER ART COMPETITION: Please review the themes listed above and submit artwork that you feel illustrates a theme selected for the given month. We are looking for artwork that is provocative, humorous, irreverent, radiant, whimsical, ironic, and exquisite (and devious once in a while). We frown on artwork submissions if they are too literal. We will select one piece for the monthly cover and include submissions that were not selected in the Cover ArtCompetition Page.

        	ARTWORK FOR ARTICLES: Please send in cartoons, design elements and illustrations to illustrate some of the regular SELEDA columns (eg. Bawza, Chilot, Do the Right Thing, Hamsa Lomi…, My Story, 30 Questions, Jebdu, Seleda Profile, Backpage, Top Ten, Work Log).

        	CARTOONS & ILLUSTRATIONS: If enough of you cartoonists, caricaturists and illustrators submit your artwork, we would like to start a Humor Page in forthcoming editions of SELEDA. Please review the themes listed above and submit artwork that illustrates the theme of the month.

        	DEADLINE: Please send in your submissions by the 15th of the month.

        	RIGHTS:

        	Terms of Publication: We reserve the right to accept or reject any artwork submitted to SELEDA forpublication consideration. Unless we plan to include your artwork in forthcoming issues, you will receive an e-mailnotification from us by the 5th of the month.

        	Media: We reserve the right to include your artwork in SELEDA, the monthly e-zine. We also reserve theright to include your artwork in other media including SELEDA books, anthologies, audio and videotapes, and CD ROMs.

        	Payment: We do not pay for artwork submitted to SELEDA.

        	FORMAT: Artwork should be in graphics format. Gif & jpg are preferable.

        	SUBMISSION ADDRESS: Please send your submission by e-mail to editors@seleda.com
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      The Education issue

      October, 2000

      Our Favorite Mail

      OUR FAVORITE MAIL

      Aha! Yep, we found another one… and the voices in our heads promise they weren’t the ones who wrote it… Naa… they’re too busy dealing with the voices in their heads.

      It is from our friend and oft critique Metchal, who, for those of you who read The Mail and/or are part of the underground SELEDA cyber-culture, has had something to say about something on SELEDA for the past year and a half. It’s a love/hate thing. We wouldn’t understand.

      We’ve ducked his verbal Qaria Tffi’s so many times, but like a delectable bad habit, we keep going back to him for more. To us, he has become the sketchy, straight shooting uncle at a dysfunctional family gathering, the one who talks to himself, the one who looks at you deadpan and says stuff like, “Ant Qzenam… ye sew Qzenam…” before spouting out some profundity.

      ___________________________________________________

      EmbayaN Tregut

      Just wanted to take time to thank you because you’re making our Ethiopian world (or cyber-world) a much better place to cope with our realities. You’re making a difference and you’ll be remembered for that.

      SELEDA is really the third milestone in the cyberspace abesha

      community development - you’ve put us in touch with ourselves, our feelings, frustrations, hopes… informed and taught us about ourselves, our kind, culture,… all captured so eloquently that I’m planning on archiving the whole site for my kids and their kids to read and re-read. I’m not sure you realize how significant SELEDA is to our generation, to each and everyone of us, how it is helping us cope with the harsh realities of daily life here and how it will help future generations understand how, why and what we’ve gone through to make a small difference in the world they’ll

      live in, so that they can be proud of our choices and sacrifices.

      As you and your contributors have put it such poignant, articulate and sometimes movingly expressive way, we’re the “transitional generation” - the bridge between the old traditional ye hager bEt , and the nuro besew ager - in exile. In exile because as we’ve come to realize, we might never be welcome anywhere - always in "yesew ager" - we won’t fit “hager bEt” and we don’t fit here either.

      The salient event that changed it all being the Red and White Terror. It’s the leitmotiv in all these testimonies/articles. It reminds me of Maghrebi friends of mine, whose parents were lured to France by the French in the 50s/60s to “rebuild the nation that Germany destroyed” (cheap labor, part of the French male population had died in the war…).

      And now they don’t have a place to call home because today you can’t

      have a name like Mohammed and be French in France. And the Maghreb countries are as foreign to them as they are to you and me.

      I know I bug you all the time about this and that, but I want you to know that it’s nothing but out of the deep respect and love I have for your work. You deserve a bouquet of flowers every month for helping us help ourselves in this cruel transition.

      Metchal Zeberga

      Cupertino, CA

      Saluting a Ghost

      My Story

      Saluting a Ghost: The Hell of Near Madness in Academia

      by: Atnafu

      By the time I left my country, students were dying because they found themselves on the wrong side of the acronym war. They, we, were cannon fodder… Twa-Twa-Twa…Too young to say no… too stupid to know we were staring down the barrel of a sebara shguT… First time my friends and I went on a protest was at L’ilt Zenebe-werQ School - the woman was a grand dame and the school, grander. Big foQ… deep blue building. The Royal Blue shade, not the dastardly blue of the bright shiny sky of Addis. Tnish Teyem… tnish Qota yale blue. We were in the ninth grade. We were called Abiyotawi Tiyits by the Order Givers…who we never really knew. Like the QusQuam Mariam Tabot, they remained shrouded in myth. No face. Just orders. Only their orders/wishes were felt. “Tzaz meTwal,” the Whisperers tell us. Well, the Tiyits would carry out the orders. But the only bullets at Zenebe-Werq were being hailed at us by the QulQuCHas and Menatis who just yesterday learnt how to Temenja aQebablo Twa-Twa-Twa …

      But those were the old days.… Soon, those of us who could walk the walk, walked all the way to Djibouti… Kenya… Sudan… Zenebu foQ was no longer grand… grand… grand… It was, instead, beautifully, wickedly ugly. Who knows how many skeletons of young proud Tiyit Ethiopians holds the foundation of the big foQ as a result of Tiyit from soldiers who did not adore Zenebe-werq. Zip forward to ages later on a campus in cold… cold upstate New York. One Ethiopian on campus meant two Ethiopians on campus. Bzu tebazu. And then there were plenty. Merawi, Mengesha, Alamziyaye, Ahmed, me… wezeterfe. Refugees from the hot desert now burnt by the snow and ice of America. Here also in upstate New York were foQoch. But here they were squeaky clean. There were no Whisperers who circulated the names of those who would soon die. Here there were no barrels to look down. Just classes and more classes and then the African parties at the student lounge where women pretended not to be delicate flowers - they took too many crazy classes and then when you held them a bit they were more fragile than is proper. So we stayed away from them.

      Ethiopians stuck together on campus… me, Mengé, Munir, Almaz, Taday, Seble… down the list. Past? What past? You only talked about the future. Mengesha was the healthy one among us. He never spiraled down the spiral staircase of an academic challenge that whipped us into zombies from … Tn’nat…not the Ma-Lay of the Qebellé, but Tn’nat of the science kind…of the computer kind. We needed to make up for time so it was Tn’nat all the time. On Fridays sometimes - often – we would all meet at Mengé’s bright, neat dorm room, decorated with tasteless Ethiopian Tourism Office posters, to get warm and fuzzy: "K’ager bet mn yesemal?.. Dehna…dehna…hulu dehna… Intna dena? Dena. Intnas? Dena…Yaa manew dena? Dena new… Ante/anchi dehna? Yimesgenew - Therapy, Ethiopian style. Mengé was the kind that if he were back home he would be called tmhrt yasabedew. Tall, skinny Ethiopian dude who held conversations about arraba b’Qobo gebto with people like the Asian student body president. On the good Fridays we met in his dorm room - ye Mengé Mshg… our mshg from the bombs being dropped on us. He would make us jump to our feet and “N’or… n’or…begzyr” when the Ethiopian girls came in. No wonder they wouldn’t sleep with any of us. I think they slept with him.

      Mengé, who would feed us sometimes - “Rbohal? Rboshal?” - like all of us, had a past. So, in a way, he was like one of us. But he was different because he was the Einstein of the group, and in many ways, the campus’. AyTal… graduate school on his horizon… bliCH, bliCH. Doktrate keziya whala… we looked up to Mengé like children. “Inberta,” he would say with his trademark mumble…" Ere EthioPiyawiyan nen. Inberta." So we followed his veteran steps. … we became geniuses. We were like scuba divers in the ocean. Take deep breaths, go underneath the academic water, and stay there until the oxygen ran out. At the helm of our oxygen tank was Mengé… pumping life into us - awon iniberta…awon, awon - with a few words, he quieted down the screaming demons in all of us. Twa Twa Twa. The strings that held us together and in one piece were made from silk spun by Mengé Mengesha.

      You are judged by how well you can take irony because it was those strings that choked Mengé - the literal choking not the philosophical…or maybe both. The Asian student body president found Mengé hanging in the closet of the Good Friday room, and it wasn’t even Friday. Because on Friday we were supposed to see Mengé, and he might have thought it would be rude for us to find him hanging. What would we say? “N’or… n’or…” ?? Student life in America, shegaw hager, was supposed to be different for all of us. By any means necessary, you would get on the genius path…and it would (naturally) wind, zig-zag-zag-zag, and drop you off at the gates of Genet. Slavery to the physics and science gods would pay off… Gosh! Gosh! But upstate New York was not Genet for us students who survived real bullets and got Twa-Twa-Twa by the Tyit they call Academics. When they found Mengé, his room was in its usual pristine state, so we could not call up the “temporary insanity” excuse that we used to call upon to temper own thoughts of suicide. He was not the kind to shoot himself with a shguT because he was a neat freak - he wouldn’t let us clean the table we ate on, let alone his brains splattered all over the neat room…

      Alem BeQaN is not only a gedam in Ethiopia. It was Mengé’s room, and now, like the buildings at Zenebe-WerQ, his room was fortified by the bloody cement of blood.… The Whisperers in the dorms told us of the death of a crazy African. We smiled until we realized he was our African. The crazy Americans wanted to interview us for a story in the campus newsletter. His Ethiopian friends didn’t know who to call to claim the body so the town coroner claimed it until the school located some distant relatives. How did he die? Why did he die? they kept asking. The answer was because we let him. Instead, we said, “Ere dehna neber… beTam dehna neber… Inante dehna nachihu? Dehna…dehna.” They wanted to know what to tell his mother who was in Debre Zeyit. We didn’t build a legacy for him so we couldn’t say, “Trust us, being close to madness is a worse hell than thriving in madness.” She would think we were being rude. So we dropped out and went to sunnier places that still can’t melt the glacier in us.

      Once in a while we remember him and we jump to our feet and say, “N’or…nor, Mengesha.” "Ere begzyr." Ay Mengé.

      30 Questions
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      Honored, we are, to present Heran Sereke-Brhan, this month’s featured guest in what is slowly becoming a regular SELEDA column. Soon-to-be Dr. Heran is a Ph. D. candidate of Ethiopian and African history at Michigan State University, East Lansing. Upon completion of her much anticipated dissertation, Heran will be the first Ethiopian woman to receive a doctorate in history. Yegna Set be East Lansing’s thesis examines the role marriages of women of the imperial family, aristocracy and nobility played in the crystallization of a national identity and in the consolidation of central authority during Emperor Haile Selassie’s reign.

      Since we at SELEDA have this meTfo Tebaye of wanting to upstage our esteemed guests, we will restrain ourselves and let the woman talk, lest our readers and history remember our judgement.

      
        	“Saba” a popular Ethiopian magazine, recently featured a number of Ethiopian beauty contest participants in their late teens and in their twenties. The contestants listed Naomi Campbell, Princess Diana, Cindy Crawford, Julia Roberts, Mariah Carey, Meg Ryan and Tom Cruise as their role models. Two mavericks in the group chose Nelson Mandela and Anna Getaneh (the only Ethiopian in the role model category) as their role models. [We’re still sizzling over the absence of SELEDA editors in the list of featured role models!]

      

      a) Why do you think the contestants selected individuals who are primarily white and in one occupation (entertainment)? Were you as shocked and dismayed as we were that Kathie Lee Gifford did not make the cut?

      The contestants may have thrown in Tilahun Gessese and Haile Gebre-Sellassie for good measure - but as you say, they selected primarily white entertainers as role models. (Kathie Lee … inen mot yirsagn…[the blatant self-serving nature of this saying never ceases to amaze me… can you tell I was waiting for a chance to use it?]) The obvious answer is the persuasive power of commercialized entertainment and packaged personalities that make piecemeal of idle imaginations. (Whew!) That said, Seleda Editors… wedet kef kef?!

      b) Should the educational system (at home, at school and in the society at large) take responsibility for this calamity?

      The educational system, the weakening of our cultural vocabulary and paradigms, the dwindling supply of reference points all play a part in this calamity. Unless formal education is buttressed and balanced by a complementary cultural context, the outcome will be foreign and fractured.

      c) Are the young people-who make an effort to know as much as possible about Mariah, Diana and Julia and who don’t bother with the heroines in their backyards-to blame for their apathy?

      Ignorance or innocence can only be forgiven so far. Yes - the very effort they expend on seeking these entertainers could be re-directed to people in their immediate surroundings. But this also assumes that there are elders poised to inform and enlighten the path of those seekers with their varied experiences. Homegrown heroines themselves may be disenchanted and difficult. So, with “take out” culture readily available, why bother?

      d) Do you know how we can bellow the names of Asnakech Worku, Taitu Betul, Senedu Gebru, Jember Tefera, Yodit Imru, Salem Mekuria, Shoareged Gedle, Yeshiemembet Tessema, and Anna Getaneh (to name a few just from this century) at the edge of the Abay gorge before the beauty contestants erect monuments of the white goddesses in our collective minds?

      To bellow out these names (… gasp! Is Mary Armday missing?!), we can begin with mobilizing efforts of documenting, in any form, the lives and deeds of our heroines. We can support the ventures they are involved in. When possible, engaging in critical dialogue with their works and creating suitable forums for showings or discussions will lend posterity to their contributions, and widen the scope of audiences. Each of us can take up the challenge of informing ourselves of their offerings and becoming conversant in this frame of reference of which they are the primary actors. (Call me a cynic, but I strongly suspect that the no nonsense beauty contestants would have successfully inaugurated the monuments in relief at the very same Abay gorge we are busily bellowing in…)

      
        	Does history repeat itself?

        	Dizzyingly!

        	What does your name mean? Ever checked how it sounds with a ‘professor’ in front of it?

        	My name comes from the Ge’ez root HER (as in IgziabHER). It means benevolent. Heran is the plural for HER. (Such responsibility to live up to!) Titles are only fun when they titillate… when taken too seriously, they become somber statements that signify selective solitude… (ye Graduate school fetena albeKa bilo!)

      

      4)Who were the role models that inspired you to study African/Ethiopian history?

      I don’t know that I have role models in a separate category of my life. I took inspiration from Ethiopian music and theater early on. Both my parents had different passions in these areas that prodded my curiosity and fed my imagination. There are many I admire in the formal academic setting - but it is becoming woefully clear that where I draw my ideas from are not the conventional references.

      
        	Do you claim any association whatsoever to the cult of Ethiopiologists headed by Professor Harold Marcus? Also, just so you know we at SELEDA do not shun controversy, is there any truth to the rumor that some non-Ethiopian professors of Ethiopian studies became so just because no one in their defense committee would know enough to challenge their dissertation… huh? Ok, we take it back; we just made that up.

        	I would have to check the footnotes on the cult of Ethiopiologists (… they sound like eucalyptus flavored lollipops… but I could be off). Western scholars with some measure of accountability have a role to play in Ethiopian/African studies. Their perceptions and observations may not always reflect our instincts and should not replace our voices in the discourse. Our stories and expressions have a synthesis particular to our historical journey. That is a world all its own. Due to the nature of sources and academia in general, we cannot avoid interacting with the secondary literature of Western scholars in addition to the writings of Western explorers, travelers and missionaries. Pitching their views in contradictory terms to ours might provide a useful point of departure for discussions. Dwelling on it for any length of time may prove distracting. There are so many things we know nothing about… and, no doubt, folk who would pick on such obscure topics to write a dissertation. I say if they’ve navigated the treacherous tunnels of graduate programs, give them the darn degree … before the All But Dissertation (ABD) stage comes to mean All But Dead, that is.

        	Up until the last twenty-five to thirty years, foreigners had written most of Ethiopia’s secular history. What changes has the influx of Ethiopian historians into the profession brought about?

        	Formally trained Ethiopian historians have been writing and publishing since at least the early 1970’s. Those that went to the London School of Oriental and African Studies, and other European institutions, employ similar methodologies and tools of analysis as foreign scholars. What makes their works unique is the use they make of traditional (or other Ethiopian) sources, and the sensibility they impart in their discussions. It would be difficult to summarize the general impact of this group, since it depends on their areas and particular time period of focus. Nor should it be assumed that the views of Ethiopian scholars are in complete accordance as a group (Thank God!). The obvious observation is that the current generation of Ethiopian scholars is concentrated in contemporary Ethiopian history (roughly 18th-20th century) as opposed to Medieval or Ancient Ethiopian history. Dr. Sergew Hable-Sellassie who was more active in former years, Dr. Taddesse Tamrat and Dr. Getachew Haile (Ethiopian Language and Linguistics), are highly respected scholars whose presence would be sorely missed upon their retirement from academia. There are a good group of younger Ethiopian scholars who have trained in their undergraduate and early graduate years with this crop of historians, including those that have benefited from instructions by Dr. Bahru Zawde, Dr. Merid Wolde Aregay and others at the Addis Ababa University. They constitute a large part of the students now found in US graduate programs, and in some cases are Associate professors with recent Ph. D’s. The increasingly politicized nature of history makes the going difficult for those potentially interested, and taints the lens by which some Ethiopian scholars observe the past.

        	Are there accepted historical myths that upon closer examination prove to be false? If so what are the most widely held myths that don’t stand up to scrutiny?

        	May myths multiply! I think history, as a field of study, cannot be a quest for the absolute. By that, I mean that judging and categorizing in areas of true and false may seem like a neat and orderly way to go about organizing events in the past. But it gets more complicated when you involve popular memory and perception. Myths are one such manifestation of popular memory. For instance, there is the long-standing myth of the ‘Solomonic’ ancestry of Ethiopian rulers. One could arrive at the conclusion that this was largely a figment of creative folly, or a ploy of legitimization. What is a bit more challenging is exploring why this idea took, why it grew to the magnanimous proportions it did, and lasted for hundreds of years-still making periodical appearances in the literature. Once freed from the burden of delivering the whys and wherefores, myths can inform us of socio-political climates surrounding historical events.

        	Why are you passionate about your field? Was there a moment of epiphany for you that made you say, “This is why I want to study history and not… home economics?”

        	My particular path reveals connections on so many levels - intellectual, spiritual and creative - that the least I can respond with is passion and curiosity. I fell into the formal study by way of an undergraduate paper in a history course. One of the books I was using was by an aforementioned Ethiopianist (ahem!), so I contacted him with my questions. He enthusiastically recruited me to the program - almost before I had time to realize what I was getting into. My moments of epiphany occur when I spend treasured moments with the elders (who sometimes put me through the ringer… but that notwithstanding)…they occur when a particularly delectable piece of narrative comes together…epiphany be epiphany membeshbesh new ilachihwalehu… conversely, when the details blur and merge, when the elders lay it on a bit too thick and even my kirar refuses kignit… Home Economics beckons, oh so invitingly…

        	What do you do when you miss home and wish to delude yourself into feeling like you are at home? Roast coffee beans on a flat pan? Burn incense? Hum along with a cranky, old, tape recording of Aster? Bizunesh? Of Kassa Tessema? Of MuluQen?

        	Home is often surprisingly close and tangible. In an every-day way, I have unconsciously created the physical and spiritual space that draws my musings and more settled reflections into an eccentric flow of sorts. I burn enough incense to chart the chaste path for even the most stubborn lost lamb with a wandering eye. My kirar companions - Kassa, Ketema, Mary and Asnaketch - provide me with dir dir phrases drafted by their deft fingers… always such feasts of delicacy. My own gebete kirar rekindles my center and silences falterings. Gebre Kristos Desta’s poetry aches the storm through me. I have also been known to bust into spirited iskista moves at a whim. I remember the frozen surprise on my parent’s face when at ten years old, I discovered the secret to the Walaita dance. An avid Hibret tir’it watcher, I would practice new moves in front of my bedroom mirror, often to exhaustion. This particular night, alem tena bilew betegademubet, I pounced unannounced and situated my legs on either side of their heads then proceeded to demonstrate, chatting the excitement of my discovery. “Menged situgn… seffi… sigwaz inoralehu…” says Gebre Kristos… maybe home is what gathers us on the journey.

        	For many of us, Ethiopian history means Lucy, the Axum obelisks, the rock-hewn churches of Lalibela, Atse Tedros at Meqdela, Atse Menelik at Adwa and Jah, Ras Teferi. Do you think this is a correct assessment? If so, why do you think many of our compatriots (including all of us at SELEDA) have such a flimsy and shallow knowledge of our history?

        	I would agree with the assessment. Knowledge of history, at least in line of what you mention, is not a birthright. It requires some studied effort and interest to cultivate. What is officially documented seems to be the movement of history on a north to south axis, and this graced only by the big men leaders of different periods. In other words, the history of many groups of people in Ethiopia are overlooked as are aspects of social history (such as intellectual history) that could easily flesh out the story to realistic outcomes. The very history which we point to with pride can lull us into a falsified sense of well-being and permanence. My ideal self would hope that an interest in any of the things or people on your list would spur readings and ponderings that will continue unjaded, indefinitely.

        	How many vacations have you taken in the name of fieldwork? Now, c’mon…!

        	Brilliant suggestion! I say build the idea of vacations to recover from fieldwork into funding requests (post-docs included, minne mogn!)

        	You have taught classes as a graduate student. What breaks your heart about teaching? What makes it worth forging on?

        	Teaching has been a mixed bag of sometimes pleasant surprises and mostly routine nonchalance on the part of the students. I have encountered young minds that are absorbent and flexible, and others that are set in their thinking and unable to engage without taking it as a personal affront. The few breakthroughs make the difference.

        	Why, of all places, is perhaps the strongest Ethiopian studies department located in a region of the US reputed to be perhaps the most xenophobic?

        	Ay Nancy Drew indet agodelechibin! If they’re still writing about her marvelous mystery-solving-a-minute mind, can we propose this to top off the list for the 2000 series?

        	Who is your favorite writer of Ethiopian history and what has s/he written?

        	I was hoping someone would ask! I admire quite a few Ethiopian historians, but my favorite is a man by the name of Shiferaw Bekele. Along with two others, he has edited a publication Kasa and Kasa: Papers on the Lives, times and Images of Tewodros II and Yohannes IV (1855-1889), (June, 1990) and numerous articles in different publications (including the Proceedings of the International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, the Proceeding of the Seminar of the Department of History (Addis Ababa University). What I love about his thinking and writings is the unassuming voice and nuanced approach that he gently cultivates. It imparts a certain reading of history that is not intrusive, but infused with affection and texturized treatment.

        	Can you recommend a list of Ethiopian history books/resources (English/Amharic/French /Italian…) for those of us who are in dire need of a crash course in our own history?

        	(This sounds suspiciously like a comprehensive question… grumble… mumble). I can think of a few of the top of my head. There are the works of traditional Ethiopian historians : Tekle Tsadik Mekuria (numerous publications), Blatten Geta Mahteme Sellassie Wolde Meskel (Zikre Neger), Kebede Tessema’s Yetarik Mastawesha and Tsehafi Taezaz Guebre Sellassie’s Tarike Zemen Ze Dagmawi Menelik. Among the invaluable documentation these provide, they also carry dazzling facts on who sat where at the great gibirs of the day… what do you think inspired Martha Stewart & c.o. to adapt management of dinner seating etiquette?! Of the scholars that provide transitionary links between traditional and modern historiography is Yilma Deressa’s Ye Ityopia Tarik be Asra Sidestegnaw Kifle Zemen, (1966).

      

      Contemporary historians established the foundation of western methodology and research techniques. Of the contemporary historians, Sergew Hable Sellassie’s Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History to 1270 (1972) a thorough presentation with scholarly depth, Taddesse Tamrat’s Church and State in Ethiopia 1270-1527 (1972) is a defining text. Bahru Zawde’s A History of Modern Ethiopia (1991) is good general reading, as is Harold G. Marcus’s A History of Ethiopia (1994). Berhanou Abebe has a recent publication in French, Histoire de l’Ethiopie d’Axoum à la Revolution (1998). There is much insight in Gabru Tareke’s Ethiopia: Power and Protest, (1991) and Mohammed Hassen’s The Oromo of Ethiopia: A History 1570-1860, (1994). The biographies of Emperor Yohannes IV (by Djz. Zawde Gebre-Sellassie who is a great-grandson of the Emperor and a trained historian), of Emperor Menelik (aforementioned and another by Harold G. Marcus), of H. I. M. Haile Sellassie I (including his two volume autobiographies), are focused efforts of historical representation. (Ere beKa beKa gurorwachin neKa!!)

      
        	Do you think academic environment fosters some sort of perpetual emotional childhood in which all interactions become stages for a duel on who has the most publications on which highly acclaimed journal? If so, how do you see yourself fitting into that frame?

        	The academic environment is not much different than the political, technological, or artistic environment in this sense. There are internal pressures and external expectations that justify the duel for some. Other times, it is just the hungry demands of an overgrown ego on the prowl. This may play out in the form of a performance, a publication, or the race for scientific breakthrough. You need only play the game if you agree with the rules. For now, I am an unobtrusive observer.

        	Which Ph.D. granting institution would you definitely NOT go to for a post-doc, given the opportunity? Which region of the US would you rule out: Left Coast? Right Coast? South? Midwest? Which state: Montana? Idaho? North Dakota? Utah?

        	East-side/West-side/World-wide… Maria Maria! (You know as soon as I heard that song the first time, I was so enamored that I quickly investigated the possibilities of adding the name Maria to mine in a gesture of hyphenated affinity - Heran-Maria! Igzer ayadris! ) World-widin atbiKachihu yazulign.

        	Who, in your books, is the worst writer of Ethiopian history? Why?

        	The worst writing of history is no writing at all. Ever convinced an older person to record what they remember of their lives and times?

        	Where did you do your undergraduate studies, regardless of whether you studied or not?

        	I studied few-few. Mills College in Oakland, California. When we graduated, we were swept up in our own fervor to keep the school single-sex and ran around unkempt in a strike that closed down the facility for close to two weeks. Our revolution was well organized and we forged on (even when threatened with no graduation) until at its wits end, the administration gave in. The graduating class met the challenge of fundraising the required money (and then some) within a five-year period.

        	Have you dabbled in Ethiopic Linguistics, i.e. linking G’iz and it’s history to social/ cultural/economical/educational development in Abyssinia/Ethiopia.

        	I am fascinated by the possibilities, but am sad to report that I have dabbled not.

        	Do you sense that Ethiopian dialogues are held in different intellectual rooms? i.e. the historians in one room, the politicians in another, the economists in another, the artists in another… etc?

        	Are they or are they? The ideal solution would be inter-disciplinary or comparative studies, discussions, programs, conferences and publications that would foster and embrace the best thinking in different areas - and synthesize them. Although some programs are daring the waters (one such program is the Comparative Black History Program headed by Dr. Darlene Clark Hine, a distinguished scholar at Michigan State University), institutions as a whole are very resistant. Let alone institutions, individuals with such inclinations and interests are seen to have less focus, and are taken less seriously by colleagues and professors alike.

        	What are the coping mechanisms about loving what you do when it doesn’t always love you back…?

        	The coping mechanisms are usually resorting to some of the same things I mentioned when I miss home. I speak of my trials and tribulations to my artistic friends, who inevitably cast it in film or theater-speak. Before I know it, I will be hooting and hollering over what may have been a very painful experience of an interview gone awry, for instance. I also reach for what were my most favorite encounters or illuminated epiphanies, and relive them with added tenderness (depending on how bad the particular rejection). I have friends that serve as my sky and my gabi, simultaneously letting me fly, and gathering me when needed.

        	As Ethiopians, we have an elitist belief that our history is unique when compared to other African nations. How true is this?

        	Our history is unique in some ways. Each African state has its own sense of unique. Many people in their minds begin African history at the point of European colonialism. There were places of ancient learning and instruction, of history and study of the cosmology. How much do we know of these places in what was called the western Sudan? Deliver us from the “we’ve never been colonized” line. As though that was the lot of other Africans. They fought and resisted as we did. How much do we know of their resistance struggles upon colonization? Why would they so wholesomely relate to Adwa if there wasn’t a glimmer of something of themselves that they remembered?

        	Most history books now teach that both the Fidel and Christianity were imported to, not sourced in Ethiopia. Do you agree? Why? Why not?

        	Fidel… for a minute there, I thought ‘Will ya look here… what levels of familiarity have my dear Seledawians achieved with Castro’… bristling beard and all… ahem!) I recently read a compelling book by Ayele Bekerie entitled Ethiopic An African Writing System: Its History and Principles (1997). Poet Laureate Tsegaye Gebre-Madhin has been arguing the organic nature of language and religion for a number of years. Grover Hudson, an Ethiopianist (Linguist) suggested the African source of Ethiopic languages in an article published in Folia Orientalia, Volume XVIII in 1977. There is a fundamental tendency of looking elsewhere for our achievements (and our problems). I have not done in-depth research in this area, but if I was to, meKeneten tebek arige, I would follow the leads of these scholars to see if all roads don’t lead to Abysinopia.

        	Do you, in the course of the Ph.D. program, sometimes wonder what in the world you are doing [there]? Do you, sometimes, feel like you just want to shave your head off, slip on your surfing suit, and run for the coast to be a beach bum? How do you lie to yourself that that isn’t a better option?

        	Wonder bicha !? I don’t know about the shaving head… even while at Mills College, we the sistahs just watched sanigdereder at the feverish way white women were shaving long locks of hair for the altar of dedication we had set up…but definitely finding a busy corner to mederder my kirar and hum in a lulled reverie… with a cracked Tasa of quiet charm my only companion…

        	Are there events in our distant history that we really should be ashamed of?

        	The slave trade internally and the export of servile labor to the Red Sea and Indian Ocean ports. The magnitude at which this happened is difficult to assess, since the average can only be calculated from nineteenth century documents. However, estimates run to almost 4.1 million of slaves exported across the Red Sea over several centuries (650-1920).

        	Name one work each for the following authors that are highly respected, and yet not so widely published, or not so widely appreciated:

        	(i) Danniyachew WorQu - Adefris for its beautiful language and imagery, for the quirkiness of characters and the unsettled energy of youthful ideal.

      

      (ii) Sebhat Gebre-Egziabher - Tikusat for daring to go there… but I also love the humor in his columns, the dialogue with artists he initiates, or the tongue-in-cheek personifications of animals…that become household names among the literati. (Now who would have guessed that KompeTur, the wise-beyond-his- years dog was really Computer disguised? … If you haven’t heard the story, the big painted sign that said Shint Meshnat Kilkil New had long since lost its lustrous authority as people would laugh in its face and unbutton just the same. A smart man troubled by the rising smell of these offerings then painted Shintun Ginb Lay yemishena Wisha bicha New… which stopped many dead in their tracks. Another hip but equally troubled man across town took up the cry… Shintun Izih Yemishena KompeTur Bicha New…KompeTur saved the day…) Beauty contestants yihinin saysemu…

      (iii) Solomon Deressa - Zebet Ilfitu - his latest collection of poetry. This is among the most graceful minds of contemporary Ethiopian writers. His short essays of the 1960’s and 70’s belie his intellectual scope and spiritual dasesas. All a sight to behold.

      (iv) Seifu Metaferia Frew - I’m sad to admit that I have yet to read his creative works.

      
        	Wouldn’t Atse Tewodros be a great guest on the Jerry Springer Show? “My husband cut off the arms of all the people in my village…?”

        	Who would dare to appear alongside him in the same show? Jerry puzzles over the telecast with burrowed frown.

        	Which Ethiopian historical figure was:

        	a) The most overrated?

        	You can never get too much of the best. Aren’t we ready for our 113th Aleka Gebrehana joke?

      

      b) The most underrated?

      Underrated: A close tie between Abeto Iyasu and Gudit.

      c) The most in need of intensive therapy?

      Tewodros and Ahmed Gragn.

      d) The best dressed of his/her century?

      Can Maître Afework Tekle with his sweeping Jannos and impossibly plumed hats compete? I once saw a photo of the women of the Emperor Haile Sellassie’s imperial family in a newspaper. It had an array of their necks with beautiful nickisats and strings of pearl around the base - I thought it gushed chic.

      
        	If there is one pinnacle point of Ethiopian history you could point to with pride, which would it be?

        	I would pick the moments in which the generous spirit of humanity prevailed. There is an image of painting discussed in Haile Gerima’s film Adwa that I’m thinking of. The artist, Eshetu Tiruneh, was inspired by a passage he read in a book by an Italian, Albertoni. This man was charged with the responsibility of returning the shabola and booty of two Italian generals, Dabor Meda and Arimondi, who had died at the battle of Adwa. Menelik had requested their belongings be returned to their families in Italy. The image is of Menelik handing back the sword to Albertoni. My skin tingles with joy at expressions of such magnanimity.

      

      Diary of an Informal Education

      June 2000

      “You are hereby sentenced to three years in the state correctional facility”. I knew those words were coming. I thought I was prepared to hear them, after all, I had pleaded guilty and this was not a trial but a sentencing taking place at the Orange County Detention Center. I felt sick. I desperately wanted to sit down and collect my thoughts. But the guards were already grabbing hold of my arms and firmly escorting me back to the holding area. There were no family or friends to witness my sentencing, just a room full of prisoners waiting for their turn in front of the judge. I felt nauseous. I buckled over and started to throw up. The guards just kept dragging me along.

      March 1998

      I was sitting nervously in a waiting room. “Mr. Worku, can I talk to you for a second” I looked up, “Can you come in my office for a second?”

      I got up and followed. “Is Selam OK?” I asked as soon as he shut the door behind me.

      “She’s still in the operating room, it’s going to be a couple of hours before she’ll be ready to go home”. “I’m Steve,” he continued. “I’m a counselor here at the clinic.”

      “Counselor? You’re not her doctor?” I was confused.

      “No I’m not a doctor. I counsel abortive fathers here at the clinic?”

      I’d never heard the term “abortive father” before. And the notion that I’d need counseling had never occurred to me. This was a good thing we were doing. It was the right thing for us. We were two Ethiopian students far away from home. Living off $4.25 per hour on campus jobs. I couldn’t have a kid; I did not want a kid. Counseling! Why would I need counseling? I sat there and let Steve counsel away. He talked about the feeling of guilt and low self esteem “abortive fathers” experience. He talked about the need of having someone to talk too and then he made his pitch about the support group he runs. I just sat there nodding, when he finished I thanked him and walked out without taking the card he offered.

      After another two hours of squirming in the waiting room, Selam emerged from the recovery room. I helped her out the building and into a waiting cab, and we drove back to our lives- away from the nightmarish hell of the last month.

      I hated school. I never really fitted in. I was a lousy student struggling to maintain a C average. There were a number of Ethiopian students at CSU (campus location with held), and they were mostly bookworms, especially the women.

      But Selam was different. She drank, she partied, she experimented. She made college bearable, until we became pregnant that is. She carried the baby; we struggled with what to do. We could get married and move back to Ethiopia or she could have an abortion. We could both drop out of school and join the underworld of illegals trying to raise a child with less than minimum wage or she could have an abortion. It was not really a choice. I wanted the abortion. She said she thought it was our only choice. We had the abortion.

      Things changed after that. She took the Spring semester off and stopped living. For three months she sat in one room and cried. I didn’t know how to help, so I drank and experimented, and drank and experimented some more. When summer came, I packed up and move down to Los Angeles. She stayed and took make up classes.

      I didn’t go back to school that fall. I stayed in LA. Drinking and experimenting had become a way of life. To make ends meet, I dealt. I dealt not in seedy side of LA, but in trendy Burbank where flunkies from studios would be out shopping for the talents they served.

      I heard Selam got pregnant that winter. She graduated while she was six months pregnant and married the father, an Ethiopian grad student that summer. I never saw her again. Never wanted to.

      Last summer, I was dealing down in Irvine when I got busted. I did not care. I did not want to go to trial or talk to a lawyer; I just wanted to go to jail. By December I’ll be eligible for parole at which time I’ll be handed over to the INS. I should be back in Addis in time for Christmas.

      I left home five years ago to get an education. I’ll be going back an ex-con.

      Med School Mahder

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      by: A.S.

      School Log from a Third Year Medical Student on Rotations.

      “I’m Having a Baby: OBGYN”

      Actually, that title is a bit of a lie. I already had the baby. A little baby boy. I delivered precious Maruee at 4:35pm yesterday! Very cute. Did a pretty good job. I am actually not sure who the father is, but I’m sure he’s a nice guy. No, no, now I remember. He was pretty much an asshole. More on that later.

      The mom was nice. She did very well for a first time mom. So y’all have babies soon so I can deliver them. I’m not so good at commanding the chicks though. I get all nervous and I think it’s best not to say anything. What I do feel like saying is, “Yeah, look, it’s hurting me, too, so push damn it!” Or, “Yeah… yeah… yeah… we don’t got all day, aiiyt?” Or, “Hey, I’m gonna step out and when you’re ready to push, page me. Okay?” Or, “Hey you’re making me look bad here. My grade is depending on this.” (Any suggestions on how to say all this tactfully would be much appreciated.)

      Life is okay right now. I’m on my third day of Obstetrics and Gynecology rotation. I am actually learning stuff, it’s amazing. My darn back is killing from delivering the baby, of course, and from standing in the operating room for over seven hours yesterday doing C-sections. I managed to squeeze in 2.5 hours of sleep last night when I was on call. I promised my self I would not write a long entry. I am supposed to be reading. But I am in need of some human contact right now, so sitting by the computer somehow makes me feel better.

      I love being back in the South. (I did my undergraduate here.) Yesterday one doctor actually said, “That might could be a hemorrhage.” Ahh, nostalgia.

      It amazes me how many kids are born to single parents. The jackbutt I was talking about thought he was pretty darn nice for making it to the delivery room. He looked all bored and quite inattentive to his 20-year-old whatever she is to him. When we tried to involve him he said, “Nah! I’ve already been through all this. This is her first baby, but my second.”

      ZATS a n-i-i-ice one, buddy. Man! Note to file: Have babies only with really nice guys. Beyond that, the residents here take a lot of time to teach us. I am actually excited when I am on the floor. No scut work either (stupid errands people make you do 'cause you are at the BOTTOM of the totem pole!).

      P.S. Lots of Hispanic folks here so my Spanish is improving. I’m learning a bunch of phrases that’ll be useful for my next salsa run.

      “The Scoop on Poop: Outpatient Medicine”

      I am doing a month in outpatient Medicine and am thoroughly enjoying it. Last week was Gastrointestinal (gastro=stomach and intestine=rest of tummy) medicine. This has made for a week of intriguing conversation. “Doctor, I can’t move my bowels. I mean, I was on the toilet thinking which end was coming out first!” (You gotta say it with southern accent to get the right effect.)

      Next came, “Hell! I dreamt last night that I had diarrhea. I haven’t moved my bowels in weeks!”

      “My whole insides feel like they are gonna burst. It’s like a tinkling… kind of a snarling… kind of a gnawing kind of a pain, you know what I mean doc? I think it’s my nerves.”

      Needless to say, nothing is too personal. Nobody walks out of here without giving me an extensive Bowel Diary. (We used to get kurkum-ed for that kind of a talk.)

      One doctor always ends his exam with “Okay, now I just have to finish the exam where I will gently have you gently turning around for me so that I can do a gentle rectal exam.” One patient said it best: “HAH! This guy is sneaky! Next you’re gonna tell me a gentle enema and colonoscopy!”

      I think my giggling ran longer than the doc would have liked. Anyway, that was probably more than you wanted to hear. But, I do have advice for all you secretly suffering. Two words: Fiber One. The best and greatest of cereals. Tastes decent, too. Half a cup a day, plus skim milk, plus four glasses of H20 daily and you’ll thank me. I won’t send you a bill either.

      “Playing Volleyball with a Live Heart: Surgery”

      So, surgery is over! Life seemed like it was a two-month black hole during that period. I did get to do some really cool stuff. Actually, mostly watching, but I got to hold a heart. I saw many a by-pass surgery and stitched up people.

      I have sworn to myself never to have surgery. You think doctors know what they are doing when they put you to sleep. But sometimes they just dig around in there like a kid playing in a sandbox. No rhyme or reason to it and more “Ooops”'s than they care to inform you about. It was interesting though to see a live human body. Seeing the blood makes it pretty different than gross anatomy.

      No real gory stories to impress you with. Nobody died in my arms and I never fainted or anything. The most difficult part about third year is figuring out what your role is. Doctors don’t expect you to know anything and don’t want you doing much. Patients, on the other hand, are prepared for you to do their open-heart surgery. Everybody else thinks you are just a pest and in their way. It’s difficult determining what you can and can’t do, and knowing when to ask questions and what questions are too basic to ask etc. You have to be confident even though you sometimes have no clue what’s going on.

      My favorite sister edited this video for her job on what makes the best employees, and the answers kept playing in my head: “anticipation!” It’s hard during an operation to anticipate what you should do that can actually be helpful and appropriate.

      That was the difficult part. The fun part was waking up at 5AM every morning. Surgery did change me in some ways. For one, I was almost brain washed into thinking it was the only field of medicine that actually does something. I found myself saying to my classmates who were doing other rotations, “What on earth do you guys do all day anyway??”

      Not that surgery is like this lifesaver. Actually sometimes patients survive despite what we do and not because of what we do.

      And as for my feminist beliefs, lets just say I would be banned from sisterhood. It first started with me letting dumb chauvinist statements pass, then it progressed to giggling at these jokes, then to many, many dreams of quitting school and marrying a rich man and thinking “Why didn’t someone tell me about this brilliant idea?”

      I won’t proceed lest you lose complete respect for me.

      One Degree of Separation: Psychiatry

      I am doing my psychiatry rotation. After surgery, I really appreciate waking up as late as 7:15 AM. Weee! The hours are great so I am able to do road trips, breathe, eat non-cafeteria food, listen to the news, memorize all Britney Spears songs, check email, get into major discussions about Jennifer Lopez’s and Puff’s relationship, go grocery shopping, wear non-scrub clothes…

      I am currently working in Crisis, which means people with mood disorders (depression, bipolar) and substance abuse problems. It is actually the mild side of the field, so, in a way, I am relieved. The hard part is of course talking to these patients and knowing what to say and how to extract relevant information from them.

      There is a science to it, but socially, it’s still hard. There is very little that we do in terms of physical exams (stethoscope, stay home!).

      It is mentally draining as you can imagine, but at the same time uplifting because you see people come out of really desperate and despairing mental states. The shocker today was when we were doing rounds. One of the patients turned out to be this hall-mate of mine from college. It confirms my suspicion that we are all on the brink. She was actually helping me relax and grasp the whole idea that a kid my age could indeed be stuck in a psych ward. She spoke confidently about how she would be okay and recover from all this.

      I assured her I would keep her confidence. “I know,” she said. “But I’m not ashamed!”

      As usual, I take more from my patients than I could possibly ever give back.

      Update: October 2000

      I am studying for boards. Don’t ask. I’ve also decided to take the year off between third and fourth years. Many have shown their disapproval, “mmn ale arfesh temertishin b’tCHerisheee?” For me, this marks the year where I will officially have lived in the States longer than I have in Ethiopia. I’ve never had an identity crisis, but still the memories of home are starting to fade, and fewer and fewer people are left for me to go back to.

      I have been thinking of going back home permanently, too. “Ahh! You’ll never go back. That’s the same thing my father said when he came here, over 40 years ago,” my friend in high school told me during my first years here. The words ring in my head today. The temptation to stay here is strong and the longer I wait, the less the incentive and the weaker my initiative to go back.

      I hear stories of people who have gone back… some were revitalized, some under-whelmed, some swore never to return. I go for many reasons. Is there really a place for me there? The basic premise of practicing true medicine in its purest form, of being a physician, of healing the ailing… wouldn’t it ring truer in Ethiopia where we physicians are needed more? To be real doctors don’t we need to practice medicine in Ethiopia?

      The sheer thought of it is quite overwhelming and sitting down to think about it makes me cry.

      I am going to work in a clinic there for fourth year elective.I am not unrealistic about what to expect.

      Home Schooling

      Radical observations of a random ToTa on the education scene in Ethiopia

      by: GirrGirr

      The biology professors at Addis Ababa University do not preach Darwin enough. And they believe in God. They aren’t being PC, they really (I’m serious :) ) believe in God.

      Throughout the country, for every child that goes to school, there are four others who don’t. Most of our teachers subsist on low income. And are unhappy as a result. Teaching is not as prestigious as it once was. Consider this: some teachers in Addis Ababa get beat up by their students. Want more?

      Advice for the student attending college in the holy land: think twice (think many times) before going on strike against college administrators: you may end up in jail. There are many things you are forgetting while protesting about the curriculum that’s overdue for the dust bin.

      Facts you should keep in mind: if you are 9, live in the outskirts of Konso, and lucky enough to attend school, chances are high you don’t have a pen to write with. If you are 9, live in the outskirts of Konso and are a female member of the species, chances are even higher you aren’t going to school. The point: as a school age child of Ethiopia, it’s very likely that you are not going to school, don’t know how to read and probably believe that the earth is flat. Well, you are in trouble when you don’t have a pen, believe the earth to be flat and trust your biology professors when they say even Darwin himself was a creation of God. It’s a real tragedy because no one is looking out for your mind, let alone the minds of your children. It’s comical because this is supposed to be the age of science and you are still leading a medieval existence. Not by choice, but by accidents of history. On the other hand: you, the reader, went to school and were surprised by a few facts defying your common sense:

      1 - the earth is not flat. It is round, like a ball

      2 - what is housed in your skull is what you think with

      3 - most of what is called you is water molecules If you also enjoyed studying, you may have found out while reading late at night that:

      4 - you don’t go to heaven after you die

      5 - you don’t go to hell either

      6 - you are a result of some accident between a random sperm and a not so random egg and you will end up dust when you die. And that’s fine.

      Armed with such elaborate knowledge, you don’t go to war when they ask you to. You sit and write about the war on email. You worry about what not to eat in case you become overweight and your lover abandons you. You worry too much about your lover. Period.

      Relax. If you were in Minjar, going to school is easier than getting clean water to drink. And going to school is nearly impossible there. But you are not in Minjar. You are lucky! You drink clean water. Think about it. You may or may not have learned more about life whiling your time away between your lover’s legs than you did in the classroom. Your philosophy of life may have been distorted as a result of the head to head encounter with the ideas in your first Robotics textbook (or fashion magazine, as the case may be). Why does it matter? Well because if you were Fisseha Eshetu, you would start your own, call it UNITY COLLEGE and with no need for a headhunter, get all the teachers at the 6 kilo campus to work for you at a higher demoz. Now I hope this is not triggering thought processes about your demoz in your head. You worry about yourself too much. Relax. You needs you. That’s common sense. You will be with you until you die. Just forget you. Ethiopia needs you. She really does.

      Top Ten

      Top Ten College Courses for Ethiopians

      10. From Parkiology to biology in five easy steps.

      9. Really Non-Verbal Communication: who needs to talk when you can drop kick them with a good old abesha glmiCHa.

      8. Litigation for Dummies: How to sue your neighbor whose grandfather offended your grandfather in 1804.

      7. Marx, Lenin and Engles abatoChaChin AYDELUM!

      6. Introduction to Time Management: (Uh… actually, this goes under the “College Courses Every Ethiopian has Flunked” list.)

      5. Advanced Communication 0.00: How to properly not listen to anyone.

      4. Assumptions and Deductions: Enhancing your Ethiopian sensibilities to “read between the lines” and attain six different meanings from one sentence. (Prerequisite: Advanced Communication 0.00)

      3. Geography 101: Course aimed to making the world understand that Bolé is the center of the universe.

      2. Anthropology 560 [Graduate Seminar]: How to start wailing (convincingly) several meters before stepping through the front entrance of the leQso bet.

      1. Psychology 400: Honors Boycotting. Scientific coalition building to shut down all Ethiopian businesses, institutions and organizations.

      Yetemare YigdeleN
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      Yetemare YigdelegN?

      by: Teniniet Bereket

      “We have a lot of book sense,” my mother says, “But we greatly lack common sense.” My mother has a GED.

      We all argue that the only solution to the problems Ethiopia faces is a highly trained and educated citizenry. But what kind of education or timihirt? Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve heard around me how much education was important for me and to our country. Families put great emphasis in learning and graduating. Most of us took up that call or challenge and got that education. I’m sure Ethiopians of all ages are more educated at this juncture of our history than any other. But how come our problems seem to be getting more complicated and the solutions slow in coming?

      But, I also argue that Yetemare (educated), both the people and the concept, need a closer look, especially in the Ethiopian context. Let me try to answer what yetemare should mean. Yetemare should reflect the root of the word, which is temare. Temare could mean mihret agegne; it could be before a judge in court or in the heavens before the feTari. Thus, yetemare should be one that has received favor, forgiveness and without blame.

      In the same breath, yetemereQe (a graduated one) should transcend a mere indication to graduation from school. YetemerQe should rather indicate the root of the word temereQe or miriQat yagegne. Be it from an elderly person or from his/her god. Therefore, the meaning should be one that has been blessed, bestowed, anointed.

      A decade ago, Ethiopians used to discuss how the Red/White Terror and that long civil war claimed the lives of someone we loved or knew. Today, there is no Ethiopian who could say “I haven’t lost a loved one or don’t know someone who was claimed by the horrifying calamity of AIDS.” Sntun chigir Qotiré ichilalehu!? I agree that the solution for our underlying problems is education. Mihiret yelesh nen ende? Consequently, being educated (in the book sense) should not be equated to being learned or yetemare.

      I was in Ethiopia earlier this year. Although I can bet on my life that Ethiopians today are exposed to more things than even a generation ago, despite our new sophistication, I saw more lawlessness and incivility than even ten years ago. For example, in the capital city (where more educated people live), no driver respects a STOP sign. What good does education do, then, without common sense? Our fore-parents were not educated in the book sense, but I believe they had more praiseworthy common sense than we do.

      Our generation knew how to torture, maim and kill his fellow countrymen despite it being more educated than, say, our grandparents. Knowing what we have done to each other and our nation, especially in the past thirty years, do you still say, yetemare yigdeleN? I don’t! Especially, if our education is measured merely by how far we have marched since grade school or Qés timihirt bet.

      If education is collecting alphabet soups in the forms of B.A. B.S., M.B.A., J.D., Ph.D., Dr., M.P.A., and more, as a people, how far are we, Ethiopians, really from the big K–Kindergarten?

      Although our country is in dire need of every aspect of resuscitation, as a people we don’t act like we are in any urgency. I guess we have become desensitized; nothing shocks us. We have become accustomed to the calamities of dying from war, famine, AIDS. Hence I ask, if we are educated, how come we can’t alleviate our own problems? How come we are almost incapable of taking collective action and finding solutions to our important problems?

      Then, what good is tmhrt yale memar? What is yetemare mebal without being blameless? I think the educated sons and daughters of Ethiopia are blameful. We are blameful because we are not there for the downtrodden in the corners of Afar, Gambella, Gojjam and Gode. While we have the degrees and the expertise, the financial capability and many other possibilities to alleviate their suffering, we have chosen to find petty excuses, and seclusion to evade helping our countrymen.

      Forget these grandiose calls, we don’t even educate our own children our languages and culture. How many times were you tempted to maTafat some Ethiopian brat? Just wanted to muzzle his/her English speaking mouth in the middle of church service because neither his mother nor his father could bother to tell him/her to be quite? How much yetemare are we then if we can’t even inculcate the best of ourselves in our children?

      In the meantime, Ethiopians, especially here in America, are classified as one of the most educated immigrants (Amharic is the 50th most spoken language in American Business Settings). A growing number of Ethiopians are enrolled in the best universities, local colleges, technical and trade schools. And, you know mn yahil gobez temariwoch indehon. We are also climbing up the corporate ladder. We own businesses from Laundromats to high-tech companies. Actually, there is no Ethiopian out there who has not finished at least high school (without counting the azawints). It shows that we are growing in many of aspects in the Diaspora. However, yetemare or yetemereQe nen? Are we really educated or have graduated if Ethiopia is to be asked? What would inat Etiopia say if we asked her?

      Therefore, what should be the measure of yetemare/yetemerQe? What qualities should possess? Here are three things I think are paramount. First, Yetemare/yetemerQe thinks collectively or for civic good. A simple example is Seleda.com and its editors. What they are doing may seem simple but, it brings me to you and others to you and I. They are civic minded; they are trying to do what they can to self-actualize their Etiopiawinet.

      Second, yetemare/yetemerQe atones for her/his mistakes or wrongdoings. A truly educated person takes responsibility for his/her own action. Have you ever heard anybody taking the blame for what has happened to Ethiopia over the past thirty years? With all the killings and plundering, by the educated, is there a group or an individual who has admitted fault or wrong-doing? I haven’t heard one. Have you?

      Third, an educated person wants to leave a legacy behind him/her. It doesn’t have to be big. Actually, yetemare sew could be the best Ethiopian by simply being a genuine man or woman, friend, husband or wife, father or mother and/or grandparent.

      Can you think of anyone who possess these qualities?

      The author can be reached at teninet-bereket@excite.com

      Going Home Part 1
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      (For part I, refer to Going Home, Part I)

      by: Samson Mulugeta

      How do you teach the principles of objective journalism in times of war? That was one of the challenges involved in teaching a basic media writing class at a time when Ethiopia was engaged in pitched battles with neighboring Eritrea in the spring of 2000.

      Asked to write about one incident in which Ethiopia moved into an area controlled by Eritrea for two years, half of the students in the Basic Media Writing course began their news stories this way: “The heroic Ethiopian defense forces announced last week they were in control of the border town of Zalambessa”.

      The students’ take on the war was not unexpected because the line about the “heroic defensive forces” was an oft-repeated mantra by the state-controlled media here. (The government controls all electronic media as well as most the widely distributed newspapers.) Once it was pointed out to the students that their role was to be impartial observers, most of them grasped the principle fairly quickly.

      Last May, when I walked into a classroom at Unity College’s Gerji campus, I had a distinct feeling of being a pioneer. The program was the first college-level journalism course in Ethiopia’s history, and I knew as I dug into the definition of news and the five Ws, that I was breaking new ground. (Addis Ababa has never had a journalism program.)

      Most of the 25 students in the class were recent high school graduates and they had little to no understanding of journalism, which could be considered an advantage since teaching them might not involve a lot of unlearning of bad habits. (There are about 14 students in the evening program but they are not taking the basic media writing course this semester.)

      There has been plenty of material in the Ethiopian media we have used in class. When we were discussing the definition of news, I brought along a newsmagazine whose back cover carried the image of Ethiopia’s president and his German-born wife. The caption said, “Did you know President Negasso’s wife is a foreigner?”

      Is the first lady’s background a legitimate news story? The class was divided and it led to a spirited discussion.

      During the second week of class, students were assigned on their first field trip: a visit to an exhibition at the Addis Ababa Museum featuring the works of the city’s master plan review committee. Some students returned with stories about Addis they had unearthed by attending panel discussions and presentations. Issues such as the city’s traffic problems, housing, and crime were explored in the stories.

      But most came back with stories that led with the fact that the project was funded by the German government, that the city’s administration coordinated the exhibition and other background lifted right off the program’s brochure and placed atop their stories. Long discussions ensued on identifying good story ideas in a situation such as this.

      Although the working language in Addis Ababa is Amharic, Unity College requires that English be used for instruction. However, whenever students get stuck trying to explain a concept in English, I allow them to speak in Amharic because it is important that they be able to express themselves fully.

      Some of the most enjoyable classes for the students have been when guest speakers, usually working journalists, have visited the class to talk to the students about their work. Mimi Sebhatu, a VOA Amharic reporter, who is something of a celebrity here, was a big hit when she visited my class. Another speaker was John Ogulnik, a producer of live events at NPR, who covered the Ethio-Eritrean war as a reporter while on a yearlong sabbatical here. John spoke to the students about the challenges of covering such events as President Clinton’s inauguration and impeachment, which he produced.

      Until recently, every Thursday evening core group members of Unity College’s Journalism and Communication (JAC) Department meet to discuss issues ranging from what courses to add or delete from the curriculum to hiring new instructors. The group is composed of media professionals in various fields and acts as the JAC Department’s informal board of directors.

      Unity College has been conducting workshops for Ethiopian media professionals since March on subjects such as covering elections, surveying public opinion, and covering government. About 15 journalists from the government and private media spend their mornings for five days in sessions led by media trainers who have so far come from South Africa, Uganda and Ghana.

      Unity College is expanding. Public support of the institution is one of the reasons that the AddisAbaba Region 14 Administration (as city hall is called here) recently authorized a long-term land lease so that its facilities (in Piassa, Gerji and Bole) can be consolidated. Coming soon, Unity University.

      ________________________________________________________________________

      Samson Mulugeta is editor-in-chief of Ethioguide.com.
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      Maryam, Maryam, Maryam

      Got a test comin’ up? midterms? MCATs? Feel in your bones that the job interview didnÕt go all that well yesterday? Know your Tabotwho knows when you’ll need a special favor?

      Here are they are indexed by the Day of Month they correspond to:

      
        	Lideta

        	MeTmiQu Yohannis / Iyob / Elias

        	Baeta

        	Yohannis

        	Abbo

        	Iyesus

        	SilassE

        	Arbaëtu Insesa

        	Kidus Tomas

        	MesQele Iyesus

        	Hanna / Qidus Yared

        	Miikaël

        	Rufaël

        	Abune Aregawii

        	QiirQos

        	Kiidane Mihiret

        	IsTiifanos

        	Qidus Yemane Berhan

        	Gebriël

        	H’ntsete

        	Maryam

        	Uraël

        	Gyorgiis

        	Tekle-Haïmanot

        	MerQoryos

        	Qidus Gabriel & Qidus Zecharias

        	Medhane’Alem

        	Amanuël

        	Bale’Gziabher

        	MarQos

      

      Special thanks to Belachew Bessoma, Luminary Illuminator, without whom this would not have been possible.

      N.B. Four of them have proven to be too elusive even for our most assiduous church- goers (maybe we ain’t as holy as we think). The first Seleda reader to come up with all four correctly (send us an affidavit from your Nisiha abat) will get keff yale ChibCHeba’na miriQat, and maybe even a glowing mention in next month’s Editors’ Notes.

      Lessons in Health Education

      by: Amare Abebe

      Simply put, Idmay tsega new. I wouldn’t care to count back the years, but my recollection of a particular conversation remains fresh in my memory. It was also abso-bloody-lutely a different space and time.

      Enjoying one of the ubiquitous laid-back moments in Adu Genet one evening, nursing a second cup of TQur Buna, a mild conversation I was having with a confidant lady friend of mine took a wild turn and got real intense. She confided in me that she was with a child. Sebhat LeAb! Out of wedlock pregnancy, in those days, was just unfathomable, and the extent of risk our sisters were willing to take in order to fulfill societal expectations was also tremendous. Those who perished in the process, b’yet yQuterachew.

      The fate of the unborn child is decided way before it was even conceived. The right of the unborn … what??? What is that? What is there to discuss?! Eko mn likon! My friend stated her unfortunate circumstance in a matter-of-fact tone, maybe with rudiments of regret for the mishap but no overt sense of loss for the life that was to be destroyed [Sorry ladies, not being judgmental, rather, a perception]. The prime concern here was logistics on how to get rid of the unwanted pregnancy. Oops! Aye yene neger! I got carried away and forgot to inform you that the child was not mine and our relationship was purely platonic.

      The intriguing thing was that her peers considered aj’rit as being zemenait and held her in high esteem, therefore, unlikely to fall victim to this predicament, what with all her outward sophistication and access to modern technology which is hailed to ward off such unpleasantness.

      Naturally, I inquired as to how/why it happened. “Were you not protecting yourself?” I asked. “Ene enja,” [how I hate this phrase] she answered with her eyes downcast, “I took my pills regularly.” She meant the contraceptive pills. To my utter horror I found out what she meant regular was popping the pill every time she was to have a sexual encounter.

      Before we start ridiculing this incident, let me ask how many of us are knowledgeable enough to claim confidently that our every day health decisions are reasonably accurate and scientifically grounded?

      The World Health Organization defines health as not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. But it goes on to state health to be the composite of mental, physical and social wellbeing. It allows us enough room for maneuvering, at various levels and capacities in order to address our individual as well as collective health concerns.

      Nowadays it is commonplace to witness people assume a proactive role to secure improved well being in their personal health. The choice in leading a “healthy life style” is a catchphrase for our modern society of abundance. But the quintessential question remains how to enhance our health awareness and empower ourselves to pave our destiny? Freedom of choice abounds. It gets somewhat trickier especially for those of us first generation immigrants engaged in the process of shedding our carried over baggage from our home of origin. Adapting to mainstream lifestyle of our adopted homeland is also challenging, if not outright unmanageable. The classic scenario in western society of a family squabble on the dinner table over an unfinished plate of broccoli sitting in front of a child is indeed an alien concept to most of us. Here begins the ABCs of balanced nutrition and early inculcation of healthy living in the mind of a growing child. Health Education teaches individuals and communities the methods of and the necessity for improving and maintaining optimum health practices. Community health educators, school health educators, business and industry health educators and clinical health educators who target different population groups, systematically teach it. Since health is a personal as well as societal matter, it ought become a part of the experience of each learner, disseminate itself into the immediate family, and extend to the surrounding community.

      Understanding and grasping health promotional messages, however intimidating on the surface, is a sine qua non for healthy living. Breaking barriers and imparting appropriate knowledge is not an easy task. Allow me here to proceed with the illustration. A family planning educator in a rural Ethiopian community was once teaching adults the importance of condoms in preventing unplanned pregnancies. During one of the sessions, she punctuated her point on the practicality of using a condom by placing it on her thumb. The students coyly grinned and nodded aye ye ferenje neger! A few months later, the educator was confronted by one of her students who found this technology quite disappointing. He claimed that he had being using the condom regularly but sadly, to his and his wife’s great dismay, she had conceived anyway. The instructor, unperturbed by the demeanor of her student, prodded on to ask if he had properly followed her instructions. It was with disdain when he answered, “Ere Wedia, I did everything like you taught us: I took out the condom from the package, like you showed us, and exactly placed it on my left thumb right before I megenagnet my wife. Demo, the whole time, KeTate alteleyem.”

      Not knowing well our target audience may result in formatting inappropriate messages and subsequent miscommunication. This ultimately results in misunderstanding, like the type mentioned above and disastrous consequences. Education in health enables individuals to seek that which moves them toward an optimal stage of wellness. It is not merely concerned with knowledge acquisition but purports to influence individuals apply that knowledge in order to develop responsible and responsive personal, family and collective behaviors. From the start the processes is fraught with obstacles.

      Even after we managed to impart what is considered to be a complete, and appropriately tailored health message, the reaction it receives could be varied. It may elicit denial, vulnerability or commit us to resign within the shell of our ignorance like the unfounded notion that the potent miTmiTa/berberé one eats everyday will ward off any evil that lurks from the darkest crevices of this world. How about féTo? Amongst those who succeed to assimilate the message, and ultimately manage to acquire the desired attitude, its translation to an actual change in behavioral practice is also another matter. Not to mention all the external forces that conspire to thwart our decisions and weaken resolves. There are also legitimate socio-cultural rationales for not heeding advice. The process of acquisition of health information, modification in behavior, and the resultant practice changes in lifestyle muster elements from the personal, psychosocial, cultural and scientific realm.

      It gets more delicate when the issue at hand involves such everyday behavior such as sexual intimacy. The intention is not to dishearten us, but rather to stir us towards attempting a break in the taboo and help us act now before we find ourselves wallowing in some quagmire. A split second decision, like putting on a condom or not, can alter our future drastically. Health issues like HIV/AIDS ought to be confronted directly but done in a culturally sensitive and scientifically sound manner. We should not abuse our privileged position in the community by pretending not to hear or see the scourge that is spreading like a prairie fire.

      Let’s be clear about one fact, HIV/AIDS has no face. It doesn’t respect any social or geographic boundary or spare any race. Whatever our socio-economic standing in the community may be, it directly or indirectly affects us. Last week, a friend of mine triumphantly related to me how she succeeded to dissuade her girlfriend from going out with some man she claims to know for sure is infected with the HIV virus. She did it without divulging to her girlfriend the true reason and concocting some “face saving lie.” Who is going to come to rescue the next unsuspecting Ethiopian before some smooth talking canny predator victimizes him/her? And the next, and the next?

      Freedom involves freedom of choice; hence, health education is a tool providing us an opportunity to choose in one aspect of our personal life, and as such, allow us to be fairly in control.

      Sliding to Success

      Back Curving, Bouncing and Slicing to Success

      As a young kid I enjoyed roaming the streets of my neighborhood on a cool red bike and playing soccer out on the field with my sefer buddies. Occasionally, I rented my bike to friends as a way of earning extra income. I was also an expert in playing marbles (gud gad being my specialty and sey bil bankerebabit my technique to win). I remember the best times as being those when my mom was out of the country - she often left to visit my brother who lived abroad for medical reasons. It meant that I had complete freedom for all of my favorite activities. I had my grandma shave my hair just like the neighborhood boys, put on my pants, my sneakers, grease my bike, and it was show time!

      I am not sure how much my parents knew of my extra curricular activities, except on those few times they came home earlier than usual and caught me outside with my bike on the side and my soccer ball tucked under my arm. And the muddy clothes did not help conceal my guilt. Even though these were not your typical girl activities, but perceived to be yesefer dureye hobbies, I did not get a lot of scolding from my parents. They must have figured out that I felt lonely outside of school for I was the only child in the house. But it didn’t last forever.

      One summer afternoon, my dad came home with a Wilson tennis racket and announced that I was going to start playing tennis in 2 weeks. I couldn’t believe what he had just said, but I realized that there was no way out of this one. Soon after, he started dropping me at the tennis club early morning and picking me up late afternoon. By then, it was too late to join my buddies from the neighborhood. I would wave my hand and show them signs that I am not able to come out and play. Even though I was very bored with tennis, I had to stick with it. After a few training sessions, my coach, Alemayehu, suggested that I quit playing Ping-Pong as well. I couldn’t help but wonder that everybody had conspired against me in making my summer miserable. Ping-Pong had been my other favorite pastime activity where I challenged my friends into a game and occasionally charged them a fee to use the table. I did, however, quit after all.

      After the first month, I started liking going to the tennis club. Alemayehu was very patient and eager to train me well. The staff, Habtu, Meru, Mamo (to name a few) were wonderful people. I knew most of the kids because their parents were friends with mine. As my tennis improved and I started getting to know the people, the tennis club started to replace my old hangout. It became my home away from home. It was at the tennis club that I first got acquainted with Shameta - a 10 cents per Tassa drink that would hold your appetite all day (like a power drink, except that it was a lot cheaper), ye mulu bar Misto sandwich, and ye fulweha fir fir that was to die for. I occasionally would drink one Tassa of shameta for lunch and would pocket the rest of my money. I had to substitute the lost income from renting bikes and playing games somehow. Even though I had an allowance and had absolutely no expense, I felt that I needed more money. I would always buy drinks (Mirinda or Ambo) on credit and dad settled it when Assefa (the cashier) remembered to bring it to his attention. Assefa swears that I still owe him money for the Mirandas. Dad never questioned me about these dealings. He must have figured out that I was developing some sort of “creative financin g” that would later help me in getting my car loan approved.

      We played tennis competitively at the Addis Ababa Tennis Club. Our club had players like Rass, Solomon, and Yared, who were very talented and gifted in their games. We were also fortunate to have the most skillful and resourceful coaches. I learned most of my court tricks, (slicing the ball so hard that after it bounces it changes directions, drop shots that even Michael Johnson couldn’t get too, looking at one direction while hitting the ball in the opposite direction) at the club. These tricks later proved to be useful when I played competitive tennis in the U.S.

      After I finished 10th grade, my parents and I had discussed and agreed that it was time for me to move to the U.S. My mom accompanied me to upstate New York. After my move, I looked into both private and public high schools. Most of the schools were eager to take me after I participated in their tryouts for the varsity tennis team. I chose to go to a relatively big public high school for its extra curricular activities. It was a change to go to a public school after attending private schools all my life. Even though my mom stayed with me in New York for most of my first year, I was still home sick. I missed everything I had left behind: my high school and the uniform I dreaded to wear, the tennis club, and most of all my family and friends. I practiced tennis a lot since I had no social life. For the following two years, I was one of the top three players in the women’s varsity team. After high school, faced with the “wereQet problem,” I decided to attend the first college that had approached me. If I were to do it again, I probably would have waited until the matter was straightened out and gone to a college of my choice; i.e. a college that was bigger, that had a diverse student body and that was more known for its academic and tennis reputation. Nevertheless, I appreciated and took full advantage of the opportunity that was presented to me. In College, unable to juggle between my commitment to the tennis team, social life, and schoolwork, my grades suffered for the first three semesters. The coach was not particularly helpful in the adjustment process or in improving my tennis game either. However, for the following four years, I was able to maintain my status as a top player, from the skills I had acquired from my previous coaches at Addis Ababa Tennis Club and my experiences from playing on the high school varsity team.

      After my upstate (boonies) experience, I decided to attend graduate school in the West Coast. At this point, I completely stopped playing tennis and started concentrating on my studies. Life in the rainy city was very different. I found the people and the environment to be very calming. Here, I began drinking a 2% restreto shot, tall latte every morning, afternoon and evening. The culture of camping among wild bears, rafting in the clear water, and hiking up the mountains (yeferenj CHewata) became a way of life.

      Currently, I am working for one of the bigger companies in the city. Although “professionalism” has not brought me the ‘funner’ things in life, the process of getting here has made me mature and helped me discover my true self. I would say, from all my experiences, the best and most fulfilling is the one I had in Addis. I learned my “street smartness” from my sefer buddies, my entrepreneurial spirit from the neighborhood “business dealings,” competitiveness, sportsmanship, and hard work from the Tennis Club. Although I never grew to like either upstate New York or the college I attended, it is there where I learned to be independent and acquired the skills needed to survive in a different world.

      Today I no longer have an Afro nor am I a tomboy, but I still have my old traits of competitiveness and aradanet, both of which turned out to be very handy in the corporate world. In the end, I cannot forget my exceptionally wonderful parents who never criticized me for who I was but rather encouraged me to develop my talents and hobbies. For that reason, I am a content person.

      Seleda salutes
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      In Honor of Ethiopian Excellence

      Ethiopian Students Organization International

      Truth is, we at SELEDA have not had our hands on the pulse of the really young people since that time we had to drag one of them by the wrists away from the embers of ye semma mTad. (" Mamo, effu… isu effu new.")

      Remember the days when students hugged their aQumadas and sang for their supper (mostly songs that started with “Sile Mariam… be igzitineh Mariam…”)?? Well, not these students. Boy, were we dragged into the 21st century when we ran across the people at ESAi.

      Established for the purposes of “developing skills such as leadership, organization, communication, public speech, creativity and responsibility” them kids have ambitions of “recognizing problems within our own community and developing alternate courses of action to solve [these problems]…to bring the Ethiopian Students in North America and all over the world together, to build a strong bond between students and the Ethiopian community.”

      Ere zim new negeru. CHI’CH.

      It must be the kind of water the young people drink these days, because unlike the pandemonium and rebsha that results from the katikala we megonCHet once in a while (for purely medicinal purposes, of course), the ESAi environment seems to be fraught with… organizational tranquility. They have a constitution, be negus, and an executive board and komitays, and… and… they have a purpose! “We are the future of our country, thus: effectively influence our forthcoming generation’s way of thinking to reverse the cycle of brain drain since the majority of educated Ethiopians are benefiting developed nations; create an avenue for Ethiopians that remain outside our homeland for giving back either financially, intellectually, or otherwise.”

      OK, we have been shamed into irgiff adirgen dropping the katikala habit. The ESAi page is intimidatingly efficient, easy to navigate and so well organized that even we could maneuver around it without hailing a cyber tesafari and asking for a ride out. ESAi projects underway include a much-needed Book Drive to educational institutions back home. Also featured is a forum where members can submit original works of art, prose and literature in English or Amharic.

      Gud, gud, GUD belenal! It is refreshing that the lb tirita of the young and the beautiful is humming along at such a healthy pace. D’rim… d’rim… d’rim. Okay, one last melekia for us… Sebhat le abbbbbbbbbbbbb…

      For more information on ESAi, go to www.esai.org.

      WASHERA On-Line Books & Videos

      For those of you whose relatives back home insist on sending you even more QereTiTs of drQosh at every opportunity and can’t understand why you want Amharic books, take comfort. Finally, you can order great Ethiopic language literature on line.

      Trendsetters and friends of trendsetters keep telling us that there is a new Ethiopian literati emerging in the Diaspora, and that the scene to see and be seen is at Ethiopian book club outings and literature-themed evenings. To which we say, ifoye temesgen. We thought the tyranny of the Zemene Nightclub would never end. The whole world is watching as the revolution is webesized!

      Therefore, it is with open arms that we welcome into our collectively barren lives Washera On Line Books & Videos where we can finally buy Ethiopian literature and jump on this Ethiopian Beatnik Bandwagon. Beside, those in the know tell us, it is a great way to impress the opposite sex. Light up the candles, dust off the Kassa Tessema tapes and get ready to wow your loved one with an evening of a throaty reading of “Fqr Eske MeQabr”. (Scented candles…$1.99, Kassa Tessema tape…$15.99, Fqr Eske MeQabr ordered from Washera On-Line …$10.00…the lovin’ you are going to get from someone who thinks you are super cool… priceless. For everything else, there is Visa.)

      Click on Washera’s “complete listing” link and you shall experience mild flashbacks of Saturday mornings at Meno MetSahft Bet. Everything from Pawlos Ngongo’s A History of Ethiopia’s Emperor Menilik ($8.50), to Bealu Girma’s Oromay ($10.00) to Solomon Deressa’s magnificent Zebet Ilfitu ($6.75), to Amsalu Akliku & G.P Mossback’s English-Amharic Dictionary ($7.00) to Sibhat G/Egziabher’s novel Tikusat ($7.70) to Haile Melekot Mewael’s epic GunGun ($6.25)… where do we stop? Ere, where do we stop? All this and 153 more items just a couple of clicks away. (Scattered in between are modern videos which we can’t vouch for but might be worth trying.)

      No more excuses that you have to go to DC to buy Ethiopian books, inna beziaw esti Bravo-Bravo’n mesalem. SELEDA salutes this great endeavor, and may we all buy, read and get lucky.

      To experience Washera go to this site.

      Ethiopian History Site

      We are not people who are easily impressed. Ok, we are. But trust us, we neTren scaled the chandelier and refused to descend until the mesafints of the Ethiopian History Page let us fuut mallet from their scholarly goblet.

      From Pre-Historic Ethiopian history to the Zagwé Dynasty to the Gonder period, this page is full of information written beautifully and precisely. We hope this is a start of a great huge movement to bring Ethiopian history to the Web and to the Diaspora (and to the weenies that slept through Ethiopian history classes). The page is without the pedantic tactics usually employed by academicians, is succinct and, hopefully will continue to grow.

      A nifty feature called Ethiopia History This Month chronicles certain events that occurred in each month, January through December. Click on October and you will learn that on “October 22, 1847 King Sahle Sellassie, who ruled from 1813 to 1847, died in Debre Birhan…” February? “Dajazmach Webé Hayla Maryam (1799-1867), ruler of Tegray, facing Turkish advances from the coast, wrote to Queen Victoria of England in February 1849. He appealed for her help and declared:…” Not stuff you are going to read on the back of a cereal box. (Er… we think it is just oversight that April 1999 made no mention of a certain web 'zine being launched.)

      Someone put a lot of effort on this page, and it shows! A very auspicious beginning, and we sense it will serve as a springboard for an avalanche of writings on Ethiopian history on the Internet.

      For more, go to http://www.geocities.com/mentiso.

      CYBERETHIOPIA

      What can we say that has not been said about Cyber Ethiopia? The granddaddy of Ethiopian portals crossed yet another watershed cyber wenz with its new Amharic discussion board, Warka, “The first Ethiopic enabled web forum.” This is not just genius, SELEDAwian. It is brilliance the likes of which we have not seen since… well, never.

      If you use Netscape 4.0 and up, you are hooked in and alls you have to do is type away. (Explorer users have to… hell, who cares about Explorer users.) The conversion gizmo works like magic, translating your Latin alphabets into Fidel. (One has to maneuver to learn the corresponding Latin to Fidel protocol, but it is not hard to figure out. There is a handy reference table on the on-line help section that is easily accessible.)

      Yes, there is the usual politicking in there, but thankfully, there are also Warka personalities and regulars emerging who bring us witticisms that makes up for it. Our favorite kind of Warka-ites are the kind who drop by with delectable Qines that make us genuflect with sheer joy. The friendly rivalry between people to out do each other with missalé and more Qine has us sitting back and wondering how come there are so many smart people around and we’re here wilting away in the mismar tera of the intellectual stadium? Oh well.

      Congratulations to CyberEthiopia for providing us with yet another tool to seek and find each on the labyrinth that is the World Wide Web.

      Join the mirth and merriment at http://www.cyberethiopia.com/ethiopic/forum/

      OUR ETHIOPIAN ATHLETES

      In the words of shgitu Derartu Tulu, “It was always going to be an Ethiopian race. The others were just not up to it.” Once again, the green, gold and red lit up the Olympics skies. SELEDA deeply thanks all our athletes at Sydney 2000 for continuing the tradition of excellence. LeT blen ij nestenal.

      Backpage
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      How to get your child into an Addis A’ba school … SELEDA hints you can use.

      Sandford: Wow school officials by making bogus connection to any royal family ("My son, ShewanQoCHew “Shawn” ZiQargachew, is the lost Earl of Jimma… My daughter is the Sultan of Sumatra’s abel lij…) Prove child has failed at least three other schools. Make sure bribe money to headmaster, administrator, registrar and guard is in small, unmarked bills. (Bribes taken every weekday 9 a.m.-11 p.m.)

      Lyceé: Have child pass “How to have sex in your dad’s Fiat” test. Attach child’s complete criminal record to application form. Assure school officials you will make child studies hard to join the proud tradition of Lycee graduates who become Paris street vendors.

      American Mission: Make child memorize date last American actually stepped foot on that campus. Obey the BYOD (Bring your own Desk) ordinance.

      St. Joseph: Pump child with illegal steroids to increase testosterone level. Prove to administrators that child can “take a lickin’ and keep on ticking”. (Demonstrate by bashing child’s head against brick wall and inviting all teachers to do the same.) Wear a “My child will be having sex with your honor roll kid” T-shirt.

      Cathedral: If child is breathing, child will be in Advanced Placement. If child knows the alphabets (in no particular order) child can teach AP classes. Make sure child knows school war song: “Katay… Katay Katikala…”

      ICS: Get psychologist’s certification that child is on the right path to becoming a “world class… assho…, er, neurotic recreational drug abuser”. Name child (boy or girl) Kennedy and play “Pretend I am American” games. Boast that child does not speak Amharic, or know Ethiopian History. Tell child that if he/she does not get admitted to an Ivy League school, you will spread rumors that he/she was adopted.

      Nazret: Make sure that by age 6, daughter has a pre-determined St. Joseph husband in mind. Help daughter understand that manicured fingernails and perfect hair comes before God and country. Pledge to teach her how to squeal to perfection and pretend to be an airhead in the presence of men.

      Teferi Mekonnen: Do not ask principal, “Is this even a REAL school?” Be on time for the student/parent/teachers’ orientation at Maritu Tej Bet and have child buy the first two rounds of Tej. Prove that child is “Teferi Mac” material by making child get into drunken brawl with Maritu.

      Menen: Teach child how to spell “Superiority Complex”. Reassure child that school was not always known as the “Pretend School of Addis Ab’a.” Bring list of Italian School students child has beaten to a bloody pulpit.

      Saint Mary: Attach documentation to prove daughter is an airhead. Vow that daughter will not remain a virgin past the 10th grade. Teach daughter how to spell “inferiority complex”.

      Asfaw Wossen: Buy child school uniform: fatigues and army boots. Also buy child school necessities: one pencil, one pen and several bullets for handgun. Push child through front gate and say, “You’re on your own, kid! Shoot your way to home room.”
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      We don’t know about you, most venerated SELEDAns, but we are hoping this fervid election doo-hickey that is pulsating through Americans here will soon subside. Abo! It is having a deleterious (huh? huh?) effect on the SELEDA environs.

      As you may remember from our long-winded Notes from last month, we have added new editors to the SELEDA Family. And, really… God bless their l’il souls, besides being on the tad startlish side, they are overall wholesome, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed people. (For how long is lela CHewata.) But we guess we should have either gone over the new employee manual a little more carefully, or they should not watch anymore electoral coverage on TV.

      To wit: First editorial meeting… bushy-tailed new editor #1: “I think SELEDA will benefit from a gentle restructuring in which all voices are heard and debated”.

      Eh-h? Indet? Indet?

      Bushy-tailed newbie #2: “Ooooh yes. We could have elections and platforms and votes and rallies and debates and post-rallies and…”

      Inanteyewa… ere mnnnn teshale?

      At first we thought “Ehhh, kids! Can’t shoot ‘em. Can’t shoot ‘em and not face homicide charges.” But then we realized they were truly and beTam earnest about this.

      Zadiya, theoretically, we should have intervened and spared our new colleagues from the jaws of upper management’s infamous OAE (Operation ANiko Entuff). But practically, eh, it was easier to lean back in our swivel chairs, prop up our feet, and let the chips fall where they may.

      First… the eerie silence from upper management… then the squinted eyes… then the raised eyebrows… then the big swig from crystal carafes, … and then the… “Esshii… erson man inibel?”

      TenaysTlin!

      Ok-kay-kay, we felt so bad about our silence while evil menfess-es body slammed their unabated niceties, that we didn’t have the heart to assign newbies as temp assistants to the permanently and emphatically neCHnaCHa Mail Editor, who has not had an assistant who has not been reduced to i-yay-yay-ing against bathroom walls. So, lesson number one to aspiring new editors: y’all, you can’t be comin’ in and throwin’ around aff-illaffi catch phrases that include the words ‘freedom’ and (especially!) ‘elections’ and not expect verbal _sammia grffia_s from the SELEDA hierarchy. Aychyalmma!

      Fortunately, as they are prone to do so, things eventually simmered down, and the SELEDAficaton of newbies is nearly complete. A few more whiffs of the weffefta that keeps the ball rolling around here, and they should be ready to go. (Lesson number two: you really don’t have to open editorial meetings in a C-Major rendition of “Negusachin” while wearing a high Tlet neTela. But, yikes, these people can sure belt out a tune!)

      They’re happy. We’re faintly entertained. All’s well. For now.

      Dehna senebetachiu SELEDAwiyan…?

      Welcome to the Cities issue! And may we say this has been a record month for the number of readers volunteering articles. (Keep this up, and the SELEDA Seif will have ziget all over it.) Ah… we have come a long way. November has truly been a turning point for us in realizing there is a voice out there that wants to be heard. Our deepest and most humble thanks to all our contributors who willingly or unwillingly jumped into the SELEDA pool. We would promise them our first borns, but it would be unfair to burden them with the responsibility of changing the _shnt CherQ_s of the petulant brats our loins will surely produce. So, simply, we say, yibarkachiu. We hope this will serve as encouragement to all the rest of you out there to put fingers to keyboard and share your tales.

      And while we were chagrined our Ethiopian contacts in Belo Horizonte, Brazil failed to sober up long enough to jot down missives about hedonized abesha rituals they’ve perfected, we are happy the rest of our contributors covered cities and places which have impacted them somehow. It was deeply regrettable that Europe was not represented, but we figure most of them out there are busy trying to get visas to the good ol’ United States. Ah, well. Overall, we’ve presented you eclectic stories from Austin to Addis. We hope you enjoy.

      So, what’s pretending to be new at SELEDA?

      We’ll tell you what’s new! Besmeab! Response to last month’s SELEDA Survey was truly overwhelming. Despite its borderline banality, y’alls just went ahead and burnt numerous _Twaff_s filling out the darned thing. Excellent showing! We will try to bring you a summary of your thoughts in our next issue. Incidentally, the winner (and we are sorry it had to happen to someone whom we are sure is an upstanding citizen of the world) of the Lousy T-shirt Contest is Reghaset, male, from… he never said where he’s from. Unfortunately, our emails to him keep bouncing back, so, if you are out there, Lij Reghaset, contacts us immediately. We hope the rest of you will remember him in your prayers for his random act of senselessness for choosing to wear a SELEDA logo. Hey, better him than us.

      What else?

      We are happy to introduce to you a new feature which we hope will speak to all you artists out there. SELEDA Berenda will be our feature art galley where we will showcase our reader’s visual works of art… paintings, photographs etc. Those who find words trifling can illustrate your way into SELEDA’s heart and soul. Well, yes, all of us do share one heart and our souls are on hiatus… but you get our drift. So, find a theme that intrigues you, and paint your words! We are honored beyond reason to have as our inaugural Berenda-er, Robel Mamo, who has represented the “Cities” theme in a series of fabulous photographs. We thank him. Our mothers especially thank him.

      Lelas…?

      Oh. We keep forgetting about our need to search for SELEDA’s purpose. Aiii. God gave us Qum neger be shai mankia lekto. Well, winter is approaching, and maybe as we lounge around the fire, the girl SELEDAwits brewing abol in a Krups 2001 and _meQuaCHet_ing the fringes of their cashmere pashminas, we can finally seek higher intellectual ground and once and for all fill this inherent void. But remember, our brainchildren are all orphans, so we can’t promise you we’ll actually find ourselves a purpose. And the _almot by tegadai_s that we are not, we’ll probably blow this off until spring.

      Coming up in December is SELEDA’s overdue Humor (and for them fancy awropyawiyan, “humour”) issue… and it’s about time we printed something funny in these pages! So, oh you smart alecky SELEDAWiis here and yonder, here is your chance to showcase your wit. Any and all subjects. No holds barred. In Amharic and/or English, and/or (as one reader put it) in SELEDAgna. Please refer to Hamsa Lomi for guidelines and deadlines, and let it rip. And since we are on a self-imposed Tsom from leveling what we like to call insights at Lyceé temariwoCh, we hope to find other things to entertain our Adbar. So send in your contributions. Fast!

      As always, your comments, criticisms, _jerba dleQa_s and _kurkum_s are welcome. For our awropiawiyan readers, you can blink twice to show delight, or turn up them cute noses to display displeasure… Awwwwwo. Inndsuuuu.

      Selam inihun.

      The Humble Editors editors@seleda.com

      The Mail
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      To: Mail Editor

      From: Upper Management

      Re: The Mail

      Dear Mail Editor:

      You may recall your regrettable strike last month caused us much pain. We had to delay our trip to Marseilles where we had a long-standing appointment with a very busy acupuncturist. Not good. Now our joints are stiffer than a St. Joseph temari’s… well, let’s not go there. The point is, we ain’t happy campers. We can’t remember exactly why you went on strike, but we did send some guy who said he was a new editor to your office with an olive branch we had FedEx-ed in from Greece. (Nice touch, no?) Problem is, the guy came back out with his face fm meslo, and with no olive branch. And he was walking funny. What did you do to him? Don’t bore us with the details.

      Anyhoo, we are on a flight to Addis to check up on the expansion of the Ritz-Carlton Poppo Laré If you don’t have The Mail ready this month, we will have to take some drastic measures-- like make you fly coach on your next assignment. (Do you know what happens to people who fly coach? Let’s just say people who fly coach are not happy people. They have no friends.)

      Gotta scoot. Say hello to the staff. We might have failed to mention we will not make it to the next editorial meeting. Please inform our ij astaTabbi that we noticed she was not holding our Egyptian cotton towels the proper way. Ach! Don’t they teach them anything at Sandford?

      Ahh… here comes the stewardess with the wine menu. We hope they have purged that feeble Montrachet from their list. It is sinful. Oh, we found the _janTila_s that new editor wanted us to give to CherQos. Will do. But, what’s with the bright colors on them? Clay red next to ecru? Hg yelem wei? (Is that new editor from public school?) Anyway, we think CherQos might prefer our compact, expandable, mahogany handled, double reinforced London Fog 'brella. No? So we’ve taken things into our own hands.

      Love and kisses.

      To: Upp’yer Management

      From: Mail Editor

      Re: The Mail

      Dear Ine’MinamintE:

      The Mail just ain’t happenin’ this month so get over yourselves. First, I’m tired of your constant whining… “our acupressurist’s fingers hurt us”… “the fETo and areetee in our noses aren’t organic and toxin-free after all”… “our expensive hand-hewn pumice stones are too harsh on our be-brtukan CHmaQi yadege Qoda”… “waaaa waaaaaa waaaaa” … Dang, but you’re all just a pile of steaming crybaby pooh…

      And then there’s the Mail this month, which has …like…quadrupled. And WHO do you think has time to slog through all the stuff? Me? On this pay? I don’t think so.

      The mail comes in three major categories, so here are my three responses, which’ll just have to do 'till I get a raise.

      To those who wrote, “You guys are great.” Well, thanks. I guess we can’t argue with that.

      To those who wrote, “You guys suck”…well, sometimes, can’t argue with that, neither. But we’re oh…so…grateful you took the time out to yank our chains. Where DO you live, again? I know some Jehovah’s Witnesses with a bit of time on their hands.

      And then come the major irrorro marathoners…(I imagine they speak in a high-pitched nasal whine): “EnglizNaw TeTerebin”… “The AmariNa is too hard”… “The spelling is too hard!” Wiy! Wiy! Wiy!..why, I wish I had some of my grandma’s good home-grown, free-range samma…indew, hulishini’m a’and bet aguro muliCHCHCH adrgo megref neber. Get a dictionary…get a Mezgebe-Qalat…and, ferchrissakes, get a clue.

      So here’s a tip from the Mail Editor this month…pay ‘tension, cuz I ain’t gonna repeat myself. You want stories about life in Addis? Well, yenE hod, yenE shenkora, yenE welela, get your penna out and write about it! Any miskeen exiles out there in Europe, Oz, Windhoek, elsewhere? Feeling kinda left out? Stop getting’ your je ne sais quoi’s in a twist and start putting irssas to were’et!! You molQaQa private school kids want us to stop making fun of you? Well……sorry! TayeN!! I’d be…like…depressed if we couldn’t do that at least once a day. Be grateful we ain’t got time to have a daily e-mag.

      Finally, if you’re feelin’ all “Ayyyyy!! SeledaYe’n leQeQ!” on our behalf, and you’d like to express your gratitude at what this gudeNa medrek brings to your life on a monthly basis, totally and utterly free of charge, well, yene-werQ, yene-tlQ sew, just send cash in small, unmarked bills to:

      The Mail Editor from Hell Mail Room - Seleda Ayer b’Ayer, USA.

      I’ll be sure to have a pint in your name, with a shot on the side for good measure.

      Bellu hiduliN.

      To: Mail Editor

      From: Upper Management

      Re: The Mail

      Did you know that the Ritz Carlton Poppo Laré has a full time Qess on staff? It’s rather remarkable. Say you sinned in the lobby (didn’t tip well, megelameTed the taxi driver… what have you…) Well, you go to your suite and dial extension G-E-M-O-R-R-A, and up comes Abba Mntesinot to custom tailor a prayer for you! Wow. Is that service or is that service? Don’t you think we should have that at SELEDA? I mean, with all the "aTintihn salsebr… qoi inE ye sewyew lij" that happens around there, wouldn’t it be cool to have someone on call to medgem a l’il something that might make the Almighty happy? We are truly inspired…

      Now, what is this about a raise? Times are tight, Mail Editor. We barely have enough money to rent out the Dolly Parton Suite here at the Laré. Besides, you know how…

      Sorry. Had to pause. The General Manager, Monsieur Victor D’Arragon des Compere du Michelin sans Lebatosee (he wants us to call him Vic), dropped by to invite us to a private affair. Hard to say no to him. He knows Ross Perot.

      Back to the Mail… we want you to know, people like the Mail. Or so we hear. And if we don’t have the Mail, some kind of mutiny might happen, and, really, we are not properly dressed for the occasion. In any case, since we don’t have time to chitchat about this further, (let alone read your insane letter… has anyone told you that you are verbose?) we will let it pass… just for this ONE time. If you do not have the Mail next month, however, we will so drop you and get some other wezader-wannabe to memo’neCHaCHr the Mail. Stop acting like a ayat yasadegut molQaQa, and shape up. We have bigger problems at SELEDA… like squashing that “merEt larashu” type abiyot the writers are trying to initiate. Oh, please. Don’t tell us “what revolution”? We know our _Tengara zinb_s from the ones who wear contact lenses. The point is… what was the point?

      It’ll come to us.

      Oh, yeah. Have the Mail ready next month! All three months worth!!! You are a spoiled, igzayr yet’teTalaw ingrate of a person with the manners of a ye-kotebE kosso shatCH…

      Oppsii. Gotta go. It’s Yeneta Gebermesqel at the door. He’s pinch hitting for Abba Mntesinot, who is working full time with some nitwit expatriates from California in the Tom Cruise Suite. They give those of us in the Diaspora such a bad name!

      Love and kisses.

      My Story: Nahom
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      The house is full of kids running around. I keep on staring at the clock behind my son, Nahom, who is sitting on the floor opening birthday present after present. He has grown to be a very handsome, well mannered and easy spirited boy. It all seems perfect now……my weekend was consumed with me planning his tenth birthday. I do not know how the ten years flew by, but the years before his birth are tattooed clearly in my memory… .

      ……………………

      In the mid-eighties, before I finished junior high school, my mother got a job in Italy. Dad was unwilling to leave Ethiopia. He didn’t want to start over. On top of that, he didn’t have a job lined up. Mother was the ambitious one while dad took it easy and was content with his job. He spent most of his time with his children and friends, the rest at the tennis club. Mother was very different from most of my friends’ mothers. She was very intense, composed, scrupulous and formal. She focused on her career a great deal. She was always busy taking international exams and interviewing for different international jobs.

      My older sister and I were shipped to a boarding school in Switzerland while the rest of the family settled in Rome. On our first day at the prestigious boarding school, we took a long look around and felt overwhelmed. It was all too much and we just felt lost. We blamed Mother for all that had happened. We just plain missed our dad, our younger siblings and our warm home in Ethiopia. My sister took the opportunity to rebel. She’d hang out with the wrong crowd, go into the city and party during the weekends. I, on the other hand, made school my one and only passion. I became one of those academic machines and my grades showed it.

      In high school, I earned a full scholarship to go to a prestigious prep school in the New England area. I had to go alone as my sister was not accepted at the school. I thought it was for the best so I headed west to the US. I had no choice but to make the best of my four years there. I would go home (Italy) during the summer and Christmas breaks.

      Dad had finally found a very decent job. However, every time I saw him I noticed that he was sinking further and further into depression. Mother was oblivious to his situation and kept on focusing on her career. Dad started to withdraw from everyone. He suffered and he suffered alone. My dad, my shield, my refuge, my pillar, my everything was slipping away…slipping away further every time I saw him. You could read the despair in his eyes. My younger siblings were too young to discern the difference and my older sister was too busy rebelling to notice. Meanwhile, there was nothing I could do to alleviate his pain………so I bottled up everything inside.

      My senior year came and went fast. I was accepted to twenty-one universities including two ivy league institutions. Dad came to visit me. He was beaming with pride. He took me to DC to show me off to his friends. He was laughing; he was making everyone laugh. For the first time in so long, he was back to his old self. I was relieved that my dad was back. He advised me to go to the school of my choice regardless of its rating. My happiness mattered to him. Mother, as always, pushed and pushed for me to go to an Ivy League school. She wanted the prestige. I was already tired of the competition and wanted to go to a small, honorable, liberal arts school. Mother was very disappointed. The fact that I was graduating at the top of my class did not count. The fact that my sister declined going to college to pursue a non-existing modeling career did not matter. She was still displeased with my choice.

      I narrowed down my choice to two colleges: Vassar and Rice. I was tired of the long New England winters. My body was dying for sunshine. Hence, Rice University it was! I was going to love Houston, no matter what. But Houston was not about to like me. My first year at Rice went well. I explored every flat and dusty part of Houston. Unlike all the other cities I had lived in, Houston had no culture. The summers were very hot and humid, but I was just happy to be there. People studied hard and partied even harder. I joined the madness and locked my family problem away somewhere in my mind. I was at ease and loving every moment of the day.

      At the end of my second semester, I ran into an Ethiopian guy, Teddy, at a Seven-Eleven. I was ecstatic. I had been completely removed from the Ethiopian community for almost five years. I followed him to his car, introduced myself and gave him my phone number. We became friends quickly. We promised to keep in touch and I left for Italy for the summer.

      That summer, my parents were not on good terms. Dad’s contract had ended and he was sitting at home. He was very depressed. Dad wanted to move back to Ethiopia. It was tough for him. He did not have his friends, his kids, and his mehaber around. He did not speak the language and refused to mingle with anyone. Mother, on the other hand, was doing well in her job. She was almost fluent in Italian and had adjusted well in the society. She had made enough friends. She said they had to make the sacrifice for the sake of the kids except the sacrifice was one sided. The tension in the house was mounting and it was unbearable. It was hard to part from Dad that summer. He held me tight and cried. I could feel his pain. I cried. I couldn’t see Dad in that condition anymore.

      The next time I saw Dad, he was lying in a coffin. Mother said he had a heart attack. We all wanted the funeral to be at home back in Ethiopia, but Mother was always like an elephant, crashing every major decision we made. So the funeral was held in Rome with only few family members present. My younger siblings were in a boarding school so they did not hear about it until school was over. Everyone was infuriated with Mother. She refused to talk about the details surrounding Dad’s death. Deep down though, I know that the heart attack was just a cover up.

      After the funeral, Mother insisted that I go back to school. I was in no condition to be back. My resentment towards Mother was quickly building up. She refused to talk about Dad. She simply wanted to move on. She was more concerned about our education. I had no choice but to go back to school.

      In Houston, I started to depend on Teddy more and more. He was a very nice person. He was the only Ethiopian I knew in Houston. He understood my loss. He was there for me. I opened up to him and embraced him with my whole being. Before I knew it, things had taken their own path and our friendship had elevated itself to the next level. The loss of my father created a void in my life. My world became tolerable only when Teddy was around. Teddy became my everything. I didn’t know much about his past. In fact, I did not even know what he actually did for a living. I felt that he would tell me everything in his own time. He cared a great deal and that was enough. I was finally coping with the loss of my father. I was excelling in school and my relationship with Teddy was thriving. I loved loving Teddy and my future looked hopeful .

      Then, one day during the spring semester, I passed out in the organic lab and found myself in the emergency room surrounded by nurses. I didn’t know what was going on. A few minutes later a nurse came to tell me that I was pregnant. My whole world came crashing at me. I was only nineteen. Teddy came to the hospital. He was shocked to see me there. He knew that I was very sad and assumed that I must have overdosed. He was shaking. I assured him that I was okay. We checked out from the hospital and as we were driving, I told him that I was 11 weeks pregnant. He turned white…he looked like he’d seen a ghost. I was terrified by his reaction. He dropped me at the dorm and drove away.

      My hell began then. I didn’t hear from teddy for a month. During those four weeks, I was fighting with myself. I had no place to turn. I was too ashamed. I couldn’t tell Mother. It would kill her. I was running out of time. The idea of having an abortion was unbearable. I had three choices: have the baby, except I was on a student visa and there was no way I could support a child; have an abortion, but then I couldn’t live with myself; and the third choice was suicide. I refused to eat or leave my dorm room. My roommate was very concerned. The day I told her about my pregnancy, she cried with me the whole night. She was a godsend. The next day, she took me to a counselor. I decided to have the baby and give it up for adoption.

      I was tormented daily with my decision. Most of my days were spent crying. Teddy was furious with me for deciding to have the baby. He called randomly and it always ended with a fight. I was scared to death…I was at the edge…I wanted to die so badly…I was alone. I was glad Dad was not around to see this. I had to move off campus and share an apartment with an African friend.

      The adoptive parents were a well to do African-American couple from Atlanta. The lawyers arranged for us to meet. By this time, I was six months pregnant and I was beginning to become attached to my baby. I didn’t like the adoptive mother from the get go. She kept on telling me that I would be compensated very well. She was very callous and treated me as if I were selling her a commodity. She reminded me of Mother. The husband was very warm and compassionate. They had tons of paper work. All eyes were staring at me. I started to sign the paper work, then all of a sudden, I got up and rushed out of the building. A few minutes later, I was back at the apartment. I was sobbing hysterically. I didn’t want to give up my baby. Not to that heartless woman!!

      I was back to square one. I didn’t have insurance. I was not eligible for Medicare. I was on my own. I called Teddy and told him that I had decided to keep the baby. He hit the roof. He told me I was throwing away my bright future - I agreed. He said I could not support myself let alone a baby - I agreed. He said I will be ruining his life - how??? I wanted to run away…I hated Houston. Where will I go…what will I do… .

      Two months before my due date, Mother called and said she wanted me to come visit her in Italy. I lied and told her that I was doing an internship in a big firm in Houston. She offered to visit but I insisted that she come in October, a month after the baby was born. I had no plan for the future. I knew for certain that I was in no condition to face mother.

      When it was time to have the baby, I only had five hundred dollars and a few items that I got at the baby shower. I was so alone. I went to the delivery room alone. I went through twenty-nine hours of pure pain alone. No insurance meant natural labor. The pain is still vivid in my memory. After so many hours of labor, there was this beautiful li’l angel…he was the most adorable boy….he still is. He had the longest eyelashes. I was in love at first sight…I couldn’t let go…I just looked at him and said "we will make it kido… .”

      I named him Nahom…Nahom…loved the sound of it. There is this verse in the bible that says: “the lord is good, and he is a refuge in bad times” in Amharic it says “Igziabher melkam new, bemekera Qen mesheshegia new.” And further down, it says: “Bawelonefase wisT menged alew” - Nahom 1: 3,7.

      At the hospital, I met this elderly Ethiopian lady who worked at the gift shop. She came to visit me twice. She saw that I had no one and took me to her house. I stayed there for two weeks. She insisted that I stay longer, but I knew my days at Rice were over. I could not stand Houston any more so I left everything behind and headed to Florida where I had some close friends. I took class part time and worked…Nahom was blessed with so many mothers. I graduated the same time Nahom graduated from pre-K. It was tough indeed, but we made it together. I never heard from Teddy once I moved from Houston but I have Nahom to remind me of him everyday.

      Nahom is a blessing in disguise. Even though the circumstances surrounding his birth still make my eyes tear up, I would not trade him for anything. Mother refuses to see him even after so many years. She paid for my tuition in college, but didn’t want to be part of my life anymore. She didn’t want my younger sibling to be influenced by me. It is very painful, but not as painful as realizing that Dad will never kiss my Nahom the way he kissed me… .

      Lost in Boston
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      by: yoftahe

      Don’t believe it when they tell you there are 12,000 Ethiopians in the Boston area… there are only 12 max, and that’s counting multiple personalities. Don’t believe it when they tell you there are more than 60 colleges and universities there, either… cuz, there are only three. There’s that no-name school by the Chaaales Rivuh… and then there’s this other equally nameless school two T-stops away on the same river… and then there are the others. “T” is Boston’s name for subway, so it’s Boston’s favorite letter. Now, “R” is a perfectly good letter, too, but Bostonians dislike it for some reason, and deliberately omit the sound of it from words… and look at you like you are not Haavad material if you see “Worcester” for the first time and don’t immediately know to pronounce it as “Woostuh.”
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       One afternoon this past summer, after weighing and thinking hard about all my career options, I accepted the only job offer I got and moved to Boston. Granted, it wasn’t much of a move. I’d lived several years tethered to Boston, swinging around it, never beyond a three-hour radius. I finally gave in to the centripetal pull and crashed smack into the heart of it. Well, there was 1% vacancy there, but close enough. Now, if you are not from New York or San Fran., and comprehend the cost of living in Boston, Taxachusettes; or you are not f rom Minnesota or Illinois, and looked up how cold it gets in winter in Boston, you need a pretty darned good incentive to move here.

      Mine was that I didn’t have a whole lot of other options. But what made it palatable was the prospect of snuggling amidst the warmth of the sizeable Ethiopian community, of sheltering under the canopy of unconditional acceptance, and a bunch of other grand reasons induced by naïveté, overly high sprits, and overly hard spirits. Acceptance in the Ethiopian community is far from unconditional, you’ll find out; if not, you’ll have plenty of time to while walking aimlessly along the bank of the Charles River on a Friday night wondering where all the Habesha scene was happening, and wondering why you don’t just don your shorts, strap on your walkman, and go for a jog like the 37 other people that just zoomed humphing past you. Nonetheless, unconditional acceptance drew a romantic vision to look forward to - after a long day spent playing the clash of egos with colleagues who believe that your entire worth as a human can be bundled into a three-digit number with a two-letter acronym; after a long day spent with people who care to know where you’re from only when you’ve just mispronounced a word, and couldn’t care less, outside of that, if you are the fifth incarnation of Genghis Khan from Mongolia or a two-legged lizard from the Amazon jungle. After a long such day, you walk out into the arms of a community that couldn’t care less if your IQ size plus the number of episodes of “Friends” you’ve recorded on your TiVo added up to a single digit; a community to which your intellectual output is the least of what amounts to the bundle that sums up your worth as a human, and to which the only badge of identity you need to flash is a glimpse of your Ethiopian looks and a slight bow of your head. did I say, romantic…?

      That Boston harbors such a sizeable Ethiopian community, you won’t know unless you take somebody’s word for it. So, you’re left to wonder where all the Ethiopian folks are. Really, where are they? If you’re in a questionable state of mental health, you start to consider several conspiracy schemes plotted to excommunicate you from the community. Either way, it hits you that you have fewer Ethiopian friends here than you did at your previous hometowns in the boondocks where the total number of Ethiopians couldn’t string enough letters together to spell “community.” So, you read a lot. Books, even. You try to reset your expectations to the boondocks mode, but your system knows that there are 11,999 Ethiopians out there, all having orgies, and making merry, and you’re excluded. So, you toss the mouse away, get on the phone, and tune to the virtual community via the QeCHin shibo. It hits you again - this was what you used to do in the boondocks.

      In the boondocks, this was acceptable. While schooling, it was even the way I liked it - keep temptation at a reachable distance, and enjoy the Ethiopian presence without its disturbance. Live close enough to Boston so I could hop on the bus and flee to it when I’m gripped by a sudden hunger for injera, but far enough that my will-power to resist is reinforced by laziness. Savor those moments when I’m transported back home riding the voice of a teCHawaCh companion telling tales of Addis’aba, without forfeiting my right to yell weraj alle when duty calls. Treasure the opportunities to share a breathing space without sharing a breath, without uttering a word. bicha, my motto used to be: boondocks for reclusive diligence; Boston for recursive indulgence - weyim mot!

      Enough about that. So, where’re all the Ethiopians? In all truth, given the high cost of living in Boston, most Ethiopians slave away at two jobs or more, and have little time to hold orgies and make merry. For a one-bedroom in Cambridge, I pay triple what I paid for a one-bedroom in my past boondocks, and my boondocks was as expensive as boondocks come. No Ethiopian joints in Boston where one could mewzegzeg the night away with iskista, and mewwelegaged back home with siQitta. There are Ethiopian restaurants, two of them, but they are far outnumbered by several shops that sell packaged injera, so they end up catering to adventurous yuppies and a few Ethiopian tourists. So, that’s definitely not where the Ethiopian folks are. These two restaurants, you’d never guess their names [ did you say… Fasika… and… Addis Red Sea…? you cheated !], fare a stiff competition for Ethiopian presence from a new coffee house called Ras Cafe, which to its credit serves TossiN shai and lentil sambussa, and a sparse sampling of non-tourist Ethiopian customers. One sweeping look around as you slowly stir your cup of TossiN shai, and a parting glance with one leg out the door two hours later, tell you that, no, this isn’t where the Ethiopian folks are.

      They are not at church either because I went to one. Can’t tell which because there’s no way to tell without getting political. But I went, anyway, and there were such few Ethiopians when I first entered that I was terrified that I may be called upon to hold the processional cross, a sacred task for which, needless to say, I’m highly unworthy. And, for fear of meQseft, I won’t mention all the cults I’ve been to in search of the Ethiopian folks in Boston.

      They are not on the T either. When I first moved here, and had to package into one breath a description of the kind of apartment I had in mind, the one requirement I put to the real estate brokers was that it NOT be within walking distance of work. Rather, I wanted it to be within a few T-stops to work. I hoped to find Ethiopian folks on the T, but neither that hope nor my requirement got fulfilled. So, sadly, I walk to work. But one of these days I may just take the T for a net distance of zero meters, but for a net value of so many vicarious life stories, for the value of looking into a random stranger’s eyes and fathoming the depth of his world, plagiarizing his life story and adding it on as yet another chapter in my own book of a bland life story. I have tried my transfusion technique on several Toms and Tinas, but my system has flat out rejected them all. Where my life story stands right now, what it needs is an Ethiopian chapter, so I need to transfuse into it the life story of Temesgen, the life story of Misraq, the life story of Taddesse, of Asrat, Kebede, etc… their stories of long treks in the dessert to reach the Sudanese border, their story of buying a visa to get to Germany, and their stay in the German refugee camps, their flight to the Netherlands, the number of times they changed their names, downgraded their ages, and reapplied for immigrant status under new stories, before ending up here. I want the warmth of their uplifting stories…

      But the way my sanity keeps fading away, I fear that I may never find out where all them Habesha folks are at, and end up in a mental asylum. Maybe that’s where they’re at, maybe this search for a muliCHliCH center of unproven existence will terminate at the insane house… . Part of me thinks so, while my other part wonders whether MPD should stand for Massachusetts Police Department or Multiple Personality Disorder.

      In the mean time, although it hasn’t made my social life any richer, I did find Boston’s equivalent of Gojam Berenda where some Ethiopian folks had been, thanks to hectic work schedules, hiding, from me and even from each other. When schedules permit, however, I know they hold feasts and make merry, secretly. I know because while on a visit to a fourth floor apartment, I walked down the long hallway alongside a friend going: sniff, sniff to the left - “Aah… abish!” Sniff, sniff to the right - “Aah… shiro!” Sniff sniff to the left - “Aah … bunna!” Sniff, sniff to the right - “Whoaa! Somebody’s got to throw their trash out!”

      Uncommon Heros
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      by: B. Fanos

      I have heroes, the regular kind – no different from yours, I’m sure. I cheered in utter joy when Derartu and Gete blew their competitors away and came in with an Ethiopian one-two in the Sydney Olympics just a few weeks ago…I felt my own eyes fill as Derartu bowed her head during the medal ceremonies, tears running down her face unchecked as she accepted her due. I get the warm fuzzies whenever I see pictures of Tewodros, Menelik, Taytu…I remember with a great deal of pride the strength and patience of my mother. Heroes…I’ve known a few, and admired a lot from a distance.

      But I’d like to take a moment and share with you the stories of two other, uncommon heroes. At a time when life in Addis is centered around who has and who has not, when those without still seem to be ridiculously concerned about making sure what few things they do have are not Made in China, when how much you have, even if you steal it, is now considered more laudable than how much you learn, these two stand out. Seeing them everyday keeps the low embers of hope in my heart from dying completely.

      Addisu

      Actually, I don’t know his name…I’m not sure how old he is, though I’d guess him to be between 15 and 22 years old. You can find him somewhere along the road between the Airport Motel and the Imperial Hotel on the way to Gerji. The Chinese contractors who were scheduled to start work on the so-called Ring Road left the yawning potholes of that road untended throughout the Kremt, having thoughtfully also dug a fair number of their own holes right along side. Their workers are missing, the machines sit idle, waiting theoretically for the rains to stop. In the meantime, the water accumulates in the growing holes, and the road becomes even more impassable each day. It would be intolerable but for the actions of one young man.

      Standing in the street all day, he does what no one in the city bureaucracy, or in the contractor’s employ, or in the community immediately around that area, has managed to do. Addisu (I think of him as Addisu) fills potholes every day with pebbles, small and large stones and pieces of asphalt he salvages from the area right around the street. He tirelessly fills these holes, the same ones, over and over again; once I even saw him using a doma to dig a little boi from one extremely large pothole to where the road drops off; that way he could help the water run off before returning to his self-appointed task.

      Every once in a while he asks motorists, who are weaving their way around him, for money…only once or twice have I seen anyone give him anything. Perhaps they think it would encourage others to fill potholes for pay…and what a tragedy that would be. There are enough potholes, and enough drainage problems, in the few paved roads we have in Ethiopia to keep a thousand Addisu’s fully occupied…and why not charge a toll to the motorists who exacerbate the problem? I don’t know what makes this young man get up every morning and work on something so useful, so deserving of his gulbet and our money…so misgana-bis. I am just thankful that I can look every afternoon for his shy smile and know that, maybe, there is hope for Ethiopia after all.

      Ato Tesfaye

      Ato Tesfaye runs what must be the smallest and most lovingly tended library in the world. Across the street from Gandhi Hospital, down the road from the money-changers (we call it the ATM) where one can openly exchange dollars for birr, right at the entrance to Cottage sits a little structure that is neither gojo nor dinkwan. It looks like a lean-to from old “lost on a desert island” movies, or a little cave cut out of a large bushy hedge. Inside it he sits, the large metal, lockable closet behind him completely dust free and full of paperback books of every size and genre, lovingly arranged. Every day he comes in around 7a.m., except on Saturdays, and awaits the eager students who come by to borrow a book, or the voracious vacationers looking for this or that remembered novel from days gone by.

      The gentleness of his smile, the quiet flow of his voice, and the ageless courtliness of his sine-sir’at would humble the most arrogant of visitors…or should. He greets you with a warm handshake, insisting on referring to you as antu until your insistence persuades him otherwise. The more-salt-than-pepper hair on his head is still full, but it declares him to be a man who has seen the better part of five or more decades. On Saturdays his little library/bookstore is closed, a thin green electric cord zigzagging across the entrance of his little lean-to the only sign that the Master is not in…on Saturdays he goes to his many sources, looking avidly and faithfully for the books that future readers may come looking for. If you ask him far enough in advance, he will note down your requests and purchase the books that you ask him to find for you, paying for them himself in advance.

      I have heard it said that some wegeNa customers have left him holding books that they have requested but have not returned to claim. He is too set in his ways to change his policy of not asking for payment in advance; if you were to offer it, however, he would not refuse. He charges fair prices for the books – once he even offered me a copy of a book from his own collection for 5 birr, an amount far less than I would have paid if I were lucky enough to find it elsewhere – it took a lot of gentle persuasion on my part to make him take more.

      Reading in Addis Abeba is now a social faux pas among the trendy. I remember a time not so long ago when my older brother and his friends always had a paperback bulging in their pockets as they sat in their usual haunts around town – that is unthinkable now. A young woman who sat in a café reading a book in 1998 is still talked about in some circles with much eye-rolling and tittering. I know nothing of her other sins; the most quoted one was that she sat…READING A BOOK, in a café. Heaven forbid. Ato Tesfaye is quietly serving as a reminder to the young girls and boys who come to borrow books from his little lean-to that the first window into the outside world…outside your mind…outside your life…can be found between the pages of a book. Yanurilin…Yibarkilin…Igzher yisTilin.

      Ode to 18th Street
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      ( New Ethiopia )

      by: Y.M.

      ay lij! BRAVO! BRAVO! I applaud your effort to do the CITIES thing. Go KALA KALA your friends and BUKOM in at the Sheraton. MILLIE & AL will probably wanna come, but FELIX is kinda a bust. TRYST the night away while HAVANA beer. Remember, keep those beer-swillin’ boys away from MADAM’S ORGAN or she’ll really get pissed. DC’s Live with music and at 9:30 Clubs will begin to fill up…the DIVAS are usually prissy but the folks from Tanzania (or should I say ZANZIBAR) are loads of fun….

      Once upon a time, to be Ethiopian in the DC Metropolitan area was to be fairly unique. It was so unique, in fact, that no one would cater to our needs. I suppose you first have to be visible to warrant attention, and as we consider it a matter of cultural imperative to act invisible….well, let’s just say no one was just dying to throw their business our way. The cultural poverty here was so great for the Ethiopian Diaspora, that my father used to make me megagher his injera formulae concoctions at home…on a Teflon meTbesha; there was only one Ethiopian restaurant (Mama Desta’s on 14th Street in Northwest, Washington, DC); an Ethiopian face glimpsed on the streets anywhere in the whole metropolitan area was still comment-worthy; and people used to nod to each other in delighted recognition and respect. If you wanted to worship, you had your choice of the Greek/Armenian Orthodox Churches or you could, as my mother did while she was in New York, go to a Catholic church. There were so few Qés that, in a crunch, Greek Orthodox priests used to perform our wedding ceremonies - often irate with our seemingly congenital inability to keep time. Then we grew our own bete-christian, housed it in the church of another denomination until we were able to build our own.

      Now, we can boast more than seven churches in the DC Metro area, and not all of them Ortodox.

      Adams Morgan’s famous 18th Street strip as we have come to know and love (and sometimes hate) it today was birthed seemingly overnight after a silent gestation period. You will learn, if you care enough to ask, that the influx of Ethiopian businesses to what was a predominantly African-American/Hispanic neighborhood, resuscitated that area, turning it into the bustling business district, and the chic, expensive residential area it is today. Before that, characteristic white-flight was in vogue and Adams Morgan was doomed to dilapidation without any hope, even for eventual recovery with yet another urban phenomena, gentrification.

      But then came the Ethiopians with their ethnic restaurants: The Red Sea, Meskerem, and Fasika were the staple places long before the whole smorgasbord of Ethiopianna along the main strip flooded in on the lucrative wave of the old timers. Soon, Merkato had opened its doors to a ready-made market group hungry to lap up anything smacking of authentic Ethiopian Q’mum, mighib, ina injera. Overnight (much to the delight of my palate), my father’s penchant for concocting injera formulae was rendered obsolete for there were people with access to Tef more than willing to sell their bounty. And then, much to our collective auditory pleasure, Ethio Sounds set up shop in a little basement store and filled their shelves with a collection of tapes and CDs - music for our souls - ay! Tizita.

      I cut my teenage teeth on 18th street, eschewing the typically ferenge spots for what had become for me a cultural Mecca. Back in the day, Killi’s (the Kilimanjaro Restaurant, Bar and Night Club) was the place to be, with its insistent Mother-Africa beat, low, low lighting, and the myriad of African faces smiling at you in a way that no one at Cities, just up and across the street, could…or would, for that matter. I spent my summers earning enough money to spend in Adams Morgan, canvassing places like Bukom Café, The Roxy, and later, much later, Kala Kala. Tight, small places, all of them, with ill-placed bars and postage-stamp dance floors, but music soul-deep and soooo good! that we’d bump and grind with enough abandon not to mind the inevitable funk too much.

      With the energy and stamina of youth on our side, we’d stay up all night, mostly on our feet, usually quite sober. Then we’d make our way to a zigubiN somewhere or to Montego Bay (now Mo’ Bay) Café for a 4:00 AM cappuccino and some much needed food. Yeah, those were the days!

      Eventually, DC culture expanded to other parts of the city: U Street, F Street, Zanzibar on 17th Street, then on the Waterfront. And eventually, I grew up and away from my old haunts. I remember them now in the dawning of my 30s with acute fondness for a youth well-spent cutting the linoleum floor in a dark bar/club with music that sang to my burgeoning Ethiopian/African soul.

      Now, my old New Ethiopia on 18th Street in Adams Morgan has pretty much disappeared with the new wave of Ethiopians. The new bees look askance at the same things that used to strengthen my bones. My young sistahs and brothas prance about, all ala mode an’ all, spouting hip-hop phrases, boys sporting cornrows and girls showing off their bellybutton rings. Nobody really drives cars with character any more, so 18th Street, between Connecticut and Columbia Avenues, is jam-packed with slick, shiny SUVs and Mommy’s Lexus (probably taken out for a spin because you brought home good grades) vying for parking spaces still being pointed out by the local hobos who you will pay for fear that they may key your shiny car otherwise.

      I’m not so old that I cannot appreciate youth anymore, but our youth today don’t seem young enough, do they? Makes you wonder if we too looked so jaded, back then, hiding our naïveté behind a mask of cool. Our replacements don’t greet each other with kisses on the cheeks, like we used to, Ethiopian style - glad to see and be seen. In the crush of 18th Street humanity, Ethiopians mill about, their quintessential Ethiopian eyes meeting in recognition but pretending otherwise. We pass each other much like the strangers we never were back in the decade of my youth. We sublimate instinct and hide our Ethiopianess beneath the veneer or our new Western home….

      ay guud!….now I remember why I don’t go there anymore.

      Life Diaries
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      Selam lekulekum…yeah yeah whatever…that’s it for my Gi’iz…

      It’s with great pleasure that we introduce the two diarists in the Life Diaries segment this month. Actually, they were asked to introduce themselves. Ted (can we call you Ted?) first vehemently protested the 2-3 sentences he has to write about himself: “What an injustice! You trying to put me in a box?!” He is currently working at a New England medical school as a research technician, but says he hates his job. “I am one confused puppy. I am going to grad school part time and I plan to go full time next fall. Hmmm… what more without giving out too much info? Well, the career change thing was a drastic event in my life but I hope it is for the better.”…

      Mariam was much more forthcoming … even admitted unsolicited that she had a birthday very recently (Happy Belated Birthday!!!). She’s lived in the U.S for about 17 years and, unfortunately, has not had the chance yet to go back to Ethiopia for a visit. She’s a project coordinator in Virginia, pursuing a Master’s degree in Technology Management.

      Ok, ooooosssssssssss! Ere hush up! Inismabet…

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, November 2000. All Rights Reserved.
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      From: Mariam

      To: Ted

      Subject: Let’s get it on…

      Hey Ted,

      How is it going? Well, since I have been lucky enough to be nominated to go first (thanks a lot, Seleda folks), I better just dive in and honor my commitment. Whoa! I must say I was very excited that I was selected to be part of the Life Diaries, but now that the moment is finally here I am actually quite nervous, which is funny considering I have had my fair share of chatting and e-mailing back and forth with total strangers. So why in the world am I nervous now???

      Anyway, Ted, just like you I, too, am in the process of a career change. Changing careers is a tough thing and takes a brave soul to do, although some people may perceive it as being confused or indecisive. Some people know from the time when they were just a kid exactly what they want to do in life, and actually accomplish it as adults. Although I respect that and to some extent even admire that, I can’t help but wonder if they are really happy doing what they are doing, and how they knew for a fact that they were not meant to be something else other than what they chose to do in life. I am in the category of the rest of the people who learn as we go what we want to be “when we grow up”. In my case, I used what you call process of elimination in getting me closer and closer to what I want to do. What I mean by that is, knowing what I don’t want to do is helping me pinpoint exactly what I want to do “when I grow up”; I can tell you without a doubt I know what I do not want to do.

      Since graduating from college, I have worked at so many companies and held many different positions. Going through all these experiences and some serious soul searching, I am getting closer and closer to finding my calling in life. So, Ted, don’t beat yourself up for deciding to change your career path. Honestly, you should be very glad and proud of yourself for recognizing earlier on that you don’t like what you are presently doing, versus continuing to do what you do and hating it more and more each day but yet staying in it 'til you retire – what kind of life would that be??? Life is too short and you should enjoy it each and every day and get rid of anything that causes you misery. This saying pretty much applies to anything in life. Well, I will end my little entry here and give you a chance to speak your mind. I look forward to hearing your side of the story, so 'til then, take care!

      Mariam

      From: Ted

      To: Mariam

      Subject: InetewaweQ yene emebet

      Well, well, well. Mariam. It is finally good to hear from you. But your email was pretty modest. Are you trying to paint a particular picture, one of reservedness, or were you just fiddling with your thumbs when you wrote to me? Maybe your boss walked in while you were typing at work. As you probably know by now, Seleda is a place where we let go of our inhibitions (within boundaries) and say what is REALLY on our minds. Right, Editors? (Editors respond “Right, Teddy-o!”)

      Anyway, my anxiety level was about to go off the charts hadn’t I reminded myself that this is supposed to be fun. You know, articles on Seleda can be quite intimidating sometimes. I am always fascinated by their ability to type with their right hand solely, ‘cause they be hookin’ up a thesaurus with the left! But it should be fun. Also, I am going to make this as informal as possible because once you assign yourself a certain format, you then lose the spontaneity and randomness that Seleda LD’s are all about. (I might get lynched for these comments!) (Editors respond again"Ere Telatih lynch-yidereg!")

      One more thing. I want you to take me very lightheartedly. I could be offensive at times because I speak my mind and that is the only way I can be real to people and, most importantly, real to myself. So, there is no malice intended when I state my opinions on things or even on you, and I invite you to feel free to do the same. Life is too short to hold things back when you really want to say them.

      So Mariam, is it by choice or circumstance?! Seventeen years, my sista, 17 years!! Minew, hager inde sew aynafiqim inde? “Meche new, zare new, nege new, hagere’n yem’ayew” yemilew ye Mahamoud zefen concert lai alkisesh ataqeem, ijishin wedE qegn ina gira iyawlebelebsh? ChubE hode wist yegeba new yemeselegn when I first read the ‘few sentences about yourself’ email. Wow! Seventeen years, and not one trip? I can’t even fathom the pain.

      You are well into the desensitization stage (God knows when you passed it). You will see the effect those few sentences have had on the mental image I have of you at this moment. Initial impressions are critical in this superficial world . Hence, the whole fuss over ‘trying to put me in a box’ issue that I raised with the Editors. But Mariam, I am counting on you to reform this image as I believe there is a valid explanation for letting this beast called Babylon swallow you. You should have chosen a ruminant’s belly to jump into. At least you would have the chance to be regurgitated! Whoa! Spontaneity!!

      Well, I have been here for 6 years and I have been back once, about 3 and a half years ago. And right now, I feel like I am losing my mind. That is why I am going back in December. Have to touch base. Gotta go back to the roots that nurtured me to grow into the person that I am today. But the reasons for me not going back more often has been strictly financial. Ye diha lij mehon ihew new tirfu. Well, details on being AWOL from the motherland would be nice. You know what might help me understand? If you told me how old you were when you first came here. I don’t know if you can read or write Amharic since you have been here for quite sometime and if you came here when you were a child. Some of the stuff that I wrote above might confuse you as being a misplacement of my fingers on the keys. That is why I am limiting myself to English but I usually apply a concoction of English and Amharic. Forgive me. I am assuming a lot of things at this time because your email was pretty uninformative due to its abrupt end. I’m sure you have the full edition somewhere. Please send it as soon as you can, so I can stop assuming things about you that you don’t want me to be assuming. (Editors thank Mariam for retroactively correcting her entry!)

      So let me tell you more about myself. I am the only male child of a university) professor, so basically, I am responsible for passing on the seed of the clan to future generations. “Be fruitful and multiply…”, says the Man himself. Mind you, that was not a sexist comment, and I am far from being sexist. Or am I sexist, by default, because I am a man? It’s getting hot in here!

      Forgive me. Digression is a custom in the world of Seleda so bear with me. Grew up with my dad. Me and my sister. Parents separated/divorced when I was five. Long story there. If you have had a similar experience or you would like to know more, there are juicy details. Whet your appetite yet? My dad is the only parent figure I have so he is all I have to look up to. That reminds me, I need to call home. Was born here in the US. You wouldn’t guess where. Does beer and cheese give you any clues to the state?

      My parents were going to school (Dad-Ph.D., Mom-MS) in the 70’s and I guess the lambskin condom broke or it was designed to give me a future with many opportunities. Nowadays, I think the latter. I am seeing the benefits of having an American passport when I witness people around me losing limbs to get a green card. I can only think about how lucky I am but I have also been threatened with my life because of my luck. So it’s a double edge sword.

      But we moved back to Addis in 1979, graduated from high school and back to my tewlid hager in 1994. A lot happened in between - the divorce, change of schools, appendicitis and, my favorite, a misdiagnosis that made me take medicine that almost killed me, when it was actually just hepatitis (not the STD! Too young when I had it). Well, I’m gonna take a little break and call home now. I will continue this later…

      Well. This is one of the reasons why I don’t like to call home because it is always, this person died, or this person is terminally ill, or something bad happened to so and so. I just found out from my dad that my best friend’s mother died in a car accident a couple of weeks ago. I have known my friend’s family since I was 4 years old. So many people have died since I moved here 6 years ago. Who’s next? My father? I can’t even bear the thought of that. The thought of me not being by his side before he moves on is terrifying. Ah!!! The bottom line is that it is too painful to stay here, separated from you loved ones. When was the last time you have seen a grown man bawling? Well, picture that, as that was the scene last night as I was talking to my dad. It seems like the pain grows exponentially, or it gets exaggerated due to the separation of loved ones.

      Wow. Ok. I think this is a good introduction so far, even though it is extremely random. Mariam, it was nice to hear from you but I expect a much longer, much more complete email next time. Hope to hear from you soon…

      Theodros.

      Hey, Teddy (hope you don’t mind me calling you that),

      After that great introduction of yourself I feel like I know you so well. I will e-mail you my second entry soon, I promise. Since you sent me a long reply I will have to do the same in return. So please be patient with me and I promise to make it worthwhile. By the way I liked the way you kept saying my name over and over again, it was quite uuhmmm…
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      From: Mariam

      To: Ted

      Subject: Ishe yenai geta bedembe Inetewaweq

      Okay…okay, the wait is finally over!!! Again I am truly sorry y’all. It has been a rough week and I am still recovering from all that studying and stressing. Please forgive me, I will be faster in responding next time!!!

      Hi Ted,

      How are you??? I am sooooo sorry to keep you waiting as long as I did – honestly it was not intentional. Well, since you were courageous enough to talk so openly about yourself, I guess it is my turn to do the same, with…uh…certain limits, of course (sorry but I can’t help it; it’s the Ethiopian in me). You know I really admire people like you who are so free to say whatever comes to mind. I wonder if your birthplace has anything to do with that. As great as our culture is, I feel like it has also done an injustice to us by taking away our individuality and our ability to really be ourselves with one another, especially for women. Don’t get me wrong, I love and appreciate our culture but at the same time if you honestly look at it, it has its negative side…the negative being that it does not leave much room for individuality when everyone is expected to behave certain way. The culture and society dictate entirely too much to us: what we should and should not think, act, and say.

      This is why it is hard to really get to know Ethiopians because, whenever we get together, everyone puts on a mask, on their best behavior, trying so hard to impress one another that no one is really being their true self. To me being in an Ethiopian setting is like being in corporate America – you are never really free to truly be yourself and say how you truly feel without worrying what so-and-so will think. This is also the reason why people who do these life dairies use aliases because they afraid of being identified and, God forbid, “exposed” for who they really are.

      So who am I? Wow, a simple question yet so tough to answer. I don’t know why but, for some reason, it is always so hard for me to talk about myself. I will tell you what I can; feel free to ask whatever else you want to know and I will tell you. Well, I am the oldest of 4: I have one sister and two brothers. My family and I are very close and truly enjoy being around one another. We all live together except for my sister, who lives in NY. The fact that I still live at home, being the age that I am, still amazes and boggles the minds of my American friends who could not wait to get as far away from their family as possible. I have lived with my family all my life minus the 4 years of college in NY, and the 4 and half months I lived in California. My parents have been married for 30 yrs. and are still together. I pray that one day I too will have a marriage as great as theirs.

      The reasons why I have not gone back to visit Ethiopia are: one, financial; two, I have been so busy trying to figure out who I am going to be “when I grow up” that I have not had the time; and three, I really don’t have anyone there to visit since all my family, including the extended ones (with whom I am not that close to begin with), are here. Now if my parents or any other family member that I was real close to were there, without a doubt I would have been back to visit many times. You asked me how old I was when I came to this country, I was eleven when I came. My family and I came in 1983 at the height of the horrible Mengistu regime (oops…sorry for getting a bit political). My mom and two brothers came first, then me and my sister came a month later and finally my dad came the following month. We were very lucky to have been separated only a month from one another because most people were separated a lot longer than that. Oh, yeah, you were definitely lucky and should count your blessings that you did not have to experience the whole immigration nightmare, and I do reiterate nightmare. My family and I, like most Ethiopians here, have been unfortunate enough to have gone through the traumatic experience of getting our green cards before we finally got our citizenship. You have no idea how financially and emotionally draining it is to get that damn green card. Can I get an amen from my brothers and sisters who know what I am talking about??? (Editors chant in unison… “AyyyMMMenn, Sista Mariam!!”)

      The way you described how you felt after you talked to your dad, and the love that you have for him really touched my heart; it was beautiful to read. It is great to see a man who is not afraid to show his sensitive side. Good for you! Since you seem like a very open person, let me ask you something…are you as expressive about your feelings with your significant other??? Have you ever or would you ever break down and cry in front of her? Ted, you are being put to a test to see how open you really are, so don’t let me down!!!

      I look forward to hearing from you and please, whatever you do, don’t take as long as I did to respond.

      Mariam

      From: Ted

      To: Mariam

      Subject: Inkwan le dirsetu aderesesh.…

      Mariam, tigistE bemecheresha kir tenteltila new yagegneshat! I was wondering what happened to you, especially because I have been waiting to hear from you all last week. And no email to let me know that you were in the middle of exams. Well, guess what? I am in the middle of exams right now. Biostatistics. Mucho, mucho fun huh? Hey, it’s a core class, what can I do? But it is finally good to hear from you. You see what I am doing? I am rubbing in your extreme tardiness so that indailemedish next time. But you can’t help it. God made you an Ethiopian. I don’t blame you. Blame Him!!! Ayzosh, you’re still okay.

      Since the Seleda ‘topic of the month’ is about cities, I would like to brush up on Ethiopians in different cities in the U.S. and how they act different. I don’t travel much but I have been to three major cities on the east coast and I have observed a plethora of behaviors. The ‘Mask of Ethio’ (comme le Mask de Zorro) you were talking about is at its best in the nation’s capital. Do you wonder why Ethiopians settled in DC and not anywhere else? I think it is because they made the assumption that the capital of a country, just like Addis Ababa, is the only urban center of the country. People from Dekemhare or Jijiga or Debre Libanos (you see how politically correct I am?) moved to Ohio or somewhere in the Midwest, since they were more aware of their options, you know, better move to an environment that they are used to. Sorry, Midwesterners. Oh, oh! There I go again! Ted. Focus.

      Ok, back to the ‘mask’ issue. DC is the place to pimp and/or get pimped! I come down to DC one or two times a year and I always enjoy observing people come in and come out of ‘Tryst’ or other clubs. Everybody mackin’ on each other, or at least trying to. They got their freshly picked clothes neatly worn with the ever-present leather jacket - which makes me question, are we wearing the leather jackets or are the jackets wearing us? What is this obsession with leather jackets? Do you have an explanation? C’mon my people, diversify! Aim for uniqueness, identity, and all that good stuff! Ugh! DC can be an ugly sight, especially for a geterE like me from New England. Whenever I tell someone from DC I am from New England, they always give me a programmed response - “Euuu. Minew bakih. Boston betam yidebiral. Lemin izi move atadergim?” I just wanna give them yemokE karia tifi whenever I hear that.

      Boston is different. Everybody is doing their own thing. Abesha en masse, yemihedibet bota yetim yelem. So we occasionally meet at the sporadic habesha parties and then, that is when you can see the ‘mask’ in effect. All the parking lot attendants (majority), Dunkin’ Donut employees, degree professionals, elderly people, kindergarten goers, business people, cab drivers, etc. converge to these parties. When I go there, I grab myself a Johnny be Kezeraw (Black Label) and stand with my people and observe. It is such an interesting mix of people, from different walks of life, who all converge on the long awaited party. I guess DC people were right. Boston, in that aspect, yidebiral. But the fun hasn’t started yet. You see, when you get this concoction of people, each with a different monetary and intellectual status, knives get pulled. Knives of gossip and pride. Mann ke mann yibletal. And you can feel it in the air, no doubt! It’s tense. You can see it in the way people are seated, who sits with who. But for me, very interesting! Observing the different cliques and what they talk about is fascinating. You see, I have the ability to mix with all sorts of crowds. A chameleon, if you prefer. I conduct my own sociological/psychological experiment each time I mix with different crowds. You should try it sometime, if you are a chameleon, that is.

      Atlanta is the other town I have been to. Very different from congested Boston. But my conclusion is that ATL is just a spill over from the DC party veterans. Atlantans pride themselves by being more hospitable, more civilized than their DC counterparts. Should we pick aliases after these recent statements? This might put me on the ‘Top Ten DC Most Wanted’ list. But I am entitled to my opinion.

      So, you have figured out that emotions play an important role in my functioning as a human being. We are emotional beings. And there is no point holding back feelings for any reason because if you don’t express that feeling, it is going to die with you. It also accumulates in your soul, making you dull and unoriginal. So my advice is that, say what is on your mind the moment you think of it. Usually, the first thought that pops into your mind is the right one, in the context of your own life. It may have positive and negative effects on others, but it is what you truly think. Plus you are not out there to please anyone, because if you live to try to please people, you will fail miserably and make your own life miserable, defeating the purpose of your life being YOUR LIFE. Furthermore, you are being honest to yourself and to the person you are conversing with.

      That said, the question was if I was expressive with my significant other? Well, yes and no. Let me tell you a little story. I dated this woman for about 5 months. and one or the major reasons she wanted to be with me was because I was expressive and passionate about the things I believe in. I express feelings when they deserve to be expressed, not just for the heck of expressing them. There is a time and place to express them. So this woman was a little disappointed, a few months into our relationship, that I wasn’t expressive about love, didn’t say all the goody goody stuff, that made her panties wet, that made her nipples hard…you get the point (Editors gasp, “IndE!! Ho’o! Ere sinesir’at!..bel isti QeTl.”). The reason - I wasn’t in love with her. So I didn’t want to fabricate emotions for my own dignity and for her own good, because I am not in the business of leading women on. She tried so hard to look for emotions that weren’t there, she concluded that I was ‘mean’ or ‘rude’ (her exact words) to her because I told her that I had no feelings to express. I believe fully that I did the right thing by being honest and she had premature expectations, built on assumptions that she made from a different aspect of my life.

      So, am I expressive with my significant other? I have not been in my relationships to date. Why? Because I have never been in love. And that is fair, I think. At least, in the context of my life. Am I too westernized? Do I focus on “I” too much? Well, there is an “I” in commun’I’ty, because the individuals make up the community. But it doesn’t mean that a whole community should think as one. Diversity within a community is essential for its development and forward movement.

      And that is what the Ethiopian community lacks. Always stagnant. Why? Too much concern about how one should act. Always restraining oneself from expressing anything out of the norms and morals of the community. Especially how you women should behave and how men should treat you. Ridiculous. Are there any old school Ethio’s that read Seleda? Man, I guess most habesha men are old fashioned, and they want old fashioned women. Submissive to their husbands. I can’t stand that. Submission. Might as well own a dog! Comment, please, Mariam. I would like to hear your views on this.

      Ok, Mariam, time for me to sleep and get ready for the grind tomorrow. Write soon and soon doesn’t mean a week for now!! ha ha. gotta rub it in

      Teddy

      P.S. And call me Teddy or Teddisha. Ted is what white people call me.
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      From: Mariam

      To: Ted

      Subject: Le-dirsetu seladersegn enEm betam dess belognal

      Teddiyai, yenai geta, thank you so much for forgiving my inordinate delay, and I know that “inordinate delay” is an understatement. You know what I must say I agree with you a 100%, the type of people I was describing earlier are indeed the Ethiopians in the Washington D.C. area. I guess being in this country as long as I have and not having the chance to see how other Ethiopians are like in Ethiopia, I am basing my views of Ethiopians on the ones I have encountered here. So I guess a visit back home soon is in order!

      The Ethiopians in the D.C. area are, without a doubt, very cliquish, close-minded, judgmental, snobby, gossipy, secretive, superficial and completely in denial of their own blackness. They walk around acting like they are God’s gift to this earth, only socializing with Ethiopians and looking down on others that are not. For instance, they would go to an American club, yet they would form this big circle of cliques made up of only Ethiopians and hardly acknowledge others that are not. To top it off, as if it is not bad enough that they themselves are so close-minded that they only socialize with each other, they also have the audacity to look down on others, like me, when they see us socializing with others.

      Now you can only imagine how they act if they see you dating non-Ethiopians, especially other black people. Forget it, they will stare you down and give you this head-shake as if somehow you let them down. I don’t understand how they can be in this country as long as they have but never take the time to befriend others. A lot of them, you can hardly tell that they live abroad; the way they act you would think that they still live in Ethiopia.

      Now I am not saying that there is anything wrong with hangin’ out with your own people – that is great but not when you are limiting yourself by being so exclusive. I really believe that by being friends with others you not only learn about them but you also learn a lot more about yourself. But what really amazes me is, even though they only hang out around one another, they still appear to be very superficial with each other. I see everyone kissing and hugging each other, referring to one another as yenai konjo, etc., but not even meaning it. The Ethiopian social scene in D.C is even worse than Corporate America – it is more like Hollywood, if you know what I mean. I don’t know; maybe it is just me, but I swear every time I come in contact with them, I feel so suffocated.

      It is a shame that I am saying all this considering I, too, live in the Washington metropolitan area. But hey, the truth is the truth, and the fact that I am saying this living here should prove that I know what I am talking about. This is all generally speaking, of course, because there are plenty of people who are the exception and nothing like the way I described above. (uh oh! I may need to use an alias now because they may come after me!)

      I have visited other cities in the U.S and my general observation of Ethiopians there is as follows:

      New York - very cool and a lot more open minded in comparison Atlanta - very friendly and down to earth Boston - I am sorry to say but did not seem to be very friendly…they would walk right past you, realize that you are Ethiopian…stare you down and keep going without any kind of selamta or anything L.A - wanna-be gangsters trying to act “black” but yet don’t even hang out with one or know anything about one San Francisco - imitation of D.C on a smaller scale but give them some time and they will get there.

      But overall though, no matter where we are or how long we have been there, if we don’t open up and include others in our lives, we all run the risk of being close-minded and only seeing the world from our point of view. Another thing I want to bring up is this: when are we ever going to acknowledge the fact that we are black and embrace other black people? It always amazes me when Ethiopians differentiate themselves from other blacks, and criticize African Americans in particular, not even realizing that, had it not been for them, none of us would be here today.

      Okay, moving right along to the next topic - being open about your feelings. This is by far my biggest challenge in life and requires constant improvement on my part. I am such a people-pleaser that I am entirely too diplomatic (I know I don’t sound like it by the way I am criticizing my people but in real life I really am). Being diplomatic and politically correct is a very handy skill to have in your professional life but harmful when it comes to your personal life. I am always watching what I say, trying to avoid hurting anyone’s feelings so much that lots of times I am not really saying what I truly feel, even when someone says or does something that upsets or hurts me. Having this kind of personality and, on top of that, being an Ethiopian woman, I have to work that much harder to find my own identity. So much of the culture is embedded in me that in order for me to find myself and state my ground, I have to go against the culture sometimes.

      In my opinion our Ethiopian society dictates too much how we should and should not be that, in order for us to function with one another, we resort to putting on the masks I was talking about earlier. I really believe that this is why it is so hard to have a relationship with one another. The men are playing the role of what a man should be like and the women are doing the same by also playing the role of what a woman should be like; neither one of them is being true to themselves. Our culture hinders our ability to be in a romantic and passionate relationship where we are free to express ourselves sexually. Ironically, this is something you realize when you date outside of Ethiopians - that you are a lot more open with non-Ethiopians than you are with Ethiopians.

      Now as far as submission is concerned, there is nothing wrong with a woman submitting to her husband as long as he is submitting to her too…you feel me??? (Editors avert their eyes in dinigaTE!)

      Before I go, though, let me pose a few questions to you…have you ever dated non-Ethiopians; if so, how would you compare your experience with Ethiopians versus non-Ethiopians? Okay, Ted…oops, I mean Teddisha, I look forward to hearing back from you. By the way can you all (Editors and you, Teddy) give me my props here for writing back as quickly as I did? Hey, I might have even broken your record, Teddy. (Editors yell to the intern, "Ante…props siTilin…tollo!)

      Mariam

      To: Mariam

      From: Ted

      Subject: AtaTadfign inji, yene emebet!

      Ere meselten!! Okay, I can’t even top that!! Speed and content. That was beautiful. You go girl! I’ll try to write back tonight, but definitely by tomorrow night. Interesting, my sista. Wait till you hear what I gotta say…

      {Later}

      Hi, again,

      Biostatistics. The reason why I couldn’t respond promptly. Can you feel my pain, Mariam, ke hulu belai yetebareksh? I am mentally drained right now. But I will try my best to perform to the fullest ability of my intellect.

      Why do Ethiopians act the way they do? Their behavior is attributed to one sole reason - the process of redefining their identity in a foreign land. Last night, roommates and I were talking about how the human mind works. We digressed to the point where we actually ended up with the question “Do we really think?” My room mate, who is a budding electrical engineer, triggered this discussion. He was talking about the term “state machines” that he had learned in class. What it describes is, basically, a machine that selectively responds to certain inputs over others when put in a certain state (environment). So his question was, “Are humans state machines?” Do we respond to certain inputs (stimuli) over others?

      You are probably wondering how this relates to the behavior of Ethiopians in a foreign land. Well, I think that most Ethiopians are stuck in the transition stage of going from a community oriented lifestyle to an individualistic lifestyle that the U.S demands. DC is in a class of its own. You have the co-existence of both types of lifestyles. So, which inputs do you respond to to establish your identity? Since both choices are available, do you pick one set of inputs over the other, or a mixture of both…or does it depend on what kind of environment you subject yourself to? It would be interesting to see a person who is a FOBBY (you know, fresh of the boat) from Ethiopia (or even a geterE like me from Boston), and a person who has lived here for quite some time, put in a situation where the typical superficiality of exiled Ethiopians is at its best. Observing their reactions would be interesting. One can learn quite a bit about why they act the way they do.

      My hypothesis is that Ethiopians are confused. Clashing views of individual and cultural relativity creates a disoriented hybrid. Which view does one gravitate towards? Is there a balance or a mid-point somewhere? Is it attainable? Does it exist? Personally, I think it is attainable, but only in the right frame of mind. Establishing an individualistic outlook with the final outcome being for the betterment of the community is a step to moving forward as a people. This is the one (the only?) valuable lesson that I have learned from living here for 6 years. And for forward movement in all aspects of life, you have to learn from the advancements and mistakes of other cultures and make sure that we don’t make those same mistakes. Diversification is the key. The power of diversification is underestimated in our community to the point of being somewhat taboo.

      So how did we end up responding to the “do we think” question. When we think, given a certain situation, what we actually rely on is on past personal experiences and observations, and making rational judgements based on those experiences and observations, from our level of understanding. After that rational judgement or thought is formed, external expression of that thought is manifested by your behavior in that situation. So the typical Ethiopian behavior – superficiality, narrow mindedness, introvertedness (culturally speaking) – is a good indicator of the kind of thought process that is in the majority of Ethiopians. The thought process is mainly based on, “What do I have to do to be seen in a better light that the next person?” You see, young people are easily corruptible unless they have a strong belief system…not necessarily a religious one, but a dream, a goal. You have to believe in something to move forward, and have faith that what you believe in can be achieved. And we Ethiopians in general lack that. We just live day to day. And that is sad.

      Ok. I am tired. I beat the point to death.

      Have I dated any non-Ethiopians? The woman who accused me of being “rude” and “mean” was Ethiopian. The last Ethiopian I dated before her was during my senior year in high school. A five-year stretch with no Ethiopian contact. I have dated girls from quite a few foreign countries, even going back to the days in high school. I have always been in love with cultures of the world. So, in between the two Ethiopian girls, there has been a lot of experimenting. And you know what? I have learned a great deal about myself and benefited in the way I deal with ladies from different backgrounds. I still find it hard to feel comfortable with Ethiopian ladies after that long lay-off, though. They put up too much of a front. I don’t have time for that. If you want me and I want you and we both know it, let’s do it!! I don’t feel like I have to “earn my women”. If it’s there, it’s there. BeQa!!!

      Oh!! When will this war between habesha men and women end? Hopefully soon, because I plan to marry a habesha woman. But right now, it is not looking good at all. I can’t seem to understand them, or they don’t understand me. One or the other, or both. “Jah, jah give I strength, never let I fail”!! Any ideas, Mariam, on how I should deal with habesha women? Maybe I just don’t know how. Maybe I just don’t know how for a reason. Maybe, I wasn’t meant to marry a habesha. And I am perfectly comfortable with that.

      Okay. It’s 1 am. I have been studying all night and my fingers are going numb. I will have to cut this short. Hope I made any sense in all the junk that I wrote.

      Patiently waiting for your next and final entry…

      Teddy
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      From: Mariam

      To: Ted

      Subject: Atatadfign inji yene emebet? Oh, so it is like that now!

      Hey Teddy,

      Yes, I can definitely feel your pain and I truly sympathize with you, honest! The word Biostatics itself sounds intimidating enough to make me wanna run the other way. Wow, what a response! That would have been a great thesis paper for real, because not only did you state the issues but you were actually able to back all of them up. I am truly impressed, not only that you did a great job of proving your point but that you were able to think on that level at 1 am.

      Gosh, we have been bashing our people, especially me, so much so that we both will probably be black listed. In all fairness, though, I do love the fact that we are community oriented, I think that is a great thing that we have and should be proud of that. I hope that no matter how long we have been here that we never lose that. My problem with us is not the fact that we are community oriented but rather our intention behind it: do we stick to our community because we genuinely love, support and appreciate one another, or do we stick to each other because we feel like we have no other choice, since we refuse to open ourselves up to other communities? I feel that it is more the latter, that we have no genuine love, support or appreciation for one another, but we put on a façade as if we do and stick to each other like glue with no room for others. Ideally, what I would like to see in our community is genuine love for one another, where we support and understand one another, accept each other as individuals, and embrace diversity. If we are able to accomplish that, I really believe a lot of our problems will be solved, especially if we ever get to the point where we accept each other’s differences and embrace diversity.

      See, that is also another reason why we all have to learn, to some extent, to break away from the culture and find our own identity because it does not only affect our social life but also our love life. All the fronting that Ethiopians girls put on that you were talking about is because of Ethiopian men’s narrow-minded view of what the ideal woman should be like. If most of them have their way (I hope this doesn’t include you, too), they would like to have this naïve virgin who will submit to his every wish. So to fit this so-called ideal woman’s description, most Ethiopian women are forced to play a role, and that is why they put up that front. As long as their ideal woman is that naïve virgin, they shouldn’t expect to find a woman who is open and free to be herself. The war between Ethiopian men and women will end when Ethiopian men:

      1. Stop that holier than thou attitude and being so judgmental if a woman chooses not to confirm to the “ideal” woman.

      2. Treat their women with respect; that means not trying to be all up on her on the first date unless of course she is down with that, too!

      3. Know that no means NO!

      4. Learn to be romantic, like buying her flowers, calling her in the middle of the day to tell her you were thinking about her, and actually MEANING it.

      5. Know all the dating etiquette; if not all, at least some of them. If they don’t know, ask a friend or a sister.

      6. Stop trying to get with all the friends of a girl that they have dated before. Once they date a girl, all her friends should be off limits out of respect to her and to themselves, too. On the flip side, if she has dated someone, then all of his friends are off limits to her, too…that means the rest of his friends should not try to hook up with her, either.

      7. Stop lying and telling their friends each time a girl stops to talk to them that they have slept with her…major no-no!!!

      8. Stop using lines to pick up women, it is a turn-off no matter how cute the guy may be. My favorite one is when a man acts like he knows you oh, uh-uh!

      9. Learn to be strictly friends with women; there is a lot of benefit to it.

      10. Start being real and stop all the faking – this applies to everything in life.

      When Ethiopian women:

      1. Stop trying to conform to that so-called ideal woman; and be themselves

      2. Become assertive and stand for what they believe.

      3. Become independent and stop being so cliquish with their Ethiopian girls; if you are on a date with your girl friend has no business being there unless of course it is a double date

      4. Stop being so secretive and sneaky, and be up-front

      5. Stop being so manipulative.

      6. Stop being so judgmental and critical of other women; just because you put her down doesn’t mean you are somehow better. Look at yourself first before you judge others.

      7. Be honest with men in their lives by letting them know where they stand.

      8. Stop feeling so guilty and ashamed if they choose to be courageous enough to be themselves.

      9. Stop being so snobbish and materialistic and learn to be down to earth by enjoying the simple things in life

      10. Start being real and stop all the faking; this applies to everything in life.

      You know, I feel the same way that you do because I would love to marry an Ethiopian man. But I don’t think the kind of Ethiopian guy that I want exists. I want an Ethiopian man who, first of all, actually does the things I listed above. Second, I want a man who is open minded, romantic, adventurous (this applies to every thing in life), educated, and has friends outside of the Ethiopian community. Basically I want him to be Ethiopian enough to have the good cultural background but yet be well rounded and open-minded.

      Does this kind of Ethiopian man exist? I don’t know because I have not seen one yet. So I guess I, too, am not meant to marry an Ethiopian. If that is the case, I am perfectly okay with that, too. I am not limiting myself, I am keeping all my options open. I will marry a man who has the qualities I want whom I absolutely love with everything in me, and who loves me with every thing in him, too. If that comes from a non-Ethiopian, it is all good. I want a marriage that is based on true love, passion, friendship and honesty, and I am willing to wait as long as it takes.

      Well, Teddisha, it has been really great conversing with you. I really enjoyed our discussions and I will truly miss you. I can’t believe this is my last entry (sniffle, sniffle). I look forward to hearing back from you. 'Til then, take care and the best of luck on your exams.

      Mariam

      From: Ted

      To: Mariam Subject: Weyne! AleQe iko!

      Well, well. The grande finale. Blow the final trumpet. In a flash, it is over. I don’t even know what I wrote in the last three entries! But we have touched on several subjects and have ended up tying relationships (Ethio-style) into our dialogue.

      You know, your top ten lists for both men and women seem pretty logical and straightforward. It’s amazing that we cannot even do these simple things, cannot even connect at the grassroots level with each other. There is so much miscommunication from the very start that I am beginning to think that the ideal mate for both sexes lies outside our nationality. My dad was engaged to this Filipina a long time ago, but I guess he felt like he had to marry an Ethiopian woman. I wonder what made him do that.

      Interestingly, both Ethio men and women are more expressive when they are dating people that are not Ethiopian. Why is that? It seems like it is the combination of the Ethiopian male and the Ethiopian female that results in an unfavorable reaction. The factor that creates the “unfavorableness” is the cultural stigma that implies expression is weakness (for males especially), or un-Ethiopian (any challenges?). I see this behavior in myself as well so there is no exclusion. At some level, it exists in all Ethiopians. So until I meet an Ethiopian lady that would make me regain my confidence in the expressiveness of Ethiopian ladies and, in turn, make me feel comfortable enough around her to freely express myself, I think by default that I am going to look elsewhere.

      Another source of the problem is the level of acceptance of Western values among Ethiopians. Different people have different levels of acceptance, depending on the person’s open mindedness and exposure to Western culture. Western values are continuously bombarding us wherever we go, and these values are selectively accepted or rejected. The accepted values displace the previous Ethiopian values that we had. This creates a cultural hybrid. The acceptance of these values, in a sense, is a function of the level of ‘Ethiopianness’ left in us…hence the formation of the Ethio/West hybrid. I believe that being romantically expressive is much more prevalent in Western society than in ours. Duh!!! I’m not saying it is innate but based heavily on the individualistic society that is the cornerstone of Western society. Individualism has its benefits too, believe it or not. In this case, it is beneficial for the liberation of the long-suppressed expression of feelings for the Ethiopian species. We are a different species, aren’t we? At least that is what I gather! Ha! So being individualistic in that respect is the first step towards a more healthy relationship between the sexes. EhenE, most of the readers are saying that, “ihE lij is more heavy on the ‘West side’ of the Ethio/West hybrid scale!”. Yes, I am! I ain’t ashamed.

      Okay. Let me backtrack to your first email. We talked about change of careers and how difficult it is. It is extremely difficult. First, you are going in a different direction from what you had planned in college. All through college you think, “I’m gonna work here and do this and do that,” but then you find out that you can’t stand what you are doing. I find my job totally unbearable. It is mentally torturous since I don’t see myself as being productive at all. Second, it is mentally draining and makes me feel unsure of myself, thinking, “If I changed careers once, what is to say that I am not going to do it again and again?” Ebakih Theodros, be and neger riga ina Quch bel, I keep telling myself. Third, in my case, you get in trouble with your boss. Since I was taking advantage of the benefits provided by my employer of taking free classes, and since the classes I was taking were not work related, you can imagine what kind of friction that could create with my boss!

      But it is all good. As long as I am at peace with the voices in my head, I am happy. The voices in my head demand that I pick a career where my emotions play a major role, where my emotions get tampered with. Fields like development work, or humanitarian assistance during disasters (which our country has experienced many a time).

      Let me make a call out to the Diaspora to give this some thought. Famine. How many times can we turn our backs when it affects our country? Weyne wegenoche bilo malQes iske meche? I have been talking to people in grass roots development and they tell me of the shortage of Ethiopians interested in this kind of work. People! The doctor-engineer-wezete cycle needs to be broken. Look beyond the almighty dollar! (I’m not going to use a cliché here but you know what I have to say about money). So, people in a position to get an education, think hard about this. That is, if you truly love Ethiopia and its people. Enough preaching.

      Well, that is where my career change is heading. Development work. I can get more specific but if I start, as my friends know all too well, I will go on forever and you may not appreciate that. The last disaster or pre-famine scare that we had this year was the event that sealed my fate. There were a lot of people surprised by my decision, including my own dad. I was the duriyE of the family. Always got in trouble. So if any of you have any duriyE brothers or sisters or children, watch out!! They might surprise you! Nobody saw it coming so it was a shock to most people, even to myself. Life is funny, though. This experience has proved to me once again that you really have to go where life takes you. Just hop on and enjoy the ride and don’t complain if it doesn’t go the way you want it. Life is adventurous, by choice or not. Don’t make concrete plans about your life; otherwise, you will be putting yourself in a box (didn’t someone say this before?!!)

      Mariam, ke hulum belai yetebareksh. It was a pleasure. You know, Seleda should have a ‘response to Life Diaries’ section where people can comment on our views. We can all learn from our differences in opinion. Mariam, I would like to hear more about your career change and what prompted it. I can go into detail with my story if you wish. But I shall say goodbye for now.

      Seleda, thank you for allowing my views to be etched in stone. I hope they have stirred some minds, as they were intended to. Till the next episode…

      Teddy
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      by: Hussein Endalew

      The commentator’s voice is getting animated. As the runners round the bend for the final straight dash to the finish, journalistic decorum is thrown by the wayside. All the other runners are forgotten as the commentator and the camera crew working with him focus on just the two leading figures sprinting for their lives. The taller one starts the straightaway in the lead, pouring all he’s got into one manic stride after another. He is serious, focused, intent. The shorter one seems to be straining, even limping at a furious clip. The magnificent smile on his face seems to belie the apparent agony he is in. After 9,950 meters, it seems to have come down to the last 50 - no, 30 - no, 10 - no, 5, 3… Centimeter by centimeter, the blazing smile slowly eats away at the gap, closing it. The announcer is hollering, the crowd is on its feet, the commentator is reduced to making incoherent yells of the runners’ names. The gap is closed, and within the last meter, half meter, half a leg, the short one finishes first. After 9,999 meters, Haile Gebresellasie has once again won another olympic 10K gold. This is one more for my hometown, I say. Bless you - Assella.

      I look back on my childhood days, trying to imagine where Haile got his gold. He grew up on the outskirts of Assella, at a place called Kulumsa, almost prophetically located 10 kilometers from the Assella stadium where all the provincial races used to be held. I was a city boy, born and raised in Assella proper. Kulumsa is on the main Addis-to-Bale highway, just across the road from the Assella Hops factory. Maybe it was the daily whiff of fresh hops and a drink from the Gonde river close by.

      I imagine Haile running to school everyday. He would leave his home early in the morning and run in the freezing air. The sun would have to climb out from behind Mt. Chilalo before it can throw its heat in with the early morning light. For a few of those kilometers, he would perhaps be sharing the road with the usual rural traffic of cattle and shepherds. It seems to me everyone - and everything - runs in Assella. Kids run, sheep run, cattle run. Sometimes, I could tell a young cow who sets a more exuberant pace from her more mature and sedate stablemates. Chickens would be greeting the morning incessantly, cuckooing like mad, as if they could not get enough of the invigorating air. If Haile had been tied up with chores, he would be running a little late perhaps, and maybe will have to cede the road for the more modern traffic of cars and trucks and buses heading to the hops factory, or to repair roads, or to reach Addis early.

      I see him stopping at the St. Giorgis Church at the crest of the Welkesa river valley, perhaps asking St. George to give him the speed and stamina of his steed. And then he would be off again - running into the deep Welkesa gorge, following the looping road on its gradually descending path down to the river. If he becomes thirsty, I imagine him taking a drink from the cold clear water of the Welkesa, and then raising his head to look up at the road that will loop and rise again until it reaches Assella proper. Yes, it was not just the distance, but I can now see how running up and down the Welkesa gorge would be phenomenal stomping ground for a world-champion to be.

      Once past the first few straggling shacks, huts and tea-shops, the first large building he would come to is Assella Comprehensive. As Assella lies on the north-south running Addis to Bale road, this would be the northern end of town. The other high school, more poetically named Chilalo Terara, is at the southern end of town. Maybe this was inadvertent feng shui on the town planners part, because this town that has both ends pinned by schools has produced a disproportionate number of educational achievers.

      OK, back to Haile. So, where does my imagination take me? Is he in high school and so stops his run there? Or is he in elementary school - which maybe gives me a few more hundred meters? Why don’t I take him downtown? Sorry Haile, you will have to play hookie for me today!

      So, past Assella High he runs. He stops at the town’s favorite chornaqe shop, to indulge a sweet tooth. Well, maybe not - his goal has not been reached yet! Just past the shop, he passes Assela Elementary on the left, and the hospital on the right. Roads peeling off to the right and left lead into the residential and commercial areas distributed among Assella’s ten qebeles. By this time he would be in the hustle and bustle of a busy provicial capital, alternately dodging turcks, buses and fleets of donkeys staggering under their load.

      Past Assella Hospital is another river, actually a smallish stream that has decided to grandly call itself the Sheleqo. Crossing the bridge brings Haile into an area which, for four hours every afternoon, is dominated by Cinema Ras. “How does a cinema dominate, o wise one?!” you ask. For the simple reason that a loudspeaker is permanently blaring the movie soundtrack at the traffic on the road. On a good windy day, the wafting sounds of Kung Fu kicks and screams, or Hindu godesses singing an Ode to Chapati would interrupt the earnest teacher trying to explain why “Abebe besso bella.” Perhaps in deference to the important guests lodging in the city’s top of the line Ras Hotel right next door, there is no evening or early morning. Perhaps Haile looks at the hotel, and promises to himself that one day, he will be able to own something even grander and better.

      Just past the hotel is another river - this one really big, and known as the Anqo. It, too, flows down from the Chilalo Mountain. If the morning fog has cleared up, the deep green-coated mountain top would now be exposed. Perhaps the sun would just have peeked out from behind, making for one of those cliché-esque painting scenes.
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       Crossing the Anqo bridge brings Haile to downtown Assella proper, a warren of shops, hotels, bars, gas stations. Behind the main bank is the town’s main mosque, with its’s muezzin Sheikh Usman. A beloved figure in town, his calls to prayers are affectionately called Sheikh Usman’s Turumba, alerting people regulary to also mind their souls. Across the street from the bank is the bus station. I wonder if it brings a smile to Haile as it does to me when it reminds me of the standard Assella joke which goes like this: A woman rushes to the bus station, and after wildly looking around, asks one of the town dandies hanging about - “ye Balé mekina hédual?” The wise guy responds, “Iné ye-balish mekina Tebaqi neN yalesh mannew?”

      I imagine Haile taking a decisive right turn at the bus station, to head south into Assella stadium. Perhaps it might be here that he would finish his almost ten kilometers of run, practicing his final laps on a real track, maybe imagining the crowd, his finishing form, where he would stand to receive his medal, how he would greet his fans. Or maybe he would just go around and around, still fired up and unhappy that the trip ended so soon. He is perhaps asking himself which way to go.

      East, across the main road and behind the bank and Sheikh Usman’s mosque, takes him through town to the field where St. Michael’s church is located, and where Neway Debebe is reputed to have honed his art by singing “ye Tiqimt abeba” for the annual Timqet festival.

      West, continuing further from the stadium, would take him to that curious place where the town’s Medhane Alem church and cemetery sit cheek by jowl with a qalicha, reputed to have four wives and strong ties to the spirit world. The town, perhaps unconsciously trying to cool down the inevitable spiritual temperature, has set up a city park. Of course, it wasn’t too long before the town wags decided to call it “mutan menafesha.”

      South would take him further into the town’s hustle and bustle, its open-air market, its hockers. It would also complete the symmetry started when he entered town by going past Assella High and Assela Elementary. He would pass Mission Elementary first, to be followed by Chilalo Terara High. But he has made that trip so many times before. Not to run, not to go to school, not to attend the Monday market across the road from the high school, but to take a cow in heat to Teacher Getachew’s prize bull. Perhaps, he, like me, also remembers waiting in line while other kids in front of him beg the teacher to have his bull take another go at their cows, just to make sure their cow gets their money’s worth, only to be told that the bull has had enough for the day.

      No, I imagine Haile running back home from the stadium. He does have school work, and farm chores to take care of. But he would have re-stoked his olympic dreams yet another time. Knowing what I know now, however, I can imagine him standing by the Kombolcha river, just south of the Chilalo Terara High School. I imagine him staring out southwards into the distance, planning his run past the huge ARDU compound, past the small town of Sagure. I imagine him aiming a high altitude, rough terrain, Olympic Marathon distance away, to visit Derartu Tulu and Fatuma Roba in their hometown of Beqoji, and talk about how best to mine marathon gold.

      Bar X
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      by: Eskedar

      All the wooden booths at Bar X (name changed) in Manhattan had carvings cut into them - deep gouges confessing that “so-and-so loves so-and-so,” or “I love so-and-so.” Some screwball philosophy major, obviously a newly converted Deist, had even carved a whole paragraph from A Treatise on Toleration in one particular booth. I got acquainted with Voltaire in Bar X reading those carvings.

      Bar X was the typical college watering hole: cheap beer, loud music and intolerably (even by the squalid clientele’s standards) filthy unisex bathrooms. On Saturday nights, a group of Ethiopian students would meet at the “Kasanjis Booth.” Our booth was in the far left corner of Bar X, shielded from the rowdiness of the long bar, and close to where the waiters huddled at 3 a.m. to close out their money and count their tips. Kasanjis Booth was the only one that had padding, electric-green padding that had seen better days.

      The tradition of Ethiopian graduate students huddling at Bar X, I believe, started in the 70s when the inimitable Ethiopian student movement was strategizing ways to rule the country. Beer must have been really cheap in those days. Really, really cheap.

      One group would graduate and almost naturally another would take its place, bringing with it it’s own baggage and idiosyncrasies. In the late 80s, I was a Kasanjis Boother. I would sweat school all week, but on Saturdays, I would be the first one at KB. For the ten or so of us who would gather to take comfort in each other’s meager sanity, The Booth all at once served as a classroom, confessional, shrink couch, bully pulpit, intellectual dais, and, most of all, a comedy club.

      Whoever had money would buy whatever pitcher was on special, and we would sit back and sometimes talk, and sometimes just contemplate silence.

      I was initiated into The Booth by a guy I’ll call Tessema, a Columbia U. student who had to drop out because he was diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic. He kept writing to the Ethiopian Community dirigit in NY that the FBI and the CIA were after him. His classmates, he told me once, were all wearing hearing devices in their dental work and spying on him.

      Tessema could never remember my name. He always called me “you lady” or just “lady.” On occasions, he would just give me a name… Abeba, Aida, Mimi. People would correct him with my name, and almost always he would pull his head back in surprise, look at me intently and then a flash of recognition would thunder his gnarled face. “Of course, of course…” he’d murmur absentmindedly, right before he called me Mimi again.

      When Tessema talked, everybody listened - intently. He’d go off on tangents and meanders like every brilliant thinker, but after every Tessema encounter, you would either go away thinking you were the stupidest person in the whole world, or just the luckiest.

      At Bar X, Tessema was a popular boothmate, both with the Ethiopian and non-Ethiopian crowd. One moment he was clinking highballs with the business major crowd, and the next, he was fishing out a squeezed lemon from a shot glass with the literary types. But always, he would swim his way through to Kasanjis and squeeze himself in at the table. “Ethiopians! My country people,” he’d announce with animation. “I love my Ethiopia.”

      Sometimes, being Ethiopian seemed to be the only thing that held our group together. Intellectually, I always believed that connecting to people via what I thought was a pretty flimsy coincidence (place of origin) was a little superficial. I was, after all, a child of globalized parents. Yes, I happened to be born in Addis, but I wanted to think I could relate equally with my dorm mate from Malawi, my classmate from Hungary, my RA from Mississippi… and so on, and so on…

      But there was no denying that I was at my most peaceful at the Kasanjis Booth. All the intellectalization of an expensive education could not elucidate why sitting around a group of virtual strangers made me feel so at home.

      And that was why, I suppose, Tessema always found himself back at our booth. For him, it only mattered that we were all Ethiopian, and that, by some code somewhere, was enough. It was, after all, the only constant in all our lives. Despite myself, I liked the identity analogue. So many miles away from home, and so many niches we could fit in (scientists, lawyers, young, old, immigrants, _sefer_s, high schools), the one that was safest for us was that we were all Ethiopians. Intellect and provincialism be damned, we found a little piece of Ethiopia right in the heart of Gotham.

      I often contemplate if the booth friendships we forged were genuine. They were certainly unorthodox. Some of us spilled our guts to non-judgmental ears. Some of us guarded our real life with fierce abesha obstinacy. We were on rocky territory: between group therapy and inkia selamta. It was grand in its simplicity, and maybe that was the beauty of the Booth. It never asked more of you than you could give.

      Like the generation before us, ours faded and new Boothers followed. There were no formal goodbyes when you left the Booth, as there were no rites to initiate you. People just assumed you went your way, and when and if you ever came back, you needn’t explain. Tessema would disappear for months sometimes. But when he came back with his usual flourish, he would pick up the beat as if he had only taken a minor pause to clear his throat. But he knew he was always welcomed back with the same old enthusiasm and all of us would listen to him intently as he told us of the latest series of tests they were running on him.

      “Abeba,” he said to me one night. “You look like you had electricity run through you. Just like me.” He showed us a burnt patch on his forehand and on the inside of his arm. There was pain in his voice that had never been there previously. I cried that night for him. I didn’t know what protocol I would be breaking if I had a heart-to-heart with Tessema, but I knew instinctively not to because there was an imaginary line we all wouldn’t cross with him. A few months later, he disappeared, and this time he never came back.

      I graduated and left Manhattan, and eased off into real life. But in every city I traveled, I wondered if there was a booth for ex-boothers. Maybe, in retrospect, Kasanjis boothers did have a temporary and shallow relationship, and the reason we left was because we grew up to seek deeper meanings in relationships with our own selves and others. It might have been a temporary respite, but a much-needed one where we just learnt to accept and tolerate each other. And maybe we were protecting each other from the disappointments we might each deliver eventually. But the lesson in recognizing that at a fundamental level, I am first and foremost Ethiopian is one I learnt from people I never truly knew.

      Umpteen and one years later, Bar X still stands, except now, the booths are called banquettes. The frequenters wear bow ties, and the waiters aprons. Now they serve food at Bar X- the “poached salmon” kind of food, and the cheapest beer on tap is $18.50 a pitcher. But the walls still talk at Bar X, and they keep secrets at the same time. I couldn’t help smiling when I walked into Bar X again. Even with all the changes, I smiled because I got comforted by memories.

      When I was there last, I noticed two Ethiopian-looking people at the bar, and remembered Tessema. I edged toward them and with considerably less confidence than what he would have exuded asked, “Ityopianwianoch nachu?” They smiled. “Awon, awon,” they said moving their stuff from the barstool next to them. They didn’t have to tell me I could join them. They expected me to.

      Tessema, wherever you are, thank you, and I hope you are well. I am sorry I missed your prompting that you needed to talk.

      Ashkerinet in Gonder
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      by: G.S.

      I am nudging at memories of the years I spent in Gonder. Forgive me if what you are about to read sounds a bit cynical but that was how I felt then. My memories of Gonder were just that—bittersweet. Where should I start? How about the beginning…that unforgettable day when my dad walked in with the news…

      What the hell was in Gonder? Why? Why me?? Those were the questions that were zipping through my mind when my dad came home from work with an Addis Zemen gazeTa neatly tucked under his arm. At that time, that was how one found out where one was assigned to school. I reasoned with myself. They (my parents…) weren’t going to let me go that far, were they!?? Whoever heard of a city gal going to one of the provinces…? I was convinced they’d pull all kinds of strings and call in some favors to get me transferred to Addis.

      Nothing doing.

      ‘You aced matric and got your first choice in subjects, medicine," my dad said with pride. "Here’s your name. You’re going to the Medical School in Gonder. It’s a very historical city. “You will like it there.” He’s got to be joking!! What do I care how much history is ensconced in a town. How was that going to make my life (however it was going to unfold) any easier?

      Besides the occasional picture of the Fasiledes Castle and… hold it… a school friend with the name Fasil, I had no idea and frankly no interest (at that time) to learn of Ethiopian history let alone getting enthused about going to Gonder.

      Well, OK. I ended up going…Isn’t that what this is about…
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       Gonder? I remember feeling a sense of relief to know that there was at least an airport there. The fact that airplanes could fly to and from Gonder, for me, bridged that gap between what people ALWAYS seem to talk about when they speak of Gonder (mainly the history) and the present time. Ok, I can at least fly outta there if the need arises. Whew.

      Packing was non-eventful. I basically took everything I owned—because I had no way of ‘selecting’ out the inappropriate stuff. Long story on what ‘inappropriate’ means in Gonder.

      Landing at the Gonder airport in the mid ‘80’s was an account any adventure writer would pounce on. First of all, the landing strip was not paved, --do you hear me?! It was ilim yalE korokonj—I mean teeth rattling terrain. As we were getting closer to the ground, I noticed a couple of people running around the runway after what seemed to look like … oh my God…they were actually trying to chase livestock off the landing strip. How in the world did I end up in a place where ‘remove cows from landing area’ was an item on an air controller’s to-do check-list !?

      We landed and got hastily frisked for the Uzi’s that random Addis chicks may be traveling with. What were all those friskings about, anyway? Has anyone ever heard of someone getting busted? Me neither.

      My first impressions of Gonder was the aroma: the unmistakable smell of butter and spices everywhere… at the airport, in the buses, taxis and on clothes… just everywhere. Oh, I know how that must sound. But it is my honest first impression. It was the place I spent six years of my life in, and eventually developed an appreciation for the people, culture and the hunk named Fasil (who, legend has it, by the way, was a very short and hairy man…hence the enclosed and secret entrance to the swimming pool–Fasil Mewagna. Guess it wasn’t cool back then to have so much hair—how the times have changed for men!..…Oh wait…sorry ……I got off track…)

      My Gonder saga starts. The medical school was called Gonder College of Medical Sciences- GCMS for short, and locally referred to simply as ‘kolej’. It was halfway between the airport and downtown Gonder. A taxi dropped us off at the entrance of the hospital/ ‘kolej’. “The dorms are across the street beyond the stairs,” said a little dusty kid, sporting a berebaso, pointing to what seemed to look like a tower of stairs.

      How in the world was I going to carry all my bags UP THERE? God knows how far the dorms are from the top of the stairs. I succumbed to ‘Gosh mamushiye, ebakih eechn irdagn’, I said with a smile.

      “Hulet birr yaskefilishal,” he responded.

      My gut told me to bargain down, but since I was grateful he was even willing to lug my stuff, I let it go—besides I may need my negotiation energies later…in the dorms….ooh.

      I was ushered into the dorms by a stern looking woman who identified herself as the ‘dorm teQoTaTari’’. All righty then. A huge hangar of a room with what looked like a bazillion bunk beds arranged neatly in rows very close to each other and rows divided by rows of teeny tiny closets. I chose a top bunk and was delighted to have a window to look out of. At least there was light and a view of the grass outside.

      The bathrooms were a whole different story… indet new yemilemedew-?! Stern lady, at one point in her orientation spiel, in a matter of fact way, mentioned that water was scarce in Gonder. The faucets would have water for certain hours each day and it was up to us to collect as much of it in containers. Huh? Did she mean water was rationed? I wasn’t even sure how much quantity would be enough for a day (shower, tooth brushing, washing undies, socks and hands….)? I just knew I was gonna need a whole lot of it which meant I was going to have to go get the biggest jerican ever!

      Ah, memories of the cafeteria… The stainless steel partitioned trays, the lines for injera and weT at lunchtime and shai be dabo in the morning…the din of students voices and the clanking of cutlery… The trick to eating well was to rush to the café at 11:30 a.m. in time to get the first scoops of weT while the ‘Qbat or wez’ was still—shall we say- visible.

      By the end of the first week there, I finally started to feel like the initial shock was wearing off. I had met some wonderful people whom have remained my close friends ever since, and together we discovered the local, and more obvious hangouts around the kolej.

      I use the word “obvious” to illustrate the fact that there were a lot of zigubign type of joints that were not-so obvious to newcomers such as us. The most memorable spots were Abiyot Rendezvous and Gimja BEt. Abiyot Rendezvous was somewhat of a coffee shop nestled between a public square and the historically world-famous Fasil Mewagna. It had modern amenities such as private booths and outdoor seating, and served your regular hot beverages, beer and liquor, and– if the cook felt like it-- sometimes food.

      Gimja BEt was very different. I think the place had an official name but nobody called it that. It had the local shai bEt feel. First of all, Weizero Gimja, the owner, could usually be found sitting behind the front counter handling the finances. If I remember correctly, the cash register was in the form of a handkerchief secured, and I mean very well bunkered down, within the folds of her bosom.

      Gimja BEt had three small rooms; the front room was the bar area. No one sat there unless the place was otherwise full. The next two rooms were quite bare except for the tables and chairs. Then, my favorite, was the spot waaaay out in the back—the ledge in the back of the house where hard core boozers and their cool friends usually sat –out of sight from the regular clientele. Gimja BEt offered some killer tea, spreees and alcohol (mainly gin) and oh yeah, Gouder wine. Once in a while, they would serve some ful, which I remember was to die for.

      My impression at the end of week one was …I guess school and Gonder in general were going to be OK.

      I thought I spoke Amharic until I went to Gonder. The locals had a very distinct way of conversing. In addition to using words that sounded like they were made up (later I learned were very formal Amharic words – please excuse my ignorance), they were extremely melodious.

      The only way I can describe it is that every sentence ended on a high note. Wait, I didn’t mean a positive concept --I meant a high voice pitch or an upward inflection (for all you musically inclined readers). Here is an example, ‘anchi ashker’ –which is equivalent to ‘yene ihit…’ . Try to say, ‘anchi ashker’ –remember to give it a high pitch at the end. It’s actually quite nice—I swear it will grow on you. As a matter of fact, it made everything they said sound sort of like a question. Get it??

      People in Gonder kept referring to me as ‘Sisteriyay ’ –with that same high pitch. No ‘Dr. So-‘n-so’, a right I had fully earned—through a whole lotta blood, sweat and tears–literally. (Ooof, it feels good to vent out stuffed emotions). The idea was that women were more apt, or shall we say, cut-out to be, nurses and not physicians. Honest mistake.

      Have y’all heard that Gonderians are gidirdir? Forget it. At least where food is concerned. There was a lot of hearty eating in town. I have vivid memories of some heavy duty ‘eat-a-lotters’ descending down on a mammoth pile of QuanTa firfir decorated with multiple QlTms and garnished on several sides with Qibe-drenched ful and aliCHa fitfit. Mind you, this was breakfast. DinKem gidirdir.

      At most eateries in Gonder, different rooms were designated for different types of clientele. I mean. if there were several rooms in the restaurant, the innermost room would be for the more frequent diners that have been elevated to the stature of zemed, and hence served food with more wez. You definitely want to go out with one of those people.

      We got around Gonder with the few modes of transportation available. Taxis had a designated stop in the city and a spot by the campus/hospital. In other words- for one birr- it was a beeline ride to and from these two spots. I need to mention that the taxis will not budge until they are full (with 4 and sometimes 4+ passengers). So the advisable thing to do was to round up some of your own friends to go into town with you if you didn’t want to sit and wait.

      I particularly liked the gari. It had a top-down convertible feel to it and was more of a leisurely ride. Not recommended if you are in a hurry. It can hold three adults including the driver and can take you further into the market places and into different neighborhoods. Oh, yes. You molQaQas I bet are picturing the cushy horse-drawn carriages in Central Park. Wipe that vision out–NOW! Usually you get to sit on a hard bench and if you’re lucky, a straw filled doniya. And the sun… igzio.

      Then of course, there is the #11 (your feet). Only you know how far you can go – the sky (or in this case) the CHQa was the limit. On a student’s budget, this was the most popular.

      Now, if there is one thing I won’t be afraid to generalize on is the fact that a lot of us didn’t take the initiative to explore the historical sites unless we had an out-of-town visitors. I personally know people (you know who you are) who lived there for years and NEVER stepped foot in ANY of the sites. Mts and shame on you!

      For those who have had the pleasure of checking out the ruins of the palaces and monasteries in Gonder, I am sure you’ll agree with me when I say, it is magnificent. Wait—hold up here. I’m not saying they’re in great shape now, but rather, if you close your eyes and imagine how they must have looked when the royalty were chillin’ inside those castle walls, you would understand how truly superb it all is. What a life! I’m talkin’ about mammoth dining halls, sleeping chambers with sky lights, solid gold wall ornaments, hand carved furniture with impeccable detail, 10-15 foot ceilings, and mirror shine sanqa all over.

      (By the way, I never got the skinny on the inQulal gnb– the walls that were built with egg whites instead of cement. I dunno.)

      Anyhow, my appreciation of the city and history increased every time I played tour-guide. The simple fact that those wise and ancient people had so much skill to build something of that caliber and endurance is just mind-boggling. Hey, we’ve all seen some of the junk that is immortalized in shiny glass cases with perfect lighting in temperature/climate regulated museums here. Well….take a deep breath…they are not worth the abwara Gonder was built on. Do I have a witness?

      Gonder… for me… Gonder was bittersweet. I can’t say I loved it all, but I do know now it has certainly enriched my life. Time has graced me with the wisdom to cherish the experiences I went through and to say, after all these years, that my dad was right. It really was historical in an awesome sort of way.

      50 Entoto
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      by: Sehale

      A cool winter breeze from the EnToTo hills came whistling by as I stood at the gates for the last time. I breathed deeply and felt the cool air slicing through me as my eyes slowly moved to take it all in for one last time. I could still see the row of old pine trees elegantly lined along the long narrow road framing the ghibbi beyond. The little stone bridge that crossed the stream, with people lazily leaning on the sides. I could smell the sweet eucalyptus trees and hear the leaves as they gently rustled in the wind. I remember seeing the old black Cadillac with its cob webs and flat tires reminiscent of good times gone by. I could see the tall winter meadow grass on either side waiting eagerly for summer’s respite. I could hear the shouts of ye-sefer lijoch playing soccer on the field and strangers walking along the road to and from the ghibbi. Memories flooded back.

      Yes, the ghibbi, an old magnificent residence built at the turn of the century, housed five generations and showed all the signs of age and time. It stood defiantly to remind us that hulum neger yalfal. It was one of those ageless estates that, at one point, defined the city but are now remembered in name only. In their time not only were they the dominant features of the urban landscape, but the estates’ proprietors also called out whole neighborhoods… “Endé, ye Dejaj ikelé sefer n’w yemetenorew?” This is what is unique about Addis; unlike American cities where most addresses are numbered and laid out on an endless grid or named after three or four of the better-known presidents, Addis grew as it saw fit. An organic expanse linked by winding roads that connect neighborhoods that are remembered by the famous personalities that once lived in them, or by the roads that led out of town or by the businesses that are particular to that place. It’s a wonder how we got around for it’s an art giving directions in Addis. But that, is another subject.

      In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the gentle rolling hills of EnToTo were the “it” place to live. It was here that Menelik II and Taytu settled to build their church and palace, and therefore most of the courtiers and aristocrats saw it necessary to settle close to the seat of power. Here in the EnToTo hills, Menelik II was crowned Emperor of Ethiopia, and here the drums of war for Adwa were first beaten.
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       We simply called our ghibbi, Entoto. Designed and built by Indians and Arabs, it had all the features of Middle Eastern architecture. High ceilings, generous porches, slender wood columns and sloping pitched roofs. It must have made quite an impression when it was finished for the proprietor of the ghibbi saw it fit to expand and grade the road leading from the gates, just north of Empress Menen school to Sidist Kilo, a distance of 2.5 kilometers. The plan of the house was straightforward and classical. Divided into two, one wing housed the major functions while a two-story building awkwardly adjoined it. At the front of the main house, before you entered, there were a series of cascading stone stairs with pockets of gardens around and in the middle. Above these stairs was the entry that opened to an enclosed rectangular loggia, a waiting room to usher the guests through. From there, one enters the living room, which was the most dominant feature of the house, both in size and activity. It had a two story high ceiling with a double skylight that generously flooded the space with light. From here, all the other rooms branched out. Modestly furnished, it had a large fireplace flanked by oil portraits of past family members. The private quarters, a private chapel and the geber area were off to the side. In keeping with tradition, all the food preparation was done in a group of buildings found behind the main house, made up of neatly lined up mud and stone structures with a huge gotera that was used to store everything that came from around the country.

      In its heyday, the ghibbi supported nearly a hundred people. All around the vast land were homes housing other members of the family with their own house and service quarters as well as rows of apartments for those associated with running the place. This was a city within a city. One can find every class structure on this 25 acre land. From old aristocrats to young Marxist revolutionaries, from nefTeNas to priests, from ye biro bet serateNa to landed gentry, from former Italian soldiers to ye hager bet sewoch. They were all here and more. There was Imama Tewabech, the ever so creative widow, who was once married to "ye merkato andeNa negadé". Gashé Birru the diminutive Agafari who never smiled and who scared the hell out of us kids by taking out his false teeth. Ababa Azaj the tall conservative from Menz who managed the affairs in the country. There was the energetic chef Ayalew, there were Enkoyé, Bafena, Regassa, Abuye, Aba Qessu, yemataw zebeNa, yeQenu zebeNa, ye cadilacu shufer, ye landroveru shufer, ye ghimja betu TebaQi, Mametayé, Askalech, Gebru, Mussie, Quratolo, Guido, Alfred the Dutch monk, and many more. They all lived, married gave birth and died there.

      I lived my childhood there, during the twilight of EnToTo, amongst these colorful characters. My grandmother saw to it that all the grandchildren lived their formative years on the ghibbi together. As I got older, I moved across town to live with my parents. But every weekend I would end up in EnToTo. It was a magnet, a bug that if once you are bitten by there is no remedy for. The people I loved and cared about, the happiness, the tragedies all left a deep impression and formed the foundation of how I saw the world.

      My earliest memories were the endless games we played. DebibiQosh, Pepsi and full days of ye sefer ighir-kwas. Then there were the seasonal events of inQuTaTash and boohé. Although we were not allowed outside the ghibbi, we made full use of the people who lived there and the notable guests who came. Every year during ghenna, we staged a play on the birth of Christ that earned us bonus points to stay up late and light up the demera. And twice every year we would forage the plum orchard in the back, before the negadewoch were allowed to purchase the remaining plums and sell them in town.

      The boys would climb up and shake the branches while the girls would use their skirts and sweaters to catch the ripe plumes. It was a family affair where the elders would sit and watch with humor as a dozen or two of us made every effort to eagerly collect as many as we could, and along the way made fools of ourselves with funny antics and acrobatic moves, that would usually end up with us falling off on our backs.

      My grandmother, who was very religious, saw to it that the live-in priest Aba Qesu taught us Ge’ez and the Bible. He made every effort, bless his soul, but had to endure our constant mischief. Our punishment was waking up at five in the morning and reading aloud the Dawit, a heavy book bound and made of leather. Once that was done, we all would dress up and head for Selassie or Medhane Alem where, hidden from view, some of us would take a blissful nap in between the Qurban and sigdet. Once back, we were expected to spend the rest of the morning in quiet reflection. But the most hardy of us would slip out and head off to the corners of the ghibbi and for a simuni game of ye sefer ighir-kwas play with the sefer kids until sundown.

      After the revolution, life started to change at EnToTo. The local Qebelé, which had had its eyes on the ghibbi for sometime, muscled their way onto the land and into the house on some trumped up charge of, “adehariwoCh naChew.” They took over one wing of the house where they set up office, and wasting no time, promptly told us that parking in the ghibbi was not allowed and that the plum forest in the back was now the “ye sefiw hezib nebret.” For us kids it was comical and confusing to see these changes. Over the years, we had been used to the hundreds of people who came every week to get a free herbal medicine that worked wonders. But those folks were quiet and somehow in the background.

      Now we had all these ye Qebelbé cadres and menacing strangers who would, almost every evening, come drunk and barely standing to remind us what kind of abiyotawi irmija they were going to take.

      As the years went by, we somehow learned to co-exist. EnToTo endured it all as the Qebelé piece by piece sold the land to local party bosses, made one whole area into a market place and another plot of land into a chemical storage plant for some Qebelé enterprise. We watched silently and as our grandmother would say “hulum neger yalfal,” until only the pine trees and the tall meadow grass in the front were left.

      A stray ball came bouncing toward me. Tossing the ball back towards the field, I made for the gate. I was running late to catch the bus to go to a little known region called Metekel in Gojam. In Metekel, my college-mates and I were to live in tents and experience rural life while building gojo’s for resettled drought affected Ethiopians. It was the ’86 zemecha. New dreams and challenges waited for me beyond the ghibbi’s worn out stone walls.

      Intrigue and Power: Hayle Giyorgis

      Addis Ababa’s first Mayor

      by : Peter Garretson
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       Addis Ababa’s first real mayor ruled at the beginning of the last century, a period of transition for Ethiopia and its urban areas, much as is the case today. His life was full of intrigue, the calculated pursuit of power, and the callous use of marriage to further his political career. He was an extremely controversial figure, widely seen as being corrupt and presided over Ethiopia’s small but growing number of monied capitalists. He ruled Addis Ababa not with the actual title of mayor (Kentiba), but as Negadras (or head of the merchants) from 1900 to 1917. Hayle Giyorgis was an extremely powerful national figure who, as we shall see, became Bitweded, the Prime Minister of Ethiopia, and basically ran the country on Lej Iyasu’s behalf from about 1914 to 1916, as well as the most important early formative influence on the growth and development of Addis Ababa.

      Hayle Giyorgis’s origins are obscure but it is fairly clear that he was neither a peasant nor an aristocrat. There seems to have been no discernible commercial background in his family’s past. His father was put in charge of the Empress Taytu’s granaries in Adda, an important but “middle level” management position in the mid to late nineteenth century Ethiopian court. However, this meant that his family already had at least some access to influence and contacts on behalf of their children. In about 1890, Hayle Giyorgis obtained his first administrative position as an assistant to the new Negadras of Addis Ababa, Aggedew. To obtain such a position he almost certainly must have performed well in the traditional education system of Ethiopia and become sufficiently literate in Amharic to become attuned to the subtleties and procedures of the imperial court. His rise, thereafter, was swift.

      First, he took over the administration of the Addis Ababa customs (Wanna Yegumruk Sehafi) in 1894. This was an extremely important and lucrative position in the Ethiopian empire ruled by Emperor Menilek and Empress Taytu. By the beginning of the twentieth century it was the second largest market in Ethiopia, surpassed only by Harar. The head of the capital’s customs was in a position to make large amounts of money for the Emperor and for himself. Menilek increasingly insisted that all imports and exports had to be funneled through the capital so that they could be more efficiently taxed. You can be sure that the Emperor would insist on an official totally loyal to him to supervise this most lucrative of revenues. His second big break came when his mentor, Negadras Aggedew died in 1900 and Menilek appointed him the new Negadras of Addis Ababa.

      The Negadras was an important position in the Ethiopian court, but of course, did not compare, at least yet, to the wealth and prestige of the nobles of the land, like a Dejazmach or Ras, let alone a Negus. Nor was a Negadras really comparable in the history of Addis Ababa to the major figures of either of the imperial households, each headed by a figure like the Azaj. However, the power of the position had steadily increased during the tenure of Aggedew. He had been a national figure. Born in Gondar, he was from an important and prestigious trading family of this former Ethiopian capital and he and his family had helped to settle and give their name to the Gondari sefer in Addis Ababa. Remember, Addis Ababa was founded and named by Empress Taytu in 1886. It must have seemed natural to her that a member of her entourage should succeed to this important position. As Negadras and head of the merchants of Addis Ababa Hayle Giyorgis inherited jurisdiction over the Gonderi sefer, as well as the central market of that time the Arada (the merkato replaced the Arada as the central market when the Italians segregated the capital during their occupation of Addis Ababa from 1936 to 1941). The power and prestige of Addis Ababa and the Negadras increased significantly in the wake of the Battle of Adwa, which brought widespread international recognition of Ethiopia and permanent diplomatic and commercial representatives established in the new capital. The Negadras was increasingly delegated to keep a day to day eye on all the foreigners, commercial and diplomatic resident in the Addis. He also played an increasingly important part in the giving of monopolies to Ethiopians and foreigners, always a lucrative and often a corrupting source of power. Thus soon after the turn of the century he was de facto Minister of Commerce and Minister of Foreign Affairs. It would be some years before he was actually given these foreign and imported titles. Furthermore, Menilek was already using Hayle Giyorgis to control the far-flung commerce of his empire through a network of Negadras spread throughout the major towns of his expanding empire. Each was to report to the Addis Ababa Negadras, Hayle Giyorgis who would control and administer them on behalf of the Emperor. The first of which we have proof was the Negadras of Addis Alem, the short lived replacement capital of Ethiopia, founded in about 1900. Eventually, most of the Negadras of Ethiopia like, Gondar, Harar, Jimma, Gambela etc. would come under Hayle Giyorgis’s control, but that is beyond our story here, which is to focus on the history of the capital of Ethiopia and its early mayor.

      It was probably at this time that Hayla Giyorgis began a series of political marriage alliances when Empress Taytu gave him her niece Yetemegnu in marriage. Her previous husband had been the Shum Tembien. For a man with no aristocratic pedigree, this was a major step up into the higher reaches of the Ethiopian court. The Italians also recognized his upward mobility when he was given a sizeable bribe, 600 Lire, according to an anonymous 1902 memo in the Italian archives. During the first six year of the new century Hayle Giyorgis’s political and economic influence grew steadily. He raised the revenues of the Addis Ababa customs to about 210,000 Maria Theresa Dollars (when the annual income of an ordinary Ethiopian soldier was only a few Maria Theresa dollars a year).

      In 1906 three major events would further Hayle Giyorgis’s career. First and most important, the major figure of the imperial household, Menilek’s right hand man, who had supervised many aspects of Addis Ababa for the Emperor, Azaj Gezaw, fell from favor. He was almost certainly Hayle Giyorgis’s major competitor for power in the capital and the Negadras and his assistants took over many of the functions of Gezaw. We can almost certainly date Hayle Giyorgis’s day to day involvement in the city’s growth and administration, outside the purely economic sphere of the Negadras, from this date. Secondly, he was made balemwal or favorite by the Emperor, to show his increasingly close link to the imperial couple. Finally, also in 1906, Ras Mekonnen, the father of the future Hayle Sellassie, died. There were spontaneous riots in Harar and in Addis Ababa; Hayla Giyorgis reestablished order and moved to create a more efficient police force. The crisis allowed the Emperor and his chief Negadras to take over more and more of the influence and wealth of Mekonnen’s center of power, Harar, and finally make Addis Ababa the dominant economic center of the empire. British archival sources, based on the analysis of their diplomatic representative in Addis Ababa, now described Hayle Giyorgis as: “the richest man in ready money in Abyssinia” and Addis Ababa’s annual customs revenue topping 700,000 Maria Theresa Dollars. They also called him the “principle merchant, civil magistrate, chief of the customs and… head of the police” of Addis Ababa.

      Hayle Giyorgis had arrived as one of the major movers and shakers of Ethiopia, but there was a significant difference between him and the other major powers at court. Their power rested on land and influence at court by marriage and birth. Hayle Giyorgis’s power rested on money and influence. He was the first major figure on the Ethiopian political scene whose power was not based essentially on control of land. His power signals the rise of capitalism in Ethiopia, or if you prefer the coming of significant change and modernization. Land would, of course, continue to be the major index of wealth in Ethiopia, but from now on wealth in terms of cash, liquidity would play an increasingly important role. Negadras Hayle Giyorgis can be seen as a symbol of this new important class.

      The first time foreigners in their diplomatic reports to Europe recognized Hayle Giyorgis as a major player in Ethiopia and Addis Ababa came when Menilek announced his new cabinet in 1907. The Negadras was listed as Minister of Commerce and Minister of Foreign Affairs. As we have seen he already performed the functions implied by these new foreign titles, but Menilek saw that an appointed a western style cabinet, at least in name, would help persuade the west that Ethiopia was serious about building a modern state. This did not however, prevent the British and Italians from objecting strenuously to his appointment, calling him “corrupt” and an “intriguer”. It helps to realize that these two powers saw the Negadras as being too close to the Germans and not sufficiently pliant to their wishes. Intrigue is often in the eye of the beholder.

      Negadras Hayle Giyorgis was now reaching the first highpoint of his career. Although he was appointed to take over parts of Wellega that had formerly been under the control of Dejazmach Joti, he remained largely in the capital and took over more and more responsibilities from the ailing Menilek. In Addis Ababa he directed the reform of the Addis Ababa police force, reformed the registration and making of deeds for land in Addis Ababa and heard more and more judicial appeals of commercial cases. He brought in experienced foreigners to help in the reform of the city and used them in advisory positions. Of greatest significance were the reforms in the land tenure in the city. Police and security in the capital were constantly being changed but something basic and most important happened in so far as property in the capital was concerned. It seems clear that during this period the buying and selling of city lots was first introduced and later during his tenure become more and more common. This was the first time in Ethiopian history that this was allowed on a significant scale. Previously, Menilek and his predecessors had simply allowed nobility and merchants the use of sefers or plots of land for unspecified periods of time. The Emperor carefully kept the right to revoke their rights over the land in his own hands. Foreigners and Ethiopian capitalists complained vociferously that they should be able to legally own land in perpetuity, otherwise no one would have the incentive to invest significant amounts of money to build permanent structures. Menilek eventually agreed, once it was clear that the Addis Ababa site was permanent and would not be moved again. Hayle Giyorgis carried out his wishes. While Hayle Giyorgis had been steadily gaining power in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, over the last few years his relationship with Empress Taytu had been growing increasingly tense. As the Emperor grew increasingly ill and was unable to carry on the day to day activities of governing, members of the court competed to fill the vacuum and to expand their own powers. By 1909 Hayle Giyorgis began to clash more and more with the Empress, first she forced him to give up the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and then she gave most of his power over money in Addis Ababa to the new Minister of Finance.

      On December 24th, 1909 Taytu removed him from power and had him chained. This last indignity shocked everyone. But Taytu went further and insisted that her niece divorce him. However, the next day, according to a contemporary Ethiopian source, Hakim Warqeneh: “there was a great demonstration and joy at the release of Haile Gorgis. All the merchants … became guarantee for him.” Hayle Giyogris was not a figure many in the capital loved, but he was someone on whom many depended for their livelihood and so thousands gathered at the palace to offer their support. Taytu had all his “shady” financial dealings investigated by her Minister of Finance. It was several months before the Ministry of Commerce was restored to him and that only after Taytu herself was forced out of power by Ras Tessema Nado, one of Menilek’s most famous generals and the man he selected to act as Regent on behalf of his grandson Lej Iyasu. It was a national power struggle that determined who would rule the capital. Hayle Giyorgis, ever the pragmatist, single mindedly pursued power. In March 1910 he was reappointed Minister of Commerce by Tessema. By now he now must have become a member of the Council of State made up of the dozen or so most powerful individuals in Ethiopia.

      Hayle Giyorgis again used marriage to further consolidate his position. This time he managed to win the hand of a natural daughter of Ras Tessema improving his prospects in the changed court of the new Regent. He spent 100,000 Maria Theresa dollars on the marriage festivities. Tessema slowly replaced the Empress’s other appointments to those who would be loyal to him. He could depend on Hayle Giyorgis to be adamantly opposed to Taytu, after the way she had treated him. However, Hayle Giyorgis had moved too cynically and quickly. Within six months Ras Tessema had a stroke and died and the Negadras focused his attention on the heir to the throne, Lej Iyasu Mikael (still a teenager) and his father Ras Mikael.

      In 1911 Hayle Giyorgis continued to rebuild his national power base and grew closer to Lej Iyasu. He was reappointed Minister of Foreign Affairs and became controller of the Jibuti to Dire Dawa railway for the first time. Increasingly he began to be identified as one of the two or three most powerful men in Ethiopia after Iyasu and Iyasu’s father Ras Mikael. Mikael made only occasional visits to the capital and Lej Iyasu detested day to day administration and increasingly left it to others. Hayle Giyorgis was never shy when in came to filling a power vacuum and steadily gained influence from 1911 to 1916. In Addis Ababa he carried out only one reform project in this period, the reorganization of the police force. Veterans from colonial Italian military or paramilitary units that had recruited from among Eritreans and had fought with the Italians during the Italian takeover of Tripoli and Cyrenaica (what is today Libya), were recruited for a new Addis Ababa police force. The Addis Ababa nickname for the unpopular police was Tribolis. Internationally 1914 was of great importance with the beginning of World War I, but had little immediate effect on Addis Ababa and Ethiopia. The long term implications were to be serious because Iyasu and Hayle Giyorgis were increasingly closely linked to the German side in the war and, as we shall see, this had major implications for their long term survival in power. Meanwhile, Hayle Giyorgis managed to carry out a third marriage coup. In 1914 he dumped his previous wife, a relative of the now dead Ras Tessema, and married the daughter of Negus Michael and half sister of Lej Iyasu, Weyzero Sehin (she was also the mother of Empress Menen). This was the most important of all his marriage alliances. Within two weeks he was raised to the status of Betweded (Beloved) by Iyasu, made President of the ruling Council of State and given the rich province of Sidamo. From 1914 to 1916 he took over the day to day running of the Ethiopian empire to a greater extent than any other single individual. Lej Iyasu delegated most all irksome administrative duties to his supervision. Hayle Giyorgis had now reached the pinnacle of his power. He would not be there long.

      At this time he focused a good deal of his energies on the capital. He reorganized the municipality appointing an advisory council of foreigners made up of his old cronies who had advised him over the years. They included Baldassare, Chefneux, Michel, Mayer and Sourvis. For the first time Addis Ababa would have its problems tackled in an organized manner. However, few of the changes were long lasting. He had monopolies imposed on gasoline and salt in order to pay for the planned improvements of the capital. He also increased the efficiency of the administration of municipal taxes and customs in Addis Ababa. This inevitably led to immediate and vociferous complaints from its merchants.

      Hayle Giyorgis’s position of preeminence remained unchanged from 1915 until the coup of September 1916 when Ras Tefferi, the future Hayle Sellassie came to power. This, perhaps, is not the place to go into the details of that complicated event. Suffice it to say that Hayle Giyorgis was seen to hesitate and prevaricate during the crisis. After Iyasu was overthrown and Negus Michael defeated at the Battle of Segele (in October of 1916), Hayle Giyorgis, also in October 1916, had his troops taken away. In July 1917 Teferi put him in chains and stripped him of all his important offices. The Negadras barricaded himself in his house in the Arada and Teferi was forced to surround his home with troops and physically remove him from power. This was Teferi’s first trial of strength after having been appointed heir to the throne. It was bloodless and eminently successful. Some would say that the future Hayle Sellassie inherited far more than he was willing to admit from the first mayor of Addis Ababa, in his methods and manner of ruling, especially when it came to money and the role of Negadras. During the last seven years of his life, Hayla Giyorgis supported several intrigues attempting, unsuccessfully, to return to power between 1917 and 1924. However, these last years never again saw him wield significant power either nationally or in Addis Ababa as he had from 1900 to 1917. He died in 1924.

      Negadras Hayle Giyorgis was the major figure to guide Addis Ababa through its first two decades in the twentieth century. In so far as it had an organized government and functioning municipality, the credit should go in these early years to this one man. His most important achievements were to organize the first municipality, set up efficient taxation systems, institute a new land tenure system, based on the buying and selling of land and finally the organization of the cities first real police system. He was controversial and autocratic, manipulating marriage and money to increase his own power and prestige, but also had a reputation for fairness. It can be taken as a given that Ethiopia’s and Addis Ababa’s history will always be complex, but also that personalities tend to play a large part in its history. Hayla Giyorgis clearly was one of the most important individuals in the overall sweep of Addis Ababa’s development.

      Cappuccino

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      by: Lello Tesema

      something about lonesome afternoons and listless, baggy eyes

      i miss my cappuccino

      nomadic footsteps sashayed away from the suspensions i called “school” …

      my afternoon ritual at the café, with unfriendly “friends” who ranted of abstract algebra

      and papers and such

      i pretended to listen, only until my lips met the froth on my cappuccino, clouding the

      obscurity i waded through in “school”

      i used to sit tucked in a cozy room pervaded with smoke and song … tucked in …

      sipping …

      superficial strangers rhapsodize of pink dreams, high-heeled boots … etc

      it didn’t bother me, so long as my mind was tucked in a froth of friendly thoughts

      inevitably, my lips arrived at the sugary dregs clustered on the sides of my empty cup

      All is empty,

      Again

      it is time to go,

      Again

      a perennial practice of going, and going

      (this time) with a sticky residue lining the corners of my lips.

      Hulle Ehud
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      by: Abebush

      well……dunno how many of you live in DC and LA or any other big city with the Ethiopian population somewhat high, and complain every day how you hate seeing Habesha everywhere. Could I remind you that for the most part of your life, you lived in 100% habesha environment. So, why is that all of a sudden you develop a phobia l’ager sew??? Well let me tell you something, yebasse ale’nna agerhin atelQeQ……oh yeah…

      I live in Austin, Texas. According to Money magazine, it has been rated one of the best cities to live in the US for the last so many years. Don’t let that fool ya….oh yeah. It’s a trap; it can be best for John and Heather but if Abebush and Abebu move over here, better pack the Prozac, Zoloft, Zantac, Paxil, Celexa, lithium and its kind because you will definitely need them. Those will be your best friends for the years to come!!

      Well, three kinds of Ethiopians live in Austin: the students who never really know the city that well for the campus can be easily be mistaken as the city. You can easily live four years in Austin and not really know the real Austin. UT is bigger than big.

      Being a student at the second biggest university has its moments. If you were popular in high school, UT has a way of Mechelessing weha on popularity; before you know it, you just become, hey, a nobody. Basically, no one gives a hoop and you better deal with that. It will take some serious effort to be recognized by someone until the end of your junior year. Your biggest scream wont even amount to a slight whisper. There was this incident one day where this graduate student shot himself upstairs while I was in class; the professor stepped out to check the situation, came back and casually announced “a disgruntle graduate student just shot himself” and went straight back to the lecture. That did it for me……wey ageray…wey emayiye. You can survive the four years somehow. On campus its easier to forge some sort of a social life. You know there is a way out at the end……. unless ….

      Unless your guardian angel has held YeQoye Qime, and by some curse u manage to get a good job in Austin.

      Then comes the second type: the single working class Ethiopians

      Well that’s when you really get to know Austin. Oh Austin, the beloved Austin!!! You know most people want to stay here after graduation. I have to admit that for Texans it’s heaven but for a typical kid like me, its gehannem…ere gehannem…before you know it u will become a regular at the local pharmacist, thanking arabaratun tabot for bottling happiness in a pill…….

      If you are single and slightly desperate to find the Mr. adequate (note: I said adequate for adequate is good enough to get u thru the lonely, empty days.) That is unless u want to date Americans. As much as it sounds tempting, the idea of walking down the isle with your typical Texan, think Mr. George debiliya Bush, imagine him in a tux next to u at church, is a chilling thought….ere gedam…gedam bilewal seweyew. For the single females, the chances of Qomo meQret in Austin are up there. Every single ET guy in Austin, if there is any left, has a prospective wife tucked away somewhere, ready to move down here anytime. So chances are you will never meet your Mr. adequate in this town, well atleast I have not, so let me hang on to my bottle….

      Then of course there are the married couple who love Austin and couldn’t possibly understand why you whine so much all the time. How could they??? Atleast they have someone to go to at the end of the day; besides, with the rug-rats running around, they don’t have the time to think about where they would be spending their Friday/Saturday evenings.

      Weekdays are fine, with work keeping you busy, you come home all wiped out. Nevertheless, when Friday sneaks up on you, you wake up with an anxiety attack wondering what the heck is wrong with ya!! Then you reach out for that Paxil bottle because ur weekend will be spent either with some of ur Quasi ferenjie friends or getting a grub on at the ET couples place – all you have to do is pretend that you adore their brats. After a while that gets old, too, and your weekend will be spent cleaning your place for the zillionth time, moving the shelf from one end of the corner to the other with the books u have accumulated from Barnes and Nobles (yeChigir Qen mesheshegiya). Oh, the days you call your friends in big towns, you have a cocktail…three pinks…seven greens…and one white ones…

      How you long to have someone, someone with same interest or even a non Texan American who you don’t have to explain that Ethiopia is not a city in India. The Texans have mysteriously missed the 85 Live AID program. I have been tempted so many times to tell them ‘no Ethiopia…you know, the country known for poverty’ but why bring that upon myself and why even bother….

      Amazingly though, Austin is loved by most. If you ask your typical American, they will give you tons of reason why they love Austin. If you imagine it to be flat and dusty like your typical Texas city, no, it is a bit hilly with different shrubby looking things that can be easily mistaken as trees. There are different yefernje activities such as lakes, mountains but that gets old after a while. At the end of the day it’s the company that counts. There is a huge Indian, Mexican, and Vietnamese population but I guess enesu yalgebubet gudguwad yelem and they stay within their own circle. Over all, it’s still dominated by the WASP. Unfortunately the last I checked, I am an ET and there are not a whole lot of us here; if u have to narrow it down to age/interest/etc, forget it, that is a little on the meQenaTat side!

      I ain’t asking for much: just the option to see my peeps whenever I want, the chance to show up at my friends’ place unannounced, and occasionally to run into someone I know at the grocery. If possible, knowing my neighbors’ name, the one I have not seen for almost three years now. The anonymity is a killer…‘yes sometimes you want to go where everybody knows ur name’ somehow I feel deprived of that, manenetay tewito liQer new meseleNe!

      People are nice and accommodating to some extent but considering to live out my life here…….wait… wait…there is a need for a Paxil here, sewirenne…sewireene. As a friend of mine always says, Austin is “Hulay ehud yehonbet ager”; so if you are considering to move here, make sure your significant other comes down with ya, or I can refer u to my druggiee……

      Dumelang
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      by: Helina Dinsa

      We were all piled into the white VW Bug, my father and the four of us - two boys, two girls, just as though they’d planned it that way. We’d spent a few surreal days being hosted by some friends of my father’s - Ethiopians in Maseru?! - and now we were on our way to his house in the mountainous region of Mohale’s Hoek, two hours south of Maseru.

      By the time we were approaching Mohale’s Hoek, it was already dark, the kind of star-studded, black velvet darkness crowned with the light of the voluptuous African moon that sits low in the sky - close enough to kiss in my imaginative child’s mind.
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      After we left the Maseru city limits, much of our drive was over rough terrain, a dusty, rocky path cut into the dry ground by other vehicles making the same pilgrimage to and from Mohale’s Hoek. For miles on end, there were no city lights, no sign of life as I’d come to recognize it through my Addis/Nairobi citified eyes. Then suddenly, way up high in the darkness, so high their yellow lights nearly blended in with the silvery ones of the stars, our father directed our eyes to the night signs of Mohale’s Hoek. From the vinyl backseat, I jockeyed for position between my older brother and my younger sister so I too could peer out of the windshield at the lights that represented our new home in Lesotho. I trained my eyes to the distant lights and tried to harden my heart against the solidifying notion that there was no going back to the warmth of my mother’s arms, left behind in the tank and bullet riddled Ethiopian hell called Qey Shibir.

      Our new home, a modern three-bedroom structure, sat in an African style, unplanned community, it’s huge ghibi demarcated by a barbed wire fence that was obviously of no deterrence to the neighborhood children, much less your average night critters - the four-legged and two-legged kind. That night, we were introduced to our stepmother and our new brother. The next day, my sister, FiQirte - screaming at the top of her lungs, and running for dear life on her short seven-year-old legs - was introduced to Tiny and Pancho Gonzales, our new pet dogs.

      July in Mohale’s Hoek felt like January in Chicago - without the snow. It was so cold and so windy, we had to wear woolen ski masks if we wanted to play outside. My oldest brother, Gabriel, occupied his time poring over National Geographic magazines and volume after volume of Encyclopedia Britannica, randomly redrawing the map of the world. I remember - I was queen of Indonesia for a while. He, of course, ruled over greater Abyssinia. No, don’t ask! My second brother, Mikael, and I had forged a unique relationship as children. He was my master and I was his willing slave. I followed that boy everywhere. In the scant two months we were in Mohale’s Hoek, he and I canvassed what I must now loosely refer to as the urban center of the town as though we were a pair of aspiring cartographers. When bad weather (read: rain) left us trapped inside, we entertained ourselves by throwing our Siamese cat, DimuTi, onto poor, maltreated Pancho. (The worst thing you can be in Africa is a dog, I think.) We had no TV, no radio, no toys…nothing. So Mikael would construct wire cars out of stray pieces of shibo and attach the tires he would have ripped off our new brother’s toy car. He designed them in such a way that we could actually “drive” the cars, walking behind them, turning the shibo steering wheel this way and that. No wonder we were able to canvass downtown Mohale’s Hoek with relative ease!

      Basotho people are humble, polite and tihoot, and not in that only-to-your-face Abesha way, either. There was something like an unwritten cultural law that mandated strangers to greet each other in passing. You would spend your day saying, "Dumélang, indadé; Dumélang imé" to any strangers you passed by on the road. We soon became used to their familiar form, always wrapped in their famous blankets, oft balancing the unique Basotho hat on their head, walking with their unhurried gait as they went about their daily business. We took part in the unwritten cultural law that mandated strangers to greet each other in passing. On the road, child or adult, any stranger will meet your eyes and politely say: “Dumélang, indadé” or ; Dumélang imé"2

      We were never made to feel extraterrestrial because we were not Basotho, but once we moved to Maseru, the capital city, where we attended the one international school, Maseru Prep, we began to learn to look down on the natives. Somehow, after we started mixing with international children, we began to look down on our Basotho counterparts, our view of our Basotho counterparts changed for the worse. When offered a choice between a free period or a Sesotho class, of course we all opted for the free period. In retrospect, I wish Sesotho had not been an elective course offered in a half-hearted manner. I also wish that I had come down off of my cultural high horse long enough to learn their beautiful language.

      Maseru, the largest city in Lesotho, was also the most urban. The beauty of Maseru lay in the landscape - mountains of all shapes and sizes everywhere. You could spy Table Mountain and Saddle Mountain from our house in Maseru. The Basotho king, Moshweshwe I, was reported to have traded off his arable land to the Boers and Englishmen for horses (well, that’s how those who wrote the history choose to tell it, anyway). So, Lesotho was known for it’s hardy horses, it’s dry brown land, it’s gentle people and it’s mountains.

      Way up on the side of one nondescript mountain was a prison, whose residents I could see every morning, wearing their uniform red blankets, making their way single file down from the mountain to come down to the city and perform some form of civil service to fulfill the terms of their sentence. They were never rude, never unruly and never had to be chained together like the chain-gangs of the American south.

      And if there was one thing that was blessedly predictable in Lesotho, it was its fair weather. In the Winter (as we came to learn immediately upon our arrival) the highland air was frigid and made almost unbearable by the wind chill factor. The weather in the lower altitudes of Maseru was much more bearable. In the summer, we enjoyed sunny days until about 4 p.m., then the clouds would start to gather and by 5 or 6 p.m., the heavens would let loose in a gentle thunderstorm. Then, as though God Himself were turning off the faucet, the rains would stop and the sun would come shining forth. Sunset was between 7 and 7:30 p.m. The descending clouds would turn colors to display their magnificent coats of royal blue and purple with a lacing of deep pink and gold as they chased the golden orb of the sun down behind the ridge of a mountain. But, despite the undeniable beauty of the sunset, my favorite moment was watching the moon. My bed was right under the window and I would stay up until about 10 p.m. or so, - sometimes reading, sometimes just staring out at the Southern Cross - waiting… . Then, just as my tired eyes were beginning to reluctantly capitulate to sleep, the moon would slide into magnificent view, tantalizingly low, and would lay its gentle light across my bed to lull me to sleep.

      When we arrived there in Maseru, the main roads were paved in asphalt and there was a hospital and two hotels (the Hotel Queen Victoria and the Holiday Inn). Our favorite hangouts were the Maseru Club where we went to swim and play tennis, and Maseru Café, a small, street-side kiosk. And aside from my father’s friends, who had left shortly after we moved to Maseru, we were the only Ethiopians in town. By the time we left in 1980, the city had a new library, a grocery store, a new hotel, the Hilton, and the first set of traffic lights at the main intersection of Kingsway and New Europa Roads, just down a block from Maseru Café. There were also four more sets of Ethiopian families, one set even related to us.

      First came my cousin with his wife and his baby son who quickly became my most favorite human being on earth. His father, whom everyone called Johnny, was our pal, our big brother. He played Deemo (now called Pepsi) with us, took us out for ice cream and out of the city on picnics. In return for all the joy he brought to my life, I gladly babysat for him. Then came Giovanna, a tall, thin, model-beautiful Ethiopian of Eritrean origin who was married to a short, dorky looking, bearded Irishman. Giovanna and her husband had a very showy, morning routine where she followed him out to the car and they stood there smooching by his powder-blue VW Bug. I also learned from Johnny’s wife that Giovanna was trying to conceive but had had no luck so far. I spent the rest of the year before I left Lesotho waiting for her stomach to grow. At the ripe old age of ten, I had yet to see a pregnant woman up close and personal. (Come to think of it, I’m still waiting). Then came Paulos and Nini with their baby daughter, Mimi. Paulos was the new Hilton’s manager. Shortly before we left, Tesfaye and his wife came to Lesotho. Tesfaye’s wife had brought bags of salt with her, convinced by someone that Maseru was such a rural city they didn’t even have salt in their grocery stores.

      We lived in an international community with neighbors who came from Cyprus, Uganda, Ethiopia, South Africa, Egypt, US, UK, France, Italy, Switzerland, Colombia, Chile, Argentina, China, India and (the then-)USSR. For the most part, we co-existed peacefully. Certainly, the children got on wonderfully well. The mountains of Lesotho shielded us effectively from South Africa’s insidious culture of apartheid. In our Elysian field, the children of all the races, from all nationalities, were living Dr. Martin Luther King’s dream.

      Yeah, sometimes, in my head, as I pass by a stranger, I still say a soft, Dumélang, and smile to myself.

      1 A common, yet respectful greeting in Sesotho akin to “Selam” or “Hello”

      2 Sesotho for “Hello, sir; Hello, ma’am.”
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      Top Ten Cities Seleda would NOT relocate to:

      10. Atlanta, Georgia: God left the “tlant” in Atlanta for a reason…

      9. San Jose, California: Those people actually MAKE money from their dot.coms. Who needs the pressure!?

      8. Miiniieeappooliis, Minnesoottaaaa: The motto for Ethiopians there is “If you don’t have five degrees in etymology, don’t even bother visiting.” We’s gots a looooong way to went…

      7. Toronto, Canada: They’re waaaaay ahead of us on the trendy curve…we hear they even got their neck “tattoos” BEFORE leaving Ethiopia…

      6. Fargo, North Dakota: Thirteen months of sunshine minus 12 months of kiffu winter…you don’t gotta be a math major…

      5. New York, NY: As if we don’t already think the world revolves around us! Besides, New Jersey is …like…right there!!

      4. London, England: Hmmmm…yalefebachew aristos or yemayalfilachew revos? No, thanks! Besides, they…like…know more big words than we do.

      3. Harare, Zimbabwe: They’ve already exceeded their quota of undesirable Ethiopians.

      2. Columbus, Ohio: We have strong objections to the gabi as formal attire.

      1. Washington, DC: We would love to. Really. But the Woodner “Wudineh” complex, the Oakwood “Chew AqebiyiN” Apartments, and the Southern “Gojjam Berenda” Towers are all full, and PMI and Colonial Parking aren’t hiring these days.

      City Love
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      by: Hallelujah

      After a long awaited slet to Yeka Michael, I finally managed to leave emaye Ethiopia in 1984. My story begins being born to a privileged family and attending the same private school from kindergarten all the way through high school.

      IdilE honena, Derg took over when I entered high school and by the time I finished, the revolution was in full force. Even though I had completed matrick with good grades, the only university in the country was reserved for abyotawi lijoch and my application was rejected. With no hope of continuing my education, I started doing odd and risky jobs like taking a BBC film crew that came into the country disguised as National Geographic Reporters on tours in Ethiopia.

      But my biggest and sometimes easiest source of income was what I called my black market dollar exchange network. The Derg’s exchange rate of 2.05 birr for the dollar was comical. I’m forever grateful to my friends in Merkato, who at the time could have turned me in because as my popularity in the ferengie community grew, I use to exchange 3000 - 5000 dollars a week for 3.50 birr and give my clients 3.00, making a cool 50 cents on the dollar.

      But I was becoming restless and unhappy in Ethiopia and always looking for any opportunity to get out. My luck came in the name of a European man we will hereon call Charlie. Charlie was on a long assignment in Addis and did not like the apartment that had been assigned to him by the Housing Authority. So we made a deal: I would find him a nice villa if he could help me get out of Ethiopia.

      I found him a nice place on Bolé road and he found me someone who, for a small fee, would marry me and get me a visa to a European county. The deal was struck and this gentleman and I, who I had known for exactly ten days, were on our way to Europe.

      My plan was simple. Once I got to Europe I would call my sisters in America and they would take care of everything. We got to Europe all right, but it turned out that the two weeks I had originally planed to stay with my savior got extended for at least a year, and my European husband gave me exactly three weeks to find my own place.

      To make a long story short, I ran into some Ethiopians (who today would be considered Eritreans) one cold December night with a suitcase full of clothes and twenty dollars to my name. They helped me get a place and a job. It took me exactly one year and two months to get out of that dreadful place and the beginning of my love story.

      The day before Thanksgiving, I arrived in the city I would call home for the next ten years. I sat in a window on the airplane seat looking down at this beautiful piece of land that overlooked the ocean from almost every angle, with two big bridges, bigger then anything I’ve ever seen, connecting it to the inland and to my heart.

      I looked up to the roof of the plane and said, “Qulibi Gebrel siletE derese” and I truly fell in love. This small city, just seven miles by seven miles in diameter, became my home, my city and my love. If you haven’t been there then you haven’t seen beauty. With the hilly roads, the foggy weather and beautiful and I mean beautiful people, San Francisco will forever remain my love.

      I was welcome by my entire family: five sisters, seven cousins, two aunts and my uncle at the airport. I fitted right in, started school in January, got my Green Card in less than a year, finished school in exactly five years and found a great job and a beautiful apartment in the heart of the city, on the corner of California and Filmore. Everything happened on my street or within a three-block radius.

      The best restaurants, the best jazz clubs, the best Ethiopian restaurant (well, what the city had to offer at the time), the best coffee shops, movie theater, Mrs. Chin (my dry cleaning lady who was also my cook, mentor, advisor and friend). You name it, I had it within walking distance from my apartment.

      But there was one big problem: NO MEN. What dear San Francisco lacked was a good pool of handsome, decent, educated men. Yes, there were a lot of men, but not eligible bachelors.

      My biological clock was ticking so loud I couldn’t sleep at night and my mother’s remarks of “endew ye lij-lij salaE memote new” sounded more like a billa tearing through me, so I decided to go bal-hunting.

      And yes, I met my soul-mate but he happened to be on the other side of the country, and, yes, you guessed it, in Washington, DC. We went back and forth for a year and a half, but other than gaining frequent flyer miles, our relationship didn’t move an inch.

      Somebody had to give in, and my husband made the first move. He embarrassed me one Saturday evening while we were having Kitfo on 18th street when he got down on his knees and asked me very politely to spend the rest of our lives together. I was frantic. I loved him, but what was I going to do about my other love? He gave me all the time to think about it.

      Four months later, I was crying while packing my stuff in boxes. “Why was I doing this again?” I asked myself. My sisters thought I had lost it, my friends thought I was crazy. But tidar was my only answer.

      Life in DC, take away all the weddings, birthdays, mehabers and all the other social events that eat up your Saturdays, has been great. I landed a great job, bought a nice place in the suburbs and met so many beautiful people.

      Every city has it’s own marketing tag line, which, in most cases, exaggerates what the city really has to offer. Like “Virginia is for Lovers”. Please. But one place where the tag line really describes how I will always feel is “I truly left my heart in San Francisco”.

      Do the Right Thing

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Beginning with this issue of Seleda, the Do the Right Thing column will feature (in addition to famine relief organizations), various NGO’s in Ethiopia that are providing valuable social and economic services to some of the most disadvantaged sectors of the population in Ethiopia (i.e the vast majority of the population). Our goal is not only to publicize the noble efforts of these organizations, but also to make it easier for you, our readers, to “do the right thing” and support these groups (send them money is what we mean). Of course, for each organization we feature, we will also provide a brief background and, wherever possible, a link to their web page. This will hopefully persuade you that these groups are indeed noble and upstanding organizations with little to no connections to the shady Seleda Mafia.

      Okay, now that we have clarified things, this month we start by featuring three organizations that have been doing some amazing work in Ethiopia.

      The Integrated Holistic Approach - Urban Development Project (IHA-UDP) is focused on improving conditions in the poorest Qebeles of Addis Abeba. The Fistula Hospital in Addis Ababa provides free care and treatment for poor women to treat and prevent childbirth injuries. The Getachew Bolodia Foundation provides fellowships to needy students to study science at the Addis Ababa University. Three organizations providing invaluable assistance in three different areas.

      Here is some background information on each:

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      IHA-UDP

      This group picks up where the Norwegian organization Redd Barna left off in improving living conditions in the poorest Qebeles of Addis Ababa. They are involved in 1- physical upgrades (building and repairing houses and public latrines, roads, alleys) 2- community development (job creation, education, correction and rehabilitation) 3- health education, control of communicable diseases, immunization, and first aid services). So far, there have been approximately 42,000 beneficiaries of this project. The new project area is Qebele08 in woreda23.

      There is a DC chapter of IHA-UDP that is currently being formed to support the goals of IHA-UDP in Ethiopia. Information available on the IHA-UDP web page (www.ihaudp.org)

      Or contact

      The Project Coordinator

      IHA/UDP

      P.O.BOX 6889

      Addis Abeba, Ethiopia

      Tel:15-63-75 /15-18-45

      Fax:51-21-77

      Addis Abeba Fistula Hospital

      Founded in 1975 by Drs Reginald and Catherine Hamlin, this hospital has been providing free care and treatment to over 1,000 poor women every year to treat and prevent fistula, childbirth injuries. The hospital receives some funding from World Vision and the Hamlin Churchill Childbirth Injuries Fund but needs additional support in order to continue providing this invaluable service. The hospital is a registered charitable organization in Addis Abeba

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries was formed in June 2000 to ensure the survival of this hospital. The foundation has an “adoption” program by which donors can directly sponsor the treatment of a woman at the hospital, or an “endowment” program for donating to an endowment fund

      For more information download the following letter

      Or contact:

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries

      1307 S. Mary Avenue Suite 205

      Sunnyvale, CA 94087

      (408) 720 - 0433

      richaas@earthlink.net

      Getachew Bolodia Foundation

      Their web page says it all, The Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF), a non-political, non-profit making body, was established in 1994 in memory of Dr Getachew Bolodia, who was Associate Professor of Biochemistry in the Faculty of Medicine.

      The Foundation is devoted to the promotion of higher education and research in Ethiopia. It supports in particular, gifted and deserving university students through offering fellowship in biology, chemistry and medicine. GBF also aspires to promote the development of science in Ethiopia by organizing seminars, workshops and lectures"

      The foundation sponsors needy and deserving students by providing them a pocket allowance to help them meet their personal expenses. It has also sponsored exchange programs for GBF fellows between the Faculty of Medicine at AAU and the Gonder College of Medical Sciences.

      GBF also regularly sponsors lectures and workshops to encourage the dissemination of scientific knowledge.

      GBF depends on membership fees and donations in order to support it’s programs. Membership fees are $60 per year for full membership, $500 for lifetime membership or $5,000 for corporate membership.

      For more information refer to their web page at

      http://www.safemail.com

      Backpage

      The ICS grad who scribed last month’s backpage gets St. Stephenized [ a.k.a is stoned to death ] by a mob of disgruntled graduates of Addis’aba schools.
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      How to get your child into an Addis A’ba school … SELEDA hints you can use.

      Sandford: Wow school officials by making bogus connection to any royal family ("My son, ShewanQoCHew “Shawn” ZiQargachew, is the lost Earl of Jimma… My daughter is the Sultan of Sumatra’s abel lij…) Prove child has failed at least three other schools. Make sure bribe money to headmaster, administrator, registrar and guard is in small, unmarked bills. (Bribes taken every weekday 9 a.m.-11 p.m.)

      Lyceé: Have child pass “How to have sex in your dad’s Fiat” test. Attach child’s complete criminal record to application form. Assure school officials you will make child studies hard to join the proud tradition of Lycee graduates who become Paris street vendors.

      American Mission: Make child memorize date last American actually stepped foot on that campus. Obey the BYOD (Bring your own Desk) ordinance.

      St. Joseph: Pump child with illegal steroids to increase testosterone level. Prove to administrators that child can “take a lickin’ and keep on ticking”. (Demonstrate by bashing child’s head against brick wall and inviting all teachers to do the same.) Wear a “My child will be having sex with your honor roll kid” T-shirt.

      Cathedral: If child is breathing, child will be in Advanced Placement. If child knows the alphabets (in no particular order) child can teach AP classes. Make sure child knows school war song: “Katay… Katay Katikala…”

      ICS: Get psychologist’s certification that child is on the right path to becoming a “world class… assho…, er, neurotic recreational drug abuser”. Name child (boy or girl) Kennedy and play “Pretend I am American” games. Boast that child does not speak Amharic, or know Ethiopian History. Tell child that if he/she does not get admitted to an Ivy League school, you will spread rumors that he/she was adopted.

      Nazret: Make sure that by age 6, daughter has a pre-determined St. Joseph husband in mind. Help daughter understand that manicured fingernails and perfect hair comes before God and country. Pledge to teach her how to squeal to perfection and pretend to be an airhead in the presence of men.

      Teferi Mekonnen: Do not ask principal, “Is this even a REAL school?” Be on time for the student/parent/teachers’ orientation at Maritu Tej Bet and have child buy the first two rounds of Tej. Prove that child is “Teferi Mac” material by making child get into drunken brawl with Maritu.

      Menen: Teach child how to spell “Superiority Complex”. Reassure child that school was not always known as the “Pretend School of Addis Ab’a.” Bring list of Italian School students child has beaten to a bloody pulpit.

      Saint Mary: Attach documentation to prove daughter is an airhead. Vow that daughter will not remain a virgin past the 10th grade. Teach daughter how to spell “inferiority complex”.

      Asfaw Wossen: Buy child school uniform: fatigues and army boots. Also buy child school necessities: one pencil, one pen and several bullets for handgun. Push child through front gate and say, “You’re on your own, kid! Shoot your way to home room.”

      Ye Motown Qijet, Page 1
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      We apologize in advance for the briefness of this month’s Notes. These have been taxing times, SELEDAns, and we are exhausted.

      In an unusual fit of “democracy fever” we trekked to Florida to appoint ourselves ye irgo zinb ballot counters. And all was going well until some toothless Qei anGet started to raise a stinker about our aQoTaTer…

      Whhhaaat??

      A’nd lenenesu…

      Hulet leNa…

      A’nd lenesu…

      Smint leNa…

      M’rarrqi sost leNa… ere lijoch alun… OK… aaaa’and lEla m’rraqi InnndaE!… a’nd imma yaTalal…

      Right? Noooooo. Apparently that’s a felony.

      Ay ferenj…

      So we came back home quite dejected, our civic duty a’hack entuffed at, and upper management Qorenti CHeb’Tew that no one was in the office to sign for the kesel mandejjia they had DHL-ed in from Harer.

      Oh, well.

      Dehna wulachiu sitabeQu new, SELEDAwiyan?

      Welcome to the Humor issue! Forget about perfect weather and CHereQa yemeselE hzb! We are convinced that what makes us Ethiopians Ethiopian is that unique sense of humor that would mefjet less stellar peoples. Zmmmmm new.

      Who was it that said that the ability to laugh at oneself is the first sign of healing? (…It was either Georg Hegel or Teacher Alemayehu after he malass-ed us with the thirty-third kalcho of the day….No matter.) Our writers have recalled stories, recounted anecdotes, and woven literary yarns laced with that special Qmem for you. We hope you enjoy…

      As always, we extend a stout “indiyaw mn yishalenals” to our writers who… who… Nu esti tesamu… emmmppphooowwaaaa! We don’t know what vagary of life/freak coincidence made it possible for us to share air with these kinds of people, but we are in complete awe. Teynks, inante!

      So, what is new at SELEDA?

      …

      …

      …

      You have to excuse us… every time we think of our Florida atakara … b’liCH yilib’nal! Ehhhhhhhhhh, ahoon ballot le wedaj memere’Q… esti man’n gedelE ?

      Where were we…? SELEDA… new… oh, yes.

      You will notice that our computer shaleQas have yet again come with gizmos that make us feel like a million dollars and several santims. So bawled were we by their connivance, that they were quickly promoted to Web Dejazmatchs… we didn’t need no weasly ballots to do that, neither! (inni…minni…miney…)

      We have finally been browbeaten into accepting that we have to start ‘interactivitateing’ SELEDA. Since we can’t get into discussing this subject without declaring _inifadah_s on each other, we are appealing to our readers to help us on what you think is the best way to metaTeff onto Interactivity Menged. Send us your m’hur gmgemas to our editors@seleda.com address.

      What else?

      January will be our Literature issue, and we will be accepting submissions until December 15th. So get pen to paper, fingers to keyboard and chalk to selEda. We are looking for short works of fictions, memoirs of books that impacted you, essays on your love of books, recollections of stories your grandfather told you, authors who opened your eyes, folklore you grew up on… wezete… gini-qulqwal.

      Igzihaber yadrsen inna, February will be our second Love issue, back by popular demand. Ay, ye lab’un neger tewut…We are also accepting articles for that tangy issue, so if you need to kiss and tell, we are yer peeps. For details on submission guidelines and payment (qeldun tewut!) go to Hamsa Lomi.

      Other than that, we hope to hear your take on our Humor issue. And, please, don’t be shy. Meshkormem yet aderessen?

      Until we see you in January, ij nestenalv.

      Be CHer yigTemen.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com.

      The mail
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      To: Mail Editor

      From: Upper Management

      Re: The Mail

      Pack your QuniCHa-filled aQumada, and get ready to hit the road, buddy! INa ye berberE CHisotch. We will turn your l’il office into our igr metaTebiyya room faster than Al Gore can stuff ballots.

      Love and kisses.
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      To Upper Management

      From: Mail Editor

      Re: The Mail

      Inante dafintamoch:

      Monica Lewinsky’m sewyewun indih alnezenezechium. eNiNiN…the mail… eNiNiN … where is… eNiNiN … the Mail? Ere tinnish wendata.

      What mail?

      W’ssha tisamachihu.
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      Not since the heydays of our youth, when we used to dissolve into fits of delirious laughter by making our CHuCHay koltafa siblings pronounce “Qura”, have we had more fun than drenching ourselves in SELEDA mail. Frightening. It is frightening.

      November’s My Story got a lot of attention, mostly echoing Mikael Melaku’s sentiments: “I just finished reading My Story. I wish I could cry. It is the best piece I ever read.”

      However, some of you were apparently shocked, shocked by it. Ayzon! Writes EGM, “…Sensational, indeed, it is. But do you verify some of your sources? “My Story”…is very troubling. Is it really true? My wife wouldn’t believe me when I told her what I read on your site.”

      While it is true, EGM, that a few of us here worked our way through college moonlighting as joro Tebbi s for the student government, we would feel previously unfelt yiluNta if we started demanding “mereja yimTal’n” with story submissions. And not because we find anything implicitly wrong with virtual people who are meshegoT -ed in cyber CHelema asking others for carnE. In fact, we find the demented irony in that appallingly seductive. Gnnnn, le werE ayamech’m. So it is strictly a “don’t ask, won’t tell” policy that we have here.

      Also on My Story, Alem Gebriel, on whom we were not tempted to run a background check, had this to share with the writer. “I read your story sitting in my living room in Houston, Texas. I admire your strength and courage… Things happened, you made your choice, and did the right thing. I wish the man you were involved with were as brave and responsible… I was not here ten years ago, but if you decided to return or visit Houston, the Ethiopian community has grown and is stronger now…”

      Yep. It has. And we can attest to that. Last time we were in Houston, the Ethiopian Community was swift in strong-arming the d’rash out of us, precisely 7 1/2 minutes after we dragged ourselves in. Something about an ordinance against “nfTachew inde deha sh’ro minshor-o-shor shokakoch”… An ordinance, BY THE WAY, no one had bothered to tell us about!! Andersm neber.

      Boston, on the other hand, is teeming with people who would not hesitate to step over the likes of us to catch the T. Says Alegneta Asfaw about Lost in Boston. “… the [number] of Ethiopians I have seen in the past year must have been a maximum of three. However, this year it seems like they have come out. I see two per day, which is quite amazing…”

      'Tis. And one of them, Alegneta, just happens to an ex-SELEDA intern to whom you sometimes say a quick hello before you mamateb yourself asra huletE and run for dear life. We hope you never stay for his “Ke-SELEDA barinet weTahu” speech. Sew’u indiyaw sm maTfat yiwedal.

      “I live in Boston,” declares Sintayehu Dehnie, “and it is true it is really hard to find Ethiopians… But I don’t like [the writer’s] sarcastic comment about our Church. It is true there are some administration problems around the Church, but the services are being conducted according to our dogmas and doctrines. If the writer wants to see, confirm and regret his sarcastic remarks, here is the address to the Church: 85 Seaverns Avenue, Jamaica Plain. He can take the Orange Line T and get off at Green Station and it’s a two-minute walk from there.”

      As victims of chronic, er, “administration problems” (is having upper management fumigate our office with DDT while we’re in it still considered an ‘administration problem’?), we totally understand Sintayehu’s distress. But, just for fun, we did run Yoftahe’s name by Interpol and… let’s just say he is on more dubious “Most Wanted” lists than your average, full-grown, third-shift, TMS temari. So, it might actually be an undisguised blessing that he stays as far away from Seaverns Avenue as possible, unless the Tsebel there is 100% concentrated.

      The SELEDA Top Ten, has a new adera abat in Malak Shumburo. “[It] was quite a riot. The A’tlant’a jab was cute, but I do take exception to #5. Look, New Jersey (although not technically a city) isn’t just NY’s left armpit, or Philadelphia’s right one, for that matter. Dammit, New Jersey boasts the longest stretch of industrial wasteland this side of Chernobyl, not to mention the highest concentration of big-haired, gum-popping Señorinas in the entire western realm. These, of course, are just two shiny pearls on New Jersey’s laundry list of infamous distinctions. Hey, I’m not bitter, just PISSED OFF that I’m stuck in the racial profiling capital of the country for a few months on my way to New York so I can have the world revolve around me!”

      Which reminds us, the last time we were in N’Jerssi, we, um, left a little leather bag that might have contained several different colored pills. And, call us pill-popping paranoid persnickety people,… but…we get a feeling Malak has found our bag. Anteyewa, esti send it back. (And FYI: the pretty pink ones are downers.)

      (Note to selves: schedule play times with Malak and upper management’s wuqabbis.)

      Finally, on the Cities issue, Abdel52: “I had a job offer that I couldn’t have refused from a company in Austin. My first reaction was, Austin, Texas…hell no! Wanted to tell the recruiter that he could be sued for fighting words. Passed. Then I started to think… well it wouldn’t be so bad… pick up cow tipping as a hobby, work on my line dancing. Then came November SELEDA issue. I read the article Hulé Ehudand I though it was addressed to me personally, to help me make a decision. Ezger yisTachiu, all that reasoning went out through the door. I couldn’t forgive myself if I took this job not heeding Abebush’s advice… got to be content with where I am and decline the offer… Or is it…? Austin here I come. Who knows, I might bump in to Abebush while waiting for my Paxil refill too…”

      Hmmmm. (Second note to selves: Make Ammanuel Hospital aware that we have found its missing patients.) From what we hear, Austin is the only other city that offered Mengistu refuge, so, right there, we see problems. The kind of problems that make us wonder if we shouldn’t put a velvet rope around people who are thinking of moving there and charging admission. Ere wedia! …Hold! Wait a QEra minute! Austin is the only city that still lets us in. Ok. We love Austin. Whattya waiting for, man! Move, already! And here we come.

      October was our Education issue, and true to form, whenever we think we’ve parted the seas of intellect, we are firmly put back in our menaTi corner.

      Regarding our Know Your Tabots, Redeat Bayleyegn set us straight with this ye CHewa sew kurkum. "…as though there is no kah’n by where you live to get it right, you just post something without FOUR Tabot names? I must say I’m shocked. Whatever happened to “investigative journalism” or is there no such concept at SELEDA! By the way, just FYI, the Orthodox Churches (both “Eastern” and “Oriental”) dedicate each day for not only one saint, martyr, occasion, angel or the Person of the Trinity, but for more than one. That is called dr’b Tabot. Did you know the Egyptians or Coptic Orthodox Christians commemorate Qdus Tekle-Haimanot the Ethiopian on the 24th of each month, just like we Orthodox Ethiopians, do? Anyway, here are the four missing _Tabot_s:

      #2. MeT’miku Yohannes (John the Baptist) Also, Iyob (Job), Elias (Elijah?) …

      #9. Qdus Tomas (St. Thomas the Martyr, early church father)…

      #18. Qdus Yemane Berhan (an Ethiopian saint who walked on water and also saved school children from drowning)…

      #20. H’ntsete (the commemoration of the building of the first church dedicated to Emebet’ach’n Qdist Mariam) …

      Also, corrections: Our brother Belachew Bessoma was not correct on:

      #13. No Igziabhaer Ab there…Rufael, yes.

      #14 should be #15 and #15 should be #14.

      #26 No Abba Habte-Mariam there…The day is dedicated to Qdus Gabriel and Qdus Zecharias (the father of MeT’miQu Yohannes), the day they spoke about the child’s inception. Luke 1 or 2."

      Hmmmm.

      …

      …

      …

      (BLINK) (BLINK) (BLINK)

      Yes, but…we… we know who shot J.R.! That… it… hmmm. It must count for something. (Is it us or are these dunce caps kinda tight…?)

      Goodnight, Nellie! Thank you, Redeat, for setting the record set, and it must be transparent by now that a kah’n is as elusive a phenomenon as ‘investigative reporting’ around the SELEDA aTr gbbi.

      Moving riiiiiight along…

      “I am writing about the Tabots,” informs us Kiki, whose email handle is (kefitachiu y’neT’len!) ‘msthang73’. Silence, please, while she imparts knowledge! “Instead of memorizing all the Tabots, you need to be saved through Christ. Read John 3:16.”

      Ok, Ms. Smarty Pants. If you’re so smart, who shot JR?"

      Really. Moving riiiiight along… esti foQeQ…

      We managed to under-whelm someone named WurgaT with October’s Bawza: Yetemare YigdeleN? “SELEDA people: minew minew *weyneeeee* minew zemedoch. I was seriously looking into writing most of your staff into my will…and thanks to an early exit from enat Nasdaq and a weak heart…you were all poised to b’liCH -b’liCH (bling-bling). Eshi, tadya minew…mineeewww…who was sleeping on duty when Bawza was put into the current issue? The writing was sophomoric at best… Besmeab… benatachihu…don’t publish every article you get…please. You are at your best when you are discriminating and snobbish. SELEDA is not for everyone. It is for the brilliant few to write on, and the smitten lot like me to slobber over. BeQa… neger tebelashe…”

      Classic dilemma: being in the will of someone who exited Nasdaq yannE sew sew beneberebet gizE, versus defending what we thought was one of the best articles we’ve ever published? Ay SayTan… sifetantenen… Enough money to buy us editorial integrity, or editorial integrity? It’s like having to choose your favorite child, which, if we remember correctly, was a very easy choice for our parents. Aw, shucks, we still have a shred of dignity (SayTan: “If it is just a shred, then why not lose it? You won’t miss it…” … Ante kffu menfess… ke iNa raQ! RaQ!). OK, WurgaT, you are wrong we are right. Read it again and call us in the morning.

      Ye hageru peacekeeping forces could not spare the October Backpage from being deluged by sniffly emails from alumnis of them prissy l’il schools who breed prissy l’il people who have prissy l’il feelin’s that get hurt at the drop of a prissy l’il feather. Abo! Ere tinnish QomTeT! ItyoPPyawian aydelen inday?

      Our favorite “who-wai you garra be so mean” leQso came from Yemisrach Bruck Kebede. “First off, let me say that I enjoy reading SELEDA every month.” Uh-oh. Flattery. Good placating ammo. “However, I noticed repeated comments about my old school–Lycée Guebre Mariam. I happen to be a well-educated, French-speaking, proud Ethiopian!!! I don’t understand why you always have to portray us as being sell-outs (French people loving), and spoiled brats. We in fact happen to be the nicest people and most respectful of both cultures and history (Ethiopian as well as French). On the Backpage section of this month’s issue, you guys had the opportunity to reveal the excellence of the schools you mentioned. However, you chose to be sleazy and took a step further in the road to ruin our reputation (once again!!!)…”

      D’rom eko b’lenal.

      Ehem… Yemisrach, for the record, we have never portrayed Lycée students as sellouts. Oversexed molaCHa muliCH’liCHs? Yes. Baby Fiat denizens? Once… g’fuu bi’bal, twice. Undereducated neger felagii’s? Ok, more than once. Inebriated, soulless, humorless, defensive shells? Not more than ten times… max. (And maybe in the heat of an argument we might have called Lycée the f’rash tera of Addis A’ba schools…) Gn, sellouts? Alaln’m! AlweTan’m! And as for being Francophiles… mn taregu? And, we never make fun of people’s illnesses…

      Now we’re feeling bad… damn guilt. OoooKKK… to make nice-nice, we promise that the next time we see a Lycée-ite hawking watches at the Centre de Pompidou, we will buy something …without asking for ye zemed waga.

      Nice enough?

      And just as our spirits were beaten and we were feeling horrid, a little something to lift our spirits from someone who signed his/her name, ‘Minagebachuh’:

      Whatever one might say about private school students, one must admit they mawlebleb their yelEba Tat like no one else. It is what our AmariNa teacher use to call signs of M-m-m-'chot.

      September, you may remember, was our Diaspora/Exile issue, and the most popular article it turner out was In Search of My Identity in the Diaspora.

      Writes Abede Alu: " ‘I didn’t want to go to heaven half-Ethiopian’ is *the* rallying cry of our generation. It is a case of 'inem alehuu’nante-yyay. From the far western corner of these United States, someone heard my erroro. What makes me ityopian? seleda… seleda… seleda… Like a beautiful 18-year-old whore, you make me break my heart every time. I just want to live my life… sidet, mekera and r’hab have made me tired. But I read articles like this, and you stir the dying embers of my wounds. No, not even I, want to go to hell (that is where I am sprinting to, alas) half-Ethiopian."

      Esshiiii… Is it the puritan or the anti-youth curmudgeon in us that winced at that ye asra s’mmint amet, not-so lij’aggered metaphor? Probably the latter, which is why we have a puff pastry’s chance in a microwave of going to heaven 1/8th Ethiopian.

      We’ll compose ourselves whilst you read Yared’s more salient analysis. His email to the writer of _In Search of My Identity…_reads in part, "I identified so well with your sentiment of the lack of something fundamental that we Ethiopians believe in. I have had many discussions with friends about this same topic. Everything about us, even the name “ETHIOPIA” is a topic open for discussion and subjective interpretations. I find that at some point in your life, you just decide and choose who you are. No amount of rationalization and analysis can tell you that.

      I do not consider myself a religious person. I am among the millions who have been baptized in the Orthodox church, but I cannot honestly say that I am a Christian, let alone an Ethiopian Orthodox. There are times when I feel especially brave that I tell myself that I am an atheist. Anyway, I say this not as a confessional, but as background to what I want to say.

      I have tried to understand what the Ethiopian Orthodox church has that makes it different from other Christian churches, other than the name. I get hung up in the theological disputes between the Byzantine church and the Roman church… I think then that I have lost, as have many people of our and our parents’ generations, the secret that religion should be secondary to spirituality. It should be first and foremost a personal, meditative experience.

      However, when I consider that the Church asks you to pray and fast so much, to repeat prayers so many times, to celebrate divinity in the name of Saint George, St Michael, Lideta Mariam, Qusquam Mariam, Gebrial etc…, I understand it is challenging you to make the faith the center of your life. At the very least, you are being asked to consider yourself as a part of something much bigger than yourself. Or, if we take what the Buddhists or Sufists imply, to recognize the God in you. To me, it is showing an Ethiopian tradition of arriving at the divine inside yourself.

      In today’s “western” world where “personal spirituality” is so highly pursued, our Ethiopian church has a lot to say about the matter. It has been practicing “meditation” for two thousand years before the word was cool in the West. I believe that not only do we have a proud tradition that is second to none in its teachings, but that it has many things it can teach us on how to make our daily life here in the exiled west better. As a very simple matter, just imagine how healthy we would all be if we just followed the fasting and dietary stipulations. Or if we were all to take five minutes or less every day out of the hustle and bustle of the modern life to pause, take a deep breathe, give thanks for our blessings and think of those we have wronged.

      When you say this is your last word on the topic, I want to say to you, “Say what?!” We need a young, hip, college educated Ethiopians to tell the rest of us young, hip, college educated Ethiopians the meat and the mereq of how and why you found the ancient faith of our forefathers relevant for your here and now."

      …

      …

      …

      Er… Yared… we think Kiki would prefer it if you just read John 3:16.

      Our friend Demiss Taye was more succinct in his stream of consciousness. "I just read Tenderness, Ethiopian Style

      This is the reason why I keep coming back to this web site. A friend said once: It’s like oil that can sooth a rusty soul. For me it’s like Maxwell House, good 'til the last drop."

      You see, a metaphor we can live with… even as it reduces us to a sub-par, faux coffee producing Multinational Corporation that uses child labor. We like.

      It is not very often that we get mail about The Mail. “The new SELEDA has reached alarming heights,” applauds Heran Sereke-Brhan. “I still haven’t stopped laughing from the response to mail. May the cry of ityopia tiQdem; mediocrity (or rather, mededinet) yiwdem! resound kaTnaf aTnaf . May the trip we are all on continue to yield healthy madness…(amen).”

      Amen!! Even though the last time we checked not even 1/18th of the SELEDA madness can be medically qualified as healthy, (ask them Lycée sewetch… oh, hi Lycée sewetch), we are pretty darn proud of it.

      Tewbel, our favorite new SELEDA color commentator (that position had been vacant for a while now) graced us with his take on The Gilding and Life Diaries. “Feleke’s ‘The Gilding’ is a marvelous piece. The description of the Emperor and the setting, the historical context, his ruminations about a time long past, the personages of his entourage past and present, were vivid and awesome. In my imagination I lived every moment. He must have done a lot of research; but beyond that, only an Ethiopian born and immersed in ItyoPPiyawinet could write with such in-depth, sensitivity and understanding of our pathos. I hope that he will make of book of it. One important element missing in our culture is literature, especially the fiction lb-weled which mirrors our soul and allows us to dialogue with our personal and national life. I hope that SELEDA will be the womb that will give birth to a new Ethiopian literary renaissance.”

      Ay womb! Indihm argo womb yele! We are telling you, we are teetering on 1/19th Ethiopian-ness, and our only literary uterus is bearing children who yell obscenities at God-fearing, well-educated, really, really nice private school students. Tadiya ahoon esti gorebEt mn yilal if we became the pavers of the “new Ethiopian literary renaissance” path?

      YliQ esti, Tewbel, sile Life Diariesawgan.

      “…I have the impression that they are falling in love. I am green with jealousy, why can’t I find some other RomanWerQ? Even without the werQ? Watch out Melaku! The woyzerit is no dekamit. She sounds like a great lady in the Ethiopian tradition (iron hand in a velvet glove)…”

      If we may interject… what velvet glove? Because all we know (at least all we feel on our inde aknbalo yegobeTe backs from poundings from ET chicks) are iron hands with brass knuckles in granite casings… Have we been looking for love in the wrong places? We have, haven’t we? Qeleblaboch!

      Meanwhile, Drums Beat got this ‘thumbs up’ from Girum Tesfaye. “I really can not stress enough how much I enjoyed [it]. After reading it through, I can honestly say that that entry was an eye opener. So many of us Ethiopians live through a transparent blindfold through which we see selectively. I realized that with so many bridges now available to us to cross over so many barriers, only a shameful few of us are willing to cross the bridges back to where we came from. Also, the sad part comes in the fact that not too many of us are willing to admit our lack of contribution (in any way) to our mother country. “Drums Beat”… served its purpose and really forces one to change within before trying to change the world.”

      Amen. And… if you haven’t heard, Girum, we at SELEDA are the whacchamacallit… the… we are the phelopian tubes… of a new movement to resuscitate abolished Ethiopian literary … bicha dehna position new. AyasniQm.

      “This is for the person who was crying because he left his country and his niece was born here,” was how Addis started off his railing against The Sweetest of Sounds. “Give praise for each day. Nobody held you here. If you want to go to your country just get up and go. Don’t kill the spirits of the new comers by crying like a baby. I think the problem with people like you is your parents made all the decisions for you without your knowledge, and when finally you awaken from your sleep and take control of your life, you get confused. You don’t even remember the roads you traveled because you were sleeping while your parents lived your life for you. So ask your parents or something and recover from your exile depression or whatever you call it. Peace!!”

      Echick, echick, echick! Damn straight, Addis! And the neger ay’yayajj s that we have proclaimed ourselves to be, we lost no time in forwarding Addis’ comments to the writer with a coy invitation for a response to this wrgibn. And just as we primed ourselves for an all out war, we got an email form the writer informing us that, the, er, the parents (cough!) would not give permission for their child to pen a reply. Stunned, we sent an amalaj… and this time we got a response from the parents who in no unwavering terms told us that their child has been given clear instructions punctuated with an “Esti nQ’nQ!” So, Addis… guess we have to proclaim you the winner.

      We hate it when that happens.

      As we segue into the miscellaneous part of The Mail (and not a moment too soon) we got a curious message from a B.F. with a subject line “Buying you out”. LeTiQom, “The up-and-coming kids here at Habesha would very much like to buy out SELEDA. Please name your price.”

      You see? This is the difference between them sweet “up-and-coming” kids and us Derg weshmeTachnin yeQeberew azawnts. If it were us, we wouldn’t be politely inquiring about the price for a SELEDA buy out. Qeldun tewut! We would have burst into the SELEDA offices, clumsily hauling Uzis and Uzos, and declaring an Abiyotawi Tgl, and then making ten-point “computer le-computer-regochu” awajs, and proceed to mowing down whoever stands in our way. Ah. The ways of our parents. Ay gizE. Now, the protocol is mamelketcha maQreb. But, a little point of Qr malet. Mnew B.F.? Inde St. Mary temari “Snt new wagaw?” alken’sa? No mashkormem? No, ‘I think you and I share the same kilil and wereda’??? 'Ta! We are offended.

      Speaking of stupendous pedigree, we received this request from Kibur Ato Demissew Gedamu. “As a father of two adolescent, college-educated children, I would like to thank you for the entertainment and information your web site is providing for the rapidly growing members of Ethiopian community here in US. Please add to ever growing popularity of your web site. One area you can serve these young professionals is in the area of MATCH MAKING. Most hyphenated Ethiopians have a hard time meeting Ethiopian partners. Your SELEDA should cater to this under-served segment of Ethiopian society. So open a match-making page in your web site. I guarantee you, you will be pleasantly surprised by the response. A Concerned parent.”

      The neholel-minded people that we are, we had forgotten that we have been promising to take the next cyber step into making SELEDA interactive, and we thank Gash Demissew for the gentle reminder. We have committees set up to do komitay-type things to actualize this effort, but, y’know the komitay members couldn’t get along with the sub-komitay members who hated the sub-sub komitay wana Tsehafi. So, how about the readers suggesting how we can take the dadE steps to full-fledged interactivity. Send your strategies to editors@seleda.com.

      Then comes this from Amicho ("Ye Israel Garage Lij): “Maybe I am romanticizing or I am just a person who hasn’t seen that many good ideas. Maybe most Ethiopians from the East are bright and articulate. Maybe I haven’t searched hard enough. “BUT” I have never before seen such informative, mind stimulating articles and futile attempts at humor. I am impressed with SELEDA and will start contributing when you bring your standards down a notch. Great Job.”

      Lower’ri? Lower’ri? Gobez, any lower and we will not make it to gehanem 1/100th Ethiopians! As it is, someone will probably perform a vasectomy on our short-lived status as wombs to literary progress. Mnew jal?

      We went searching for love and stumbled across this… this iras mtat and ye lib dkam disguised as email from Tesfaw. “I am someone who is truly sick and tired of your rude, unintelligent, and stupid remarks when you respond to peoples comments. I really do not know who the F…you think you are, but you are not whomever you think of your self to be.” [Hey… our therapist and part-time nisseha abat said the same thing! Of all co-inki-dinks.] “First, your articles are long, verbose, and lack depth. It is simply safe to say that the articles and you the editors are far too remote from making sense. Second, you assume that you represent the upper class of Ethiopia, when indeed there was, and still isn’t such thing as upper or “habtam” in Ethiopia-it is time for your rude awakening and see that you are not and you were not all that in any and every sense of the word…”

      _Habtam_s? Who? Us? Mn s’Qaii geban! Not that we thrive in airing our dirty butantis in such a public forum, but, woefully, it is true that we have been reduced to mortgaging all (hulunim!) our winter chalets in order fend off a hostile takeover by “up-and-coming” sprouts of children who made their first million before they turned 29. (We can never live that wurdet down!)

      Lerrasachn, the “inesuma they still live (if you can call it living) in a tiny 5000 s.f. apartama in the very un-trendy side of the West “doro maneqia” Village” hamet is ruining our reputation. Demo habtams! This is what they call ‘Qusil lie meCHefer’. Our abro adegs are shr gud-ing the continents in their latest Hawker 700A, while we are sardined into our ye CHisseNa Gulfstream V. Habtams? Zm tilalachiu?

      Ehem… esti snie s’rat. Demmo’ko tilq sew ba’nagernibet affachin…

      Now… we are sure we irked Tes somewhere (lord knows, we seem to do that to some people) and he was just venting after a hard day’s work at Texaco. And we bet he is good people… the kind who have taken public transportation more than once. So, we will magnanimously let bygones be bygones, and thank him for his observances.

      (Third note to selves: send Tes tulips as a peace offering… ones from Minnesota. We can’t afford to make a jaunt to Amsterdam to hand-pick the real thing for him. Wei Ch’gar! Ch’gar CHeresen!)

      See? We make nice-nice nicely.

      As one SELEDA editor puts it often, if you look hard enough for love, (and pay asking price) love will come to you. And love to us came in T. Yonas’s message. “Wow! There is nothing like reading your articles on a Sunday morning. It is definitely a spiritual experience. I always imagine myself sitting around the people that write in, and yourselves, of course, laughing until it hurts. You provide that slightly drunk feeling on a Saturday night, when everything is funny, and everyone is so damn attractive, and all in the privacy of your own home.”

      And as those who know us know, the only way we look attractive is on Sunday mornings, between the hours of … mmm, 4:20 a.m. and 4:22 a.m., after several generous melekias of white zinfindel. Thank you, T. Yonas.

      The skies parted further and our acting patron saint (Yeka Medhanialem) rained more love on us… this time from Danny G. Abebe from Addis Abeba. "Very few things we encounter in life make us realize that this Ethiopian patriotism ain’t just a catch phrase. I thank SELEDA for doing just that, and everybody who contributes to it also. I am just a so-called investment banker/analyst by profession, but in reality, I am just a bohemian azmari bEt bum that convinced himself conversations with grandma was more important than stock options, so I moved back home to fulfill this elusive dream. I would love somebody from SELEDA to drop

      me a note so I may not feel left out from this special SELEDA family."

      Thank you, Danny. Per your request we would have burnt your ears with several disjointed ‘conversations’ masquerading as emails, alas, you didn’t include an email address, which gives you time to rescind. (Acceptable outs are, “temporary insanity”, “permanent insanity” and/or “that was not me who wrote that email, it was that CHoma-rass wendimaE”… )

      Wei fetena…>

      And finnnallly, from Baheilu, “SELEDA, SELEDA I want to make love to SELEDA… SELEDA is my companion from Addis, Canada and US.”

      Everybody except Baheilu stop reading…

      …

      Bahi… meet us at ye CHuni mad bEt…4:20 a.m. next Sunday morning… sharp!

      …

      On that uplifting note, we say adieu. We love hearing from you. Always. We can be reached 23 hours and 59 minutes/7 days a week at editors@seleda.com.

      Selam en’hun.

      The Humble Editors.

      Ya Ye Bally’s Bal
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      by: M.T.

      I am forever in debt, oops…, make that indebted to her for the rest of my natural life for the excitement and energy she brought into my life. The thoughtfulness behind her actions is never lost on me and yet, I often find myself scratching my head in puzzlement following one of her great favors to me, hoping that one of these days, she’ll do me a favor and stop doing me favors;… like the time she went out and got us membership at Bally’s Health Club for which I continue to have the privilege of paying. How did she manage that? Easy! There is the joint account, which is my account and her account, and then there is her account, which is, well,…her account, off limits even to herself, because she is forever dipping into the joint account, my only account!

      By the time it occurred to me that I had been railroaded into accepting this lopsided scheme, which left me without an account of my own, it was too late to raise an objection. In her disarmingly sweet and gentle way, she would have pointed out that it took me only three months to notice, knowing full well that she had come in with an impressive list of talking points about the folly of paying service-charge for unnecessary accounts, and, thus rendering my objections mute.

      I remember how she had blind-sided me with a barrage of numbers I could neither verify nor refute and some cockeyed statistics about how many Ethiopian-born, Abuaré-Adég men under 42, weighing ke 70 eske 75 Kilo and circumcised by the resident dresser at Menelik Hospital after the Zemecha, coming out on the good side of the razor-thin difference between circumcision and castration by the skin of their teeth, were losing considerable sums of money to Banks to maintain accounts they didn’t need!.. Case made, she would then take her actuary-a…, I mean actuary-self out of the room faster than you could say “fuzzy math!” How did I get so lucky? Yarba Qen Idile´!…(Hey, what’s up with us and this fixation with Arba anyway?..Wait a doggone minute! There is one that fits this moment perfectly. How aboooouuut Arba Megreff Neber? “Cherish the thought as long as you both shall live!”)

      Of course, she had conveniently neglected to mention the harmlessly minor details of the payment arrangement she had made with this Health Club. Incidentally, if you are anything like a self-respecting, first Generation Immigrant from Ethiopia should be, Health Club should conjure up the pleasant image of the owners/operators being clubbed to death for ruining the mental health of perfectly self-satisfied men like me (our filling out a little around the tummy notwithstanding) by flaunting these muscle-bound Über-Menschen, who delight in rubbing your nose in this here fitnesss thing!

      The good-natured teller at the Bank, by way of explaining the mysterious $45 monthly charge to my account said we had a 3-year membership at this place. Immediately, I thought “How presumptuous of her to think that she would be alive that long!” “Affer Tibla,” I mumbled under my breath. The teller, sensing my consternation, knew he was on to something here and was not about to let go before he had all the juicy details, so he could meskakat about me with Keenesha later during lunch ( ‘tato chips). He craned his neck over the counter, and with the greatest maganen he could muster said: “…Ahhhh! You didn’t know. Did you?” (And talk about auditory hallucination! I could have sworn I heard him add “You stupid mother------”… Strike the good-natured part about this kid .)

      He was right, of course. I was baffled by this charge for months before I worked up the nerve to look into it. I had hoped that it would disappear one day and I would let bygones be bygones. After years of negotiating, whining, complaining and “Get-The-Manager”-ing through life in this here sew belaw siriat, I am _Mebt-Maskeber-_ed out! My hell-raiser days are over and done with.

      You want cliché ? I will give you cliché. I don’t rock the boat, I don’t make waves, I go with the flow! Kageru yeweTa, ageru Iskimeles!…Years of wrangling with AT&T, which charges you for the 15 minutes or so of absolutely no conversation while you wait for your uncle in Debre Zeit to come to the phone at a neighbor’s home a mile away (“Tamerika Néw, Eré Tamerika Néw! Irrrriiee”), … the HMO nitwits, who send you a bill for exchanging God’s greetings with Dr. Satwant Singh in what had to have been Urdu,… Bank-tellers, who call you mother------ in your face, … and post-pubescent associates at the department-store who, hands-on-hip, mewregreg on your ass for remaining in line at shift-change… have left me a broken man. Resigned acquiescence, you might say. The assertiveness in me (she doesn’t think I ever had any) has fizzled out.

      Even senior citizens don’t annoy me anymore. I have made my peace with my luck that invariably places me behind exactly two of them at the check-out counter, staring at ill-fitting purple wigs twisted every which way and shocking-red lipstick that somehow finds its way down to the chin. There was a time when I would demand that the manager open another aisle. Today, I patiently stand there and admire the nerve of the Methuselahites as they rummage through a stack of expired coupons only to find that they don’t need that Pepto Bismol after all. Gimme Immiye Itoppia, where seniors know their bounds, where our Grandfathers, in an act of sanctimonious self-deprivation renounce the pleasures of the flesh (read : Impotence! …Abet Kunené ) and while away the hours neatly nestling in the crevices of the august edifices of Qidus Selassie and Bahta Mariam ;…Immiye Itoppia, where the waiter (who is also the manager) will pick you up with Gilmicha and go about his bidness.

      She thought I had given in to her incessant urging when I dropped in on her at this Bordello D.B.A. Bally’s one day. It wasn’t so! If it weren’t for the dmmét gedai curiosity that tormented me, wild horses couldn’t drag me into this place. Strange place indeed! Far removed from the time and place decent, God-fearing humans live in: perfectly emaciated women bench-pressing ten times their pre-anorexia body-weight to gain upper-body strength. Upper body? Give me a mother… make that, give me a break! Now, I can think of a deeper meaning (get your mind out of the gutter) that might accrue to lower body exercise, but that material is for a future AL, AC Seleda issue on Dreaming of Horses. Sampling: Asseleffu to Tesfaye:“Tesfaye, Abiet Yeferess Menga, Tinnant Behilmie…Innnnnndihu Assaderegn!” Tesfaye to Asseleffu: “Isuma Menged Néw Asseleffu, Menged!..IrrruuuuuuuuQ Bota Likeji Néw.” (You wanna bet, Tesfaye?)

      As for the mens of Bally’s, (Balleee, not Ballé, ‘cause there ain’t no husbands here) all younger mens (Oh, Oh!) sporting washboards for abdomen and muscles galore oozing out of their ears. Well, they put things in the proper perspective for you with quickness. Suddenly, you find yourself much less worried about a measly $45, concentrating your energy instead on ways you could keep your QelQala, ye-séw QelQala wife out of this place. If only you had taken the vows of Priesthood back then when you could, you would easily have dismissed this situation with an amused shrug and a “Ahiyam YeleN, ke jib AliTala”.

      I ain’t talkin’ no regular -ceps of yesteryear neezer. I am talking the kind of muscles even you might have developed if only your parents had had the foresight to know that dressing you in your sister’s balabeba Qemiss for the black-and-white family picture y’all took 35 years ago was not a good idea. (To make matters worse, the picture finds its way into the hands of your worst enemy, your best buddy, who considers it his prized possession…priced possession?)

      I am talking ‘bout the entire male physique having metamorphosed into an alarmingly Michelangelesque form within the last 15 years, while all along you were having trouble getting your feet wet when you showered. If there is a way to encourage men like me to pump them weights, this sho ‘nuff ain’t it. I feel like someone owes me some damn muscles dating back to, say, the middle eighties. Throughout the fifteen summers gone by, I could have been a contender down on the waterfront. All you Marlon Brando fans say: “Ay Cilima, ay cilima! Im’mamlakn!.. Cilima b’lo zim! (Cilima: etymologically Ethiopian. Usage: Diktetive Cilima, Ye Bis Colby Cilima, Ye Bom Barley Cilima . )

      So, where was I?

      Yes, another matter of no less concern… here at Bally’s it is permitted that these male gigolo-types prance around the facility in skin-tight shorts revealing a prominent bulge, lest one’s wife take to the crazy notion that she’s missing out on something and stuff. Das hatte mir noch gefehlt! (Translation: Revenge of a former German School student for being written out of SELEDA’s unequal opportunity offensive against less deserving Adisaba schools. We don’t ‘preciate being rendered irrelevant when all three of us, with a combined 39 years of German under our belts, have managed to hang on to the five words in the above phrase. You may question our sanity, but never our…let’s see,… perspicacity?… Oh, the perspicacious, persnickety nature of Bill Gates and his pertinacity in making perspicuous words available at the click of a mouse!..Back in a minute. Note to myself: Copyright tongue twister.)

      So, you say I am digressing, eh?..Well, what does it say about you that damn near three meandering pages later, you’re still looking for clarity of thought, smooth transitions and a coherent theme?..All you thoroughly SELEDAfied readers know how it be. The rest of you, turn off your PCs and go check out the latest on PC, DC and SC. (Pregnant Chad, Dimple Chad and Swinging Chad, that is.) It almost certainly makes for better entertainment.If it’s any consolation, I’ll gladly admit to my own difficulty finding a title to this here thing. In the exercise of my discretion, therefore, I cede that right to the editors in recognition of their remarkable talent for Seled-ad-libbing .

      Looks
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      by: Fishkaw

      This word “handsome” makes me feel a little uncomfortable. My family members still use that word sometimes to describe me. What else can they say? I am their blood and flesh and I still buy kerosene for their Kuraz.

      Kedir, who used to own our neighborhood’s CHat suq, addressed all his best customers with unique names. He used to call me “Shebellaw”. It’s a name that makes me look at my self … twice … with a smile. No wonder he owns two big shops now. We kept on buying his nasty CHat, day after day, knowing that he was charging us double the market price. We paid partially for his clumsy CHat, and partially for those elegant names, which, in most cases, had little resemblance to the real us.

      But deep inside I feel that all those names… Shebellaw, ZenQaTaw, TinQishu, Aradaw, Nefsachin, ….etc. never described me well. Mostly I am referred to as “dess tilaleh” in a sentence rather than “Qonjo”. I still live not knowing their difference. I guess my uncle was the only fair and honest person. Once I heard him saying, “Look at him… Seb’seb yale Teyim”. Man, what a compliment. I accepted and loved it right away. Yes that’s me, seb’seb yalkuN Teyim. Betik’kl. The kind of guy who’s needed by everyone. "SEtu le zer, wendu le qum neger" indaylu. Neger.

      …FreduN . Dess al’ilim?

      However, if we all have noticed, everyone “looks” different in different situations. Someone generally accepted as a melke T’Tffu might appear better while crying, laughing, talking or singing. Similarly, qonjo yetebalew might morph into a zm new scary in another situation. No man, for example, looks good shaving. And don’t care how beautiful you are, when you are cleaning a dirty toilet…

      My buddy, Wondimu (Qiddedew) fell in love with Sinidu at first sight. He saw her at the Qebelle office, detained for her absence in the weekly Ma-Lay Tnat, all covered with her neTela and shash, crying. Her weeping melted Qidedew’s heart, which never melts, despite having attended so many awkward _leQso_s.

      Thanks to his CHat guadoch, he managed to bail her out. It cost him two Niyalas. Ever since then, Qidedew became Sinidu’s best friend. He accompanied whereever she went, be it to Tamru Sigga Bet or CHama lemasadess .….Qebelle Hibret Suq, or ye mebrat lemekfel. He made her laugh every single second. She loved being with him, his company, …. his friendship.

      For him, however, YemiyaQTl Fqr became his favorite book. And he was going down, deep down, while singing Tilahun’s “Alwale aladere be-A’nd qen-iyta/ Tazebkut menfsEn beFQrish siretaSireTa”. He loved her so much that he couldn’t tell her his true feelings, afraid he might lose her completely. Sometimes he wondered if he could be a good match for this yenaT’eT’ch diTa. And sometimes he dreamed of being married to her and becoming wana teQoTaTari of that wefCHo bEt her father owned.

      Finally, we, non-believers of love at first sight”, and in favor of Tilahun’s other song, ÄyichE b’Ttegash fQr yazegn/ Lemijesh iyewale siyadr arefkut wedjesh, had to tell him to stop this brother-sister bullshit. We also reminded him that he already had four sisters.

      Three days later, Qiddedew came to us with the big news. It was all over. He hadn’t told her about his feelings, and neither was he going to! Why, we asked. And he told us exactly why.

      The day before he was in Gutto Medda, thinking about telling Sinidu the truth. The whole truth, nothing but the truth. All of a sudden his stomach started aching and, when a brother has to go, a brother has to go !!! So he headed to Mule CHakka, a little bush, which we all assumed as a neat meSeddaja bEt. Kedir’s rotten CHat had made Qiddedew’s stomach dry, … and he had to push hard… one-eye-closed, teeth-biting-into-lower-lips hard.

      Relief came eventually. Ay anbesaw, he smiled to himself savoring the moment before opening his eyes.

      Wey’nee Qiddedew! He couldn’t believe his eyes. She, Sinidu, was in front of him with her dog, EiNde-GiZew, standing there, looking down at him with a pained look on both their faces. EiNde-GiZew started barking at Qiddedew. Sinidu started to run away, and Qiddedew tried to run after her, pulling his pants up. He needed to explain, as if there was anything to explain.

      We all agreed. He shouldn’t see her again.

      Ma? Ma? InnE? Nyyyver!
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      by: Sza Sza Zelleke

      In the corner of the black and red ceramic tiled berenda, on a large birCHooma sits the once beautiful Emama Irgoyé, wrapped in a gabi and clutching her prayer book and beads.

      This silence, so close to dawn is still a stranger to her and out of habit she strains to hear the once familiar sound of birds. But there are no trees, so there are no birds. Long gone the beautiful bahir zaf, grar and shola trees that surrounded the house. Gone too is the music of Memiray Awgicho’s morning classes; the duets and medleys of Qéss temirt bet: “Ha - (Ha!), Hoo - (Hoo!), Hee - (Hee!), Haa - (Haa!)…

      No sound of the deff-deff t’rimss rushing of legions of servants at dawn, preparing massive breakfasts and lunches, setting out mats of berberé, misir and ater to catch the morning sun, all sound-tracked and choreographed to the slow, steady pounding that marks the first of the many rounds on the mooQeCHa; the mewQeT peppered with the sound of the morale boosting “S’kss, S’kss S’kss”.

      No cows mooing, no chickens clucking, no b’gs bleating, and old Mechal, the dog, so vicious in his day, now cannot tell friend from foe. Blind, with no bark or bite, he dozes at her feet.

      And so they sit in silence, one old dog and an old weather-beaten widow, breathing in the last mooTiCHa of memories, savoring, in silence, the rich residues of bitter-sweet tizita that laces the cold crisp morning air of Addis Abeba. Warm in the gabi, but warmer still in her blanket of recollections, she looks at the past, peering through the gaps of her dilapidated gates, the spaces created by greedy hands grabbing free firewood from what was formerly known as the fearsome Fitawrari’s fence.

      She recalls her husband now, with his long delicate fingers that strummed the beghena during filseta Tsom and pleased her during fisik. That fateful day, Fitawrari’s fingers were frozen, rock solid and practically soldered to the huge dial of his trusted Grundig radio with the gold mesh speakers. Deep in rigor mortis when he was found, the doctor said he died from a heart attack, suffered while listening to the Land Proclamation Act.
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      How long has it been? 25 years! She mused over her husband’s untimely death, remembering the equally unexpected passing of her husband’s father 25 years before that. Like father like son! She shakes her head, remembering how, in the late 50s, her father-in-law had also died from a heart attack triggered by heated discussions in parliament of the first ever draft bill for land reform. Fitawrari’s father would talk in his sleep, grind his teeth and awaken from nightmares in which Minister Belete Gebre-Tsadik would announce the passing and ratification of the proposed bill. One day, it was Gabriel, she can remember it clearly, he simply did not wake up from this recurring nightmare. Both he and the proposed bill were dead and buried in the same week. Weché good, ai good…ke meret, wede meret, le meret. For land, whether freehold, nationalized or leased, in the end, it’s all burial ground, all dust to dust, she reflects, all of it a huge hulum kentu.

      Emama Irgoyé forces herself back to the present and concentrates on what she can see through the gaps in her gate. It is General Wingate School. This view brings back memories of another more amusing day. It was that day that the motley crew of victorious troops had entered the city, laying siege outside the houses of all military officers of the former regime. That day, surrounding the houses of Generals, they would wait for surrender, suicide or the order to attack. They waited for General Wingate to come out. And she had watched them from this very porch, through these very gaps as they waited, tense and intense young boys and short men in uniform, waiting for General Wingate to either suddenly appear or start shooting.

      Good, good Goodikonew! Emama Irgoyé now laughs to herself, recalling the first time change had come to Addis, bringing with it the amusing sides of atrocious situations and laughter that kept one from going insane. During the dark days, which started with roadblocks and searches, she herself had been stopped in her Volkswagen and an innocuous event had turned into high anxiety hell and then a laughable farce. A young new appointee, eager to fulfil his role as a fledgling disciple of the revolution, had refused to accept that the engine at the back of the Volkswagen was not a bomb, in exactly the same way that it was unacceptable that General Wingate could not be captured. Wey gizé, wey gizé!

      And now, she thinks to herself, here we are, a New Year, a new time, and still the comedy of errors continues. Why, only yesterday her best friend, Woizero Tenfelesh was trying to convince her that something she told her was true. “I swear, it is true, Abayé,” she had insisted. “I swear by the 42 Tabots!” Emama Irgoyé had tried to correct her with, “Don’t you mean the 44 Tabots?” “Anchi demo,” Tenfelesh had replied, “Haven’t you heard? Two of the Tabots were Eritrean and have been deported!!!” But Woizero Tenfelesh was always a joker. Even in their childhood days, growing up in the village, she was full of stories and riddles. “Lets say you are married off to a sly old man,” she would start, “and he has to go out, but wants to make sure your wushima does not visit you in his absence. So he makes you cover the ground in the house with flour, to mark footprints, concentrating especially on the bedroom floor. So, what do you do when your lover knocks on the back window and door, Abayé?” Emama smiles, remembering how she dipped her head and covered her mouth with her hand to hide the grin and stifle the laugh at the answer she could not find. “Anchi demo, you carry him in and carry him out, of course!” said Tenfelesh. Ayii Woizero Tenfelesh, still crazy, after all these years. Only , she is not a minority.

      Emama looks out at the human traffic passing by her gate, the day has begun and so, too, the craziness. Every morning, she sits here and catches snippets of conversations that all prove the prevailing insanity. A young man greets an old man: “TenastiliN Fazzer. Mazzer dehna nachew?” Someone else inquires about the availability of cooking gas and cylinders: “Qoi, Qoi,” comes the reply, “FINDOUT adrigé, TELL adergishalehu!” An older brother walking by with his younger brother advises him about his “Futirity”. Obviously, another one of those “TINKERS.” Even the signs on the streets reflect this madness: “ZE S’REE BRAZZERS” it says in fidel; or “EET EEZ ZE BEST- SHAI BET”, also in fidel.

      Emama had tried to discuss this phenomenon of mixing English and Amharic with Woizero Tenfelesh. “Anchi Demo,” she said, telling her about a priest, (the Patriarch, in fact), being interviewed on radio about his habit of mixing English and Amharic. He repeated the question, incredulous at being asked. “Ma? Inné? Ingilizina inna Amaringa MeQelaQel? Inné? Inné? NYEVER!!!”

      Suddenly, through the gaps, she can see Lij Awlachew hurrying towards her house for his morning coffee and breakfast. To Emama, to see him alive, everyday, each day, is a miracle that makes her heart beat with a mixture of fear of losing him, joy at having him and praise to God for letting him be, and letting her celebrate his living. For truly Awlachew is a special human being. According to Woizero Tenfelesh his sefer nickname is Landcruiser because he has been everywhere, but Emama doesn’t need a nickname to know how many miles Awlachew has travelled to get out and away from Ethiopia. Wasn’t she the one who packed his sinQ every time and welcomed him home with his newly acquired habits and stories from each leg of his various journeys?

      After coming back from Djibouti, which he had reached by a boat fleeing Somalia’s civil war, he had told her of his homelessness and sleeping under street lamps on tarmacs for safety. He would sleep on the street itself, the sidewalk his pillow and his legs stretched out on the French tarmac road. This explained, he said, his strange habit of curling up his legs in his sleep every time he heard a car pass by or honk its horn.

      Then he was off again, through Gonder to Sudan where he told the inquisitive immigration officer who stopped him one night in Khartoum. Awlachew told the officer he had left his passport at home. “Kem Kilo Ya passport?” had asked the official before sending Awlachew home. “How many kilos does your passport weigh?” and Awlachew had brought the phrase back with him to Addis. Next, it was Kenya via Moyale, Uganda by train, Tanzania by bus and all the way down to South Africa by truck, but still a legal way out of the continent could not be found.

      From Addis, again he tried, a job in Saudi Arabia, only to be deported after failing to give up his habit of crossing himself constantly, despite having taken on the name Naji Selah Mohamed. The deportation bug caught him then and after brief but separate sojourns to both Italy and Greece, he was deported right back to Churchill Godana. There, on the steep road by Lyceé Francais, a friend of his who had seen him off at the airport on more than one occasion stopped him and said, “Please, tell me that I am in Greece or Italy and that you are not back here again!” Alas, it was so.

      His final attempt was an unbelievable entry into London where, as a rejected asylum seeker, he lived and worked illegally as an underground taxi driver. All seemed well for a while and he gave the credit to a plastic bag full of imnet from Qulubi Gebriel that he always kept on his dashboard. Horror of horrors then, when during a routine check for drivers under the influence of alcohol, the policeman spotted the bag of imnet and became convinced that it was drugs, hauling Awlachew in to the station until it was checked out. The drug test came back negative, but so did the check on Awlachew’s papers and here he was again, back in Addis, dodging puddles and mud on the road, walking to his grandmother’s house.

      It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried the proper channels. He had tried to process his application for resettlement in the US in various ways. First, he had shaved his beard and scrubbed his skin raw in an effort to appear underage. The resettlement immigration officer at the Embassy had rejected him outright. “You are not 17 years old,” she said, staring at him with cold blue eyes. Awlachew stared right back, asking, “Have you eaten something when I was born?” As if she would know that genfo is served to guests when babies are born. Others were luckier with the same immigration officer. His friend, Sisai, for example, had faced her with incredible success, after paying a total stranger; a guy called Girma to claim him as his brother during the interview. Sisai had practiced Girma’s family tree all night, a family tree that did not include an older brother. Sisai had an older brother in real life. Family interviews were conducted by questioning the members separately at first, then bringing joint applicants together to recheck their stories. Any lying meant both candidates were disqualified so although a large payment had been made, there was an element of risk and penalty to the recipient of the cash. A lot was riding on the interview. Sisai, despite his all-night shimdeda, forgot the family tree in his interview and in his private interview claimed that he had an older brother in Addis. In the next room, Girma assured the officials he didn’t have any brothers in Addis. The immigration official raised the discrepancy when both were brought together for the joint interview. Immediately, Sisai realized his mistake and started to cry. Girma, in shock, turned to the woman immigration officer, also in tears, and said, “We had an older brother, but he died recently and because they were so close we never told him about the death.” Both Girma and Sisai proceeded to dissolve into tears, wailing loudly, holding their heads and beating their chests while pacing up and down in the small cramped interview room. “Wai, Wai!! Weyné wendimen weyné wendimen!” for a brother that had never existed. The shocked immigration officer joined them in their grief, shedding real tears and immediately suspending the interview. She personally booked them both on the earliest possible flight out to the USA, apologizing profusely for the trauma caused by her intrusive probing and feeling guilty ever after.

      But Awlachew had no such luck.

      In the depths of financial ruin, he had decided to sell his passport to strangers who subsequently resold it for use in a drug run to Pakistan. Caught at Islamabad Airport, the passport-buyer had escaped from custody in Pakistan prompting InterPol to forward the name on the passport to countries concerned. Picked up and rigorously questioned, Awlachew was lucky that someone in power finally took mercy and accepted that his passport had been stolen, the photograph forged and so on and Awlachew was released with advice to never let his stolen passport go unreported. Such was Awlachew’s luck. Emama Irgoyé however believed he brought good luck to her and so did Woizero Tenfelesh, who would be joining them for breakfast after stopping off at the post office to collect all their mail.

      Awlachew opened the gate. “Dehana aderu, Mazzer,” he joked, knowing how much it irritated her. “Wussup, wussup, wussup?” he bowed repeatedly, still joking. “Atarfim? iref, benatih please, iref,” she joked back kissing him before he went to get another birchooma and wipe the mud from his shoes. “BeQumih, Mariam taQumih,” said Emama Irgoyé before Awlachew sat down, “Go and tell Tirunesh to start breakfast as Woizero Tenfelsh will be here soon.”

      Emama Irogoyé had long since given up ordering maids to hurry up. It simply wasn’t done anymore. She still smarted from the memory of the first lessons in new domestic-service etiquette that she received, shortly after suffering the indignity of the insults and rude departure of her army of lolés. The final injury delivered by Kadré Kebebush, born and raised in her house, who told her “Now, you better accept it, Emama, you and I are the same. I am at last like you.” Emama Irgoyé didn’t know better then, and had retorted, “My dear child, while it is true that with the loss of my land and rent money, and the death of my husband, I may indeed become like you, you will never be like me.”

      The comment had cost her. It led to summons and a great deal of trouble from the local Qebelé office. But that, too, had passed and Kebebush now drops by often for visits. Mayalf neger yelem.

      Awlachew returned from the kitchen, followed by Tirunesh who served them the abol coffee. They sat in the sun that finally warmed the berenda and Awlachew removed his jacket and the gabi from Emama Irgoyés shoulders. From the corner of her eye, Emama noticed his worry. “Ayzoh lijay, hulum yalfal,” she reassured him.

      Just then, from a distance, they heard the loud voice of Woizero Tenfelesh, no doubt, her beefy, neTela-covered hand planted firmly on the hip of her Tng-dirib kemiss, arguing with someone who may only have simply looked at her the wrong way. She eventually stormed up to the gate, swaying her huge expanse back and forth in preparation for her uncomfortable entrance through the narrow door of Emama Irgoyés gate that always wailed, groaned and threatened to collapse at the strain of her every entrance.

      “Betoch…!” Folding her umbrella which protected her Ambi-covered skin from the sun, she entered the gate to their smiles and “Dejoch. Gosh gosh”. She called out to Awlachew, “I have a letter for you.” She passed it to him, before the ritual kissing and hugging with Emama Irgoyé. Tirunesh rushed in with the tables for breakfast, anxious not to unleash the wrath of Woizero Tenfelesh’s famous unbridled tongue.

      Unlike Emama Irgoyé, Tenfelesh had never attended any Qebelé niQat programs, preferring imprisonment instead. Quite at home in the Qebelé prison, primarily because the Qebelé house was in fact her own home, she used her time inside to lecture all and sundry about impending doom and unforgivable sins until they couldn’t stand it anymore and sent her away in disgust.

      Awlachew opened his letter and stood up straight in shock, knocking over the breakfast tables in his sudden move of complete surprise. His hand on his forehead he read and reread the letter in disbelief. It was his lottery green card. Finally, he was, after all, going HOME.

      Ililililililili screamed Woizero Tenfelesh, dancing around Awlachew, flying her neTela in the air like a kite; her uncovered head thrown back in joy, exposing the niQissat she was now too modern to reveal, her gold teeth catching the morning sun. She illil-ed and iskista-ed in a spontaneous combustion of sheer delight. Emama Irgoyé picked up her leather bound bible, worn thin from years of use, and kissed it repeatedly.

      Tirunesh sneaked past the happy trio to the crowd of curious neighbors gathering at the gate, rushing to be the first to tell them the news, thus ensuring that everyone would know the good news in minutes.

      “You know what this means,” Awlachew said, dragging Woizero Tenfelesh back to their seats on the verandah. “We will all go soon. I will bring you both as soon as I can,” he promised, looking up to God to mark his words. He did not notice Woizero Tenfelesh and Emama Irgoyé exchange knowing glances. Glances that carried the stories of grannies trapped in high rise apartments with grandkids they could not talk to in Amharic, old women disgracefully evicted by jealous daughters-in-law, and lonely old husbands left behind in Addis waiting for dollars from the USA.

      “What are you saying Awlachew?” said Woizero Tenfelsh . “Me? Leave my husband with my maid? Nyever!” she assured him. Emama Irgoyé looked out again through the gaps in her gate, her eyes following the rocky pot-holed road that leads to the neighborhood Gabriel church. “Temesgen Getayé,” she prayed. “Please God bring my boy back again. Qidus Gebriel, Tseloten sima. Please bring my boy back again, to see me before I am gone. Will he see me before I am gone? Please God, let him see me, see Ethiopia, before we are gone.”

      (As the curtain falls, rising crescendo of the new Garage-mega-mix track of tew simaN hagere, lomi tera tera and ityoPiya hagere… Ma? Inné? Get over leaving Ethiopia and “get a life” outside her holy boundaries? Ma? Inné…? NYEVER!)

      Chicken Crossing
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      Why Did the Chicken Cross the Road ?

      [ The Ethiopian Version ]

      … Haile Gebre-Silassie: It doesn’t matter why the chicken crossed the street… what matters is that it crossed it in record time… and ahead of the Kenyan chicken.

      … Tilahoun Gessesse: Echick-chick-chick-chick… hoy chicken… hoy chicken… tey chicken… chiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

      iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

      iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

      iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

      iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

      iiiiiiiiiiiiii

      iiiiiiiii

      iiiiiicken… ere chicken… hoy chicken… ney chicken… tey chicken… ney chicken…

      … Average ye-Mammosh-inat on the Street: Was it a gebsimma doro…? egzio y’adadeewa Mariyam, what have I done to offend you that you let a gebsimma doro cross my path…?

      … Ababba Tesfaye: You see, children, once upon a time, in a distant land, there used to be a chicken that laid golden eggs… the moral of the story, children, is that every street you cross will come back to haunt you… especially you by the window.

      … Girma Cheru: And-hulet-and-hulet… what? and-hulet- oh… don’t worry, it’ll cross back. And then back again, 19 more times. And-hulet-and-hulet- and then it’ll do 25 push-ups… and-hulet-and- and 45 sit-ups…

      … TekleTSadiQ Mekuria: 3,702 chickens have crossed streets since the time of Atse Libne-Dingil. Several have crossed during the time of Atse Tewodros, and then again during the time of Atse Yohannes. Fabio DiConte puts the number at 3,705 [ See #6. pp.66-666 ]

      … Poet Laureate TSegaye Gebremedhin: Chickens crossing the road is an ancient Egyptian custom… er… in fact, er… , the word ‘chicken’ itself is, er…, derived from the words ‘Chi’ and ‘Qin’, short for ‘yi-Chi’ ‘QinQinam’ which is related to… anyway, did you say you were from Gonder?

      … AleQa Gebrehanna: Litdegim… Dawit’n. Beats me why anyone would name a rooster “Dawit”.

      … SELEDA Mail Editor: Yikes and yowzer! We certainly don’t know, but we thinks that it’s one of them asadagi yebedelachew ye Nazret School graduates caught in the treacherous, rah-rah-siss-boom-bah, cycle of promiscuity … get laid… then lay… get laid… then lay… but that’s between them and ye Qulubeew Mike.

      … SELEDA Male Editor: Did you say chick? or just chicken?

      … Disgruntled SELEDA Reader: Why you poepel make fan of our belovd cheeken? stop talking about crossing straits, and axept the one tru cheeken as your saver.

      … Atse Tewodros: Belu tolo! Catch that chicken and its entire clan and cut off their wings and hang 'em from their necks… also, any chickens on the other side found wearing a TimTim, cut off their wings and throw them off the MeQdela afaf… any chickens found wearing a shurubba, give them a velvet kabba.

      … Berhanu Zerihun: Which chicken? The chicken on the eve of the revolution…? the chicken during the revolution…? or the chicken in the aftermath of the revolution…?

      … Prof. Ephraim Isaac: By the way, do you know how you say ‘chicken’ in Aramaic…? i know how to say ‘chicken’ in seven extinct languages.

      … Col. Mengistu Hailemariam: Add this as decree #857: All chickens 18 months or older are, from this date on, forbidden by law from crossing streets. any chicken found doing so will be considered to be diverting the course of revolutionary progress and shall be eliminated summarily by the cadre’s of the appropriate local Qebele.

      … Maitre artist Afework Tekle: That’s the problem with chickens. You can’t get them to pose still for five minutes… so, if you are a clever student, as I was back at the Accademia di Michelangelo, you just superimpose a bunch of chicken shapes on the canvas and top that with a criss-cross of decorative lines to hide the inconsistencies.

      … Average Azawint on the road: Ay siminteNaw sheeh… guud eko new… chicken in our day never used to go running about on the streets…

      … Azmari:

      Street aQuwarTa hedeCh alu chicken

      Road aQuwarTa hedeCh alu chicken

      Kentu hullu kentu latalfew yichin Qen

      … Average Abebe on the Street: DV lottery! But it’s a dumb chicken because she could’ve gotten 40,000 Birr to cross the street with Ato entina’s rooster.

      … Average Abbebu on the Street: It’s actually crossing to… you know… throw up in the bushes. It just found out that the ehil it’s been picking on was not called ‘QinCHe’, but rather ‘koos-koos’.

      … Average “Abe” back from the US: What road?.. Oh, that patch of dirt…?

      … Street Wefefé: I can hear the voices in the chicken’s head… wait, no, it’s Mahmoud’s voice in the chicken’s head telling it, “run chicken run! fly chicken fly!” not only is it crossing the street, it’s actually gliding over it… do you see it levitating…? it reminds me of ye Emamma Bafena’n samma weT. The chicken and I are one.

      … Nigist Saba: To test the chief cock on the other side.

      … Yodit Gudit: I don’t care… it was a Christian chicken… or was it? You never know with the Christian chickens hereabouts, they all look Jewish below the waist.

      … Average DifabaChew on the Street: Obviously, to avoid a bloody encounter with that other chicken walking up towards it, with whom it’s locked in a deadly land feud which involves lacing each other’s Tiré enna wuha with poison, and setting each other’s nest on fire.

      … Weyyala: I don’t know… it was standing here until i started calling out, “Doro maneQiya – doro maneQiya!”.

      … Yené BeeTé: Nothing new, my son, they all would rather do that than spare some change. Anyway, my son, now that I’ve answered your question…

      … Bolé Airport Gumruk Worker: The chicken can cross the road as long as it leaves all its luggage here with me while I assess the taxes Let’s see – two extra feathers, that’s 10,021.09 Birr; excess sindE 7,021.03 Birr

      … Zere’a YaQob: Why are chickens crossing the road and not roads crossing the chickens?

      … Former Land Owner: Drom blenal! When you let all those _yemnamintE lij_s just cross roads willy-nilly, that’s when things begin to disintegrate. Does anyone know who the father of that chicken is?

      … American Embassy official in Addis: Hey, I remember denying that chicken a visa. That chicken is going to take jobs away from Americans. I want that chicken deported!! OK, enough work for today. Nap time!

      … Chairman of an Ethiopian Community Association: "Bewnitu kehone…yaw indeminawQew… before we start this meeting, we will set up a committee to set up a sub-committee to investigate which committee should handle what roads the chicken had intended to cross before it crossed that particular road.

      … Ethiopian Discussion Board:

      My sources tell me that that chicken was pushed across the road.

      [ Response 1 ]: Not only was it pushed, but its mother was hit by a car when she tried to run after him.

      [ Response 2 ]: Abet magganen! I know the chicken’s mother and she is fine. She just has gunfan. But the chicken’s y’agot lij was shot crossing another road.

      [ Response 3 ]: Ante gemed aff! I am the chicken’s cousin and I am alive. Antew dbn bel! Amedam!

      [ Response 4 ]: Mannew amedam, ante siliCho! If I see you crossing a street, anten ayargeN!

      [ Response 5 ]: Why can’t we have a peaceful discussion on where the chicken went after it crossed the street?

      [ Response 6 ]: We are having a peaceful discussion, ante godolo!

      Ye Sport Irdata
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      by: MengedeNa

      The scene is Addis Ababa, Piazza to be exact - right in front of the building housing Artistic Printers and the British Council Library. Across the street from the building, a green Volvo with diplomatic plates is parked. Inside is a Middle Eastern looking gentleman, rather distinguished, with a gleam of exposed pate on the crown of his head. He is obviously waiting for someone. A spouse? A friend? A spy? Who knows? This is deep in the middle of the eighties, when the Dergue ruled supreme.

      An intersection away, three kids slowly make their way to where the diplomat is parked. They are dressed in the dirty rag tag of the street poor. They stop to ask something of every other person they pass. Usually the person just ignores them, and walks away. A few, mostly women, seem to erupt into a lecture of sorts, whose words could not be distinctly made out, but the gist of which appears to be “… stick to school work…!!!”

      As they near the Volvo, their shuffling gait seems to be matched by their wandering eyes, which seem to alternate between the pedestrian traffic and the wares stacked in the windows of the stores they are passing. They pause to window shop, then walk on again. One of them has a little box that he rattles occasionally. They all mutter, “Ye sport irdata!! Ye sport irdata!!” in a manner that was neither too synchronized, nor even liable to persuade anyone that there was any physical exertion involved. These were bored kids soliciting money in the name of sports assistance. And soon, they reach the Volvo.

      After passing so many vacant parked cars, an occupied one was a nice change. They reasoned that those who drive are more likely to give a little out of their pockets than those who walk. And a Volvo must be a treasure trove. So they gather around the driver side window. The box holder rattles the box to jingle the pitifully few coins inside.

      “GashE, ye sport irdata!” he says, rattling the box again.

      The diplomat turns, looks at them, and smiles.

      “GashE, ye sport irdata!!” the other two chime in. The box gets rattled even more vigorously. The diplomat keeps smiling.

      Now, “ye sport irdata” etiquette demands that if the person being asked has something to say or to give, the car window would open, and a few coins might be given out and they move on. Or, alternately, a hearty “hidu Tfu kezih, menaTiwoch!!” and a threatening gesture would follow. After a few rattles and chants, the kids understand they are in a new universe when neither happens, and the response is still that same gentle smile. Without talking about it, they spontaneously move into a new tactic. “Ye sport irdata!!” be damned, they were going for flattery.

      “Ababa melkemelkam nachew!!” says one in a sing song voice. Matching the tone and timing, the second one pipes in. “Awo, ababa beTam qonjo nachew”.

      “Arif mekina alachew,” says the third. By now they have established a rhythm.

      The diplomat is still smiling.

      Emboldened, they go on.

      “Ababa yelebesut kot isat yelase new!!”

      “Awo, yababa surim yeTalyan suri new!!”

      “Pe! Ay yababa mekina stamr!! Arif mekina nech!!”

      Their cadence is perfectly matched. They do not interrupt each other. The tone is still sing song. The diplomat’s smile hasn’t changed. Even though they are still kids, their sharp street sense has told them this poor man did not understand a lick of Amharic. Now, they up their tempo. One of them starts to pat his stomach rhythmically while flexing his knees and bobbing up and down.

      “Awo, yababa borCH demo ager new yemiyaklew!!” he says. Neither his nor his friends’ expression has changed, but they are all bobbing.

      “Pe!! Pe!! BorCHachew… borCHachew!!” adds the other.

      “Yababa Trs demo welgada new!!” sings the third.

      “Ay ababa, aynachew miTiTi nech!!” the first one says.

      The diplomat’s smile widens, and he starts to nod his head to the beat. By this time, the rattling box has become a percussion instrument, setting the tempo. The first one starts patting his head.

      “AbEt yababa melaTa siyabera!!”

      “Ababa meliT nachew, meliT nachew,” repeats the second one. A few minutes of energetic sing-song abuse later, the car window suddenly hisses down, and the diplomat extends out a clenched fist. For a second, the kids are shocked into silence, and stand rooted to the ground. The fist opens. It is full of wrapped candy. The kids quickly grab it, and thank the diplomat.

      “Ababa deg nachew, deg nachew!!”

      They walk away, lazily sucking on the candy, and occasionally rattling the box. Perhaps thinking of the next prey who could be their sport, and give them an “irdata”.

      As Bole Turns, Part 1

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      FiFi used to be known as Filfiloha. But those days are long gone. Now, she is FiFi… DC socialite, hair salon owner, mover and shaker of the 18th street posse. She has air-kissed every zefaN, every wanna-be Merkato business owner, every aspiring student, every Kebede, Kebedech and Sintayehu this side of the alu mibalu crowd. “Yene Qonjo,” she purrs at people whose name she can’t quite remember. “Abet Qunjina! Ye Ityoppia amlak yigdeleN! Ere mootit libel!” No one ever truly knew if FiFi was single, but yet she never seemed attached either, despite the slew of men, old and young, always dapper in silk, neon-blue suits and leather jackets, ready at her beck and call.

      If you were the type who needed to know which dress Minnie (who used to be Mintesinwat) wore to Fasika last Saturday night, FiFi could tell you without batting an eye, even though she was in Alexandria that same Saturday night, crying the evening away with a friend who just found out that her steady boyfriend’s new girlfriend got a gold Ethiopian cross necklace made from Dubai gold.

      “Yene Qonjo,” FiFi had said to her sobbing friend while taking a cursory look around at the distressed woman’s penthouse apartment furnishings and paying particular attention to the snow-white sofa still ensconced with its protective plastic cover. “Aizosh,” she had muttered, as she passed her friend a fresh tissue from a gold-plated Kleenex dispenser.

      FiFi had one problem, though - one little glitch in her seemingly enviable living. An annoying thorn in her side - tigist yemiasCHeris mekera. It was Z (né Zelalem’yene Moges), the younger brother. An ex-TiQur Anbessa CHolé, who now sports the tattoo of a MoA Anbessa on his right shoulder. It was bad enough that she had to explain to every single acquaintance why her younger brother had corn-rows (“Teddy-style” new yemilut?). But to add to that social pain, there was the fact that she went weeks without seeing him, and when she did, it was probably because he was begging her to take care of his traffic tickets. (His battered and bruised black Integra had a habit or running into parked cars).

      Wiy yetalaQ ihit siQay! It hasn’t even been a year since he graced the west wing of the Atlantic with his presence, and already, Shuruba-Z had become a household name at the likes of Bravo Bravo, Boukom, DC Live, and all the nooks and crannies in Adams Morgan and the environs.

      That same day she was consoling her QinateNa, broken-hearted friend, he was out on the balcony, blackening his already cancerous lungs, while spewing profanities and yeferedebet “keep it real”s and “kna’mean”s into his cell phone … the bills for which Fifi pays almost every other month. She didn’t even know why she let him tag along in the first place…

      Fifi rolled her eyes in embarrassed exasperation when Z (zim bale!) let out a loud, “Yo, yo, yo, yo, Dog! C’mon, now. Y’know wha’ I’m sayin’?” and turned back with renewed concentration to Jerri, (who used to be Iyerusalem), who was still sobbing prettily. Fifi was long used to consoling inconsolable females in her salon, women who come in desperately seeking a fix for their Oglevie, bright orange do which they swear their other Tegur seri (afer tibla!) had applied to their “prematurely” graying hair. Her clients’ tears, however, were never dispensed with Jerri’s immaculate elegance. Their eyes tended to get all red and swollen while Jerri’s remained wide and pretty.

      “Can you beleeve eet?” Jerri was saying, dabbing the pads of her perfectly manicured, long-enough-to-dig-out-that-Qorki-behind-the-refrigerator nails under her eyes. “Dubai. Dubai!” she repeated in an obsessed mantra, which reminded Fifi that she was expecting guests that weekend and was planning to serve her to-die-for dubba dish. “Aizosh, ikko, aizosh,” she murmured distractedly while she wondered if it were no longer politic to invite Jerri’s newly estranged, Latino husband to the dinner that Saturday. Jerri had married Paqo over five years ago, expressing her undying love, but really only hoping to get her green-card. Then one thing had led to another one evening, and nine months later, Jerri had given birth to Petros José Paqo Montoya. But two years into the wedded bliss, Jerri had become acutely disenchanted with Paqo’s tenacious fidelity and had determined that the surest way to inject reality into her accidentally healthy marriage was to have flagrant affairs with other men. Such was Jerri’s luck, however, that Paqo actually admired what he referred to as her “endearing sense of independence.” In fact, last week, Jerri had been crying in her pretty way over how Paqo was so (beTam!) understanding that she’d nearly smacked him when he’d invited her date up for beer upon having found them in a clinch just inside the building’s foyer.

      Fifi was busy mentally reviewing and rejecting recipes in between dutifully patting her friend’s back and mts-mts-ing when a curious tone in Jerri’s voice dragged her attention back to the conversation. “…beTam Qonjo ikko new,” Jerri was saying. “Min? What?” Fifi asked. “Wendimish,” Jerri said, her doQma firé eyes ignoring Z’s body-by-kitfo borCH and going straight to his corn-rowed zoma Tegur.

      Fifi’s six-inch nails, most recently adorned with the Egyptian pyramids and hieroglyph motifs that Kim, her Tfr seri, swore was the in thing, imbedded themselves firmly into Jerri’s upper arm. “Simmee, anchi”…she shook her for good measure as Jerri’s eyes showed their surprise and fear, “arfesh teQemeCh, semash?” All the mababel forgotten, she stared into Jerri’s eyes and drove her point home, “Call Paqo and tell him to pick you up…I just remembered I don’t have time to do your hair.” She ushered Jerri unceremoniously out to the miniscule reception area and slammed the door on her before Jerri could get a word in edgewise. Through the door Jerri’s plaintive voice came through, “Erre…indE…ere yerasE bEt’kno new…”…Fifi couldn’t have cared less.

      Fingers shaking, she extracted a Salem cigarette from her faux snakeskin purse (it matched her over-the-knee boots with the stiletto heels), but it took five matches before she was able to inhale the minty smoke. “Who the hell does she think she is, looking over that young boy who is at least 15 years too young for her, eh!?!! Demmo lefchE yasadekut’n…suddenly, she catches herself mid-rant, and looks up to see whether homeboy Z had heard what she’d just uttered. Thankfully, he was too busy checking out the wiggle of his lezzer-clad behind in the reflection of his gyrating self on the balcony door to pay her any mind. What would he say if he knew that she and Jerri’s brother, ZiQargE, had…wiy wiy …ere zimm maletu yishalal, hodE?” she consoled herself, stubbing out her cigarette in Jerri’s half-full teacup and rising as the plastic-covered sofa gave a plaintive squeak. “Na’nheed!” With that command she took her …er…brother by the arm, grabbed her floor-length faux ostrich-skin coat and her purse in one swoop, and sashayed out past a stunned Jerri, who had still been standing outside the door. Fifi didn’t even spare her a glance.

      Difabachew sat patiently in the driver’s seat, waiting for Fifi to finish consoling her friend and grace him with her presence. To the untrained eye, his balding pate, his plaque-caked teeth, his ever-ready “playah” smirk and the B.O. masked with Brut cologne rising in waves from his imbiyew-alawelQim leather jacket, all proclaimed him to be a has-been playboy wannabe. But to the regulars at all the 18th Street establishments, “Dave” was known to be the one who, inexplicably, was often seen with the latest jewel in the D-V crown, the latest babe to grace Adams Morgan with her carefully matched hair-extensions, the latest wbeet to adorn his left arm as his right hand reached deep into his parking-lot enriched pockets to pay…and pay…and pay. Fifi had eluded him for months, and though he’d found other lovelies to help him forget that failure, he hadn’t given up. Finally, he had earned the right to be the one to whom Fifi turned whenever she needed a ride. Someday soon…very soon…he’ll be allowed to actually see her to the door of her condo. He broke into a sweat at the mere thought that she might actually let him hold her purse as well. Sib’at-le’ab!!!

      “Feri! Ye-wend aliCHa!!” he cursed himself, as he caught a whiff of his own “eau-de-lab”. He was Difabachew, son of Fitawrari AsCHenaqi, brother to colonel Wendayehu. Who was she, to make him feel like this? He has never had an empty bed, except by choice. Ere yetabatuwa!! She will learn who he was. He flipped down the driver’s side sun visor to stare at his reflection in the little vanity mirror. He smiled at his alolo aynoch, and thought of the many beauties who had succumbed to a “bemotkut” look from them. He practiced the look again - tinish lemboCH and an earnest “yalanchi mn aleN” expression. Hold her hand and leaning close into her face, gently praise even her “qoreT qoreT iyale yemiweTaw tnfash” and she is putty in his hands.

      “Dave-yé!”

      He turned around, and was met by his conquest of three months (or was it five? - no matter) ago, Lullit. The look had been particularly deadly on her. He had found Lullit to be a gentle and innocent soul who fooled herself into thinking she was good enough to hang with the wolves like him. A Debre Zeyt native, she had somehow made it to DC as a wife of a DV winner, dreaming of waitressing riches and parking-lot husbands. She fooled herself into thinking that “Dave” was the dream she had come looking for. He saw no reason to dispel her fantasy. Her innocence was refreshing compared to the barracudas he had to deal with in the older crowd. Spying Fifi and her wefefé brother coming out, he got out of the car and gave the surprised but pleased Lullit a tight, long hug, long enough for Fifi to skin Lullit alive with a withering glmCHa.

      He stood there awkwardly squeezing Lullit – as though he were a lonely bachelor drawing the last bit of ecstasy out of an inflatable companion – until the intensity of Fifi’s laser glmCHa pulverized his focus on the desired impact of the staged show. Five minutes after he sped out of the parking spot with Fifi in front, and Z in the back seat, Lullit’s heart was still winding down towards its regular rhythm.

      Dave, Fifi and Z rode in silence. Dave hadn’t still managed to tune to the right wavelength at which to exchange polite pleasantries with the corn-rowed, tattooed, hip-hop-loving, cocky, youngstah in the back seat. His repeated attempts at patronizing questions have only drawn monosyllabic replies that implied, “Dude… you’re like… soooo… old school, man,” followed by a forced yawn and a gaze out the side windows.

      While fuddling with his CD changer to put on his favorite ‘inidesset’ song in Ephraim’s new album, Difabachew stole a smile at the awkwardness of his situation, and wondered whether the way to a woman’s heart is actually not through her younger brother, and resolved to ignore the punk in the back seat, and, leaning back with one arm resting on the rolled down side window while another alternated between steering and DJ-ing, shot a provocative gaze towards Fifi.

      An implicit pact of don’t-ask-don’t-tell governs the specifics of the destinations to which Difabachew’s chauffeuring services are called for on a regular basis. Had it not been for the sheQaba punk brother in the back seat, and the eau-de lab that keeps eroding his self confidence, he would’ve ventured to ask for more specifics that day.

      The specifics, as it turns out, wouldn’t have been harder to swallow than the bereha-Tibs at Fasika during lunch that scratched all way down his esophagus. Yes, in that unabashed way that women bring the worlds of men into collision course, Difabachew would have realized that he’s about to deposit his ye-mititay inji-so-far-yematibella frE into the arms of Alemneh. Alemneh, the bespectacled, unkempt, BMW-commuter [ i.e. Bus-Metro-Walk ], professor of biochemistry at Georgetown, has become the latest fly to join the buzzing swarm around Fifi’s body. Bespectacled, unkempt, and without a fancy-car-with-100-CD-changer. The book-hugging eccentric who lacks even the remotest hint of humor other than his own brand of word play. Wey neddo! Ay set ?! Even infatuation, Difabachew thought, were disgraceful to share with a geek of that sort. A wave of Qinat swept through him, and turned towards Fifi expecting one more glance would cast her into an ugly Qoma-Qerr, with baggy eyes, and poke-marked face unworthy of the pursuit. He stared as she fuddled through her purse to pull out her a cell-phone. While turning towards the road, the periphery of his frame of vision caught in the rear view mirror what looked like a smirk on the face of the corn-rowed punk in the back seat. Wey neddo!

      She flipped her cell phone open, and dialed a number. Ever so carefully, so her nails-by-Kim remain intact by the time the dialing ordeal was over. Difabachew – who by this time was getting comfy in his fury – stole a glance to see who she could possibly be calling. It was a 202 area code. DC. Georgetown. That punk! Ahun balTefa sewe?! His eyes were taking on a shade of jealous green, as his grip tightened around the wheel. “Alemneh, alem abatih yiTfa, ante kussam!” he cursed under his breath, as his body odor climbed up a couple of notches up the PH scale.

      Fifi dialed the number again, with a look of frustration on her face. Why is he not picking up? Degmo ahun, manew lezih geek yemidewililet? Sometimes she almost felt like she was doing Alemneh a favor by gracing him with her leopard-print-clad presence. She held up the phone to her ears again, thinking maybe she’d hear his high-pitched, nasal, shriek … “Helllooooowwwww, Fifi’alem, Fifishaaaaa!” he would exclaim loudly enough for Shuruba-Z to squirm in pain in the backseat. But no, nobody picked up. She gave up and closed her phone shut with a grunt. Yet abatu! Qerebeta zare! Z-dogg was still smiling to himself witnessing the whole episode when his cell phone rang out with the tune from Puffy’s latest re-sampled hit.

      “Yo!” he hollered, rolling his neck backwards. “Uh-huh, yeah. That’s right, yo. A’ight, arif new, kna’mean?” Difabachew looked back into his rearview mirror at Z, only to catch a menacing stare from the corn-rowed weffeffE himself. A few seconds after his phonecall was actually over with, Z decided to toy with Davicho’sida yegeba angol, and continued to fake a conversation …

      “Oh yeah, man, definitely, I’m gonna get with her,” he continued barking into the dail tone, his eyes fixated on Difabahew through the rearview mirror. “I’ve been waiting for three – no five – months now, and I’m not quitting!” He noticed a slight fidgeting from Dave in the front seat, while his sister kept on looking out the window on her right side.

      “Yeah, there’s this other geekyyehone fara trying to talk to her too, but I’m the man, yo, I can handle this,” he continued, still eyeing the occupants of the front seats as they both seemed to be slightly restless. Dave’s new ride seemed to speed up a little too as the sweat-infested chauffer switched gears.

      “Hell no! Brut is too weak, man. I need some serious cologne. I wouldn’t want to smell funny later on, dawwwgggg! Get me the good joint, eshi!” Z exclaimed, while Dave’s sudden acceleration jolted him backwards. Even Fifi was slightly taken aback by Difabachew’s sudden attack of the accelerator. 65mph. Then 75. Getting to 85. “Ere, Dave-yE, bemotE, Qess iyalk,” Fifi pleaded, looking him up and down.

      The poor man had his grip tight on the wheel, his knuckles paling from the pressure, while beads of sweat trickled slowly down his Qey-dama face. Zooming along at airoplan-yemiasniQ fiTnet, Difabachew, was definitey paying no attention to the traffic on the road. No attention whatsoever to the 1985 Chevy Impala that was pulling out of its parking spot. No attention to Fifi’s pleading yemimesil QuTa. No attention to Z’s evil grin in the backseat. No attention to the ’85 Impala pulling further out into the street …

      KemeQisfet … firen shera siTiTiTiTiTiTiT …. GUAAAAAAAAAAAAA!

      The wrinkled Impala was practically shoved back into its parking spot and rammed into the street light pole. Dave’s ferTama SUV was a mangled wreck, but its occupants still alive. Difabachew’s hands still held tight onto the wheel, as Fifi nursed her nails while sobbing and murmuring incomprehensibilities. Shuruba-Z, his braids still unharmed despite the wegeb-yemisebir crash, jumped out of the backseat through the window, sat on the sidewalk, and started laughing out loud at the top of his lungs.

      Something stirred inside the damaged Impala, and Spanish obscenties came flying out as the driver slowly stepped out with his scantily clad female company.Dave and Fifi looked up to see who they were going to have to deal with when the Insurance people get involved.Seb’hat Le’Ab!Simintegnaw shih! In front of them, out of the mangled car, were stepping out Jerri’s cause of siQay Paqo, and his Dubai-gold-wearing “guadeNa”

      ___________________________

      Tune in for the next episode and see how a car accident leads to a steamy love affair between Zelalem’yene “Z” Moges and Paqo’s girlfriend’s sister-in-law, who happens to be the same lady that cleans Jerri’s apartment whenever Jerri is out trying to find temporary solace in an Ethiopian professor at Georgetown who sports an annoying voice.

      Babes Without Brats
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      by: Y.M.

      It takes time to build things…anything really…dreams, bridges, ideals, high-rises…illusions…, but only scant moments to tear them down… . So, anyway, I was needlessly suffering under this terribly misguided notion that I, a childless woman, could actually add - not detract - to society with my enviable (in my opinion) status of being offspring-free. I was at that stage in life where I could easily find myself enthusiastically agreeing with the details of articles with titles such as: Babes without Brats and Running in the Rat Race without Rug-rats or 101 Reasons Why You Should Get Your Tubes Tied (I wonder…could they reopen my appendix scar to gain access to my fallopian tubes? Anyhoo….)

      I was way at the top of my career ladder, perfectly satisfied with my lot in life - a job to die for; 2-bedroom condo with a maintenance-free bricked patio; a semi-friendly pet - a black, fluffy cat I named…er…Fluffy in a moment of inebriated inspiration and whom I religiously list on my tax returns as a dependent - a killer Lexus - stately blue, fully-loaded, sunroof, disc breaks…and listed on my tax returns as my other dependent - and…where was I…? Oh yeah, at the top of the food-chain and well satisfied with the view. Whoever had said it was lonely at the top had obviously stayed there way too long. I was a young ‘un, having only just introduced my toes to the unfamiliar waters of the thirties and proving to all who cared to notice that I was a good swimmer. A very good swimmer. An excellent swimmer. There was that time when I declined the Olympic trials only because….uh, yeah, right…so, where was I again…? In my young thirties, happy, single and (yes!) childless. No, amend that to child-free. Much more positive tone to it.

      Don’t get me wrong (and please, those of you who light candles at the base of the national PTA monument do not - I repeat, DO NOT - send me hate mail), it’s not that I dislike children. Far from it. I have several cousins on whom I dote with enough sweetness to give me and half of the western world painful cavities. It’s not that I stare down the odd parent who will bring an infant to an R movie and sit there shifting her spawn from breast to breast….I tell ya, there’s something about the Twap! Twap! of a suckling child that kills the general ambiance of a torrid love scene. No, really, have nothing against very young, very short people with cute love-me eyes and smiles that could melt your insides…if you had insides to melt. That’s just the thing. I don’t.

      But, have I mentioned my mother yet? No? How remiss.

      My mother is your average where-is-my-goddam-grand-baby? Ethiopian mother who smiles with angelic beneficence on all but her still-no-babies? children. All of my accomplishments - three degrees from Ivy League institutes, an awesome career, real estate property before the age of thirty, and a portfolio that would make Greenspan salivate - dwindle to mere insignificance when put under the bright light of my glaring deficiency - a virgin uterus. Well, actually, to be entirely fair, I don’t have three degrees from Ivy League institutes…er, okay, my one and only degree comes from a university that started growing its ivy a mere decade ago. And if I were to tell the truth - that is, nothing but the truth - I’d have to admit that I hate the track my career is riding on currently. And the real estate property…? Well, I’m still saving up for it, okay! And no, I don’t drive a Lexus (good God!)…and ishi, if you must know, I’m a couple of years past thirty. So, while I’m on this truth track, I may as well admit to you that when I said Greenspan would salivate at my portfolio, I think I meant to say that he’d actually spit at it…if it were there to be spit at, that is (Jeez, honesty can really take the wind outta your sails!). Essentially, everything I bragged about in the second paragraph…? Dreams, mere dreams - uh, yes, including Fluffy. But I do have plants, two to be exact (or three, if I get to count my maintenance-free faikus). I have a leafy green gentleman I’ve named Verne and a lovely burgundy thing I’ve named Emily - ishi, beQa, they’re ferenj plants, min libelachu?! Anyway, the idea was to start out gradually. You know, try out my nurturing skills on immobile living things before I let myself graduate to the furry four-legged and then to the bald, two-legged, bawling, feed-me-change-me variety.

      So, okay, perhaps my mother has more than a passing right to feel bitter about my lack of…er…uteral achievements. I mean, what have I been doing with my time, anyway, right? Living my life, I argue. Wasting your life, she shoots back. I thought it was damn talented of me to be able to take care of myself, to proclaim undeniable independence. She thought a woman without child has yet to attain her full potential. I sometimes talk about adoption as a very viable option should I ever reach menopause with my uterus having never been occupied by a living being. My mother says, you think someone else’s child would ever be as real as your own? I think that I’m still basically too selfish to stretch myself enough to take care of another human being. My mother has generously offered her services - in the event I should ever be blessed with a fertilized egg.

      Well, our simmering-just-below-the-surface differences of opinion nearly came to a blows at a wedding reception one summer evening.

      We were seated, it seemed, at a table of grandmothers, all around my mother’s age, give or take dog years. They were all, as my rotten luck would have it, armed with pictures of their off springs’ little rug-rats. One of them even had a pocket-book sized album choke-full of pictures of drooling, toothless, hairless beings eating up the camera lens. They drew them out like guns, with the expertise of gunslingers at the OK Corral, and aimed them with vindictive precision at my mother who, they damn well knew, wasn’t packing a celluloid piece. I avoided, for as long as I possibly could, my mother’s eyes, then briefly casting mine up to the ceiling, I finally turned to face her. Her eyes spoke volumes, veritable novellas of how much she was suffering just then, empty handed at a table full of nattering old grandmothers who had nothing better to do than pull an impromptu show-and-tell of their own little cherubs. I wanted to remind her that we were essentially on the same side and that there absolutely was no need for bloodshed at this table. Think of all the horrible rumors that could burn up the wires on the Ethiopian Grapevine Post - Woman Slays Childless Daughter, Claims Unbearable Envy as Defense; or Injera and w’T Fly in Curious Altercation Over Photos of Naked Babies. Oh, yeah, I could see it now, and my chances of ever marrying into the community for the express purpose of childbearing would go from very slim to none.

      So, seriously, what is this need our mothers have to see us with child? It’s not like we’d have the option of round-the-clock nannies to take care of our spawn while we danced the night away, or burned the midnight oil at work to insure a future in the company and a fat portfolio before we retired. For instance, in the ever increasingly remote event I marry and have a child, I would want to stay at home and be the primary care-giver to my very own little…love. But in today’s economy, with our growing need for “a better life” what are the chances of that ever happening? I certainly don’t want to marry for any reason other than love. That might seem rather naïve and over demanding on my part, but there you have it. I come from a very long line of divorced/separated forebears. My own parents went their separate ways before I was out of diapers. I grew up having to endure two separate birthday parties, two separate Christmases, and later, two separate Thanksgiving dinners. If at all possible, I would like to spare my offspring the same double-mint pleasure - whether or not it would ultimately break my mother’s eager heart.

      Okay, I admit it…I do want a child! I want to be a mother. So much so that I’ve even given serious thought to the possibility of single-parenthood. I mean, what if I never meet my soul mate? There’s a growing possibility if ever there was one. Either he’s hiding…or….he’s dead. Either way, I’m already thinking of ways to occupy my time as a potentially permanently single, offspring-free female in a world that seems to reward only those who continue to populate our already crowded world. Maybe, I’ll even start a club of my own. Keep a look out for www.babeswithoutbrats.org coming to a search engine near you.

      Berchuma
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      by : Yosef Seifu

      The wine had arrived, and the parched crowd buzzed around the waiters. After guzzling down a few glasses full, I noticed that the party had suddenly mellowed down. The valium-calm atmosphere was further enhanced by the mega-mix of unidentifiable “tribal” sounds that emanated from the other room. The audience at this event tended to be fascinating in its own right. Some seemed to be interestingly psychotic, or at times threatened to be arrestingly interested. Amidst all of the distractions, I heard, “Here is my Ethiopian friend!” I was jolted, once more, by that remark. I asked myself, “Am I still an Ethiopian and not a New Yorker?” Why would I be introduced as an Ethiopian friend? Why was she saying Ethiopian under her breath, with her pity-laced grimace as if to lessen some pain that might be inflicted upon me? I suddenly snapped. You see nothing spoils a romance so much as a sense of enlightenment. I was chaffed. I felt uneasy, uncomfortable, and at times a bit ornamental.

      They say that discomfort is the root of all progress. And I was definitely jostled. It was at this fated book release party that I finally saw my identity, all exposed for me to scrutinize. My mind nodded its assent. What am I exactly? Meandering the hallways, I came into a highly stylized sitting room, a salon of sort. There I made a poignant observation. There were several objets d’art strewn around the lovely room. AChinese opium divan, a shield from Papua New Guinea, and lo-and-behold, a BirCHuma on the fireplace mantel! “gud fela! birCHuma Gergeda Lai weTa!”
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       I stood there and marveled at the absurdity of things, pondering about what it all meant. The décor was a parody of itself! Like Proust’s tasty Madeleine, the birCHuma transported me back to my past, to my childhood. A particular image burned before my eyes. I remembered myself falling off the three-legged stool at my Grandmother’s house. I had never been able to master it; nor as I came to understand it, have I mastered my identity. Amidst all of the fanfare, frou-frou chat, and sweet-nothings, I decided to mentally revisit my origins and settle, once and for all, this burning question. I know some of you are probably raising the roof per se with unbridled “QiliT yale ililta” while some of you are saying to yourselves, “here we go again, with Addis nostalgia, “minew bayaderQen?” That is why I ask your unconditional forgiveness and understanding…. We are all entitled to such dire follies without so much as a “isshi ingidih… .” Now, now! My lovely Seleda Anbabiyoch, let’s calm down and finish reading this article. I am sure the though of Addis has started to overwhelm you, sending you into a sea of sweet memories of Ager Bet, our untarnished playground, or so I thought.

      A few months later, I packed my “kotet,” which we all know could be a traumatic experience all in itself, and set out for Newark Airport. Ay! Wegenoché! What can I say about the boarding experience on “yeNa” airlines? (Which for obvious reasons will be left unnamed). I was first confronted by the “autobus tera” ambiance that hovers around the ticket counter. After two long hours of dragging my “kotet” from one side of the ticket counter to the other, mired in complete chaos, I attempted to organize a queueonly to be ridiculed by sly comments such as “min nektotal? Arfo QuCH aylim?” and “Agul ferenj!” Had I only known it was indicative of what was to come. I stood there for what seemed like an eternity fantasizing about what I was going to do in Addis. I pictured my zemedoch, balinjeroch, sefer lijoch, my old “Lycee” and all that was missing in my life in New York. I imagined myself recklessly scarfing down plates full of that freshly roasted lamb, ye karamara lega Tibs, and passionately smearing my face with juicy papayas from the tropical gardens of Nazaret. “Ay Ageré Ethiopia, meTahulish!”

      All the while, adrift in daydreams, I came to realize that the airline counter personnel might be afflicted by similar bouts of nostalgia. Had the concept of time eluded them? They were all dilly-dallying, shirr gud, geba weTa around, incessantly chatting, going in and out of that mysterious door behind the counter. After 2 hours of Qosht AkaTel waiting, I managed to secure a seat aboard the aircraft. Much to my frustration, the plane took off two hours after we had been seated. The captain announced that we had missed our allotted take-off time. Finally, we were airborne and the crew started performing its legendary hospitality, which seemed tirelessly rehearsed to perfection. Several hours later, the plane landed to refuel in Rome. I had anticipated that I would get off the plane to stretch my legs and do a little shopping before take-off. However, my hopes were dashed as the plane remained far away from any facility. There, they opened the doors and beckoned us to take some fresh air. I thought “Abdewal indé?” As soon as they finished the announcement, undetected by stewards, a somewhat disoriented Ababa got up from his seat and walked off the plane straight out to Bolé menged which in this case happened to be the main landing strip at Da Vinci Fuimicino Airport. There were pleas and cries from the plane. “weyné! gud fela! ere, ere! Ababan yazuachew!” Panic spread like wild fire. Upon hearing this, Italian security forces, flanked by Ethiopian stewardesses ran to apprehend the poor old man. I thought I heard, “Ay Anbessa!” from behind me. She repeated once more, “Ay Abessa!”

      Upon my arrival, I unfolded and carefully inspected my itinerary “gudayoch,” which included extensive family visits, museums, galleries, self guided walking tours, antique scouting, visits to far-away places like Gonder, Ankober, Ambassel… and other personal business which will be left unmentioned…. Yes! I know mystery is so obvious! I told you so! Most of all, I vowed that as a New Yorker and an aspiring artist, that I would valiantly try to keep myself on the beat of the Addis metropolitan. As you alreadyknow by now, Addis can wreak havoc on one’s attention span - especially if one has the attention span of a water shrew! Or so I have been told. My adopted New York temperament, coupled with my perpetual state of confusion, relentlessly plagued my otherwise peaceful existence. In other words, “dimbirbiré weTa!” Do not do one of your eye-rolling, he-is-like-so-weird looks! Even the self-help books I towed along failed to restore normalcy to my esprit. In all honesty, Addis has gotten very real (eat your heart out Real World!). It has morphed into the most comforting yet at the same time disturbing place on earth, a rare quality, the French would call jolie-moche. My anticipated walking tours took a turn for the worst as I neared churches and squares. Fellow Ethiopians who have been reduced to a life of abject misery studded the streets. Frankly, my walk was a glimpse of the abyss - to this day I lack words to describe what I have seen.

      What is there to do in Addis? What were people talking about when they said, “We had a great time?” When the topic of poverty comes up, panic inevitably sets in, replete with all sorts of stammering denials, and evasions. Let’s face it! Before I knew it, I was forced to adjust to the overwhelming poverty and misery. Sadly enough, I was better off than most people around me. My meager salary in yeferenj Ager made me look like a “billionaire.” How sad to see hardworking people make a fraction of what I made. Upon day five, my life oscillated between ye-cake bet and mesheta bet. By day ten, Addis had lost its allure. I was brimming with anger and sadness. I was outraged by the multitude of child molesters that roam the bars with little girls dangling from each arm. I was angry at how HIV/AIDS was not a topic of discussion among the young. In any case, I wish I had been forewarned of Addis’ splendid surprises. From posta bet to Quibe Ministere, Ethiopia packs in a few unforgettable _gursha_s that would leave the je-ne-sait-quoi in us in a tizzy fit. After a hard, sobering day, I found solace in the calm of _injera-_bingeing (It is humanly impossible to overdose on kitfo, for we can all attest that culinary experiences in Addis can often border on bliss!), more cake devouring, shai slurping and of course the occasional bout of existentialism at the local “bougie-spheres” called Sheraton and Hilton. At times, I must admit, I thanked igzéré for such refuges. Places like that reassured me that even such things were possible in Addis. I guess, you could say that I suffered from misguided hopes and dreams. Nonetheless, it proved something, anything!

      Meanwhile, between these sporadic breaks, time stood still in Addis. I never had so much time to think. I wondered how many undiscovered philosophers roamed the streets of Addis. As for me, I pondered over my odd dreams, my borCH-enhancing diet, my friends’ problems, my problems with you-know-who, my conspiracy theories, my religious believes, my annoying habits, et cetera, et infinitum, et nauseam. Briefly said, the reason why I was put on this planet and most of all I often asked myself, “Where do I fit in this enigma called Etiopiawinet?”

      After weeks of soul searching and frequent getaway trips to warmer regions, I had returned to Addis to wind down my trip, when the unexpected happened. God has such a wacky way of throwing one more wrench into the demented stew we call Addis life. At times, Addis seemed to me like some kind of cosmic joke. I fell seriously ill. Unbeknownst to me, I had contracted the dreadful disease called weba - Malaria. Of course, I had one of my infamous tantrum-throwing fits. How could that darn bimbi get me? And why didn’t the prophylactic work? Hearing my questions, the house help explained in detail how my low consumption of berbere in yeferenj Ager directly correlates to my contraction of the dreadful disease. I started to have stomach pain three days before my departure. As our elders say, “be inQirt lai joro deghif!” Indescribable wugat besieged me! I stood there in my cousin’s house contemplating my fate. I felt as if my life had shattered before me into tiny pieces of stinging shards of coal. I had to get down on all fours and pick up the burning pieces - not to mention I spend hours doubled over the throne pleading with God -“igzéré, mechem yezaren awTaNina, nege… .”

      Blistering fever ravaged my entire body - needless to say I was delirious from the onset. I saw ostriches, New York cabs, even a bagel laden with a dollop of chive cream cheese - all in my bed! I’m afraid to contemplate the Freudian innuendoes! At that moment of hallucinatory revelations, my cousin decided to cancel my trip and get my limp body to the nearest infirmary. But which one? Much to my dire dismay (I couldn’t be more redundant if I wanted to!) Addis is studded with faux clinics - fronts with no doctors in sight. After half a day of megulalat, I finally felt that my life had taken on all of the characteristics of a Greek tragedy where the protagonist is mowed down by death’s scythe, moments before he discovers his purpose in life. My life was suddenly replete with teeth-sucking and head-shaking spectators. “TSim! Ageru gebto indih yihun? miskin lij.”

      My family agrees that I should immediately go to one of the hospital in Bole. But much to my dismay (yet again dismay is the bread of Addisites who seek medical attention) and agony, I had to be referred by a clinic to be admitted. Triage at its worst. Who knew HMO’s had international influence? I managed to cram my wilting body into my friend’s car - by this time I found out the real meaning of “ras merzen.” I felt like somebody was going willy-nilly with a dula on my head. I languished in clinics, and gave so much blood that I swear I became anemic. All the while my family stood there besides me, unwavering in their resolve to get me back on my feet. I owe a gratitude to them that I will never be able to repay. Ethiopians are blessed with innate humanity that transcends any crisis. And most of all, amidst such turmoil that characterizes life in Addis for so many, and especially at moments of personal cultural gitchitotch, my family and friends answered my pending question. I was resuscitated to life.

      Soon after, I was at Bole airport saying my adieus. And in what seemed like a flash, I was back in New York. I picked up nuro where I had left it. I was once more at a party, schmoozing and reminiscing about my trip home with friends in the infamous Lower East Side barrio. I was sitting in a terribly clean hall. Perched on a comfy Ottoman, I realized that I was at a party with the rest of New York’s bulimic society, whose parents probably have a residual but unconscious stake in the outcome of the Middle East peace talks. The simplicity of their character made them incomprehensible to me. There, murmuring and hors d’oeuvre-devouring glamour-mongers surrounded me. They swayed from room to room, quietly throwing glances at each other. I have always hated mystery. It’s so obvious. As you already know, my dearest Seleda readers, the fa fa fa crowd in New York is known for their tardiness. k’Abeshoch yibisalu! Even though most of us had been prepared for the ritually sadistic delay, my patience wore off as swiftly as my buzz from the cheap wine I had been nursing. Then lo-and-behold, the grand entrance of one of New York’s infamous shock vigilante rudely interrupted my nostalgic intermission. I couldn’t believe my eyes! Ensconced in a positively species-exterminating fur coat, despite the 100-degree temperatures inside the house, she approached me and whispered with her dragon’s breath, “Hello, have I seen you somewhere before? Do I know you?” As Oscar Wilde once said, “When the Gods want to punish us they answer our prayers,” and so it went. The host interrupted and said to her, under her breath, he is my “Ethiopian friend.” She had instantly categorized and shelved me in the dark recesses of her nefarious mind.

      The ignominy of it all would have chaffed and embarrassed me, had I not prided myself by saying that I had seen and heard it all in New York. I realized that I no longer bestow upon myself the tittle of “cultural attaché” for Ethiopia. I felt at times that I was conducting my own war against what seemed to be an ongoing international campaign of negative publicity against my “virtual” Ethiopia. All of it had become personal. I felt that we were denied the opportunity to partake in all of the romanticism enjoyed by other immigrants in America. Even the Russians have turned their once horrific image into fabulous fairy tales. I had been obsessed, even, at times, adamant in ever so carefully constructing an image of my homeland for others to admire. But this time I was different. Addis had smacked reality into me. The essence of being an Ethiopian was no longer rooted in nostalgia and childhood fascinations. I realized that the essence of my identity was not rooted in the aesthetics, the superficial - the array of mesQels on my chest, nor the shemma draping over my body. My trip back home reassured me that I still have that Ethiopian affinity, hilina, that is hard to describe, let alone write about.

      The next time I come across a birChuma in America, I will definitely take a seat and, this time, I won’t fall off!

      Gorebet
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      Sights in Addis

      by: Robel Mammo

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      How to Find Seleda
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      or should it be: How YOU Are Finding Seleda on the Web?

      There are many reasons why we don’t surf the web (the fact that several e-restraining orders from too many web sites have made us road kill on the Information Superhighway notwithstanding). But, you could have slapped us silly and called us “Weinishet!” at the ways you people are getting to our saintly little page.

      Besmeab!! Mnew bakachihu? We were under the impression that we were running an informative, entertaining, wholesome website that appeals to bombolino-cheeked, aynafar, Qum negereNoch… Ere be hg amalak… Here are a few samples that come directly from the site stats (hey, even we moshlaQoch couldn’t make this stuff up):

      http://www.google.com/search?q=male+girdle

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=an+essay+on+how+to+avoid+someone+who+you+owe+money+to

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=sociopaths+and+lawyers

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=dominatrix+artwork

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=ethiopian+porno

      http://www.google.com/search?q=rasta+woman+ganja

      http://www.google.com/search?q=addis+nazareth+school+student

      http://uk.google.yahoo.com/bin/query_uk?p=clinging+pantie+pictures

      http://www.google.com/search?q=“girls+asses”

      http://www.google.com/search?q=“too+many+drinks”

      http://www.google.com/search?q=girls+sex+ethiopia

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=very+big+girls+asses

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=fetish+lipstick

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=ripping+my+shirt

      http://google.yahoo.com/bin/query?p=the+nature+of+graft+and+corruption

      http://www.google.com/search?q=sexy+ethiopian+women

      .

      The Talk
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      by: ShanQo

      Scene One

      “Eshi,” my father started. “How are things at school?” A normal question from a parent concerned about his son’s education, right? Wrong! True, any other day, it would have been an inquiry that I wouldn’t have paid any mind to, but it was Sunday night, and we were in the middle of watching of “Face/Off.”

      “Huh? Ay, arif newe, so far so good.” A feeble attempt at not wanting to find out what dubida was waiting behind his seemingly innocent question.

      Silence. For twenty more minutes. We just sat there, watching Jontra Bolta and Nick Cage throw punches and hurl bullets at one another. I couldn’t even pay attention to the dialogue in the movie anymore. My mind was trying to conjure up all possible gruesome scenarios of where this conversation might be headed to. I went through everything from that F I got way back in 5th grade (rolling it up with an old pair of socks and hiding it in my closet had seemed like a good idea back then), to that important paper that I’ve been procrastinating on for the last two weeks. Wey fiDa! In a matter of seconds, I was a nervous wreck fighting to maintain a composed façade … all because my dad asked how I was doing in school.

      Ten more minutes. Still, the TV is the only thing making any sound … other than the voices in my head that keep reminding me that I have all the reason to dread what this man might say next. The remote control sat idly between the two of us.

      “GuadeNochihis, endet nachew?” he muttered, fidgeting slightly.

      WHAT IN THE NAME OF GOD WAS THIS MAN GETTING AT? And the fact that he was fidgeting did not comfort me the least bit either. I seriously began to fear for my life. Yihe ye’Mozvold sofa ahun tekefto biweTeN min alebet …

      “Dehna nachew … minew?” I swallowed hard, hoping maybe that lump in my throat would move down a little bit and stop choking me with every syllable I uttered. For a second, I even considered pausing the movie, and, emba iyereCHehu, gulbet iyesamku, asking for forgiveness for whatever it was that I had done.

      He cleared his throat. From the corner of my eye, I saw him frowning for a second. Then he started cracking his knuckles. Gud Felaaa! Zaré Qen, Mariamiyé, benatish, yene emebet, if I get out of this alive, I promise to never take out of the offering bag at church. In a little over 12 seconds, I had incanted Abatachin hoy, Imebetachin Mariam Hoy, forty-two _kraraiso_s,and siletoch to all the _tabot_s that I could recall.

      “Ay, minim. Indezihu …” he responded finally.

      Zim, Zim. CHiCH, miCHiCH. Ten more awkward minutes. Suddenly, he took in a conspicuously loooong breath, and exhaled with that dignified sigh that only ex-Military men know how to do so well. Was this my cue? I turned and looked at him, my heart doing somersaults of fear.

      “Minew?”

      “Ay, minim. Just thinking.” I could almost swear that he was just as nervous as me … maybe more. It was comforting, in a way.

      “Silemin? Be’dehna?”

      “Hmm? Yeah, ay, don’t worry about it, bakih, zim biyé new.” Obviously there was something bothering this man, and I knew for a fact that my dreams wouldn’t be the sweetest dreams that night unless I found out what the hell was going on. It was only two more months before I graduated from high school, and I had serious plans to attend the occasion alive and sane. And at this point, this particular situation was definitely in the way of my sanity. I turned my attention back to the shooting and exploding on-screen, looking for some kind of solace. It almost seemed like Jontra was whispering to me: “Ayzoh, bakih, tewew. Min asCHeneQeh? If he’s got something to say, he’ll say it. Otherwise keep your mouth shut and watch me blow sh*t up!” So I conceded and continued with the movie.

      Scene Two

      Ye’arat se’at zena bengliziNa. Mom in the kitchen making God knows what heinous concoction of avocados, eggs, and yalteneTere Qibé - she says it’s good for the heart. My Dad still sitting in the same spot as earlier … still tense. His poor knuckles have suffered some serious damage with all the nervous cracking. At least he said it was a good movie. My mom strolls by the living room and pauses to take a look at my dad.

      “Eshi, endet new? filmu Tiru neber?” she asked.

      “Hmm? Yeah, minim aylim. zendiro metakosina megadel honual filmu hulu, “ muttered my dad, uncrossing his legs and rolling his neck - more cracking. Sipping on her brew, she looked back at him, cocked her head, and gave him what I could have sworn was an evil grin. She giggled like a 12-year-old, and shuffled out to the bedroom.

      What on earth was going on in this house? Who are you people, and what have you done to my parents? The X-Files would have had a field day with what was going on in that house that night. My mother’s drink itself would have made for at least one episode on FOX primetime. I picked up the idle remote control from where it lay on the couch between me and my father, slowly got up and put it on top of the TV.

      He murmured something. I think it was my name. I turned around, fearing the worst. I half-expected him to sit there with devilish horns sticking out of his balding head, fangs dripping with curdling blood, and a menacing scowl plastered on his face.

      “Na esti, “ he said softly. All he had was a worried frown. I went back to the spot I was sitting in.

      “Minew, are you ok, babi?” I asked. (Save your comments … so what if I call my dad “babi!”).

      “How’s Sara?” he asked.
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      “Huh?” OK, I was lost, I had no idea what he was getting at. Sara was the girl I’ve been dating for a couple of months … only, my parents know her as my good friend. Conversations about my relationships never got farther than my mother teasing me when girls called the house. She would look at me talking on the phone, and sipping on her toothpaste-juice (that’s what it smells and looks like, anyway), she would say, “Endeee, minew ité, yitewuh inji inezih lijoch. Gena lij aydeleh indé? Arfeh temar, lijé!” And she would giggle and shuffle away …

      “Sara endet nat new yemilih,” he repeated … almost losing his patience. I automatically went back to assuming the worst. I somehow convinced myself that this was her way of dumping me without having to deal with the responsibility herself. She told my parents to tell me that she doesn’t want to be with me anymore!! Wey merdoooo! Heartbreak and fury were beginning to set in, as I tried to remember where I messed up …

      “Endet nachihu…?” he started, and paused, looking for a way to finish the sentence. Another long breath, followed by the heavy sigh. He rolled his eyes, cracked his neck one more time, cleared his throat, looked me dead in the eyes, and finally asked, “Sara girlfriend’ih nat?”

      Even though his steady stare would have made anyone feel like they were standing in front of a firing squad, about to be transformed into a human sieve, my only reaction was a full, genuine smile. I couldn’t lie to him. There was no reason to. The man was putting so much effort into this.

      “Yeah,” I replied, trying my best to reproduce the steady stare that he’s perfected so well. But for some reason that didn’t seem to satisfy him. He still had that look of tense consternation. “Yeah, babiyé, she is,” I repeated, still smiling. I had realized what he was trying to get at. I figured out what was the cause behind the cracking knuckles, the heavy sighs, the rolling necks, and the nervous twitches and fidgeting.

      “I thought so,” he said, with a slight trace of an amused smile on his face. “Ay, ante, beQa adek iko.” I smiled back. I guess it was that father-son bonding moment thing that was going on… .

      “Ghin, And neger…,” he started, going back to that look which had given me serious bowel dysfunction and mental chaos earlier on in the night. I chuckled to myself. This man is very brave! I couldn’t believe he was actually going to go ahead with this …

      Scene Three

      My mother strolls - almost glides - back into the living room, steals one look at me and my father talking, smiles to herself, and then glides into the kitchen to put back her mug. Parents are good with conspiracies, I tell you. I turned back to my father, who had gone back to cracking his knuckles. I considered telling him that I knew what he was thinking, and that I know it all, yadda, yadda, yadda … but you don’t do that to someone who spent most of his life adorned in a uniform and had a rank before his name. I let him have his moment.

      “Iyewilih,” he started, and then stopped. “I know you’re grown up,” he continued, choosing English instead of Amharic. Good call on his part.

      “I know you’re grown up,” he said again, “and you probably already know what I’m going to tell you.” He paused for a breath, swallowed the lump in his throat, cracked his knuckles … Mts, miskin. Yihené, he’s probably regretting not sending me to Qidus Yoseph, just for the sake of avoiding this exact conversation.

      “What I’m trying to say is,” he continued, “that I know you’re responsible, and I want you to stay that way - mature and responsible.” He blinked and pressed his lips together firmly, and nodded. He was about to be done. I should say something… .

      “Babiyé, I know what you mean. Gid yelem, you have nothing to worry about.” I put on my best reassuring smile, and nodded. And we nodded together - a mutual understanding that this little conversation has neared its end…well, at least he’d said all he could without doing serious damage to his heart and nervous system.

      Sighing one last time, he got up from the couch, muttering, “tiliQ sew.” I chuckled. He bid me good night, and headed out of the living room with my mother, who had just emerged back from the kitchen (wey timing bilo zim!). My mother turned around, winked at me knowingly, and giggled. I sat on the couch, looking after them, shaking my head with admiration and pride. My Ethiopian parents just took a stab at having “the talk” with me. Gurayen yemichilew aynorim ahun! He was almost out the door, when I heard him mumble something. I didn’t catch most of it, but one single word was more than audible. “Protection.” It almost seemed like that single word was echoing from every wall in the living room. I started convulsing in fits of laughter. I didn’t get a chance to ask what else he said. My parents had practically sprinted to their bedroom, glad that they got it over with. I could hear my mother laughing at my dad, “Ay, anteeeee!”

      DS Citroen

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The Colonel’s DS Citroën

      He is in the back seat of his father’s dilapidated Citroën when he notices his old man caressing the cracked dashboard of the former jewel in the French auto industry’s crown. Melodious pleas, entreaties and promises follow for naught. The ailing DS, a leading candidate for retirement more than a quarter of a century ago, now could repeat the lyrics of the colonel’s once swaying serenade with one headlight turned on. The colonel is in trouble and he knows it.

      He had graduated from the elite Holeta Academy the year the laureled Kagnew Battalion had returned from the Korean War. As he was one of the brightest students of his class, the imperial government had sent him to Saint-Cyr to study logistics. On the colonel’s graduation day, General Charles De Gaulle had miraculously appeared out of a black DS and awarded the overawed novice officers their hard-earned diplomas. A month later, the colonel, drove his shiny new black Citroën down to Marseilles and stood on the dock until it disappeared in the bowels of the Hera, an enormous Greek cargo ship.
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      The colonel’s son, now on holiday from Sweden, did not want his father to see the smirk that had firmly planted itself on his face. He peers through the back passenger window and glances at the weeds that had overtaken the front lawn of the main post office, obscuring the once fashionable Post Rendez-Vous café. Early on in life, the son had learnt that his father’s attention could be diverted only after the DS had been parked in the garage, snuggled under its custom lamb’s wool blanket.

      In spite of his now “adult” status, the son can not help relishing in his father’s humiliation. Ah, sweet revenge! Several additional witnesses begin to hover around the stalled vehicle. A few snickers penetrate through the windshield the son had once believed to be soundproofed. Clutching a prayer bead from his coat pocket, the former logistician mumbles an incantation as he rubs the worn out beads against the ignition.

      A mechanical engineer by profession, the son does not appreciate this superstitious assault on his core values. “Father,” he murmurs with repressed animosity. The colonel continues to massage the ignition with his rosary. “Why won’t you allow me to send you a car from Stockholm. I can get you a nice Volvo,” the son continues. Irritated by the interruption, the colonel steadies the wobbly rear view mirror affixed on the windshield, a few centimeters above the dashboard, and glares at his son. In the reflection, the son does not see the father that he had once feared but a vulnerable gray-haired man desperately holding onto the familiar. The son abruptly looks away, overwhelmed by the sudden realization.

      The colonel fondles the outer ring of the ignition with his left hand as he inserts the key in the groove, notch by notch, ridge by ridge, with his right hand. He gently lets go and begins to hum Tilahun Gessesse’s “Mona Lizaye Nesh.” Suddenly, in mid-refrain, the colonel quickly turns the key and steps on the gas pedal. The DS roars into life.

      Vindicated, the colonel looks into the rear view mirror and smiles. His son, however, was looking up front in concern. The father follows his son’s gaze. Large clouds of smoke rise through the hood, blocking Churchill Avenue and the municipality building from their view. The colonel curses under his breath and bangs the steering wheel in anger and humiliation. He turns off the engine and sits still, for a few seconds. He then sighs and rolls down the window. He extends his arm and opens the door from the outside. The son shakes his head in disbelief.

      An urchin with a permanent mischievous grin on his face, appears on the driver’s side. He looks at the smoke and then at the colonel. “Fazer,” he retorts. “Ichi yechesech mekina aydelechim indé?”

      Top Ten

      Top Ten "Updated"Teret’na M’salEs for the Hyphenated-Ethiopian

      As always, public servants that we are, we have ‘modernized’ a few teret’na m’salEs for our fellow Ethiopians who did not grow up listening to Weizero Amakelch Demmeliss, ex-proprietor of a well-treaded azamri bEt opposite Menaheria, telling stories studded with colloquialisms which have stumped AmariNa _LiQ_s for decades… So, a few TnM’s, as the kids like to call them. Bonus advantage, let one of these roll off of your pierced tongue, and voila, you have instantly absolved your parents of the guilt they might feel for not having tried to make you hang on to AmariNa…

      10. Jb kehEde, my SUV car-alarm CHohe.

      9. Ye Abay’n lj wuha Temaw, Ye Mississippi’n gn “riverboat” Qumar fejew.

      8. SEt yelakechw, will triple park on 18th street on a Saturday night.

      7. _Yelemedech ToTa, ye’_Satellite’u remote control yenE newe tilalech.

      6. Hamsa lomi shekim new lemonade kalserubet.

      5. Lam alegN be-semaii, but she does not produce skim milk.

      4. Ke-double cheeseburger-u fitu.

      3. Ye’LaCH lij, QuriT Michael Jordan-'n!

      2. Sra saTa, lijen ke’cyber mistu lafata.

      1. Sra-fet MenekusE Qob’un be-Stetson lewiTo “Cowboy, Cowboy” yCHawetal.
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      SELEDA Interviews the Chairman of the newly organized,

      Universally United To Aristrocratize Young Ethiopians (UUTAYé), Inc.

      SELEDA: And UUTAYé is necessary to young Ethiopians, why?

      UUTAYé: Is air necessary? Is water necessary?

      S:

      U: Aristocracy is going to be the air and water of the “new” UUTAYé Ethiopians. Except they will be drinking Evian and breathing purified air through custom made masks.

      S: Uh?

      U: It is all about taking us as a people a notch higher. You have good teeth, by the way. Are you related to Ras Hulumyante Demsisachew?

      S: I’m afraid not…

      U: Too bad. Great fellow. Fabulous teeth. He was the rightful owner of all of Gojam. His son went to Exeter with us.

      S: Oki doc. A lot of people think that maybe the whole aristocracy thing is, well, a little…

      U: Recherché? Turgid? Ponderous?

      S: Well…

      U: Unaccommodating? Cliquish?

      S: Er…

      U: Exclusive? Impenetrable?

      S: Nuts. People think it’s nuts.

      U: Ah. The old nuts argument. Charming. Those people are not true God-fearing Ethiopians.

      S: How so?

      U: God loves UUTAYé. He IS a UUTAYé.

      S: No way!

      U: So wa-aye! He told us so at the last Board meeting. So, in effect, those who try to derail UUTAYé are unfortunate, Godless dimwits.

      S: Wow. So what makes one qualify as an UUTAYé?

      U: There are no qualifications, per se. You just know if you are an UUTAYé or not. What is it that the Americans say about pornography? “We can’t define it, but we know it when we see it” No? An unfortunate metaphor, but an appropriate one, nonetheless. UUTAYé is in one’s blood. It’s not as if one can BECOME one. We don’t have physical marks on us which set us apart. Although some people say we are all exceptionally beautiful people… big eyes, selkaka afnCHa, qei dama …

      S: Any Teyim assa mesais in your group?

      U: Fortunately not.

      S: So, what exactly is the purpose of the UUTAYé?

      U: The creeds and aspirations we have are plenty. We are trying not to pigeonhole our endeavors into one particular hub. But, in general, our prevalent ambition is to bring back fabulousness to Ethiopia. When we feel fabulous, we become fabulous.

      S: Fabulousness?? But amidst poverty and hunger and pandemic that…

      U: You know why we are plagued with all those?

      S: Because there…

      U: Because there is no fabulousness.

      S: What?!

      U: We have, in essence, made fabulousness enemy number one in Ethiopia. Shame, shame, shame. Do you know one fabulous person who is poor? Sick?

      S: As a matter of fact…ye-e-ah…

      U: No you don’t. You know why?

      S: Because fabulous Ethiopian people in UUTAYé don’t get sick or bankrupt?

      U: Bingo! Are you sure you are not a descendant of Merid-Azmatch FileTachew’s? He was smart, too. Grandpoppy went to Harvard with him.

      S: I don’t think he’s a relation. It says here in the constitution of UUTAYé that you are the righteous leaders of the future Ethiopia. How do you plan to accomplish that?

      U: Through equality, love and fairness.

      S: But, isn’t the concept of aristocracy the opposite of that credo?

      U: Absolutely not! We treat everyone with the same love and kindness. As our parents used to say, “We love our servants equally and we are kind to people who are not like us.”

      S: How much support do you think you will have for UUTAYé from average Ethiopians?

      U: Who?

      S: Average Ethio…never mind. So, have you set up UUTAYé offices in Ethiopia?

      U: We’re working on it. Our treasurer’s grandfather is the rightful owner of all of Illubabour, so we might head there. Have you ever been there? Lovely place, Illubabour. Potential to be a very trendy address, you understand? Lovely people, too. We are sure they will understand when we tell them to all move somewhere else.

      S: Call us crazy, but there are a lot of people out there who don’t take the whole right of birth thing so lightly. How do you propose…

      U: You are crazy!

      S: … to address that issue?

      U: You are very crazy.

      S: So if you and your supporters are the “true” Ethiopians, what are the rest of the people?

      U: We call them Ethio-peons. We were going to call them Ethio-lites, but our vice-chairman vetoed it. His great uncle is the rightful owner of the Bonga-Nazret-Kibre Mengist triangle. And Ethiopeons has a certain…respect. Do you agree?

      S: So, you are respectful even when you denigrate?

      U: Or, we denigrate because we are respectful. It’s all in how you see things. I have to tell you this, you can pass for Enderassé Belindiya Ziqargachew’s great grandchild. You have the same eyebrows.

      S: You’re kidding!

      U: Oh, dear magazine person, we never kid about Enderassé Belindiya. He was the rightful owner of a good part of Shewa and the fabulous part of Harergé. His only daughter married a non- UUTAYé. Broke his heart. Huge scandal. Keeled over one day. Bam! He was gone.

      S: So I assume you all don’t marry outside the UUTAYé circle?

      U: Correct. And not because we are being, as some are quick to label us, snobs, you understand. It’s just that the adjustment to UUTAYésm from Ethiopeonsm is dreadful on an untrained person’s psyche. Darn near impossible. Why put anyone (even an Ethiopeon) through the rigmarole? Our motto is: “If you love an Ethiopeon; free, free, set them free… If they come back, have Father’s second brigade shoot them down.”

      S: Whaa…?

      U: Ha ha. A little joke. A curious musing, if you may. A droll aphorism, if you shall. A comical chronicle, don’t you think? We don’t have people shot. Anymore. Not in the last several years. Not that I know of.

      S: Hm. It also says here that you all are ardent philanthropists. What are some of the projects you are working on?

      U: We are tireless in trying to find ways to assist our people. Our biggest initiative to date is our new Deconstructing and Initiating Neo/Quasi Ethiopeoans to Modernity (DINQEM) scholarship program. It is quite an endeavor.

      S: How so?

      U: We have established 15-year long DINQEM scholarships for five deserving and underprivileged (the two concepts are not always synonymous) Ethiopeons. The program will help acclimate the chosen ones to the nuances of UUTAYé, which they will join as honorary members, IF they pass the board exams—written and oral.

      S: So a bulk of your philanthropy is helping five people every fifteen years?

      U: Rather ambitious. We know. But doable. Very doable. But noblesse oblige. It must be done so that God can love them like we love them.

      S: So you are just helping God?

      U: Indeed. Mind you, He is still ubiquitous and almighty. We are just making it easier for him to be so.

      S: What does honorary membership mean exactly?

      U: Essentially, a little bit of this… a little bit of that.

      S: Could one marry an UUTAYé after 15 years of training?

      U: Good heavens, no! And… we hope you understand, we mean that in the nicest way possible.

      S: Could one socialize with UUTAYés?

      U: Let’s not quibble over details…it’s indecorous. An honorary member will be held in high esteem…

      S: …as long as he or she doesn’t aspire to marry one of you?

      U: Tish tosh. When you say it so harshly, you almost make it seem…excessive. It’s not so bad. Really.

      S: Actually, it sounds …

      U: You, for example, could make a splendid specimen as an honorary member. Have Agafari Banjaw Kifetew give you an application on your way out.

      S: I don’t think…

      U: You should. Your hair. Very much resembles the texture of Wagshum Getachew DamTachew Qelbisachew’s people. His aunt was the rightful owner of all of Welega and that little part of Shewa no one cares about. We went to the School of Economics with her third cousins.

      S: It’s not…

      U: You’re still young. Fifteen years from today, who knows… you might be sitting here being interviewed by a combative wurgaT teeny-bopper 'zine with a petulant interviewer. Wouldn’t that be fabulous? Hmm?

      S: WurgaT??

      U: We mean that in the nicest way possible, you understand.
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      In our tireless efforts to help our readership “Do The Right Thing”, we have added an organization to our list that is tackling a very serious problem in Ethiopia, and indeed all of Africa – AIDS. We all know that Africa has a disproportionate number of the AIDS cases in the world, with over 70% of the infected adults in the world living in Sub-Saharan Africa according to some statistics. No doubt you have seen first hand, or have heard from friends recently returned from Ethiopia, that AIDS has become a very serious health problem. In fact AIDS is further shortening the already short life expectancy in Africa. In addition, it is expected to cause a social and economic crisis since it has been seriously affecting the young and productive population. Think about teachers, farmers, bankers, and engineers dying of this disease in countries that have precious few of these professionals and you understand the problem. Unfortunately, while the US has declared AIDS in Africa as a threat to national security, few African governments have been willing to recognize the seriousness of the threat of AIDS to the very fabric of African societies.

      The African AIDS Initiative founded by Mrs. Elleni Gebreamlak West is stepping in to convince governments in Africa of the urgency of this issue as well as to educate the people on prevention, provide care for victims of AIDS, and encourage research for a cure. This organization has focused much of its attention on addressing the AIDS epidemic in Ethiopia, but also organizes Pan-African conferences to discuss ways of cooperatively tackling this scourge. Mrs Elleni Gebreamlak West’s advisory board includes Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Former Presidential Candidate Bill Bradley, Professor and Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison, Harvard Professor Henry Louis Gates, Harvard Professor Cornell West, Professor and Nobel Laureate Eli Wiesel, and Director of Kudirat Initiative Hafsat Abiola. It took the initiative of one woman to focus attention on a crisis that most African governments have chosen to ignore.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact: ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call (617)496-5998 (617)496-6935

      or write to

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      IHA-UDP

      This group picks up where the Norwegian organization Redd Barna left off in improving living conditions in the poorest Qebeles of Addis Ababa. They are involved in 1- physical upgrades (building and repairing houses and public latrines, roads, alleys) 2- community development (job creation, education, correction and rehabilitation) 3- health education, control of communicable diseases, immunization, and first aid services). So far, there have been approximately 42,000 beneficiaries of this project. The new project area is Qebele08 in woreda23.

      There is a DC chapter of IHA-UDP that is currently being formed to support the goals of IHA-UDP in Ethiopia. Information available on the IHA-UDP web page (www.ihaudp.org)

      Or contact

      The Project Coordinator

      IHA/UDP

      P.O.BOX 6889

      Addis Abeba, Ethiopia

      Tel:15-63-75 /15-18-45

      Fax:51-21-77

      Addis Abeba Fistula Hospital

      Founded in 1975 by Drs Reginald and Catherine Hamlin, this hospital has been providing free care and treatment to over 1,000 poor women every year to treat and prevent fistula, childbirth injuries. The hospital receives some funding from World Vision and the Hamlin Churchill Childbirth Injuries Fund but needs additional support in order to continue providing this invaluable service. The hospital is a registered charitable organization in Addis Abeba

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries was formed in June 2000 to ensure the survival of this hospital. The foundation has an “adoption” program by which donors can directly sponsor the treatment of a woman at the hospital, or an “endowment” program for donating to an endowment fund

      For more information download the following letter

      Or contact:

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries

      1307 S. Mary Avenue Suite 205

      Sunnyvale, CA 94087

      (408) 720 - 0433

      richaas@earthlink.net

      Getachew Bolodia Foundation

      Their web page says it all, The Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF), a non-political, non-profit making body, was established in 1994 in memory of Dr Getachew Bolodia, who was Associate Professor of Biochemistry in the Faculty of Medicine.

      The Foundation is devoted to the promotion of higher education and research in Ethiopia. It supports in particular, gifted and deserving university students through offering fellowship in biology, chemistry and medicine. GBF also aspires to promote the development of science in Ethiopia by organizing seminars, workshops and lectures"

      The foundation sponsors needy and deserving students by providing them a pocket allowance to help them meet their personal expenses. It has also sponsored exchange programs for GBF fellows between the Faculty of Medicine at AAU and the Gonder College of Medical Sciences.

      GBF also regularly sponsors lectures and workshops to encourage the dissemination of scientific knowledge.

      GBF depends on membership fees and donations in order to support it’s programs. Membership fees are $60 per year for full membership, $500 for lifetime membership or $5,000 for corporate membership.

      For more information refer to their web page at

      http://www.safemail.com
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      The halls of SELEDA are filled with mirth and merriment, dear readers, as we get ready to wave goodbye to 2000- a year certainly filled with its share of tirimiss…dibiliq… and some wry moments of, as Esachew Kburinetachew Ato Alan Greenspam put it, irrational exuberance.

      …January 2000 marked our second “theme” based SELEDA… a veritable literary move, we thought, until the raucous shikoocha at editorial meetings to decide what the theme-of-the-month would be started to resemble the chaos at Siminto vs. Buna football matches at Kampolojo. We nearly came to blows with upper management who threatened to shut this whole operation down if we didn’t have a Lifestyles of the Rich and Infamous Ethiopians Who Love Stirred Martinis Issue … Mayalf neger yelem.

      …February was the Love Issue, which in SELEDA confines means that our writers and the computer people came to a détente, however ephemeral… the Kompiwter KebertEs promised not to replace the writers’ powdered carrot-ginseng (ye meksess beverage-achew) with miTmiTa; and the writers pledged not to light up eTan and turn the computer room into a make-shift yoga tera.

      …Semi crises threatened to mushroom into a bone fide catastrophe with our Science and Technology Issue in March. It turned out to be the most popular issue, dashing the hopes of the creative crew who were unwavering in their thought that this here was a literary bastion of sorts. They swore the tech people had put m’tihat on the Stats page… the Tech people promptly tried to program a “m’tat” in Fortran… upper management wanted a crash course on what a m’tihat was… and all the marketing people were fired for making SELEDA appeal to “mindless, soulless techie geeks.” Yelenibetim!

      …In April we celebrated our first anniversary and SELEDA upper management managed to thwart a carefully planned coup d’état by we the CHiQoon of all CHiQoon Hizbs… and so, instead of the Victory issue, we had to settle for the Careers Issue, effectively ending our careers of planning and executing successful “bloodless but fabulous” revolutions… and forever draining out any mercy our bosses might have had left in their right pinkies.

      …We tried to make history in our History Issue in May by being the first Ethiopian outfit not to turn a good thing into an overly-politicized logaw shibo forum. Instead, we continued on the path of the overly verbose, qum neger alba and infantile medium, with no hopes of using words like “siniQaN” and “amerQi”, and phrases like “ye selam shig’igr”. Our loss.

      … June was our Family Issue and yes, we were aware of the kind of irony that was posed when people like us try to approach family issues. Ay-hey-hey…. Qeld new… It took all we got not to make it the Family Members We Have A Big Beef Against and Who We Are In Litigation With Regarding Our Great-Grandfather’s R’st.

      … Thank goodness we combined the July and August issues to deliver the Finance Issue. By the middle of the year, you might want to know, things get a little testy around the SELEDA corridors… and more so this year because our comptroller (we think after a close encounter with a zar of the ilikeNa ilk) suggested it might be time for an audit of upper management’s expense account. “Mot yamarew accountant ye upper management’n ‘$7842.03 in miscellaneous, and $6,000.01 in other miscellaneous costs’ mezgeb ‘Mindinew?’ b’lo yiTeyiqal” indaylu Abew siteritu…

      …We came back in September with our Diaspora/Life in Exile Issue and were … surprised to hear that our comptroller had submitted his resignation during our summer break. Wide-eyed upper management could not “imagine” what happened since they thought he was “sooo… nice.” We are still suspicious especially since his letter of resignation was signed “Intina”.

      …Issues in Education graced the October SELEDA and we found out just how sensitive private school students from Addis Ababa were. Woah Nelly and ere b’Nguss! We got vitriolic mail in all the romance languages and one anonymous and horrendously misspelled and typographically challenged death threat… InEn! said the Mail Editor and sent all of the chagrined readers a… love letter.

      …In November we launched the Cities Issue and the long-reigning #1 status of the Technology Issue was finally… heck, it was stomped on like a yadere mastika, new negeru. Exhilarated, the writers and the creative thinkers at SELEDA went on a selamawi s’lf and decided to celebrate by taunting the techie people until another threat of shutting the whole operation down was used to gedeb masgezat them. Upper management celebrated this event by throwing an extravagant party… regrettably and curiously no SELEDA staff member was invited due to an “invitational mix up”.

      And finally we ended the year with the Humor Issue, managing to offend several readers at once with random and senseless acts of wigibns. But we hope you all know it was meant in the nicest way possible, non?

      In all this, we would be remiss if we did not profusely thank our readers and contributors for their unwavering support. We are grateful for the friendships we have fostered with readers from all over the world, and we are especially indebted to readers who put fingers to keyboard and thus became writers, and, in one case of blackmail and psychological s’Qai masayet, an editor. Ij nestenal.

      Welcome to the Literature Issue! We hope this will finally give us an entree into the super cool Ethiopians-in-Literature crowd, which so far has denied us membership. We keep getting stunned at the depth of talent out there in the Diaspora, and we are humbled people like you let people like us ashaQbo mayet you with QuliCH-liCH ‘milu eyes. We hope you enjoy reading our foray into the seductive, astounding, remarkable, staggering and confounding world of Ethiopian Literature.

      Next month will be our second Love Issue, and as always we welcome you to share your stories with us. We will be accepting articles for publications until January 15. Here is your chance to tell us your woes, victories and “fQru/fQruwa inde awtomic libE lie fendito” stories. For a message from the Love Issue Editor (who we all just happen to love) and for guidelines for submitting articles, please take a moment to read the tereNa Editor’s Hamsa Lomi.

      March will be our Class Issue, where we will finally resolve this issue once and for all, they say with enviable insouciance. Frankly we didn’t even know there were Class Issues with us Ethiopians… ke’yet meTa? Man asQemeTew? (As far as we are concerned, there are only two classes: those smart beautiful people who read SELEDA, and the philistines who don’t. Case closed.) Deadline to submit articles is February 15, so ponder this and send us your take on the so-unapproachable and let’s-sweep-it-under-the-rug issue of Class, better known as medeb, thanks to the 70’s.

      We wish you the most joyous of Christmases, and a happy and healthy ferenji New Year. We love hearing from you, of course, so if it mekejels you, drop us a note at editors@seleda.com or go to the SELEDA Comment Box.

      Be cher yigTemen.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      My Mistress
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      by: Selamawi Asgedom

      She had a universal key and she came whenever she wanted. And before I knew it, she owned me.

      I didn’t mind when she first entered. She was so sweet, so soothing, like ice-cold water on a blistering summer day. But slowly, almost imperceptibly, she began to change.

      I don’t know, can’t remember how I met her. Or why I talked to her. I guess that voice within me whisperedshe’s the one. She was meant for you. She can teach you your own secrets. She can introduce you toyourself. And so we met and pledged to explore each other.

      I stopped calling my friends and soon, couldn’t make time even for my family.

      And her power, her petrifying power, continued to spread like bacteria in early-stage growth: slowly but exponentially.

      A minute became an hour; an hour, two; two became four; and four, eight. And then, she stormed my apartment and tied me up, from dawn to near dawn, for twenty straight hours. Bound my hands, my feet. Until my raging head convulsed violently, in waves and after waves, like the ground during a brutal earthquake.

      I begged her for release, for sleep. But she wouldn’t hear of it. NO! No release! Once you start, you must finish! Only a few more months!

      Then the truth approached my ear and bellowed: STOP HER! YOU CAN DISMISS HER WITH A WORD! And I knew I could. But I didn’t. She wastoo important. I had to tell her the stories inside my heart.

      Stories of my abesha people. My invisible people. My refugee people. Their courage has too long been ignored in this country.

      I had to tell her of my brother Tewolde. He’s gone now. But before departing, he conquered first-world giants using those most ancient of weapons: “hope, faith, and the greatest of these, is love.”

      I had to tell her of my supermother, Tsege. And my father Haileab, and his yearnings for a greatness he already had.

      And then, at the bittersweet end, she had to learn of my own adventures and misadventures. Of stolen parking meters and long sought-after scholarships. Of bottomless, lonely valleys and towering mountaintops.

      So I told her and now I am done and she has released me. She is my book.

      I wrote her because our story, the story of abesha refugees in the United States, is important. I wrote her because the stories of those who inspired me should not be mine alone. I wrote her because

      I had to.

      Selamawi Asgedom is author of the newly released Of Beetles and Angels: A True Story of the American Dream.

      Our Father’s Daughters
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      by: Mahlet and Yodit Tsegaye

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      _

      Work Habits …

      _

      Mahlet:

      His study in the house was a shrine. Very few people were allowed in. He had papers everywhere and woe-be-tide the unknowing serateNa who took it upon herself to clean up and make piles during dusting. Another thing about Dad and his work is that he reads, hums and sometimes sings his material out loud while he is composing. This, as you can imagine takes getting used to. The poor newly minted serateNa would fly in timidly saying “abet, abet” every time she heard his voice, only to see the master of the house flailing his hands in the air and speaking in tongues. If he noticed her, meaning if he was interrupted, he would say “Man Terash? Bey bunayen amuQiliN.” Till this day, Dad is an avid “drinker” of hot beverages that get heated and re-heated over ten times before finally being spilt out.

      Yodit:

      Sometimes he would go off for a few days to write. His favorite retreats were Ambo, where he grew up and wrote his first play at the age of thirteen, and Nazret or Adama. My favorite vacation memories are of the times we accompanied him for a few days because we were off from school. Most of the time he was so absorbed in his writing, we pretty much run as wild as the staff of the Ras Hotel let us. When in Ambo we got to know our father’s extended family and hung out with the many cousins we didn’t get to see often. I now suspect that the reason for our accompanying him to Ambo was not limited to providing us with a ‘spa’ experience at the famous hot water springs as our SELEDA editors would have you believe. [Editors respond: Ere iNa mn bEt nen … but, er … they have Brazilian mud baths?] I now know those are the experiences that connect me to his childhood. I now know the places his refers to when he relates stories to us. I now know that as much as he invested in providing us with private school education, he was also keeping us grounded, in touch with his experience and the reality of Ethiopia and Ethiopians including our cousins. This is why “Yidres Lewendime LemalawQew” is one of my favorites of his poems.

      Life Stories …

      Mahlet:

      He certainly has the makings of the absent-minded professor. Driving us to school, for example, if we ran into one of his buddies on the road, he would, like a teenager, start racing to see who would get to a traffic light first. We would, of course, be eager participants in this race, egging our father on. Unfortunately, on a few occasions we would get to Arat Kilo in the lead and then Dad, who had by then zoned out, would go around the circle once, then twice and then a third time forgetting where he was headed and how to get there. Needless to say, we lost the race in some occasions.

      Yodit:

      His writing takes place everywhere and anytime. I laugh at it now, but I also remember my embarrassment as a young girl when on many occasions, our father would pick us up from school and drive us home only to transform into the eccentric artist before we made it home.

      We would be stopped at a red light and he would reach for any piece of paper at hand to jot down his inspiration of the moment, to put on paper the words that at times seem to tumble out of him, unstoppable. He reaches for the nearest thing to write on; receipts, the back of business cards, even the margins of whatever magazine or newspaper he happens to be reading. The light would turn green but we would remain immobile because he was lost in his work. The impatient drivers behind us would honk relentlessly trying to get him to move before the light turned red again, oblivious to the fact that an artist was at work. As a kid, it was embarrassing to be at the receiving end of the gilmiCHas and occasional sidibs that were flung towards our car. A few times, people would recognize him and just stare or smile knowingly as they whizzed past us.

      _

      Father …

      _

      Mahlet:

      His love is overwhelming! Literally. When either one of us falls ill, let us say with a bout of ‘flu, a typical Dad reaction is “Mn aderekush.” It’s all about him. He will declare with a straight face “anchi malet ine nesh” or “I don’t know where I end and you begin”. Poetic? Yes. Scary? YEESSS. Especially when you are trying to become your own person.

      He is a wonderful, loving parent. Very passionate, very intense. He is not a hands on father. He often tunes out of conversations at the dinner table sometimes abruptly pulling a pen out of his pocket and vigorously writing on napkins etc. We are used to him being there but not being present and it seized to be an oddity at a very young age. But when he is present, he is present full force. Loving, open to ideas and dialogue. He was at times the cool parent willing to pick us up after school parties at 6:00 a.m. and conspiring with us to sneak clothes out of our mother’s closet.

      Yodit:

      I grew up believing my father hung the moon and the stars. Why wouldn’t I? He was always very affectionate. Growing up, I always knew that he loved me. He taught me to swim, and played jump rope with us. I do most of my thinking on long walks, a habit I picked up from him when he would take one or two of us to accompany him in his daily evening ritual of walks around the neighborhood. I was always happy to go even when I was still so small, and even as I had to jog to keep up with his long strides. I was happy to have him share with me the things on his mind or stories from his childhood. I was always aware that he was providing us with the best opportunities. He was giving us opportunities that he never had when he was growing up in Goremti and Ambo. I was and am always proud to walk beside him.

      It is true to some extent that our everyday experience at one of Addis Ababa’s private schools (which SELEDA editors love to bash and tear to bits at every given opportunity) [Editors respond: Ere b’nguss … Not EVERY opportunity] did not entirely immerse us in things Ethiopian. However, I am happy to recall, and to let our dear editors know that we were blessed with some very fine teachers who used every minute of our AmariNa class periods to ingrain in us as much EtioPiawinet as they could in one hour bites. I am sure many of us who have been taught by them remember Ato Atnafu, Ato Alemayehu, the late Ato Waqo and Ato Mekonnen. In fact, other than the rare occasions that we were allowed to stay up late and happened to catch our father being interviewed on television, one of the first times I realized he was a public figure was when Ato Waqo invited him to speak to our class. I remember how our teacher hung on Dad’s every word and how proud I felt to have MY father teaching our class. I will not, however, get into the subject of the statements of complete puzzlement on the faces of some of my classmates as they tried to follow the lecture … they know who they are.

      His Personality …

      Mahlet:

      Dad has always been special. Family, friends and fans have the urge to protect him from the nitty gritty of life and are eager to serve him. He is to be shielded, left alone to his creativity, be taken care of …

      The phrase “benevolent dictator” might be one way of describing him. He has a very special way with people. He is always curious and tries to understand “where people come from.” He also had the tendency to feel all those who cross his path and come into his life are his to “lavish” with demands and errands. It always amazes me at what he gets away with. People are exceptionally generous and accommodating. Very few use the word “no” around him.

      Yodit:

      Yes, those of us who know him well see the love that comes with the tasks he assigns us. He is not one to make demands of those he does not feel close to. Everyone who is a part of the extended family and all our friends have come to understand that an order from him is equal to a declaration of his trust and affection. When he asks you to work on a project, sometimes even seemingly overwhelming ones, or run an errand for him, he is also telling you he knows you are capable, pushing you to your potential and saying, “I prefer you to handle this for me.”

      That is why he rarely gets a “no” from any of us. But even many of those who do not know him personally seem to treat him in a differential way. I remember a particular visit to a Chinese restaurant in New York City where we had been once before. On a return visit, the owner greeted him by name, took his coat and hat, and ordered us a drink on the house just from a few words they had exchanged at our previous visit a few weeks ago. Of course, he is special to me but I am always amazed at the relationship of others to him.

      Mahlet:

      It is hard to say that he is a good conversationalist. He is at times a good listener but by far a better orator. Once has set up his mind to say something, there is no cutting in or diverting him off his path. By the same token I also adopted the respect and “fear” others had of him. Actors much older than him called him “Gashe” and people tend to tiptoe around him.

      Art is what it is to you. I often find myself wondering how he got to be the way he is. Sodifferent from his siblings and friends and from anybody else I know. What drives him? What keeps him going? He has looked death in the eye on more than one occasion. He looks frail but has an inner strength of steel that enables him to defy disease and the verdicts of modern medicine. He is a complicated man, but also a very simple one with very basic and simple needs. He is a public man but also has a very private side to him. He is demanding, but in a very un-abesha, clear way (sorry for the non-PCness). He knows what he wants and what he does not want and he makes sure you know it too. No room for second- guessing or reinterpreting here.

      Yodit:

      One of the things I most admire about him is his ability to get things done when he wants it. He is a master of bluntness and is not one for the murky, round-about Abesha style of conversation. This is not to say that he is not diplomatic, because he can be very charming. But he does have a commanding presence that people react to. He is almost always addressed with the affectionate and familiar “Ante Gashe” and not too many call him “Antu”, I have been told “Ye Artist Antu Yelewim”- I suppose meaning that he is a public figure which makes him familiar to most everyone.

      He may be Gashe but he is also highly respected. From family to friends to acquaintances, many treat him with awe. I am not immune to him because I am his daughter. In fact, I feel that being more intimate with the history of his life, makes me more aware of his accomplishments. I always compare his childhood with mine and am amazed to see what he has accomplished against great odds. How many of us can brag national and international recognition after starting out as a bare foot shepherd boy? How many of us can express ourselves so eloquently in a language that is not our first?

      _

      Ethiopia …

      _

      Mahlet:

      Dad’s love for Ethiopia … Et-Yo-Bia knows NO bounds. I know no one so enamoured so proud so confident about Ethiopia. It is indeed one of the ironies of life that he, of all people would be forced to live removed from the country he so loves. And Ethiopia loves him back. How popular and widely admired my father is by Ethiopians back home and abroad. This was made apparent in the most powerful way on his arrival here in the US in critical health. People were and continue to be extremely generous with their support and their concern. Complete strangers taking it upon themselves to organize fundraisers in Ethiopia and in different cities in the US, Canada and Europe; calling, writing always inquiring about his health and extending their support… It has been a very heart warming and humbling experience.

      Yodit:

      I, too, believe that there are few who love Ethiopia the way our father does. That is why I can’t think of a more ironic test for him to endure. He who loves his beloved Imama EtioPia with all his being, who rejected endless “opportunities” to live abroad, is now exiled from his home by the lack of medical facilities there. But the same love and respect that he has for his country is being shown to him by all of you who have given their generous support in all sorts of ways. He still basks in the warmth of all things Ethiopian that surround him here.

      _

      Fan …

      _

      Mahlet:

      When did I first become a fan of his work? Perhaps naively as early as nine when we were recruited as extras for his play Abugida. I loved the perks of being the dramatist’s daughter.

      Access to the backstages of Beherawi and Mazegaja BEt theatres and to the prominent actors and artists of the time. Hanging out with Gash Wegayehu Negatu and ‘Tiye Asnaqetch Worqu …; rummaging through the wardrobe room, waiting for the makeup artist to apply soot on our face using burnt cork to portray the hunger-stricken young children we were to be. It was EXCITING.

      It was also very different from the life my friends and classmates, as far as I could tell. I was proud and happy but also slightly embarrassed to share this part of my life with my mates at school. It was a mixed bag requiring two personalities. A couple of years later, I was actually given a speaking part in another play and had my name on the billboard — the equivalent, I now understand, to having your name in lights on Broadway. It was truly exhilarating. I am sure these events have created a love of literature and especially drama within me. I was going to say I did often secretly consider acting as a career, but my hunch is that many of my classmates may have harbored the same dream.

      My favorite works? The poems in Isat Wey Abeba, especially when read aloud by an actor worth his/her salt. Some of these poems like “Yidres LeWendime”, for example, bring tears to my eyes every time … I have to admit I am partial to his interpretation of Shakespeare over anyone else’s. Have you seen Aleymtsehaye Wodajo play Opehlia? Abebe Balcha take on the moor in Othello? Dad’s adaptation of Shakespeare is so identifiable, so Ethiopian, it leaves me wondering if the bard himself did not grow up in Ambo or somewhere in Ethiopia.

      I perhaps started to appreciate him as an artist during my college years at AAU. I took a few Amharic literature courses and understood officially that he was one of the leading figures in the field. I have to agree with the general notion that most of his works (especially some of his earlier Amharic poems) are very difficult to understand. I have had a few friends interpret and explain his works to me. Some of the more daring interpretations, if accurate, would make me blush had I been a ferenji.

      Dad is the greatest storyteller. He recounts characters from his childhood. Characters who have grown greater than life through his works. Hearing him vividly re-create events, sounds and smells, and understanding how these characters come back to haunt his work, I realize I know them myself. I know Jillu Moro. In my mind’s eye I clearly see him in Ambo’s Arada market, tipsy after a few rounds of kosho Tella, singing and lamenting about Lasibe, who was responsible for the gonorrhea he suffered from and eventually took his life.

      He is a master at weaving cultures and backgrounds together. I may not always share his point of view, but I am in awe of his knowledge of history and his confidence in his controversial theories. A Pan-Africanist certainly and perhaps even a Pan-globalist (so long as the premise that “everything originates from Ethiopia” remains intact).

      Does he have an artist’s ego? You bet! He is so special to his family, to his friends to his fans. It is hard not to. By the same token he is accessible, warm and friendly.

      Yodit:

      I can say my introduction to our father’s world of theatre and poetry started out pretty early. I have no memories of this, but I am told that as soon as I started walking, each morning as he headed out the door to go to work, I would grab onto his pant legs and refuse to let him leave without me. Apparently, once in a while, he relented and I accompanied him to rehearsals on the stage of the National Theatre, then known as the Haile Selassie I Theatre. Of course, it wasn’t until much later on that I realized that I have had the privilege of spending time with some of the best talents of our times.

      I remember with special admiration and awe the great actor Wegayehu Nigatu. From the earlier days when he would take time out to entertain us with comical faces and sounds, to his amazing transformation into the characters he played, Wegayehu was a fascinating actor. His grasp of characters was so deep, his transformation so absolute, and his talent so complete, that upon seeing him on stage, it was always very easy for me to forget that he was the same man I had been laughing with just hours before. Now, in retrospect, I count myself to be amongst the very lucky to have known this star and I see him as one who has established a high standard for those in his profession.

      One summer, I got to be part of a group of youngsters who got to act in “Abugida”. I was very excited even though my acting career was limited to a none speaking part, hidden in the midst of a group … which suited my shy personality just fine. This way, I got to “act” without having to act. The fun for me was in having a part in my father’s play.

      Sometimes, life as his daughter is like two experiences in one. There is my everyday father, warm, loving, commanding and respected. He is my daddy when he hugs me tight and I kiss him on his forehead as I have done ever since I can remember. He is my dad of adulthood full of concern, wisdom and advice. He is the doting grandfather to my son. Then there is my father the poet, the playwright. Like the actors who transform into the characters he creates, he, too, transforms into the Poet when I see him on stage reading poetry to his audience. I, too, hang onto his words, like my teachers used to do. I laugh and cry with the rest of the audience as I am transported by his words. And like all his fans, I stand up and applaud moved by his magic. Once, after one of his poetry readings, a friend came up to me and told me how much she enjoyed watching my sisters and I enjoying his work.

      _

      Actors/Friends …

      _

      Mahlet:

      Growing up, our house was open to struggling young actors and artists, some of whom lived with us for many years and remain close family members. I look back fondly at the chaos of some weekends with the occasional azmari and the jokes and reenactments by actors and actresses familiar to everyone from their appearances in Hibre-T’rit, television and dramas. I knew these people personally. They horsed around with us, carried us on their shoulders, threw us in the air, drank a lot and got into heated fights and arguments and teased one another to no end.

      Yodit:

      Yes. Our father’s work was never confined to the conventions of a nine-to-five schedule. His work constantly spilled into our daily lives in the form of actors, writers, poets, painters, young and old, aspiring and professional. We often laughed, cried, ate, played and lived with many of the popular actors, dancers and entertainers of our time. All who were attracted to him and his work came home to him to discuss and debate his and their works. From early on, I learned to share my father with many. Yes, ‘till this day, many of them remain a part of our family. I now know that I grew up in the Ethiopian version of the Hollywood scene.

      _

      Daughters …

      _

      Mahlet:

      I am extremely proud of my father. I am one of his ardent fans (for the works I understand) and more recently find myself playing the role of protector. It is often hard for me to reconcile my public father with my private one, and yes, I do long for more of the latter on some occasions. I cannot disregard the growing pains especially with us reunited and living together after a decade apart. The little girl fearful of disappointing him, of not living up to his expectations still resides within me. I find myself tiptoeing around his ego, desperately trying to shield him from the demands and challenges of an immigrant’s life. I like to think we are successfully and gradually developing an adult relationship with new levels of understanding.

      How does it feel to be his daughter? It is an exhilarating journey full of questions like"Andachihum atiSifum? Weyew mnnew?" A life slightly more on the public side (which I could often do without). This, of course, begs the question, “Why did you agree to write this essay?” Aydel? Life with dad can often times also be tumultuous. He may be popular and well liked but he certainly has his share of detractors, and in some instances perhaps even enemies. Why shouldn’t he? He is a strong-willed with very strong opinions. He says whatever he wants to say, whenever he wants to say it. He is fearless in that regard. He generally has difficulty entertaining diverse points of view. In some instances, because of his set ways and views, it appears he actively cultivates enemies. I, more often than not, cherish having him as an apartment mate. Learning from him, negotiating and developing the challenging relationships of a daughter, secretary, cook, and friend and basking in the love and humor he brings to my life day to day. He is so cerebral, so imaginative, so not into the mundane … it is hard to engage him in the routine or make him understand the bread needs to be won, the laundry taken care of, etc. His concept of household chores is “cute” but I am not sure he is much different from other fathers in this regard. Since he heats up his lunch plate in the microwave (which he insists on calling the air-conditioner), he triumphantly reports to his older sister back home that he has started “cooking”. I can only imagine what ‘Taba thinks of us … subjecting her baby brother to the trials of the kushina at this age and in this condition!

      I ask my father questions, perhaps not as often as I would like or should. We refer to some of our discussions as our “man to man” sessions (I think I am the son he never had, but that is another story). Some questions remain unasked. Some go unanswered and we don’t always share the same views. I remain a loyal daughter, a curious student and an ardent fan. Especially as a fan, I feel some of the allure is in the mystery. It is a privilege to be my father’s daughter!

      Yodit:

      Being his daughter is synonymous with being a proud Ethiopian. I realized the importance of the identity my father had helped me to understand and embrace as a new immigrant. Even as I grappled with life in the Diaspora as a young black woman, as I dealt with issues of racism, and labels that every other person tried to slap on me, I would take refuge in my copy of “Isat Wei Abeba”, and remain grounded.

      People often ask me if I write like him. I believe it takes a special talent to write that way. Not everyone can make harmonious music or paint so vividly with words. Sometimes I do put some of my thoughts to paper, but nothing I am courageous enough to share yet. I have had a friend tease me with “YeIssat Lij Amed”. But I think most readers will agree with me it is too large of an expectation to live up to. Also, I have heard that some talents skip a generation, who knows…?

      Our goal here was not to provide our readers with an objective view of our father, which would be almost impossible for us. It is to provide glimpses of our experiences as his daughters. So this whole project can be nothing but personal for us. So, how is it that our dear SELEDA Editors have managed to have us spill our guts while they remain incognito? Well, perhaps it is the Father’s “sin” being visited on the son (or daughters, in this case). How can we remain anonymous when our father belongs to all of Ethiopia? Our father might be officially known as Poet Laureate Tsegaye Gabre-Medhin of Ethiopia, but to us, he is Dad, short for Daddy, which our dear grandfather Ato Gabre-Medhin always loved and believed was an Oromo nickname we used for our father. He thought we were mispronouncing the Oromo word ‘Dadi’…meaning “Tej.”

      Life diaries
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      There are Life Diarists and then there are Life DIIIIIIIAARIIIISTS… and we at SELEDA are bristling with honor… ere Qoi, esti bedenb bristle inarg….

      Brrrriiiiissstttle…

      Ehem…

      We at SELEDA, who have not rubbed shoulders (or any part of our extremities for that matter) with anything/anyone/any mnim that is literary or luminous, are honored to have this month’s diarists grace us with their cyber-gurbitina.

      As they undulate in the waves of literary symbolisms, scholarly fua-fuwatEys, sentient korebtas and all that cocktail party chitchat we are so grossly under-qualified to talk about, we realize that one day someone will tell these diarists what a mistake they made wasting their qmems on kutara people like us.

      Whaddo we know about generational awakenings, word dissectations, anything remotely resembling f’ray neger, voluntary a’emro magulalating in order to understand a phrase or sentence… listen, it is hard enough for us to sit still long enough to read anything that don’t have pretty pictures in it… Inante demo!

      Gn, like the ashqabaCHs that we are, we are sanguine in pretending to be perched on an illusionary silTan koricha and letting out guttural "hmmmmmmm"s when we think someone has just uttered something profound and/or profane.

      Until this ashaTr of ours is exposed and we are flogged in public, we shall keep up appearances and lay out the welcome mat for our December Diarists. They humble us like nothing else…

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, January 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      From: Yared

      To: Mademoiselle X

      Subject: Do I love Books, Or Do Books Love Me?

      Well, here we are with a mandate to talk about anything. Or anybody(TafaCH alubalta ineho meTalacihu!!). No? Can’t we at least talk about our esteemed editor? No? Well, you’re no fun!!

      In all seriousness, I suppose the theme-de-wer is big enough and good enough. Literature. (Someone wanted to add the phrase “…and Art” but I guess the decision finally was that those two don’t mix J).

      Thinking about what to write, I was inevitably drawn to my earliest memories about books and reading. Unfortunately, it is about a certain nicely colored children’s dictionary whose relative heft steadily "memenamen"ed as successive toddlers dragged, shred, pulled, threw, twisted, soiled, tore at it, perennially accompanied by my mother’s voice saying “Inezih lijoch beqa meShafun zm blo mabelaxet new!!” But out of that perhaps came the love of books. They became friends I could do anything to. As I grew up, it wasn’t what I could do to the book that mattered, but where it could take me.

      My childhood memories have as much flights to the planet Mars in them as delivering Buhé Dabo all over town on those gray Hamlé days. Better yet, reading “Helliconia Spring” in the city bus on my way to deliver the Buhé Dabo, while all around me swirled the conversation and scenery of everyday Addis. (Don’t know “Helliconia Spring”? That’s all right - I have not met too many Ethiopian sci-fi fans.)

      Helliconia’s two suns are finally approaching their closest point, bringing Helliconia’s 2500 year winter to a thaw Two giggling girls carry on breathy conversation in a scandalized tone - “Weyné !! Mn aynet balegé new!!” A tired looking Imahoy counts her mequTeriya, silently mouthing the Lord’s prayer in G’iz A distinguished looking middle-aged man contentedly looks out the bus window in his kaported comportment The odor of buttered hair and the stink of a plastic booted foot duke it out with the aroma of cheap Arab perfume and the smell of still warm koba wrapped Buhé loaves.

      It is not that I did not read “Fqr Iske Meqabr”, “Ke Admas Bashager”, “Manew ItyoPyawiw”, “YeNa Sew Bedemasqo”, “ArAya”. I did, and relished every little bit of each book. But the fact is ,a voracious reader had many, many more English books to choose from. And the odd effect was to see Amharic masterpieces in English books and vice versa. Was “Manew ItyoPyawiw” written after Pearl Buck’s “The Good Earth”? Did Berhanu Zerihun get his inspiration for the “Ma’Ibel” Trilogy from John Steinbeck’s “The Grapes of Wrath”? Or did all these books just point to the sameness of the human experience?

      Years, an ocean and a continent later, I find myself reading much less, but suffering the occasional urges to creatively write about some facet of my experiences, my fantasies, my alternate universes and my demons. I can honestly say that I have now a much, much better appreciation for those who write. It is hard work to craft a good plot, devise believable characters, establish a pace, maintain surprise and newness, while all the time agonizing that the one core message, pearl of wisdom, nugget of knowledge you so desperately want to pass along will get submerged in the craftsmanship you so desperately aspire to. And I know craftsmanship when I see what you write.

      So perhaps you can answer this question for me.

      **_

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      _**

      -Yared

      To: Yared

      From: Aida/Seble/Lullit/ (Yared, please choose one candidate and make sure you punch the chad out, your vote will not only be counted, your choice of my aliases will be the winner.)

      Subject: More Importantly, Does Quality Love Quantity?

      Hello Yared.

      I am sorry to mabelashet our entry by starting off not being able to answer your opening inqoqilish but somewhere along our diskur I hope we will find the answer together. I agree that despite the temptation to mezlef and mamat our esteemed editors, we are lucky to be selected by SELEDA as this month’s single-browed children of sacrifice being offered up to the Life Diaries quoriT, because Literature is an easy theme to talk about.

      Helliconia Spring in Hamlé in Haile Silassie’s time…and hoya hoyé season? I want to say the image is straight out of Salvador Dali’s head but surrealism is not the topic and the border between art and literature has been drawn by the powers that be silezih zm new, zm new.

      So, Yared, which scent won I wonder? The qibé , the qunis, the D’Ors or the Dabo? We will have to ask as I’m certain that struggle is still going on…

      My brother is an Ethiopian sci-fi fan, by the way, and after finishing Leon Uris’ collection, I mistakenly wandered into his Isaac Asimov set anticipating more tales of Zionist Glory and nearly bored myself to tears. Rather than subject myself to the torture of his Dunes, I preferred my cousin’s interesting Amharic collections of novellas like “Biwodat New, BiTelat Anqo Yegedelat” and other scandalous love stories, were the tired little books which attracted my childish eyes. The cover was the inevitable picture of a heart being run through by a huge pen and bleeding … bleeding…red, red …

      That was a long time ago.

      Addis Alemayehu I did not discover until many years later and I regret missing the opportunity to read him while suffering at the same time from the famous “sight love”. To read “Fqr Iske Meqabr” while being in love in Addis Ababa. Long luk papers of love letters delivered in secret received in surprise, the passionate agony of “sight love”…

      You know, I hear to this day, you can go to an open air “mall” of poem writers in Addis, where they all stand around reading their poems aloud, copies of them in their bags ready for sale as soon as your have heard the verse and approved. Tailor-made giTim can also be ordered to be put on paper, carved on wood…You spoke of choices, these are some choices in Ethiopia I heard about.

      As for Addis Alemayehu, he arrived for treatment outside Ethiopia and only the excitement in the community and the fans going to visit him made me curious enough to find out what the fuss was all about. I was by then cutting my teeth on the then required reading list of Baalu Girma’s “Oromay” and “Ye Qey Kokeb Tirri”. This reading came after a long gap that had last ended with “Lijinet Temelisso AymeTam” and the appropriately timed revolution which followed right after I finished the book in class.

      I love “Ye Tangut MisTir” but it is, to me, laborious work and I envy the idea of checking out cassettes from the library where the book is recorded word for word and I can listen to it in Amharic without the hard work.

      And then of course there is the ultimate “Cheat Book”, very helpful to people like me in a hurry to catch up and make up for lost time…“The Black Lions”. It’s in English … have you read it? It summarizes the lives and works of classical secular Ethiopian authors, Hiruuy Wolde Sillassie, Wolde Giorgis Wolde Yohannes, Tekle Hawariyaat Telke Mariam and his son Girmachew, Kebede Mikael , Mekonnen Endalkachew and Imiru Haile Silassie.

      Left to my own devices, though, I would have to cite Paulos Nyonyo as the most contemporary author I remember and like, and in truth, my idea of Ethiopian literature when growing up was eagerly awaiting the latest “Police Inna Irmijaw” and reading it while leaning over and on the kibur zebenga and gabi-coated Gash Berhanu who guarded our gate.

      My most recent Amharic cheat sheet, and a great literary achievement if not the closest thing we have to the start of a much-needed Amharic Thesaurus, is the red leather bound Marxist Leninist Dictionary. Amazing reading. Amazing words…I love it.

      Many more English books to choose from? True … Sameness of the human experience? BeTam ! Yemaytabel haq new ! (as it says in the ML Dictionary), but you talk about choice in the context where there is an abundance, and in Amharic we do not have a lot in print. So, if it’s Ethiopian Literature we are after, we are lucky, in the sense that it is possible to read everything on the current best seller list and in the past ones too probably.

      My favorite is “The Double Edged Sword” and, lik indalkew, it could be a translation from English but adapted to Ethiopian realities. Two Somali Ethiopians recruited by the secret service for spying end up being double agents…Sima, yene wendim, forget “The Spy Who Came in From The Cold” and anything by Ian Fleming. This is gripping stuff even when you are a meserete timhirt fidel qoTari like me.

      My point is, in the end its about quality and not quantity…mn libelih…you are right… Small is NOT beautiful, but I think Ethiopians know how to make small become something deep and meaningful and graceful and Ta’aM-full. Indew beTeqlalaw, “we got it like that” Yared, the struggle between communication and craftsmanship deserves a series of Life Diaries in its own right. Perhaps when the “AngisuN Amlikun” ones realize that there is in fact nothing to be demarcated and there is no border to draw between the two, which are in fact one…Literature and Art. “TafaCH alubalta eneho meTahulachiu” alalkim? Yihewa…you see? I AM fun after all.

      Ishi, Yared, let me to have the Ta’am to quit while I’m ahead. Waiting for a clue, a hint, on your inqoqilish and leaving you with an ancient one from our childhood literary classes…

      QUEBERO QUENNA… LEMIN?

      EASY!!!
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      From: Yared

      To: Lullit

      Subject: _“Boutique Deprivation” and other short stories

      _

      I could not resist the temptation to choose a word that is so obviously begging for deconstruction … Is Lullit the softer version of “L’ul - it”, i.e. a female L’ul? A female prince? Should the word not be “L’ilt” or even “L’ilt - it”? One denotes a female version of something inherently masculine , and the other an elevation and grandeur on (her) own terms. Or perhaps Lullit is a female “Lul” - an orb, a globe? In which case why do we not have “Lul” for a male’s name? Ha!

      Your description of the long luuk wereqet letters and “sight love” took me back to some fond memories, many earnest youthful passions and funny anecdotes.

      I remember one story where the unwitting deliverer of the letter was a (much) younger brother, which drew an indignant series of letters from his older sister who was supposedly pissed at seeing her baby brother being used in this fashion. But (I suspect), secretly happy to have an illicit communication with someone who has made the cardinal crime of admitting he has fallen for her.

      While I do not remember seeing or even hearing about the “gTm tera” (would it be between Gojam Berenda and Bereberé Tera, I wonder) you described, it struck me as being so characteristically Ethiopian. We are a very sentimental bunch, a people whose calm mannerisms and quiet exteriors hide emotional tempest and passionate turmoil that needs a little effort to nudge out, gn andé keweTa, wa!!

      The girls would look for flower adorned luuk pages, perhaps perfumed a little, onto which hearts are poured out. For the guys, original mass market verse is better than “smi anchi …!!” In fact, now that I think about it, I bet you the first - and perhaps for many, the only - piece of original writing must be the ubiquitous “Iné iwedishaleu- twejiN indehone, meliktun lakibN” variety.

      For a society where young “love” is heavily frowned upon, who better for pouring out heart and soul to than the uncomplaining ink, and the faithful paper. The only question then becomes that of delivery, which is perhaps a topic best tackled in SELEDA’s “Transportation” issue.

      Not only did I read “The Black Lions”, I own a copy, given to me by a good friend. It was interesting that one of the consistent things he picked up on other than the fact that there is as of yet no Ethiopian writer who has made a living out of his or her craft, is that the authors who sprang up in post-war Ethiopia seemed to hold a special reverence for “wubé bereha.” Wubé bereha is the nickname given to what was more formally known as “Dejach Wube Sefer”, a warren of bars and famed madams running “sétiNa adarinet” (now there’s a phrase for you - wonder if I can make a living through “wendNa adarinet”?) establishments. Perhaps, that is where much “living” happened.

      By the time I grew up, that area was all passé. A new generation of writers will have to confess to their own wubé bereha … Something tells me though the newer generation’s wubé bereha consists of “sdet, isirat, grfiya.” There are tons of stories not yet told, and we will have to wait and see. But I suspect we will not have the giants of Haddis Alemayehu’s caliber, someone who was both an official and a patriot, educated in the classical sense and in the ways of the technologically yefereTeme world. Wasn’t it in “The Black Lions” that he is quoted as saying he originally meant “Fqr Iske Meqabr” as an English work?

      Which is why I asked you the question. Why do you write? Why do I write? I remember talking to a friend years ago. He had been to Kercelé for being heavily involved in politics. Despite the quite substantial difference in our ages, one of the reasons he and I met and became good friends was because of our love for reading. We would devour books that came our way.

      Anyway, one day, strolling along, I volunteered the information that at some point in my life, I would love to write a book. It was a shock when he shot me down very quickly, saying that I could not. His reason was that he believed that I essentially had nothing to say. I hadn’t lived. I hadn’t suffered. I hadn’t yet felt indescribable joy, or indelible pain. And before I could say I experienced any of those things, I came to America, the land of relative peace, abundance and opportunity - so unless I wanted to experience “boutique deprivation” through some voluntary activity paid for through my Mastercard, I could forever be doomed to a life of the spiritually vacuous.

      But, I console myself. He was wrong. Megerefed, and metasered I may not have been, but I am one of the minions who live through self-imposed sdet. More than that though, I think I write to tickle my esthetic bone. Purely for the joy of a particular turn of phrase. The wonder that the same thing can be described as “kenfer” and “lemboCH”, and mean vastly different things. The challenge of expressing your sensation when a plane takes off and pushes your guts in.

      To close this session, I got another gem to match your “Marksawi Leninawi Mezgebe Qalat”. And that is the recent charming little book from the Ethiopian Academy of Languages called An Amharic-English Science and Technology Dictionary. And in typical Ethiopian fashion, the definition for a “function” depends on whether you are a chemist, a statistician, a physicist or a mathematician. While the former three duke it out for some variation of the word “gebir” or “agbari”, the math dudes settle for the grand “qn tezamdo.” Ah, such beautiful phraseology - it ain’t just your daddy’s old just “tezamdo”, and it ain’t the “yemayqena” type either.

      Yené ihit - sle qebero qnat, I have to think about that one …

      Yared.

      To: Yared

      From: Lullit

      Subject: _The Generation That Cut Off It’s Literary Neck.

      _

      Dear Yared,

      Positively undone by your conjugation of the world Lullit. I am actually called Qdst Gabriel, baptized by a priest in Qulubi as I am ye silet lij, believed to have been given by God, despite the doctors’ discouraging words. With Gabriel watching, it is said, I was conceived on the Red Sea during my parents’ working holiday in Assab. Hence, the name “Lullit”, based on the word “Lul” which, according to my parents and Desta Teklewold’s dictionary is “ke behar yemigeN inqoo”, precious gem gained from the sea, … PEARL! Lullit is “little pearl”. I wonder what your Kristina sm name is …

      So Yared, I see you have the Amharic-English Science and Technology Dictionary! Excellent! Iski, benatih, if you have a copy nearby, please make my day and tell me again the hilarious Amharic word for television! Is it something about magic and boxes?

      WORDS. Don’tcha love it? WORDS, WORDS, WORDS! Beating them into plough shares and back into swords again, crocheting them into a green-yellow-and-red dantil (called Tsehay Gibat style) and above all, NOT resisting the temptation to deconstruct them one by one. Yared! I can tell you really love words too! But I often wonder if it is, as you say, “purely” an addiction to the “joy of a particular turn of phrase” or if there isn’t something deeper, an instinct more basic.

      I’m talking about that classic Ethiopian cultural idiosyncrasy of wanting to understand EXACTLY what is being said (or not said). Does this explain better a desire to medabess, magelabeT and maquolameT each word and all its definitions? “Min lemalet feligo/feliga new?” How many times have you heard that in your lifetime, Yared? Aren’t we all “DeL’Habesh”, excellent wordsmiths, lexicographers, budding literary critics and authors all rolled into one neat wax and gold gursha? Bel inka iski here is your LD gursha for the day and brace yourself cause it’s a big one … (would you believe it? The first two paragraphs I wrote above were only the MENDERDERIA! - Another excellent word !- Gudih fela mechess … chalew ingidih yene wendim.

      OK, Let me start this … You have raised a very interesting point about WRITING and the RIGHT to WRITE. It had me thinking for hours after I read your message. First, allow me some space and excuse me Yared because I want to start with a little shillela and zacha here, for if anyone told me that a writer had to show his scars before he was deemed credible, I would tell them to go to ghannem.

      In fact, Yared, pardon my French further but if a “friend” told me that I should not write because I had nothing to say I woulda kicked and “kurkum"ed the (“rejim guzo/achr guzo” dichotomy and all other mistakenly internalized detailed conceptual paradigms”) ~~*&% clean out of his/her confused head.

      I often wonder with rage about who originated this theory that the intimate knowledge and first hand experience of suffering and poverty, political strife and armed struggle are the only kitabs that identify the true Ethiopian and make him more deserving of a license to speak and write about Her, about being Ethiopian, or even deserving of the right to write at all! What drivel! I hate to speak in parables, Yared, but here goes two images I console myself with when I meet jerks like your “friend” promoting their “tat and kak” theory. Actually, “console” implies a licking of wounds, the need for time to recuperate. No, Yared, let me rephrase that. Here are two images to fight with and reject such nonsense. Two images that say “imbi” and sustain the soul.

      The first image is a true story, by the way. A young man is being tortured and beaten to make him speak and get him TO WRITE his confession. He can’t stand it anymore and asks for a glass of water. As the powers that be relax and sit back in anticipation of his submission, he deftly breaks the glass and grabbing his tongue with his left hand quickly and cleanly cuts it off with his right hand using his new found glass knife. Let us call that image ZIMITA.

      And then there are these reeds, Image two.

      Growing peacefully, happily by the River Nile, are these reeds… Suddenly, the Hand of God, or maybe it’s the paw of an animal, that beast called Abyiot which eats her children, cuts down these reeds and scatters them near and far to foreign places where they all lay drying out in the sun, wind, rain, snow and wilderness. Are these exposed reeds now utterly useless, dead, making no statement? Are they meaningless? Of course not!

      This is the “washint generation”, and to pick them up and to play them is to make music. The melodies are different but all invariably have the sound of the memories of their original habitat and state of being, whichever washint is played and whatever way it is played. Mn lemalet feliga new? I hear you ask.

      What I am trying to say is that I don’t think being Ethiopian and having the right to write is determined by a game of musical chairs where, if one leaves the country for one reason or another, one automatically loses a seat in the game. A game with ever decreasing chances of staying in, by the way. That qrCHa-like experience of our country’s turbulent

      socio- economic and political times, the slaughter, the blood, the gluttonous consumption against a backdrop of graceful mattat, the sight of men in the dawn light with blood on their hands, the blood spattered Adey Abeba catching the first rays of the Fasika morning. “QrCHa new, QrCHa new, grab your piece quick!!! Dig in, dig in, into either the newly found power/wealth, or dig, dig the new trenches, dig the new soldiers’ graves …”

      You see, Yared, I don’t dig it. So, like you, having declined all invitations to attend the “kirchanization” of Ethiopia, I too am a minion of the Million-Man march out of Ethiopia onto greener pastures, and money, and peace of mind. But so what? Does that mean I have nothing to say nothing to write?

      Pardon my guramaylé but … ye beré ar! Besides, “nothing to say” is a relative term because I know that those in the eye of the storm, like the guy in the torture chamber also have “nothing to say”. Even as we exchange our LD’s Yared, the “last of the Mohicans” editors of Ethiopia’s “free press”, the editor of Seife Nebelbal has just left the country, choosing to have nothing to say and becoming yet another Ethiopian refugee. But that doesn’t mean if he leaves he is no longer qualified to write. We all have a scar, a suffering, a song or a story that should and no doubt will be written about.

      Here endeth the sermon.

      Where were we? Ah yes Literature!! It is true that the literary giants of Haddis Alemayehu and the eminently eloquent and accurate historical writers such as Sergew Hable Sillassie are priceless and irreplaceable natural resources of Ethiopia.

      However, the recent books that provide general reviews of contemporary events and historical milestones, evaluating and reflecting the past realities of Ethiopia, indicate to me that this age, this time, is more a period of reclaiming and reconciling histories, cultural identities and social realities of the country. Yohannes Meshesha’s review of Ethiopian political history from Menelik to HaileSilassie; the current best selling, easy to read but voluminous work “Ye Eritrea Gudai”; Aberra Djemberay’s short but touching diary of his early days of Derg imprisonment, “Ye Issir Betoo Abessa” … The many, many various types and editions of personal diaries from the qey shibir/nech shibr holocaust/genocide.

      More happily, the flowering of cultural anthologies in Amharic reflecting Ethiopia’s multicultural wealth, written in Amharic, the national language, (starting with the detailed and very enlightening “Ye Guragay Behereseb Tarik”); and last but not least, to mention the great leap backward and amazing azuro mayet perspective provided by the almost confessional edition of The Generation Part Two, Mea Culpa Mea Culpa Mea Culpa …

      I believe we are in a sort of literary catharsis, a decompression chamber, and it is in fact the lull before the storm that will inevitably lead to a surge in efforts to conquer new literary styles, heights and previously unimagined “technology yefereTeme” areas of literature and linguistic achievement. (I mean, if you have any doubts take SELEDA as an early indication of this, am I right or Am I wrong Mr. Yared?)

      I have no doubt, also, that handwritten manuscripts lie carefully covered in many a steel-and-Qorqoro shantas, under many a bonda frashs and bret algas. Something I don’t understand very well that has to do with demand and supply, and theories of elasticity will one day make it worth somebody’s time to print them all … Ayqerim. As they say…Ale gena, ale gena.

      Personally, Yared, I look to the enduring and trailblazing work of the invisible Ethiopian playwright for inspiration and sustainable hope. I witnessed recently how playwrights had the whole of Addis Abeba glued and riveted to their radio every Sunday, and remember especially this play/series about a girl who gets AIDS while she is at University. The language, the timing, the drama, moving the whole city to listen every Sunday, to learn without even feeling it …

      And then there is that sensational “off Broadway” production “Deha Adeg”, which after two years of playing in dingy tea rooms and barren hallways to standing room only audiences who had suffered long queues for tickets, has been running for one year at the Russian Cultural Center in Cathedral, still packing them in, still anjet marassing the queuing audience, which still rises for a tumultuous standing ovation after every performance. Sheer poetry, unbelievable literary delight.

      So lets grieve not the ending, Yared, but celebrate this new beginning. What do you say? Abo wendimay? By the way, in asking me, “why do I write?” could you be perhaps be meftating the enqoqilish which you gave me last time or DO I HAVE TO AXE somebody? Here is the answer to mine, it is ‘Kuh’- Be- ‘Ro’ Qenna, meaning the letter Ke is jealous of the letter Ro because Ro has a ring! Cute isn’t I? Short and sweet like I promise my next entry will be….

      Ke akbirrot selamta gar,

      Lullit.

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, January 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      To: Lullit

      From: Yared

      Subject: _Sew Bela Derassi

      _

      Dear Lullit,

      Once again, you set me an impossible standard to meet. Mnew yageré lijj, mn bibedilish new?

      The first thing I did after I read your entry was to dig … dig … DIG … under many, many, recently packed boxes innocuously marked “BOOKS” to find my beloved Aleqa Kidane-Weld Kifle’s "MeShafe Swasw We Gss, We Mezgebe Qalat Hadis", i.e. his G’Iz-Amharic dictionary. After flipping through the A - Bu - Gi - Da - …formatted arrangement, I finally did pounce on page 561 upon the word “Lul”, and a picture of one of those “Royal” orbs, and a translation which you did supply. Ergo, I stand corrected - nay, edified.

      Lullit, I wanted to say “ouch”, “besme-ab”, “weyne lju!” after your unabashedly, in-your-facely, na-yiwaTaln-ly word to my friend. Poor he, he never thought he would one day be used to represent a hated caricature. In his defense, I will say that whatever I would have written AT THAT TIME may not relate to HIS experiences. A wimpy defense? You betcha - because I believe fundamentally in what you so eloquently and “zerrrrafffff!!!”-ly said. I am a voice - if the ears find me tinny, too nagging, or stuporously mellow, then so be it. It reminds me of this scene from the movie version of “The Color Purple”, where Whoopi Goldberg tells her husband Danny Glover that she is about to leave him. He laughs, and proceeds to tell her, “You’ll be back!! Where will you go? You’re black, ugly and stupid - who would want you?” Whoopi replies, “I may be black, stupid, and ugly. But thank God almighty, I’M HERE!!” …

      The images you drew for me are just indescribable. The story of the young man who sliced off his tongue, (where did you get that story - and it is a shame you have not written it before, it’s a must, must …) was simply amazing. I cannot get away from the potent symbol of how, in such a cataclysmic moment, he unconsciously equated his writing to his “Lsan”. His andebet.

      However, I get the sense that you believe the young man’s tongue is growing back, encouraged by a symphony of washints whispering their encouragement from the four corners of the earth. Or better yet, you draw an image of these washints that are no meek "ayzoh berta"s, but mighty breaths of indignation, lyrically cast, tearing down the walls of a bloody Jericho in a worldwide crescendo of Ethiopian voices, epi-centered in the dark and dingy playhouses of Addis. Hah.

      Do I love words? You know, in my very first entry, I said I wanted to break down literature into its most basic element, its foot soldier called a WORD. (I took that off - so don’t go back looking for it) I love words. I love to deconstruct them, conjugate them, say them, hear them, look up their definitions (or better yet - create one of my own). I am amazed by them.

      I have this theory that a word is nothing less than a piece of the universe. If one did not know the word “yiluNta”, would one know such a thing existed? Which is why I think it is such a tragic, tragic thing that languages die out. As we become an English planet, I worry that we will be losing every little distinct nuance of what it means to be human organically programmed in every language’s vocabulary and grammar. Yes, even grammar. Take for instance the standard definition of a semitic language, i.e. a basic three-consonant root that gets its meaning from the type and position of vowels AMONG the root consonants.

      Compare that to, say, a romance language like French or Italian etc, where variation is by means of addition of prefixes and suffixes. Now, ask yourself, is life a Semitic word, or a romantic word? Does life get meaning and flavor in the nooks and crannies within and among the basic root “word”, or is life more a question of add and subtract? Example: “hasab” can be translated as “thought”, but “they thought of (for) each other” can never be as neatly put as the single word - “tesasebu”. Is there a standard unchanging core to your life, to which you add, or do you remove some feature (the modular life - as engineers might say it), or are you forever influenced, changed, mutated, by the subtle flavors that tend to work themselves into every corner and shelf of your life? Is your life Semitic, or is it Germanic? (No, a mirror is not going to save you on this one.)

      I remember a poet once talk about what Helen Keller said to her. The deaf, blind, mute girl did not, could not make head or tail of the world. In fact, she says, her universe was this black, unformed, cacophony of sensory inputs. Without a cop to label an experience she got, she was lost. She described her very first association of a symbol to the real thing as an earthshaking, profound experience that forever banished the darkness of her existence.

      You asked me to look up “Television” in the Science and Technology Dictionary. I did, and was unfortunately disappointed with its translation … television. Now, I know what has happened. The translators have basically accepted that word as being part of the standard Amharic vocabulary. For someone who spends way too much time deconstructing, and deconjugating words, it is a shame. But, for someone who just a few sentences ago was lamenting our loss through global Englishization, it is more than that. Every time I write something in English, I am left with a nagging guilty feeling that perhaps I am doing my share in the loss of our own experiences. But then, I pick up a book like Haile Melekot Mewa’il’s “Gungun”, and I rest assured that powerful Amharic word wizardry is very much alive and well.

      Honestly speaking, your gursha requires a diggis in response. Unfortunately, planning the diggis will have to fight for “psychic real estate” with whether or not I am going to catch my plane today, go to the bank, drop stuff off at the post office and other banalities of the harried American life. And so I have to defer to the next one.

      I must say that your enqoqilish was not immediately obvious to me. Perhaps my enqoqilish gears have rusted. As to mine, I have to confess that it was no enqoqilish, but a question posed in a gTm format. I was half tempted to not say anything about it, and see if you can perhaps spontaneously create a riddle out of a spontaneously created poem, but I think I would much rather leave you with this one. It is a qné, I am sure you can solve it. (See? Now you actually get a riddle …)
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      Yared

      To: Yared

      From: Lullit

      Subject: _Is short Sweet?

      _

      Dear Yared,

      As promised, here is the short and sweet one. I want you to know, though, that I am exercising the maximum of self-restraint in not responding at length to your thought-provoking writing. Suffice to say that I am now not only searching desperately for your recommended reading book,

      “Gungun”, but also trying to figure out whether my life is in fact Semitic

      or Germanic. I think I’ll get back to you on all that in my last entry.

      In the meantime, your question has me mefetshing and meftating every nook and cranny of the language of my life. I am busy fingering the fabric of my very existence with thumb and forefinger, feeling for basic root words, prefixes and suffixes, annexes and also using a stethoscope to listen out for the three consonants and the sound of vowels positioned among them.

      Igzer yiyilih abo! Homework new yeseteheN. Sima, yene weindim, Semitic or Germanic, can’t it be both?

      Demo, how boring that television is only translated as…TELEVISIOn, in your science and technology dictionary! I guess this explains why Alemayehu Eshete’s last CD included that funky 70’s tune with the lyrics "Be Hilmé New Be-Iwné, Weiyss Be Television … " Like him, I am also beginning to wonder if meeting you and reading your writings is be hilmé new be-iwné or what!

      You say so much, with such depth with so few words, Ato Yared! Like Helen Keller, some of your writings, and the huge concepts that you cleverly manage to present in your short notes make me feel like the deaf dumb and blind who could not make head or tail of the world. Without a cop to label my experience of communicating with you in these Life Diaries, I too am lost.

      Still, since you have written me the explanation of your excellent giTim, (which I mistakenly thought was a riddle), I must tell you that the first association of a the symbolism in your poetry to the “real thing” was an earthshaking, profound experience that forever banished the darkness of my ignorance. Thanks. I will now store your giTim alongside my highly ranked giTim of Kassa Tessema’s “Muzikaye Neshi”, which is where I believe it rightly belongs. Arif new! I hope that in writing your last response, the verbal diggis that you wish to plan for me wins the fight for “psychic real estate.” How many Amharic words are there for victory? HA!

      In the meantime, I accept your haiku of praise to me be nitSoo libona in the belief that the word birr means BI’IR and is not suggesting that I am a golden Oreo with only a silver interior. Bi-IR. Bi-Ir. It is as you know a word on the endangered species list of words. (This confirms our shared fears that languages do in fact disappear and it all starts with the extinction of words). Anyway, the word has unfortunately been replaced by scripto, skerbito, iskeereepto. I used the word Bi-Ir in Addis recently and on every occasion it drew second glances, raised eyebrows, invited a questioning quizzical expression and generally the word seemed to ring the rusty bells of many older minds. As for yilungta, it is of course a word that is quite dead and gone, as extinct as the puffin, I laughed at your choosing it for an example. Excellent example!

      OH BY THE WAY, because at first I DID NOT GET THE POSITIVE ASPECT OF YOUR HAIKU AND MISTAKENLY THOUGHT THAT YOUR WERE, IN qné, suggesting that all that glitters in me is not gold, and that I was in fact “BRRRRRR”. I did the ultimate NO-NO and responded to the mistakenly perceived zelefa with a response of my own. Please be ready to laugh at what happens when there is complete failure to communicate. (Is my case a mirror image of our abesha Horn of Africa existence or what…pass the AK-47 Gash Dilnessa.)

      You said: Iswa Ko Bir Nat!

      My reply:
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      Ishi, Yared! See you in the next final LD and we’ll find out who has the last

      WORD, WORD WORD, and the last laugh.

      Tizita be posta likelihalew, melsoon be tolo eTebiQalehu.

      Lullit.

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, January 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      To: Lullit

      From: Yared

      Subject: _Deconstructing the Meaning of Life…in 2 Easy Steps

      _

      Dear Lullit,

      I suppose my qné suffered what they call an “apostrophe catastrophe”. Far be it from me to point out where the little miscreant, properly applied, may be do or die for a qné . But it does point to the danger of using some sort of punctuation to make a piece of poetry more precise, and in the process kill off the necessary ambiguity for any work of art. One needs to leave some room for the intended audience’s mind to leap into the supposed void, and thereby “discover” a meaning, perhaps about oneself.

      Which is an interesting point, when one remembers what Hailu “Gemoraw” said about qné . Look him up - he has a number of books, one of them being a qné book titled “Qné Lezemené” It is a collection of qné written during or about the modern Ethiopian life such as “the revolution”, with a sample on the front about who else? … George Bush! Anyhow, in his explanation about qné , he rejects the “western” notion that qné is poetic ambiguity, and that in fact it was used to help educate by showing contrasts, differences, similarities and relationships. It does appear that qné is supposed to be “meditated” upon, just like any feature of the orthodox faith. One does not have “misTre sellasie” (The Mystery of the Trinity) as a problem to be solved a la Agatha Christie‘s Hercule Poirot, but as an “ungraspable reality” to think and ponder about. Weym anchi indalshiw - medases, mablalat, maTaTam, "mn maletu(wa) new?"

      But your fukera gTm requires a response:
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      And so, in that spirit, I shall henceforth proceed… (would you believe it - I bet you this is the first time I have ever written that word “henceforth”.

      "Kengdih “henceforthNa” indalawera…)

      Do I live the Germanic life or the Semitic life? I suspect you are right, it might be both. In fact, I think we pretend to live the Germanic life, while our real stimuli are Semitically induced. Yes one goes to college after high school, and then gets a job, the mate, the house etc… Everything is quite proper, directional and Germanic. But our happiness depends less on the fulfillment of these mileposts along our life, but on whether or not we had happy childhood memories, whether the punishment for flunking that math test in high school was being forbidden to meet with the neighborhood sweetheart, or whether we feel that we have finally passed the point where our parents’ worry about our future changes to pride in our accomplishment. Or who knows, maybe I am just blowing hot air.

      Your explanation of your inqoqlsh left me with an “aha!” moment. I tried to think why I did not even have a clue and the final explanation I had was this (at the risk of sounding like a Male Chauvinist Pig): perhaps I would have been better served if the inqoqilish asked “qebero qenach, lemin?” Do men feel the same way about their peers gettin’ hitched? I suspect not. But of course, it is better for me to retreat into the great principality of "oink"dom than to admit I was too dense to figure out something elegant and cute like that.

      I have been on the road these past few days, and while being mejajal-ed by every new sight that comes my way, I have been thinking about your sermon. I can’t match your wordsmithing in that segment, nor the images that you have so vividly drawn. I sense it was the tip of an iceberg that probably needs another LD just to make a slight dent into, but nevertheless you have put it there, and I would be remiss if I did not share some of my thoughts on it.

      First off, that innocuous phrase, “abyot ljocwan tbelalech”. There is this big debate here in the States about abortion, one of the battle fronts being about abortion performed at a point when the baby/fetus (I am trying to be politically correct here for a reason) has already started the journey out of the mother’s already “partially dilated” womb. What you call this act defines the parameters of the debate. Those who oppose abortion call it “partial birth abortion”, while those who support a woman’s right to choose an abortion call it “dilation and extraction.” You can pretty much tell which side is winning this particular battle by which phrase the media frequents over the other. Another example: I quote a radio broadcast talking about “FGM or Female Genital Mutilation, sometimes also known as female circumcision.” Again, which phrase is most used as the primary description of the practice tells you where public opinion is. The unknown genius who first came up with “libeluwat yasebutn amora, yiluwatal jigra” knows exactly that. (This last saying, by the way, is a quote from another book called “Ye AmarNa Msaleyawi Anegageroch Sbsb - 6790 Msaleyawi Anegageroch” by Berhanu GebreTsadiq.)

      “Abyot” is an abstraction. It does not pull a trigger, nor wield the torturer’s whip. Those horrors are done by average human beings, who followed some path of one innocuous step after another to end up doing these things. It is foolish to think that evil deeds are the exclusive province of a select few “evil people.” I am sure that under the right set of circumstances, most of us are capable of ending up doing the same things. That little phrase in the Lord’s Prayer that says “wede fetenam atagbaN” is a potent description of just what sort of creatures we are. No, abyot does not devour her children. But what abyot devours is another abstraction, the set of accepted social rules and norms that allow “civilized” behavior, thereby letting loose our inherent capability to do evil. In our case, I cannot think of a better word to collectively describe both the rules and the social weight they carry than what else but… yluNta. So when you say “yluNta” is a disappearing word, you are also saying that it itself is a disappearing entity. Yes indeed, words ARE pieces of the universe.

      Another issue you raised is as much a generational one as anything else. What is the soul of the post-revolutionary generation? Where are our firmaments, the things that are “Tsnu”, the unquestioned facts of our times, our identities, our dreams, our motivations? When you talk about the “right to write”, you were talking about the catastrophic “revolutionary” experience that has scarred all of us. Correct me if I am wrong, but I sense that much of the current artistic movement is what I would call "catharsis-in-slow-mo’ " that will take perhaps decades to work its way through. In the meantime, there is us - ye abyot ljoch - too young to participate in it, but having to live with the consequence of it. Do we live for yesterday, or do we craft our own tomorrow? It is visionary literature for our own generation that I would like to see. Then again, not having had the pleasure of seeing and reading the new works, I may be too blinded by a past that ended with the Ethiopia of the eighties before making my journey ke-bahr mado.

      There is one last item about literature that I wanted to talk about, and that is that perhaps it takes itself too seriously. No, scratch that - some of us take it too seriously, vicariously living our lives through the antics of the characters where the brave never shed a tear, love is a wild untamable affliction and emotional pain won’t let you throw out the garbage.

      Let me tell you a short story from another sci-fi favorite of mine, “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.” A group of scientists puts together a computer and ask it this question: “What is the meaning of life, the universe, and everything?” The computer hums away, calculating like mad. An hour passes, a day passes, a week, a year. The decades roll by, and the original scientists retire. The computer itself grows as additional modules are gradually added to it. Centuries later the computer has grown into a vast agglomeration, and the scientists having emerged into a whole clan of people dedicated to it. One day, after having mulled this question for almost a millennium, the computer announces that it is ready to give the answer. Obviously, there was much ballyhoo, everyone gathers to witness this momentous planetary event. At the appointed time, the computer announces:

      “The answer to the meaning of life …”

      … Everyone is all excited.

      “The Universe …”

      … People cannot believe how lucky they are to witness something their forefathers had only dreamed of.

      “And everything …”

      … There is a palpable planetary holding of breath.

      “Is … 42.”

      …

      (I love telling this story to a group of engineers. Watch them go crazy asking " 42 what?? Newtons? Meters? Amps? Hertz?")

      What was I saying? Ah yes. Sometimes there is the danger that literature becomes synthetic reality. Life is not perhaps to be taken too seriously.

      To say “in conclusion…” to this lively back and forth is a sad thing. How can there be a conclusion to a rambling tugging of someone else’s little mind strings? But there comes a time when lines must be drawn, or the SELEDA editors will start pulling out the whipping boys.

      I will be looking forward to your response, your final word, your last laugh…

      Yared

      To: Yared

      From: Lullit

      Subject: Meqolalef-ing In the End

      Yared!

      The catastrophe of your apostrophe and my quickness to reach for the verbal Kilash was all very comic. The whole thing resembling ancient family feuds and amusing affronts taken by indignant CHiqua shooms as portrayed briefly in a scene from Getachew Bekele’s “The Emperors Clothes”. It is a good example of how an impassioned attempt to scale artistic heights and avoid the death of artistic ambiguity can lead to the loss of understanding and clear communication. You wrote about it in your first entry and practically prophesized this very event in your first entry … do you remember?

      Well, it’s obvious to me now I need to get back to the qné drawing board! So I think, in addition to your Qné Lezemena, I will refer to K’fl a’and and K’fil hulet of “Ye Geez Qineyat”, a book and manual introducing the art of qné and understanding it through Geez Scriptrue. Reading it in Amharic, however, I began to wonder what happens if one cannot read neither Geez nor Amharic?

      You wrote of the “ungraspable reality” that must be thought and pondered when reading things like “Mistre Silassie” but how does one grasp such ungraspables without even a good grasp of the lingo? Fear not! for help is at hand. For those linguistically challenged, at least in the reading part, there is relief thanks to the new industry (sometimes quite “cottagy”) being built around Rastafarians. There exists a large number of translations into English of various ancient Ethiopian cultural and religious readings. Published in the main by “Jahlish Israel” a publishing house in England, their catalogue includes the English translations of Kebra Negest, TAaamere Mariam, Negere Mariam and other works such as “The Lost Books of the Bible and the Forgotten Books” (in other words the complete Orthodox Bible). Aygermim?

      Ishi Yared, “Catharsis in Slow Mo” alk? I was laughing at your description. Yes Yared, it is catharsis in slow motion, in great depth and detail … history be Quoona, and with such historical reviews who can fail to wonder if we aren’t stuck in our own ancient and recent history, suffering from “analysis paralysis”.

      When I wrote to you however about the “right to write” I wasn’t inviting us all to get stuck in it, Yared! Aux contraire. I was not talking about the need and the right to relive and write about the revolutionary experience at all. It was in fact your friend who set such a prerequisite.

      I don’t believe that as Ethiopians we must make a holy pilgrimage down memory lane to Mengistu’s Ethiopia in order to be able to move forward, to think, to be, to write as Ethiopians. That’s what I was trying to say and in fact I don’t see why Ethiopian Americans can’t publish their reviews of off-broadway productions, write travel guides for 15 of the 50 states, produce popular sitcoms, write bestsellers on Feng Shui, and host their own talk shows. I suspect some already do and have … they’re just a little shy…or isolated.

      Having said that, however, I cannot personally accept your most objective and sociologically inclined perspective on events in the Ethiopia of the mid 1970’s. Yared? I hate to be the one to break it to you, sweetie, but Abiyot definitely ate her children. And I’m not saying this purely because the AbiyoteNoch themselves admitted and advocated this horror. No. No. It is, in my humble opinion, entirely irrelevant to speculate whether or not the bell that tolled for the geraffee and torturers also tolls for me, my brazzer, Yared. And yes, while I agree let him who is blameless cast the first stone, I agree, in the end, however, you and I must both accept the fact that yilungta was only the apéritif and the dessert devoured by Abiyot before and after the main meal. And Abiyot’s main meal, dear Yared, was Ethiopia’s youth, both rural and urban.

      And this is a fact, whether you write about it as a horrified foreign witness standing on the outside looking into the madness as in Melina and Lukas Fanouris’s book “Mesqel”, or whether you decide to strike an academic pose and write about it while working on the inside of the revolution, as in Teferra Haile Silassie’s “The Ethiopian Revolution 1974-1991”. Both clearly indicate that Abiyot lijwan beltalech. Yamaytabel haq new, Gwad Yared …

      It all depends how you look at it though I agree, and I accept that one man’s glorious and long awaited revolution is another man’s time to find the sefer moosho derdaree.

      Bicha yqikirta , Yared, I see I have brought us back to the literature of analysis paralysis and catharsis in slo’ mo’. Like you, I know the visionary literature for our generation will not have any such limiting parameters, no accusations and most definitely no more reviews of recipes and remedies for Ethiopia’s political past, present and future.

      I imagine long family sagas covering three or four generations, hysterical comedies about arriving and settling in the US (i.e. “Basha Ashebir Be America” style) … I imagine a love story of epic proportions with Romeo living in Gonder’s CHewa Sefer and Juliet in Asmara’s Aba Shawil … the Ethiopian-American Wedding, from proposal to the execution of the event (with its mandatory corollary event in Addis and the melsoch and QliQils) … There is fertile breeding ground for lots of imba iskimeTa, shint yemyasleq’q comic stories: the divorce, or long distance marriages, often one the same, also have great potential. One day, as I said before, ayQerim.

      You know, Yared, I am sure you are not surprised to learn that I have a friend who also warns me about the dangers of taking life too seriously. “Remember Lullit,” he tells me time and again “You never get out of it alive!” I had to remind myself of this again when I rushed to get to the end of your story about the computer and the meaning of life. 42? 42? I said. Mn lemalet feligew new? Surely 44 as in the TABOTs!! Deginetu, I do not fry my brain with such huge questions in the first place. My meaning to life and guide to the galaxy are firmly entwined in the black krr 'round my neck which symbolizes our faith. It is reflected back at me by the dantil covered Dawit and the missil’s in my room. And it is as easy and simple as that. Prayer … fast … Orthodox belief … and everything’s going to be alright.

      As for Ethiopia… ye Ityopyia amlak yiferdal.

      And so, Yared, now that we’ve come to the end of the road…I want to say thanks for the delicious slices and slices of the UNIVERSE, the words and words and words which you served me with. You are right, words are large slabs of the universe and sharing our universes has been fun. Today is Gabriel, who I told you is my Patron Saint, so it’s a significant day for me, a day when my prayers will be heard quicker, and I pray that all your future roads are opened by Mariam (Ye Mariam Menged :) ), and I hope you have a Happy American New Year and a Merry Ethiopian Genna. Igzier kante gar yihun.

      Ihith,

      Lullit.

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, January 2001. All Rights Reserved.

      The Treasure in the Cellar
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      by: Felleke

      Maybe, he thought, when his father overturned the deluxe gray sedan near Weliso and died, they should have all congregated in the cellar. But he didn’t even bother proposing. Great-uncles, to be sure, would not take 14-year-old second sons too seriously. “A wake in the cellar? Nonsense!” Abiyé Wondiyrad would have retorted. Abiyé, the family’s august chief of protocol, vigilantly and, at times, valiantly crusaded to keep nonsense at bay.

      It was no use talking to his mother. Grief and guilt had shaken her into paralysis. She had, in moments of frustration, repeatedly warned her husband about the excessive number of hours he spent on the road. At no time had she expected her fears to be realized. As far back as the son could remember his father had spent more than three days at home only once. It was never repeated.

      It happened forty years ago this month. December 1960 to be exact. The boy was seven years old.

      Plotters and forces loyal to Emperor Haile Selassie were battling in Addis Abeba to take control of the country. Fearful of mortar, tank and gunfire, residents scrambled and cloistered themselves in their homes.

      The boy’s father bid the family and the household staff to grab valuables and provisions and descend into the cellar. Explosions rumbled in the distance and shrapnel showered their compound, burning one of the two magnificent pines his mother had planted at the outset of the Italian Occupation. Supervising the evacuation from the living room, the mother instructed the children and the servants to take blankets, the Grundig short wave with extra batteries, several spindles and a sack of cotton, as she wept for her absent firstborn son. Neither her three middle daughters’ anxious entreaties, nor her youngest and second son’s reassuring clasp around her waist, managed to subdue her sorrow.

      Perched on the right ledge of the cellar stairway with a Belgian Mauser rifle strapped on his shoulder and a gun belt buckled around his waist, the father barked orders as the nervous group scrambled up and down the steep cellar stairs, stockpiling the bunker. Leaning against the wall behind the father, Abiyé flinched as his lanky and youngest grand-niece dashed back and forth through the narrow doorway, invariably bumping her head against the beam.

      Once the household settled in the cellar, the father who had remained outside, called out the eldest son’s name and beckoned the male servant. Wiping the tears from her radiant face, the mother emerged through the cellar door and rushed up the steps, scanning the deserted compound. When she reached the ground level, the father realized his blunder and turned away from her. “Where is he?” she asked, in voice that insisted rather than believed in hope. The four younger siblings strained their ears in the dark cellar. The father didn’t respond. She asked again, angrily.

      Click, click, click, click…the eldest daughter’s high heels echoed as she hurried out of the cellar and briskly climbed up the granite stairs. She steadied her mother’s trembling hands and escorted her down the stairs. “I meant our youngest,” the father whispered. The mother paused by the door. A bomb exploded several hundred meters away and shook the house, shattering the living room windowpanes above the cellar entrance. Shards of glass scattered above their heads as the eldest sister yanked her mother through the narrow doorway. Instinctively, the father removed the Mauser from his shoulder and pulled on the bolt handle. The second son squeezed past his mother and his eldest sister and raced up to his father, crunching glass particles with his boots.

      “I’m here,” the youngest son declared. The father uncocked the rifle and slipped the sling through his arm. The son ducked, avoiding the Mauser’s butt. “I’m here, Baba,” the second son repeated, crouching near his father’s legs. The father looked down and stared at his son for several seconds.

      “Here you are, my son,” the father said. The son stood up as the father squatted.

      The father lifted his son in his arms and stood up as the son locked his hands around his father’s neck. The father stroked the back of the son’s head with his left hand. The slight forward shift of his left shoulder inadvertently jerked the Mauser’s barrel, banging the son’s forehead. Pushing the barrel to the side, the son rubbed his temple and rested his head on his father’s right shoulder.

      Bent and blocked by the charred trunk of the once magnificent pine, the front iron gates inched forward, the jagged bottom rail scrapping against the cobblestone. In an instant, the father lowered the boy to the ground and cocked the Mauser. He told his son to run to the cellar and aimed his rifle at the gate. The son stopped halfway down the underground cellar steps and bobbed his head above the ground.

      “Identify yourself or I will shoot,” the father shouted. The intruder released the gate.

      “It’s me, my lord. It’s Balcha,” the gatekeeper, responded. “I was caught in a crossfire and was unable to return earlier,” he continued. The father locked the Mauser’s safety pin and slipped his arm through the sling. “Hold on, let me remove the trunk,” the father said as he walked toward the gate. The son emerged from the stairway and followed his father, maintaining a safe distance between them.

      The father kicked the trunk a few times but it did not budge. Chunks of bark covered with soot broke off and scattered on the ground. The father lifted the Mauser strap off his shoulder and stepped toward the gatepost when he noticed his son. “Come here,” he said. Uncertain about the nature of the command, the son gingerly walked toward his father. “Hold it upright and stand over there,” the father said as he pointed at Balcha’s shack. “Remember, don’t touch or move anything, okay?” the father said. Beaming, the son nodded vigorously and held the Mauser. He inserted his arm through the sling and tried to carry the rifle on his back. The father suppressed a smile and instructed the son to carry the weapon with both hands. Dejected, the son held the Mauser as instructed and stationed himself next to Balcha’s cot.

      “You should come. It’s not safe out there,” Abiyé shouted from the cellar stairway. “At least send the boy,” he added. Abiyé turned toward the boy and directed him to give the Mauser back to the father and return to the cellar. The son looked up at his father. Without glancing toward his son, the father told Abiyé not to worry. Abiyé, we’ll all be there shortly. Please console their mother for me." The old man shook his head, muttered and disappeared into the cellar. The son grinned.

      Crouching behind the trunk, the father realized that several spikes on the top rail had impaled the pine. Balcha peeked through the narrow opening between the gates and told the father that he could climb over without any trouble.

      “Don’t! Neighbors will think you’re a looter and shoot at you,” the father said.

      He told his son not to fool around with the Mauser and walked to the garage. He backed up the deluxe gray sedan all to way to the gate and grabbed some rope from the trunk. Dexterously, he tied a knot and flung it over the gate, wrapping it around the charred trunk. He tightened the knot around the pine and tied the other end of the rope on the deluxe gray sedan’s hitch. He told his son and Balcha to move away from the gate as he stepped into the driver’s seat.

      After a brief tug between sedan and pine, the father managed to dislodge the trunk from the spikes on the gate. Tumbling off the top rail, the trunk broke into two and rolled on the cobblestone. The father packed the rope in the trunk as Balcha shoved the gate open and entered the compound.

      The son walked toward his father. “Give me the rifle and hop in the front seat,” the father said. The son ecstatically complied as he secured a spot that had always been claimed by his older brother and sisters when his mother was not around. His legs dangled on the edge of the brown leather seat.

      Laying the rifle on the back seat, the father closed the passenger door and told Balcha to join the rest of the family in the cellar. Balcha kicked and rolled the charred trunk away from the gate. The father stepped into the driver’s seat of the deluxe gray sedan and asked his son if he’d like to learn how to drive. The son nodded, immediately climbed, and sat on his father’s lap. The father kissed the back of his son’s head and started the engine. The son grabbed the steering wheel as the deluxe gray sedan slowly moved toward the garage. They stopped once they reached their destination but the son did not release the steering wheel. The father enveloped his son’s hands. He backed up the deluxe gray sedan all the way to the gate. On the way back, Balcha waved at the boy and walked down the cellar stairs. Father and son parked the deluxe gray sedan and exited through the driver’s door. The son held his father’s hand as the father opened the back passenger door and picked up the Mauser.

      Suddenly, the son violently pulled his father’s arm. The father looked up, following his son’s gaze. A man in an Imperial Guard uniform was climbing over the main gates. The man atop the gate saw the father and the son. The father ordered his son to lie on the ground. The man atop the gate awkwardly straddled the spikes as he removed a pistol from his gun belt. The father cocked the Belgian Mauser. The son watched the man atop the gate as he leaned forward and pointed his pistol in their direction.

      Eleleleleleleleleleleleleleleelelelele! The mother’s jubilant ululation resounded from the cellar as the man atop the gate slouched and tumbled on the cobblestone, into the compound. The driver’s side mirror of the deluxe gray sedan shattered and crashed behind the son’s feet.

      Father and son glanced at one another as the mother sprinted out of the cellar calling out her husband’s name. Sobbing violently, the mother ran toward her husband and embraced him. “He has spared him for us! He has spared him for us!” the mother exclaimed as she pressed her face against her husband’s chest. Perplexed, the husband put his arm around his wife and asked for an explanation. “Spared!” the mother repeated. Abruptly, she released her husband and kneeled on the cobblestone. As she bent forward, the mother blankly stared at her second son in front of her but did not notice him. The mother kissed the ground and began to pray. “Lord, you are compassionate! Lord, you are benevolent! Lord, you are merciful!” the mother whispered.

      Balcha, followed by the three sisters, emerged out of the cellar. Abiyé’s bass voice boomed as he sternly commanded his great-nieces to return. The eldest daughter snatched and pulled the hand of the youngest sister as all three descended and disappeared.

      Distressed, Balcha looked down and blurted, “Sir, I thought you knew! I would have told you! I would have told you!”

      “Told me what!? Know what!?” the father shouted.

      “Madame had sent me on an errand to your mother’s house before the disturbance started. I was caught–”

      “Balcha!” the father violently interrupted. “Just tell me why Madame is crying,” the father said.

      “It’s about your son, sir,” Balcha murmured.

      The father immediately turned and looked down. Father and son locked eyes.

      “I meant your eldest,” Balcha said. The father turned sharply and looked up at Balcha.

      “As I was leaving your mother’s house, I saw him with a group of other university students chanting and demonstrating on the street. He was waving a placard with a several other students and did not see me. Immediately after I told your mother, she and the chauffeur followed the students in her Volkswagen. Your son didn’t look very happy but he was in the back of the car with your mother when they returned. He is now at her house. I would have told you but I assumed they had telephoned to let you know,” Balcha continued.

      The husband crouched next to his wife and stroked her face. “He is indeed compassionate, dear,” the husband said. He closed his eyes and offered a silent prayer. Opening his eyes, he gently lifted his wife off the ground and led her to the cellar, blocking her view of the gate. They stopped next to the stoop. Balcha walked a couple of steps down, turned toward the couple and stretched out his hand. The mother leaned on Balcha’s forearm and walked down the stairs as the middle daughter emerged through the cellar door holding a hammer and a radio antenna cable.

      “The telephone lines have been cut,” the father said quietly, as if he were talking to himself.

      Pinching a nail from her lips, the middle daughter hammered it into the doorjamb and bent it over the antenna cable. The father waited until she finished fastening the end of the cable. He then walked down the steps, cupped his middle daughter’s face with both hands and kissed her forehead. She looked up toward the garage searching for her younger brother but was unable to see him from the underground entrance. The daughter asked if she could be outside with her father and younger brother.

      “We’ll be right back,” the father said. The middle daughter cast her eyes down. “Why don’t you finish setting up the short-wave for me in the meantime?” the father asked. She smiled and skittered back into the cellar.

      The youngest son stood up as the father emerged from the underground stairway. The father signaled with his hand, ordering the youngest son not to move. He then cocked the Mauser and discreetly walked toward the man atop the gate. He did not breathe, lying supine in a pool of blood, overwhelmed by his mismatched and oversized uniform and boots. The father crouched next to the man atop the gate and extricated the pistol from the dead man’s iron grasp.

      The mid-morning sun cast a tiny shadow obscuring the youthful face of the man atop the gate. Startled, the father looked up and saw his youngest son mesmerized by the sight of the corpse. “Didn’t I tell you–” the father stopped, alarmed by the boy’s agitation. His son was shuffling backwards, frantically wiping blood off his boots on scrawny weeds outlining the cobblestone. The father quickly got up, hunched behind his son and embraced him. He leaned over the lad’s shoulders and whispered into his ears. The son calmed down and nodded.

      The son walked away from the father, gazing abstractly at the red footprints trailing behind him. He squatted next to a spigot and a coiled garden hose, located behind Balcha’s cabin, and turned on the water. Enthralled by the speed of the water racing through the hose the boy tracked the flow. All at once, he seized a limp section of the hose and folded it. He felt the pressure of the water building up on one end of the hose. Suddenly, water burst through the adapter and sprayed the boy’s face. The kid chuckled.

      Then, the boy remembered. He turned around and looked over his shoulder. The limp legs of the man atop the gate were disappearing through the gate. The boy jumped up and ran toward the gate. He clutched the bolt and cautiously peered through the narrow opening. Across the street, slumped casually against a telephone pole, a corpse in a disheveled army uniform stared at him. The boy shrunk back behind the corrugated metal sheet covering the top half of the metal gate. Leaning his forehead against the rail, the boy tilted his head slowly to the right and surveyed the street with one eye.

      Not a bird chirped, not a dog stirred, not a car chugged. In the silence, the heels of the man atop the gate’s oversized boots tapped irregularly against sharp granite stones embedded in the gravel road as the father dragged the corpse. The boy looked down, retracing the red imprints all the way back to the gate.

      Halting at a crossroad, the father glanced stealthily in all four directions before he hauled the man atop the gate to the side and gently laid him face down on a footpath. The father hurried back past his son, grabbed the garden hose and dissolved the blood tracks within a hundred meters radius from the gate. He then stepped back into the compound, handed the garden hose to his son, and bolted the gate. The son hosed the blood on the cobblestone, forcing the swelling puddle to flow into the grass.

      Hand-in-hand, father and son quietly strolled to the back of the house and released the two watchdogs chained next to the storeroom. The dogs barked and raced to the front of the house. The father led the son into the house through the kitchen door. He told his son to change the bloodstained clothes and meet him in the living room right away.

      Later, father and son squatted next to the fireplace in clean and ironed clothes as large flames crackled and engulfed their stained garments. Heavy and continuous shelling resumed in the distance. Fighter planes flying low crisscrossed above their heads.

      The mother called out her son and husband’s names and ran out of the cellar. The husband rushed to the window and looked past the sash bars lined with broken and jagged windowpanes. Hundreds of leaflets, falling from the sky encircled the mother as the dogs barked and leapt in the air attempting to bite some of the leaflets in mid-air.

      The father slung the Mauser on his shoulder and held his son’s hand before they walked out of the house. He picked up a leaflet from the ground and led his son and wife back to the cellar. The mother embraced and kissed her son as they walked through the narrow doorway. The father leaned on the beam above the door and examined the leaflet. It was a decree from Abune Basilios, the Patriarch. The prelate was excommunicating the plotters and admonished the people not to waver in their loyalty.
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        * * *

      

      Torrential water gushes under a single row of sandstone lined across the mouth of an enormous river. Leaping off the bank the boy balances himself on the first sandstone. Encouraged, he continues until he lands on the eighth sandstone. All at once, red footprints appear on top of each sandstone. Instantly, the footprints coagulate and transform themselves into links. A bomb explodes nearby as the links levitate above the boy’s head. The boy teeters. A garden hose wrapped around a charred trunk unwinds at great speed, looping through the red links. The boy covers his head with his hands and closes his eyes. The links coil tightly around his feet, across his limbs, over his stomach, and on his neck.
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        * * *

      

      In the dark, the father lifted his son off the mattress and held him in his arms. The son woke up and immediately wrapped his arms around his father. The father stroked his son’s back.

      Carefully, the father sat on the floor and leaned back against the wall. He took his son’s hand and placed it flat against the wall.

      “Knock on the wall,” the father whispered. The son tapped. “What do you hear?” the father asked. The son struck harder.

      “What is it?” the son murmured quizzically.

      “Listen,” the father whispered as he gently tapped the wall.

      “It’s hollow,” the son exclaimed as he sat bolt upright on his father’s lap.

      “Shhhh! You’ll wake them up,” the father said very softly. “Do you know when this cellar was constructed?” the father asked. “Abiyé told me the Italians built it after they had taken the house from Mama during the war” the son said. “That’s all he said,” the son continued.

      The father groped in the dark and pressed his lips against his son’s ear and murmured, “They hid their treasures behind this wall hours before they surrendered.” The son asked if they could knock the wall down at daybreak. “When it’s time, together, you and I will come down here and sledgehammer the wall. Until then, don’t talk about the treasure to anyone,” the father said.

      “I won’t,” the son said. Soon he began to snore.
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        * * *

      

      Balcha had closed all the wooden shutters in the morning before the bearer of the news arrived and had the mother summoned to the living room. The adolescent second son wanted to mourn for his father in the cellar. But the rest of the family would not understand. Abiyé made sure the wake, comme il faut, took place in the somber living room. Seated on the mattress with his mother, his paternal grandmother and his siblings, the second son glanced past the empty hearth and craned his neck back to look up at the window that was directly above the cellar. Now replaced, the windowpanes reflected the doleful faces of the mourners. He looked out through the door at the inelegant eucalyptus tree that had rapidly supplanted the magnificent pine. He was not impressed.

      Once the Emperor had returned from Brazil and the plotters had been hung, imprisoned or set free, the crisis was over. The industrious father resumed his frenetic shuttling between Addis Abeba and the fledgling coffee plantation near Jimma and did not have much time for the children, least of all the second son who was considered too young to travel with him.

      Forty days after the father had died, early in the morning, family and extended family members, friends, neighbors and colleagues attended the inauguration of the father’s tombstone at the cemetery and came to the house for the final memorial banquet of the year. The next day, the eldest brother and his wife arrived at the house to pick up the mother and the three sisters. They were all going to the plantation. The night before, the second son had insisted on staying home and had stolen the key to the cellar door from his mother’s purse after she had gone to sleep.

      Before she stepped into the back seat of her eldest son’s car, the mother made her youngest son promise to obey Abiyé during her absence. The youngest sister knelt on the passenger seat and suspiciously looked at her younger brother through the back window all the way until the car turned at the crossroad and disappeared. Balcha closed the gate as the boy ran to the garage and grabbed a sledgehammer.

      The boy ran down the cellar stairway and opened the lock on the bolt. He stepped into the cellar as Abiyé called out from the verandah. Quickly, he locked the door from the inside and turned on the lights that his mother had had installed a few months after the coup d’état. He walked past a few barrels of grain and cereal and several sacks of coal and coffee. Leaning over a few large brewing jars, he tapped on the wall with his fingers. Abiyé struck the cellar door with his cane and shouted, “Open the door this instant! You will be in a lot of trouble. Hear me, boy? Open the door!” The boy slid the empty jars on the tiled floor and cleared the wall.

      He raised the sledgehammer over his head as Abiyé’s rebukes and raps on the door intensified. Replacing the sledgehammer on the floor, the boy spat on each hand and rubbed them for a few seconds.

      “I’m sorry, Baba. It was never time,” the son said and pounded the wall. A section the size of soccer ball broke off and disappeared through the dark hole. The boy continued to strike until he created an opening that was large enough for him to squeeze through. He placed the sledgehammer against a barrel and peered through the opening as Abiyé’s footsteps faded in the distance.

      The boy grabbed a flashlight off a ledge next to the main door, turned it on and shone it into the treasure room. Several layers of cobwebs suspended from the ceiling and from the wall diffused the beam, obscuring objects in the background. With one stroke, the boy cut through the web with a broom and walked into the dark room. Numerous articles, covered in sheets, were heaped in the back of the room. The boy yanked the sheets. A bassinet, a perambulator, a crib, a wooden walker, a rocking horse, a high chair, several tiny shoes, a few chests filled with cotton diapers and infant and toddler’s clothes were neatly stacked and piled in the corner. He coughed as he directed his flashlight on other corners of the room: they were all bare. The boy brushed off the dust from his face and hands and knelt on the floor. He shone the light under the crib and noticed a metal box. Crawling under the crib, he dragged the box out as the two padlocks on it banged against the metal. He broke each padlock with the sledgehammer and opened the lid. Several mildewed dÄcolletÄ gowns and silk wraps, neatly folded and pressed and separated by wax paper, were packed in the box. The boy tossed the gowns and the wraps into the crib.

      At the bottom of the box lay a photograph album. The boy grappled the album spine with one hand but was unable to lift it. He placed the flashlight on the floor and lifted the album, in the dark, out of the metal box. Eagerly, the boy clutched the flashlight and pointed it at the album’s ornate cover. An extremely light-skinned baby in a long white christening gown framed in an oval-shaped relief stared at him.

      The boy sat on the floor, placed the heavy book on his lap and flipped through the album carefully examining each photograph. A nervous looking Ethiopian teenage girl in the arms of a tall Italian officer with thick black hair; the girl and the officer holding the branches of the pine tree that was the same height as the girl; the young woman on the verandah covering her extended belly; the young woman in bed carrying a wrapped infant in her arms.

      “That’s G*****'s mother! G***** has a brother that’s half-Italian?!” the boy exclaimed.

      He continued to flip through the album. The officer holding the infant in the living room; the baby boy seated on a high chair; the officer lying on the grass and holding the baby boy up in the air; the toddler standing between the officer and the young woman.

      The boy turned several pages at once and looked at the last photograph. It was the toddler who now looked about four. He was standing teary-eyed in front of the railway station, surrounded by numerous panick-stricken Italian women and children and piles of luggage. The boy realized that this was the only photograph in the album that was taken outside the compound.

      He closed the album. “I’ll hide this until the boy returns to reclaim his treasure,” the boy said.

      Here But Gone

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      a short story by ShanQo

      I slowly push the door to my room open, exhaling the last of the Marlboro lights in a breath of resignation. The dimly lit room carries the scent of day-old incense. The thumps of bass from the speakers match the thumps in my chest … all the caffeine seems to have accelerated my cardiac functions…I walk over and turn up the music, while what was left of the cigarette flames away between my fingers, the burning sensation slowly creeping through the skin on my index finger, blistering it. It was Curtis Mayfield …

      "How did I get so far gone

      Where do I belong

      And where in the world did I ever go wrong?

      If I took the time to replace

      What my mind erased;

      I still feel as if I’m here but I’m gone."

      Eyes closed. Ears open. I absorb the lyrics with a grin on my face, my head slowly bobbing back and forth with the bassline, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end with a surreal sense of excitement. Music for the soul. With my eyes still shut, I slowly walk over to the lamp, feel for the switch, and turn it off. The glow from the nearly-extinguished cigarette butt creates a halo around my left hand. My eyes only half-open, I take one last, long, desperate puff, and put it out on the blackened corner of the wooden desk. I stifle a hoarse cough and exhale the smoke slowly, almost painting an illusional cloud in the darkness. By now, my pupils are acclimated to the murky darkness that envelopes me. I look at the silhouette of the extinguished butt…it is to be my last one. Really.

      Again, I lean over to the speakers and turn up the volume just a couple more notches, and then slump my exhausted body into the hard and unreasonably uncomfortable chair.

      How did I get so far gone…Where do I belong…And where in the world did I ever go wrong?

      The wind outside is howling in fury, knocking the weak windows around with an aggravating din of clatter that stirs me out of my melancholic peace. I slowly turn around and with glazed eyes, and notice that my curtains billowing about. Maybe the same wind that dislodged my window open would knock it shut.

      The soulful rhythm and consoling bassline gently wind down to oblivion as the track comes to an end. The tingling feeling in my spine slowly subsides as the silence becomes too overbearing to handle. I fidget. Restless. I keep the tune alive in my head. The wind is tormenting my weak windows, while the curtains demand attention as they flail about, hanging on for dear life. My safe haven is beginning to get violated. The only rescue comes from the speakers again. One thump. Then two. A discernable rhythm makes my head loll backwards, oblivious to the vicious howling wind outside. Bilal’s “Soul Sista.”

      The darkness comforts my desolation. The music lulls my misery to sleep.

      Rewind. Let’s go back three hours. The rooftop.

      I took off my watch – birthday gift from my father – and placed it on the hard concrete of the rooftop. I slowly…deliberately…walked over to the edge and looked down. Twenty-four stories. I walked back to the spot where I had left my watch, and slowly sat down. I glanced over at my watch. Funny, the second hand wasn’t ticking anymore. It had stopped at 8:43pm…the very minute I had taken it off. In a desperate attempt for comfort, I checked my pockets for the pack of Marlboros I’d bought that morning. Only one cigarette was left. Ironic. I glanced over to my watch again. Still no ticking. Still 8:43pm. It was almost as if time had stood still. The wind was calm. I secretly hoped a gust of wind would blast by, pick me up, and hurl me down. The chorus from Curtis Mayfield’s “Here But I’m Gone” was playing in my head.

      I took out the last of the cigarettes and lit it with ease. Still no wind. Not even a subtle breeze. My watch was still at a halt.

      How did I get so far gone … Where do I belong … And where in the world did I ever go wrong?

      My lungs embraced the tobacco willingly … almost expecting it. I held on to the smoke for a lingering second and then exhaled with a sigh. I noticed that my hands were shaking. I got up and headed for the edge again, cigarette hanging from the corner of my mouth. The perspective was staggering. I hummed the tune in my head …

      _

      How did I get so far gone … Where do I belong … And where in the world did I ever go wrong?

      _

      In a crazed and sudden haste, I hurried back to where I was sitting. Without a second thought I quickly picked up my watch and tossed it into my jacket pocket, while taking a long one from the dwindling cigarette. I took one look back at the edge, and then walked over to the stairwell.

      The same fingers that were blistered from the cigarette burns earlier are now snapping to Bilal’s “Soul Sista.” I reach over and turn it up just one last time. Eyes still closed. A subtle smile taking me over. The tingling feeling back in my spine. Rhythm is giving me goosebumps. The wind is howling outside, almost calling for me. But my ears are deaf to the calamity outside, the angered growls and howls of the storm calling my name. I only hear the music. Bilal. Then Marvin Gaye. Then Al Green. Cut to D’Angelo, Erykah Badu, Jill Scott, and Sade …

      _

      How did I get so far gone … Where do I belong … And where in the world did I ever go wrong? If I took the time to replace … What my mind erased … I still feel as if I’m here but I’m gone."

      _

      It seems like I had spent hours sprawled in that wooden chair before I decide to get up and turn on the lights again. The wind has calmed down outside. Just occasional whispers and whistles of persistence. I open my eyes slowly to the blinding light from the lamp I’d just turned on. The brightness seems strange … almost alien … to my eyes that have grown accustomed to the comforting darkness. I walk over the window, close it shut, draw the curtains, and then I wander off to the bathroom.

      Leaning over the sink, I watch the cold water run for a while before I look up to face myself in the mirror. The image that confronts me is as frightening as looking down twenty-four stories. I stare in shock at the haggard face. Tears are inevitable. I could make out Jill Scott’s encouraging “Try” coming from my bedroom. I wash my tears off without taking my eyes off from the man in the mirror. Still on the edge, I walk back to my lit room, and dust off blackened corner off my table. Sweeping away that last cigarette butt, I open my window just a crack and threw out the handful of dust and ash. The wind devours it all too eagerly.

      I reach into my pocket and pull out my watch. Oddly enough, it reads 1:37am. I look up at the clock on the wall. 1:37am.

      Ema Sunday
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      by: Affera Awega

      So I had failed after all…even after having done everything in my power to convince her I was worthy. The place was Dembidollo and I was on another work visit to the town. After hearing the stories a thousand times, I had finally found the courage to try my luck.

      "What are you looking at, eh?! Never seen an old woman, new mesel’…certainly none as old as me. I may be getting stooped and squinty, but that doesn’t mean I can’t see the look on your face…why, if I had a lengthy lmCH right about now, I’d teach you to look at me with respect. Ay ídmE kffu, it has left me at the mercy of the likes of you…but that’s fine, that’s just fine…

      "Mn alk? Anten’konew!? Speak up! Dehna, dehna, igzhEr ymesgen, kbru ysfa. So that is how you greet me – ages and ages after you step into my house? Yet’new yadek’kew bak’h?! Bel’sti QuuuuuCH bel…I’m getting a neck pain staring up at your gawking face.

      "Ohhh, you ask where I got my name. Well, it’s one story in a long lifetime of long stories, and I don’t think you have what it takes to sit still and listen to your elders. What…yhun, alk? You think you’re the exception? DnQEm, y’Arada durye blo ti’igsteNa! Well, I’m not running any marathons these days so I have some time to waste. Tega bel’na teQemeT…I don’t want to waste what little breath I have yelling across the room.

      “Anchi manesh! Ere smuN’bakach’hu!! Gud’ko new! Isti go into that gwada of yours and find a Tassa of Qrari for this boy. WHAT DID YOU SAY?! Tejj lsTew!!!?!!? Lezih?! So help me Kidane’mhret but I’ll surprise everyone and rise up from this bed and kill the whole lot of you! How many times must I tell you that Tejj isn’t for everyone, eh!!? Only when I TELL you to serve Tejj do you serve it – who are you to ask?!!” She made a shooing away gesture with her knobby hand and mumbled some more threats under her breath as she glared at me, at the guilty maid and, for good measure, at all past and future presumptuous offenders.

      All I had wanted had been a little taste of what people had traveled from hundreds of kilometers away to drink at her venerable establishment (I didn’t dare even think to call it a Tejj bEt – she sure wouldn’t like it, and something tells me she reads minds as well as she reads Tejj-worthyness).

      Of course, I already knew how she got her name…I had just hoped to loosen her up a bit by letting her wax nostalgic over her memories of the tejj-b…maletE…“service establishment” that she’d recently closed. When she got too weak to keep it running, she had preferred to see its tidy doors shut rather than pass on the recipe and reputation to an undeserving beneficiary. Many had tried to emulate her all over town but to no avail; maybe it was because of her legendary picky and prickly nature over the choice of honey, her immaculately kept distillery, or the fear of God she mixed in with the other just-as-carefully selected ingredients of her unparalleled brew. No one even came close. When she goes, though I had my doubts of her ever going as I look at her fierce strength…when she goes, she’s taking that unequaled recipe with her.

      Ah, the stories they tell of the good old days! Imagine any ordinary Tejj bEt you’ve ever seen or walked by, they’d say…now throw away that image, because it had nothing to do Ima Sunday’s. Yes, you’ve probably guessed that her place of business was only open on Sundays – that’s how it, and eventually she, got that name. She had known she could have made much more money had she kept her doors open all the time, but as she always said, it wasn’t about throwing together any old borChaQa mix – it took time and talent and much more. Yes, the good Lord may have created many marvelous things in six days, but you only had to look at the riffraff around the neighborhood to wonder whether, maybe, he had been just a tad sloppy. Ima, you see, knew it took at least six days of each week, and several weeks of careful waiting and watching, to make her golden drink.

      So imagine that you are a brave soul, and dared to visit her little building. If you were lucky enough to enter unchallenged, you would recognize the cleanliness and order that reigned supreme, not to mention the hushed reverence with which the incomparable potion was both served and drunk. And the fact that they seated and served you marked you as a man of infinite worth.

      No one under aQm’Adam was allowed to cross her threshold unless he was to deliver on some errand. If one dared come for a drink, “Gud’ko’new-erre-zmmm-new,” her words would slide into one indignant epithet as she shooed the daring boy out, “gud gud gud…nfTun alTerege Tejj liTeTa meTa?! WiTaliN…WITA!!”

      Tejj wasn’t for everyone, you must understand.

      If you didn’t have a decent shirt, you borrowed one before daring to come to her place of business. If possible, you’d find a tie, too. Her eagle eyes would meshQedadem up and down your carefully put-together outfit (shivers would immediately follow along your spine as you awaited your fate)…a ring around your collar or frayed cuffs would earn you a contemptuous glare as she sauntered over to firmly show you the door, “YenE zrkrk, ChQ’Qt’hn yalasleQeQ’k mn l’thon Tejj tfelgaleh? Bel, wendmE, wTalN.” No one snickered or smirked, since nothing angered her more than smugness…as far as she was concerned, if you weren’t respectful of others, how could she expect you to respect her Tejj? Anyone misguided enough to scoff found the drink snatched from his fingers and the door slamming behind him once and for all.

      Once allowed to sit, each customer’s stamina was immediately assessed; “Ante’s hulet tchl yhonal,” she would declare, and the obedient servers would give the lucky penitent no more and no less than two b’rlEs, one after the other, each squeaky clean with its own cover. Heaven help he who would be so disrespectful as to put down the b’rlE without covering it…he would be relieved of his burden, and his eyes would never forget the anger in her eyes as he was ushered out…no one, and I mean no one, left her potion to sit unprotected from the invading air or from the odd fly that may alight on the lip of the glass container.

      Too poor to look like you could afford the Tejj? She reminded you that an empty stomach was no way to appreciate what she worked so hard to offer the discerning palate. Too busy chatting with your bench-mate, going over the latest neighborhood gossip, to savor the slide of heaven down your throat? As you were denied the next round and escorted out, she would mutter that she understood the need to commune, but that your loose lips marked you as someone incapable of mustering the manners required to do justice to her sacred mix. And off you would go.

      So my mission aborted, I glumly drank the Qrari, knowing that somehow, despite my clean khaki coat and jaunty bow tie (could THAT have been the problem!?), I had been deemed unworthy of even the brz that I know she has sitting sweetly somewhere in the gwada. They say she still supervises the process and mixes the mythical Tejj herself even now that she’s mostly bedridden. She may not be running a business any more, but Ima Sunday still had a drink or two for the deserving. I bowed my good-byes and left with her “ay ye-smteNaw shih!” following me out the door, knowing it unlikely that I would acquire the polish and maturity required to wrest a measley brlE out of her gnarled, loving hands. Maybe in the next lifetime…

      Thousands of shacks may be selling Tejj nowadays, and tens of thousands of revelers may be staggering out to end up in gutters minutes later all over the cities, towns and villages in Ethiopia, but none of them have any idea at all of the travesty they had just been party to. Once you sat in Ima Sunday’s presence, you KNEW that you were looking at a sorceress who had, for decades, held the secret of life in her hands. Those who were privileged enough to have had a taste knew that they were doubly blessed – for they were the lucky few who had passed the most exacting of tests. And that first and unequaled taste of her Tejj was just reward.

      Because, you see, regardless of what you might think, Tejj isn’t for just anyone.

      An Otherwise Empty Room
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      By: Hyiwot Teshome

      I have always hated moving. You might say it is because most men don’t like new environments or places not yet their domain, but I think it is the packing that I hate. The fact is you have to put all your valuables, with lots of junk included, into boxes and hope against hope that every item comes out in one piece at the end of the day. That thought tires the hell out of me.

      So here I am doing what I hate the most. Packing. I am almost done, though.

      I have carefully pulled down all the framed pictures from the walls, wrapped them in plastic bubbles, and put them into the last boxes. All I have to do now is kill time. I have no hope my buddies will get here on time to help me move. That’s another story. You expect people at 10:00 AM and they show up at 11:45 AM and expect you to be OK with that. Well, I beg to differ. I am not OK with it, but I am at their mercy today. I don’t know why we don’t hire people to move our stuff, even when we can afford it. It’s not like we have incredibly expensive stuff that we can’t trust just ‘anybody’ to move for us. Or is it just that we have stuff that everybody else would find ridiculously inconsequential to daily life and we are embarrassed to let outsiders know we’re lugging them around every time we move?

      I guess you do get to pontificate when you have a couple of hours to kill, huh?

      Although we have been in this apartment for just about nine months, I can already see the clean and perfect squares and rectangles left on the walls by the framed pictures I just took down. Oh, those pictures! I think I will probably lug those around for the rest of my life. Can’t trust just anybody with those, either. I will do it myself.

      That big rectangle on the left side used to be the picture of her with her hair mussed up and her lips parted just wide enough to show the edges of her gorgeous teeth. I don’t have any “artistic” tendencies in my bones, but I believe I spent more than a week before I finally decided to put that framed picture on that wall. Perfect lighting from the side window and all, my reasoning went. I don’t think it made much sense to anybody else, but I strongly felt that was the place for that picture. It probably figured a lot in my calculation also that IT would be the first thing I would see when I came into the apartment.

      Then there’s the picture above the fireplace. That used to be a picture of her and I. It was taken while I was listening to her intently. Don’t ask me what she was telling me, but I know I was blown away by her good looks and her smile at that moment, and drooling, the friend who took the picture never fails to mention. You can see we both had twinkles in our eyes. It was taken by one of her friends who gushed afterwards that she knew we were meant for each other by the intense way we were looking at each other. You can always find friends who think your significant other was made just for you.

      The comedy is, you can find an equally high number of friends who thought the relationship wouldn’t last for long because you were just too good for her/him. They conveniently tell you this after the breakup, good friends that they are. Bastards.

      But I digress.

      I didn’t need anybody to tell me she was meant for me. I knew it as soon I saw her eyes that day. We both loved that picture. It became our favorite picture. Just like Dylan’s “You Got a Tight Connection to my Heart” became our favorite song. In a moment of romantic selflessness, she decided to let me have the only 4x6 we had of that picture. She was that way. She could blow your mind with the littlest things she could think of doing to make you happy.

      On the other corner of another wall is a picture of a park bench. She had me get a poster size reprint of the park bench where we had our first picnic. A poster-size picture of a bench in some park, you might say. It wasn’t just a bench, she would say. Every time I see that bench, I remember how happy and hopeful we were, she would say. Who could argue with that?

      So it was a poster-size reprint, damn the fact that we were running out of walls in this tiny apartment.

      Then there is that shade of rectangle right above where the TV used to be. That used to be a group picture of us, with about ten or so of our closest friends. It was taken over the Christmas holiday last year. She is laughing in that picture. She was laughing throughout that glorious evening. I can still hear her laugh whenever I see that picture. I don’t know how to explain it, but she had a laugh that would refuse leave your head and your memory even if you tried. No need to get it out of my head, then or now. I don’t know who was cracking the jokes then, but she was laughing so hard. Could be that she was just happy that night. I was. Extremely happy.

      I don’t think either one of us thought that night that we had only four more months left together. Who would have thought it in the middle of that euphoria?

      Then came the problems with getting up in the morning. The lazy bum that I am, I kept telling her to stay in and not worry about going to work. Call in sick, I kept saying. If you are not feeling as if you are on top of the world, I call that getting sick. So call in sick, I kept encouraging her. I always loved sleeping late into the latter half of the morning, but I had to work and pay the bills with my meager wages.

      But, it finally came to the point where the smile I so loved was looking forced whenever I came into the room. I think she was trying to be brave and not have me worry, but it was showing as clearly as a just-wiped-clean mirror. So it was on to her doctor for a check up.

      After the cursory bodily exams, the look on the doctor’s face told me everything. Something was seriously wrong. I am not brave, I will admit, but my reaction that day was totally unbecoming. I just doubled up and screamed a silent scream as if somebody had socked me in the stomach. You would think I would try to put a brave face for her. Not me, I am selfish that way. I know when I am hurting and nothing would stop me from showing it.

      Eventually, it was she who came over to me trying to comfort me. She was the one having all those pains, pains she tried to hide from me, and I was the one being comforted! She kept saying that it wasn’t anything serious, but I bet she knew it right then and there that it was the beginning of the end for us.

      I don’t remember what the doctor ever said, but he went on and on about everything turning out to be a false alarm and her being back to her old self in no time, etc. But just in case, he said, why not let him take some samples? If we have to, he went on, we might temporarily admit her and see if we can’t nip this in the bud.

      What is getting nipped in the bud was us, I retorted to myself. It was typical doctor talk. When they say it is not going to hurt, it will hurt like hell. When they say it was nothing serious, it would turn out to be REALLY serious. When they say it is just a precautionary move, it tends to become a losing battle. Typical doctors.

      I was a zombie all week while we waited for the results. Of course the results came and she got admitted to the hospital and everything progressively got worse, except for her smile. She kept that smile up for me.

      I used to go home at night during her hospital stay and try to comfort myself by looking at the pictures of her on the wall and listening to some music. Reading books was out because I was in dreamland after a couple of pages. I would crank up Bob Dylan and listen repeatedly to his “Blood On The Tracks” CD. I kept looking at the picture with her lips just opened to show her teeth and listened to Bob Dylan wail,

      _

      "…Look at the Sun, sinking like a ship

      Ain’t that just like my heart babe, when you kiss my lip…"

      _

      Again and again and again…

      Every night I left the hospital, she would kiss me on the lips and say, “See you tomorrow”, but I kept having a sinking feeling it would be our last kiss. I tried to do stuff I thought would cheer her up. I would try to comb her hair and she would say, “But you like it all mussed up….” I would try to take pictures of her and she would resolutely say, “No. Maybe tomorrow.” I am immensely grateful for those refusals because I don’t have any pictures of her from the hospital. Why do you need any sad pictures when you have healthy pictures adorning every little space on the walls?

      I guess I was right, because one day I went to the hospital early in the morning, and found her in an oxygen tank. I could hold her hand and massage her feet, but we never got to kiss after that.

      One of her doctors said we needed to talk. This was after about a week in the oxygen tank and I knew what he wanted to ask. I just said to go ahead and do it, before he even opened his mouth. “Just let me be there when she is gone,” is I asked.

      He nodded and left. Late in the afternoon, I was called back into her room and left alone with her for the rest of her earthly life. They told me she passed away at 8:00 PM, but her hands went really cold way before then. But I couldn’t let go. I held her hands until they finally came in and asked for a few minutes to prepare her. I don’t know what “prepare” meant, but I knew it wasn’t for me.

      My feet failed me after I went out the door and they finally had to get me a wheelchair. Called our buddies and my parents right from the hospital. I had one of my buddies drive me to her parents’ nursing home and told them the bad news myself. I sat there with them for a couple of hours with none of us saying a word that we could understand. Just mumbling to our selves, I guess. But every now and then, her mother would ask, “Right?” and it would really rattle us. Fortunately, she never expected an answer from us. I finally left for the apartment and found out I couldn’t live in that apartment for long without her.

      I asked for Dylan’s “Shooting Star” to be played at the funeral service. She was my shooting star, after all. She brightened my life tremendously but was gone before I knew it. Now I am in the dark for my “shooting star” leaving me unexpectedly.

      They played the song at the service. I can’t say a lot of people were impressed by the choice of songs, but that is the trouble with Dylan. It usually takes him a couple of decent CDs to come up with a really excellent one, but even the excellent ones are drowned by his nasal drawl, dammit.

      But, his lyrics! His lyrics are killers. I sang along silently while he went on:

      "…Seen a shooting star tonight, and I thought of you

      _

      Tomorrow will be another day

      Guess itís too late for you to hear

      All the things that you needed me to say

      Seen a shooting star tonight, slip away…"

      _

      It’s from his album “Oh Mercy”

      Oh Mercy, indeed!

      Finally. I hear a buzz at the door and I have a feeling it’s my buddies. I open the door and there they are. “We didn’t make you wait, did we?” they ask in unison. “No,” I say. “I had some last minute packing to do. I am actually happy you guys are late.”

      Little do they know it was my memories I was packing “at the last minute.” I tell them there is some food in the oven for everyone and they devour that in nothing flat. Everyone then grabs a box and heads for the elevator. I don’t think I like the way they are handling the boxes, especially the ones with her clothes and albums of her pictures.

      I should have written “Fragile” all over them. That’s the way I feel inside, anyway. Fragile. That way, they would have been careful to my satisfaction. Oh, well. All the boxes are out of the apartment and into the van in minutes. I am kind of hurt by this. You would think our life together would have meant at least a couple of hours of work for these overfed friends of mine.

      I get in the back of the van for the trip to the new apartment and we head out of the parking garage. We haven’t driven more than a couple of blocks when I “remembered” I had left something back at the apartment. I tell them to give me about five minutes and I head back to our apartment. They are not very happy about this, but, hell, I waited two hours for them, didn’t I?

      I just had to go back and say my goodbyes to my memories of that apartment. I don’t have to turn in the keys at the front office for the next six hours, anyway.

      I get an eerie feeling as soon as I open the door of the apartment. The apartment is devoid of stuff except for the imprints all those boxes have left on the carpet and the clean squares and rectangles on the walls. When I look at the walls, I hear her laugh and see her smiles all around me. I am taking it all with me, I promise myself. So there I am, feeling at once happy and sad…feeling her warmth all around me while standing in the middle of an otherwise empty room.

      The Edge of a Cliff
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      by: Jember

      Dorro ManeKya

      Back in the prehistoric days, when time was not a sparse commodity, I spent my mornings in preschool centers and then indulged in the long afternoons to come up with some mischief for the day. My parents were off working and the older siblings were supposedly getting educated at their respective schools. This left me and Etye Kelemwa at our humble home in Doro ManeKya. Etye Kelemwa was the versatile hired help who would cook, do the laundry, clean the place, feed the family, balance the check books… she was a pretty busy woman. Idling around her equated to begging for a chore and worse yet a reminder that I should go inside and practice my ha, hu and ABC’s. Except for the days where I accompanied her to the gullit to pick up last minute items, we dwelt in parallel universes and we both felt that this was a pretty safe arrangement.

      Now the location of our gullit in Doro ManeKya and next to ye sost KuTir autobus mazoria was yet another civil engineering faux pas. As good things often come out of most mishap, this setting provided the niche for some young entrepreneurs to try their latest sleight of hand on _emamma_s and gasha&eaucte;s who were not very good with handling their money. Ergo, in this neck of the woods, it was not unusual for the local monotone to be disrupted by a sudden desperate squeal of “Leba, leba, ere a’nd belut, leba leba, ere zerefegn, gedelegn, leba, leba…”. As baseball is to Americans, apprehending the thief and perhaps even bringing him to justice, should he still be alive, was the reuniting event for _Doro ManeKyan_s. Often the leba in question was not a budding Al Capone but rather a small, desperate looking young chap who unfortunately has underestimated his vigilant surrounding - a grave mistake. In the first few minutes of a chase, it will require eagle vision and fluidity to decipher the good from the bad as the mob plops out onto the street in this moment of catharsis. As the saying ye wedeKe g’nd misar y’bezabetal, there was never a shortage of vigilantes in our neighborhood. Such declaration of the “Neighborhood Open Season” on the leba de jour soon evolves into a soap opera where the protagonist mutates in front of your very own eyes amid mob confusion.

      The excess of time in my hands and the need to keep myself occupied in the afternoons soon inspired me to venture off across the street to strike up acquaintance with a ye sefer goremsa named Amsalu. He became my older brother for the afternoons and I sort of filled his void for unconditional admiration and respect. Amsalu, being the woTemsha goremesa of the neighborhood, was the guy in charge of organizing the lean and mean ye sefer kwas buden when kids from afar extended a challenge. He was often called upon when the merciless stoning of a stray dog by the local boys was not persuasive enough to drive the poor beast away to the adjacent towns. He led the rowdiest _Hoya Hoyae_s during demera . I luxuriated over his company and managed to elusively mingle into his grown up world, which was a realized fantasy for a kid of my age.

      One Thursday afternoon, I was triumphantly flaunting the gold star I earned for penmanship when yet another desperate squeal of “Leba, leba” came through from the infamous gullit and mazoria corner. Down the trail, I saw the apparent perpetrator. He was a young chap running for his life, holding his sandals in one hand and what appeared to be a lady’s purse in the other. He was closely followed by a boisterous herd of playful boys. Then came the grown up vigilantes brandishing their sticks. Soon into the chase, the young man started to widen his gap from his entourage in a way of saying all right boys, the warm up round is now over. I could sense Amsalu getting restless at the thought of taking up the gauntlet. He hurriedly walked me back to my home, slipped off his sandals and took off after the disappearing mob. An hour passed then two and three but there was no sight of Amsalu. Most of the neighbors returned from the chase without much triumphant tales to share. Soon my parents and siblings were returning home and I rushed inside to show off my gold star and do more of the alphabets. During dinner and for the remainder of the evening, I continued to wonder if the leba led Amsalu into a trap or if he got ambushed in the woods. I tried to comfort myself in the knowledge that he could hold his own under any circumstances. After all, he was my hero.

      The following afternoon, I was delighted to find him hanging out by his shack as if nothing has happened. I waited to hear the courageous acts and juicy details from the day before but he was not offering much. I finally mustered up the courage to ask what they did with the perpetrator. He nonchalantly explained that he recovered the purse and most of the belonging but he couldn’t apprehend the villain. Nonetheless he managed to scare the living souls out of the kid and he declared that this was actually better than dragging the kid to jail. In my childish innocence I nodded in full agreement although it would take several more years before I could learn to appreciate the full impact of his benevolence.

      Over the ensuing months, I came to learn more about the leba that got away. It turns out, despite the heart warming encouragement from the bystanders, most in the crowd gave up and soon it became a neck or nothing chase between the leba and Amsalu. The offender was not letting up despite stumbling over a rock and slicing his foot open. They jumped over fences, skipped over the potholes, cut across the fields and glided over the streams. Up the hill and then down another and then even more. Then the kid started to tire out. He dropped the purse and his sandals and continued to run. Amsalu picked up the purse but didn’t let up on the chase. Now the kid was panting heavily and the pain and tingling from his foot was starting to slow him down. Amsalu could see that the kid’s foot was socked in blood as he was squirting away wailing with his hand clenched on to his chest. Few minutes more into the drama, they came across a bridge and the kid paused to contemplate jumping over into the water as a way of a final escape. Amsalu closed up on him even more and the kid continued to limp away in desperation. Soon the chase slowed down to jog and then to a shuffle. Judging that the kid has come to end of his rope, Amsalu slowed down and slumped over in apparent exhaustion. Noticing this divine intervention and somewhat confused by the sudden turn of events, the kid mustered up his strength and scurried away into a nearby alley. Amsalu walked back home with the purse as his only trophy. He sincerely believed that he had done the right thing and justice was served.

      Churchill Godana

      Several years later, my cousin came home and declared that he has lost his wallet. Apparently it has been snatched while he was wrestiling the crowd to get onto the bus somewhere on Churchill Godana. In the following days, he trundled from one police station to another with the hope of recovering his driver’s license and some precious family portraits. He finally got lucky with his search but he was informed that his wallet can not yet be released since the thief was awaiting trial and evidence couldn’t be released without the judge’s orders. The thief, he was informed, was a 14 year old “ye menged lij”. He was apparently seen slipping the wallet away and as my cousin’s bus drove on, the vigilante crowd beat this child silly until an officer showed up to rescue him and take him to the local police station. My cousin waited for months and even went through ye zemed TebeKa to recover his wallet and pictures, but to no avail. The court date kept on getting postponed for one reason or another. Finally, a year after the incident, he got a call from a deputy to inform him that his wallet could now be picked up from the police station. It turns out that the wallet-snatching child died of “some complications” in the jail and the evidence was no longer needed. A beaten up wallet was returned sans pictures, driver’s license or money. I concurred with my cousin that no moment of lucidity could ever squeeze any hint of justice or humanity out of this virulent mishap.

      BigCity, America

      Decades and miles removed from Doro ManeKya, I met Sofi who was going to college in the West Coast and soon found myself molding into the role of a mentor. For unclear reasons, I played cupid and set her up with a pleasant Ethiopian gentleman whom I thought was a responsible person with decent character. For the following several weeks, I couldn’t hear enough of my greatness from both parties. As the saying gud saysemma meskerem ayTebam, one Monday morning I received a frantic call from her friend Mesfin. Amidst undulating emotions, he related to me how a festive evening that started with a celebration of his twenty-first birthday turned sour when he slammed into a parked truck. Though he suffered only minor injuries, Sofi had to be extracted out from the totaled vehicle and she has remained unresponsive ever since. I joined him at the hospital and we raced to the intensive care unit dodging gurneys and other visitors. In my rush to confront reality, the endless white corridors and their contents passed by in a surreal blur. At the ICU front desk we identified ourselves as close family friends and squeezed past doctors and nurses to get to her room. My hope for a miracle was soon dismantled with the horrific site of her limp body surrounded by machines, tubes and wires which further accentuated the seriousness of her condition. The overhead monitor was the only sign of life with frequent beeps ushering her heartbeats while other lines scrolled tracing her blood pressure and respiration. The nurse updated us that Sofi apparently incurred a head bleed on impact and the clot was promptly evacuated on her arrival to the hospital. She is presently in a state of coma and only time was to provide the only tincture of hope for this young lady. Mesfin kneeled by the bedside side soaking her hands with tears as I stood next to him entangled in disbelief and desperation.

      The next couple of days were filled with the lacerating visions of her being dragged out of the car and the surgeons drilling a hole in her head. I prayed to be relieved from this albatross and made a promise to myself not to ever play cupid. Mesfin was not doing any better. Immersed in a quagmire of guilt, anger and pain, he insisted on camping out by her bedside despite our effort to relieve him. The following night, I was woken up his call from the hospital. Mesfin’s was fizzling with excitement He exuberantly shared with me the news that she has started making some purposeful movements on her own. The next morning I walked into the ICU to learn that my prayers have been heard. With him cheering her on the side, she was livelier than before and perhaps even a bit feisty. Later that morning she had most of her tubes and wires removed and started a slow transition to appearing her old charming self. She couldn’t remember much of what happened and it took some time to explain her shaved head, fractured shoulder and leg - we left the unnecessary details for a later day. She was destined for several days of rehabilitation before she could be released. Mesfin looked like a poor soul who just evaded the gallows.

      Hospital Lobby

      On our way out, we passed by a large group of family members that were being escorted towards the emergency room. Few teenagers have tired to sneak away for a quick car ride that culminated in a deadly accident. This time two lives got claimed without much warning. Parents of all parties were being taken to the ER to identify the bodies. I sneaked a glance at Mesfin as he was trying to fight back his tears. He uttered “We really were lucky, weren’t we”. It was a quiet ride to his dorm.

      The Edge of a Cliff

      On my drive home, I continued to think about the family we walked by in the hospital lobby. Surely, they would have loved to see a different outcome to the accident. But for unclear reasons life awarded the capital punishment and there was no room for appeal.

      Sometimes it is much better to be almost caught in the act of a crime than to actually be caught and to be prosecuted. The near escape often affords that second chance and the opportunity to reflect and perhaps even extract lasting lessons out of the circumstances without incurring poignant societal labels and non-healing wounds. However once prosecuted and labeled with the scarlet letter, be it in the form of dying in an accident or ending up in jail for a petty crime or even contracting a deadly disease, now the individual has gone beyond the point of no return and not many redeeming qualities may emerge from such an experience. Granted, some crimes will still need to be addressed by the criminal justice system. But most will doubtfully benefit from the reckless labeling or trip to the gallows as evidenced by the loads of repeat offenders that crowd the countless jails in our society.

      In a way, the impact of life’s lessons is proportional to how close we get pushed to the edge of a cliff without having to go over it. After all, it is the exhilaration, the pain, the anger, the feeling of betrayal, the desperation, the transient anguish and hopelessness that colorfully imprint in us the lasting lessons from most life altering experiences. However, once we get pushed over the edge of a cliff, our tenuous hold to humanity, hope and redemption precipitously declines and the outcome of such is often ominous.

      Zicke’s Musings
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      by: Getachew Zicke

      __

      HAT ON HIS HEAD…

      Hat on his head, rings on all his fingers,

      My brother, Africa’s lost son,

      Pimps his sisters and mine

      In order to buy fancy cars–

      Fancy cars that could neither take him

      To a promised land nor bring him back

      To his senses.

      Hat on his head, my brother runs around

      Looking for “grass” or just stands

      By a street corner, outside a bar or a store,

      And importunes semi-nude demi-gods

      To give him their milkless tits

      Or their unloadable ass.

      If he succeeds, that will be the topic

      Of his conversations for days

      But if he doesn’t he will find something else

      To brag about. Or he will only talk

      About how much money he spends

      On his hair – to get it “conked,”

      While those who have deflowered the moon

      And are now courting the stars

      Are silent; while I, afraid to ask, just wonder

      What he thinks his head is for.

      WHO IS TO BLAME…

      Who is to blame

      when a not-too-intelligent,

      Lonely, little girl

      Duplicates herself

      To make her own pal?

      Who is to blame

      When a poor, nestless bird

      Decides to own at least a child?

      And…

      What is to be done

      When a semi-mature freshman

      In college,

      Diploma in belly,

      Demands marriage?

      Who is to stop her

      From treating her son

      And daughter

      Like blank tablets

      For the engraving of

      Childish commandments?

      __

      Book Review: Fqr Eske Meqabir
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      “FiQir Iske MeQabir” - An Ethiopian Masterpiece

      by: Haeran Fisseha

      If there is a novel that is almost universally recognized in Ethiopia it is “FiQir Iske MeQabir”. Many of us have been captivated by Wegayehu Nigatu’s unforgettable reading of the book on Ethiopian radio (and would kill for a complete book’s on tape series). Some of us listened attentively as it was read in class, there may even be some of the over-achieving ones amongst us who chose this book for a school book-review project. For me “FiQir Iske MEQabir” had always been an intimidatingly thick volume, and a classical bit of literature that I would attempt to read some day … just not yet.

      Some 16 years after leaving Ethiopia, it suddenly occurred to me, that after years of reading books by the great authors of Russia, Nigeria, India, Brazil, and America, I had yet to read what is probably the greatest Ethiopian novel. Ashamed by this realization and emboldened by my recent completion of a couple of other excellent Amharic books, I picked up Ato Haddis Alemayehu’s masterpiece.

      Reading “FiQir Iske MeQabir” was more like a journey, an experience. Every night after a long day at work, Hadis Alemayehu transported me to Gojjam, to the villages of Mankusa, Dima, and Bichena, where I anxiously followed the lives of Bezabih, Gudu Kassa, Fitawrari Meshesha, Woizero Tiru Aynet and Seble Wengel. Ato Haddis’ writing makes his characters come alive and it was not long before I could vividly picture the villages and the people. His storytelling draws the reader into the story and elicits strong emotions. I could not help but pray for Bezabih, burst in outrage at Fitawrari Meshesha, cheer for Seble, high-five Gudu Kassa, and loathe Qes Mogesé (the “yes-man” of his time !) But in the process I also learned much about the experiences of Ethiopians, and our culture (the good, the bad and the ugly). I think I understand a little better about what has changed in our society and what still needs to change. I also have a better perspective on why it is so difficult to bring about change. Ato Haddis intentionally communicates some profound messages about our society even as he unfolds the greatest love story I have ever heard.

      Ato Hadis spins a tale of a pure and innocent love between two young people, Seble and Bezabih, that is frustrated by the obsessions of Seble’s parents with maintaining/elevating their social class and lineage. This pursuit leaves Fitawrari Meshesha and Woizero Tiru completely blind to the true value of people, and renders them incapable of appreciating the depths of real love. In the process, they destroy the life of their only daughter. While telling this story, Ato Hadis gives us a glimpse of life in rural Ethiopia. Through his colorful characters and his amazing storytelling abilities, we get a flavor for the beauty and warmth of Ethiopian culture, the charity and hospitality of the average villager, and the courtesy, kindness, and love people in rural Ethiopia have for each other. Following Bezabih around from Qine Bet to Qine Bet, we get a picture of the life of Temé Temari in the villages of Ethiopia, as he progresses from a DiaQon to a famous LiQ and Qine Astemari and to being called Meri Geta Bezabih. We see how a temari depended on, and always received the support of his community in every village he went. We also see how a tired traveler could always count on the hospitality of villagers. When the mysterious Abba Alem Leminé is exhausted from days of walking, he bumps into a stranger who asks him if he knows anyone in the next village and they have this conversation “… ye Igziabher ingida negn sil bet aynefigugnim biyé new inji, yemawQew sewis yelegnim”, the stranger replies “yemiyawQut sew kelelema iné bet yadralu, bet le’gzer new” (p509) The stranger then puts the tired Abba on his horse and walks home where he and his wife fuss over Abba Leminé, feeding him and washing his dirty and bloody feet.

      But very importantly, Ato Hadis also shows us the ugly side of our history and culture, and the narrow-mindedness that would lead two parents who loved their daughter to rob her of her happiness. When Fitawrari Meshesha finds out that his daughter loves Bezabih he angrily says to her “Yené lij yan ikekam yelemagn geberé lij atwejim. Zeru babat benatu yeTera badebabay yemiyakora yetalaQ sew lij talaQ mekonin leminogn Qal seTiche meTichalehu” to which the normally quiet Seble replies “ geberém sew new. Ye geberé lijim yesew lij new. Ye mekwanint zer Tiru, ye geberé zer gudif mehonun awQo yemimerT yichegeribet ! Iné yegeberé lij yemilutin iwedewalehu”. Fitawrari Meshesha is incapable of understanding Seble’s love that transcends class and explodes “Ya metetam asmategna debtera, ya TenQuay, belijé asmat azurobat new beTenawa indih alhonechim ! Gidélem yinga !” (p 410- 411) and he launches a campaign to find and punish Bezabih and make him reverse his asmat. By now Seble has abandoned her usually courteous and deferential demeanor and she warns her father “Kezare jemirew yiweQut, nefsina sigayé abrew iyalu lemalfeligew sew minim bihon alisheTim ! Résayé waga ayaweTalachihum inji besu indefelegachihu teCHawetu”.

      In addition to this narrow-mindedness, along the way Ato Haddis also illustrates other unsavory characteristics that were common in Ethiopian culture. The complete disrespect that the powerful showed to the commonfolk, and their disdain for them is evident in the way Woizero Tiru addresses Habtish, their maid. When ordering Habtish to stay with Seble while Bezabih tutored her, Woizero Tiru would routinely warn her “Wa, anchi Ahiya, Anchi Timbatam, kezih tilaweshina…” (p308). The abuse of power by those who were positioned to govern the people is shown in the way Fitawrari Meshesha reacts to a delegation of villagers who came to tell him that while they would continue to give him the customary gifts and fees, they could no longer keep up with his new demands. He reacts by planning to march on the villages and beat them into submission and he explains it thus “Balager adimo manin ashenifo yawQal ? Balager dekama aywedim, balager birtu yiwedal. Be balager lay ijihin maTenker bicha new yalebih. Ijih keTenekere balager talbo ayafejim, ganih iskimola litalbew tichilaleh” (p217). Ato Haddis also illustrates the Emperor’s disrespect for the people in Bezabih’s reflection on his experience eating ye Negus gibir. In an amazingly frank and bold criticism of the emperor, Ato Haddis talks to us via Bezabih “Ere lemehonu, mulu ItyoPyan iyegezu kezya yeteshale injerana woT aTtew new sewin be negarit Tertew indya yale neger aKirbew bilu yemilu ? weyis sewin indesew bayKoTrut new ?” (450)

      The refusal of both the powerful and powerless to listen to new ideas, and to entertain the possibility that maybe the status quo could and should be changed and improved is seen in the way Kassa DamTe, a noble by birth, is marginalized and labeled by the rich and poor alike. Kassa, who is referred to as Gudu Kassa for his progressive thoughts, explains to Bezabih “ Ayeh ? ketelemedew liyu ye hone hulu inde gud metayetu inkwa minim bihon ayQerim. Bicha yemiyasazinew ya ketelemedew liyu bemehonu gud yetebalew, liyunetu bemelkam weyis bekifu menged mehonun mamezazen bemaychil hizb mehakel menoru, melkamu ke kifu, yemiTeQmew kemigodaw sayley, ketelemdew liyu bemehonu bicha hulum bandinet tafino teshefino indihu meQretu new. Ketelemedew yeteleye melkam hasab weyim melkam sira, legizew inkwa bayagelegil, gizew siders indiyagelegil, teTebiQo, tesheshigo yemiQoy bihon, kasabiw weyim keseriw gar abro yemayalf bihon melkam neber” (p 369).

      There is no question that Ato Haddis was way ahead of his time in his thinking. He speaks to us through his character Gudu Kassa, of the need to always re-evaluate ourselves and our society, to keep the good and discard the bad. He teaches us to never to resign ourselves to our fate as dictated by the norms of our society, but to aspire to change those norms when they are too narrow to appreciate the true value of people. He also wisely advises us that even as we change and improve we should never forget where we came from so we know how far we have come. He sees writers as having the role of reminding society of what had been, a task he himself has executed very well. In the MeQdim he explains “….yemiwdQew kifu limad kesira yiwegedal inji ketarik tsehafiwoch metsehafina kederasiwoch direst liweged ayigebawim. Yalezya beyegizew yemideregew yepoletikam hone yemahaberawi nuro meshashal kemin tenesto imin inde derese litaweQ ayichalim.”

      Ato Haddis was a remarkable man. He was an anti-Italian guerilla fighter with Ras Imru and was imprisoned in Italy. He then returned to Ethiopia after Haile Sellasie was reinstated and served in various posts. One can only wonder if his prominence as a patriot is what allowed this novel, as radical as it was for it’s time, to be published. One also has to wonder how much has actually changed over the years. Sure for the most part the obsession with class and lineage is gone (though not completely), but how about Fitawrari Meshesha’s abusive attitude to the people he governed and his preference for the iron-fisted rule ? How about the Emperor’s disrespect for the people as illustrated by the way he treated them at ye Negus gibir (which by the way turns out to be mandatory)? Have we not continued to have rulers who fail to realize that their purpose is to serve the people not to use and abuse them ? In this colorful book Ato Haddis certainly also gives us some food for thought.

      The irony of my reviewing an Amharic book in English is not lost on me. But given the sad fact that I can express myself better in English (for now), I had no other choice. I have hoped to capture a little bit of the flavor and message of Ato Haddis’ writing by quoting extensively from his characters, but I know I can hardly do his book justice. Despite his humble assertion in the MeQdim, that FiQir iske MeQabir “… Tiru dirsetoch yemibalut beyazut dereja inkwanis litiders indematiQerb awKalehu” his book is truly a masterpiece, both in its writing style and its content. We are blessed to have had Ato Haddis Alemayehu pen this story for generations to read and learn from.

      As Bole Turns, Part 2
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      _

      … Something stirred inside the damaged Impala, and Spanish obscenities came flying out as the driver slowly stepped out with his scantily clad female company. Dave and Fifi looked up to see who they were going to have to deal with when the Insurance people get involved.Seb’hat Le’Ab! Simintegnaw shih! In front of them, out of the mangled car, were stepping out Jerri’s cause of siQay Paqo, and his Dubai-gold-wearing “guadeNa.”

      _

      ----------------------------

      Fifisha was too busy checking for intense cuticle damage to notice the trickle of blood from her temple. Like a pre-teen who’d just heard the terrible merdo of a pet’s death, Fifi whined with a horrible, molQaQa drawl on discovering that her pinkie was no longer graced with a 3-inch nail.

      Deaf to the duriye-yemiasafir cursing of Davicho, Fifi struggled to keep her balance as she mewelgaged-ed her way to the sidewalk, accompanied by whines of “Weyneeeee, emayen Tirulign.” The blood from above her right eye was gushing down to her neck. She stumbled and fell hard on the asphalt, her head knocking back against the light pole. Shuruba-Z was still laughing hysterically watching the distressed Difabachew hurl insults back and forth with Paqo and his crabby female friend.
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        * * *

      

      Witnessing all this from the window of a café was Alemheh, Fifi’s latest muse-the biochemist from Georgetown University. He briefly thought about getting out to help “Fifisha-yene fishka” as he fondly referred to her at intimate moments, but then he got caught up in wondering if the collision he just saw had Biological Oxidation issues and if it was a free radical reaction. “Ahh, oxygen toxicity,” he smiled ruefully, remembering his impish youth when he used to play mind games with his Biochem professor.

      Despite Alemneh’s intense efforts to make Fifi relish theories in “X-ray crystallography and high-resolution structure analysis”, to his disappointment, she refused to show even the most cursory interest. The only aspect of biochemistry that managed to bring sparkle into her eyes were the Bunsen Burners in Alemneh’s lab. She thought they would make great portable buna maflias, and that the beakers he stored sodium bicarbonate in looked just like a new age b’rilE. (She harbored dreams of opening up the first Tej Take-Out place in DC.) Alemneh nearly broke up with her once because she called his latest research project “dukak”. Realizing her faux pas, though, she quickly batted her eyelashes, puckered her lips and said, “Yene qonjo… ante demo!” making him temporarily forget the difference between lipids, lipid mediators and glycolipids.

      Ay set!

      Alemneh was at the coffee shop waiting to meet his cousin who was visiting DC from Boston. His cousin, Haile Sellassie Mintesinot, was raised in the United States, and was pretty much Americanized until he started the “struggle for identity” when he was 27 (initiated after a night of debauchery at a DC nightspot) and started the rejim guzo to “finding himself”. He changed his name from Johnny to Haile Sellasie Mintesinot, traced his lineage back to a hut in “downtown Debre Sina” and dropped out of Harvard to become a full time Ethiopianist, which, he later realized, did not pay a whole lot. So, he learnt to play k’rar , and on days he was not lecturing his “lost tribe of the Lion” friends on being good Ethiopians, he was composing qnE in Ge’ez-Amari-English and trying to get gigs at Ethiopian venues for extra cash.

      Haile Sellassie Mintesinot (no one was allowed to shorten his name) was on a mission during his visit to DC. He wanted his cousin Alemneh to be an investor in a CD-ROM project he had in mind … a “re-Ethiopianification program” for Ethiopians in the Diaspora … a program, by the way, that was so hush-hush that only he, Haile Sellassie Mintesinot, could be trusted with it.

      He liked his cousin Alemneh, despite Alemneh’s proclivities to turn every conversation into a lecture in biochemistry. Haile Sellassie Mintesinot was confident that if he could get Alemneh on board this project it would breathe life into it. After all, Alemneh was twice close to being awarded the Nobel Prize in Biochemistry, but was inched out by some "lehaCHam"s from India. It took him months to get over the loss and was close to ditching his profession and trying out his hand as a suQ bederetE. But the tugs of Biochem were stronger than his urge to hawk seliT delicacies up and down 18th street, so he dutifully went back to Georgetown and re-started his love affair with oxygenases and P450 reactions.

      While he was in DC, Haile Sellassie Mintesinot was staying with his one-time girl friend Zewditu. Zewditu was a one-time party-girl-turned-PenTe. She broke up with Haile Sellassie Mintesinot because she felt like he was not up to her Christian standards.

      “Getan tawQewaleh?” she once asked him a session of torrid lovemaking.

      “Geta ma? Getachew Bekele? Oh, yeah … he is an Ethiopian sell-out, man. He was going out with a ferenji. Yet ababtu … ya maferia. Inat Ityoppia…”

      “Aydelem!” Zewditu snapped at him abruptly. “I meant ye gl adagNachinin.”

      “Hmmm … Alawqeum, Zewdiye. Does he live in Boston? I can look him up and bounce off my CD ROM idea off of him …”

      He never got to finish his sentence or find out who this Yegl fellow was. Zewditu kicked him off the bed and stormed to the bathroom. Later she told him that they had to talk, sat him down and told him that she was no longer an Ethiopian Orthodox. Haile Sellassie Mintesinot’s face turned ashen. He strung out sentences about the tradition of Ethiopians being Orthodox, “ke abotochachin siwerd siwared” … but to no avail. Zewditu told him that she was dismantling her Gebriel Mehaber and would no longer mawTat the Qidus Yemane Berhan Tabot.

      Haile Sellassie Mintesinot had heard enough! He vowed never to talk to her again and ran out of Zewditu’s brownstone on 14 and S Street. Unfortunately, his dramatic exit was halted when he realized he was walking towards Dupont Circle wearing only his silk green-gold-red boxers. He huffed back, grabbed his bernos and hager libs before storming out.

      He wasn’t the only one stunned by Zewditu’s “transformation”. She was, after all, the high-powered stockbroker who lived hard and played even harder. She was the radical of the most radical feminist at Barnard until she left for Wharton after falling in love with Yosef, a law student at Yale. Yosef managed to convince Zewditu that Bohemia was truly overrated, and that she should parlay her Ivy League sensibilities into a decent MBA and live up to the standards of people who vacationed in Tahiti.

      Zewditu was so enamored by the way Yosef pronounced words like “information” and “Saturday” (a light Ethiopian accent mixed with the Queen’s English … ‘Sattt-urrrdayyyy’ ‘Innn-fer-may Shn’) that she dropped everything and went on to Philly to try her hand at micromanagement.

      The relationship didn’t last. (She soon met and fell head over heals with a computer software engineer named Belai.) However, she did excel at Wharton and was soon dodging offers from Morgan Stanley, Goldman Sachs and several import-export companies in Addis who specialized in the lucrative coffee-for-cubic-zirconium-earrings trade.

      After stints at all the major investment firms, Zewditu finally settled in DC to work for a Japanese outfit trading in gold futures in Sierra Leone. She made well into six figures, and by the time bonuses came into the picture, she was near making a cool half mil. She worked at least 16 hours, seven days a week, but when she hit the town, woah Nelly! All the owners of DC’s finest eateries knew her by name and sent her flowers if she was absent from the scene for longer than one week. The Georgetown Club had a table open for her every Saturday, so did DC Coastal. For after dinner drinks, she and her friends would zip on to the Library Room at the St. Regis and hold court well into the early morning.

      She met and fell in love with Haile Selassie Mintesinot as she was waiting for the valet guy at The Inter-Continental to pull up her Jaguar. She had just finished an early dinner at the Willard Room, and Haile Selassie Mintesinot was walking out after having drinks at the Round Robin Bar with his Harvard buddies who were all now either lawyers or doctors. It was love at first sight … “Yene Ihit … selam,” Haile Selassie Mintesinot had said to her sensing she was Ethiopian.

      “Tadias,” she had said all of a sudden feeling shy … and the rest was history … Until she met and fell in love with Bruck, a newly converted PenTE, who was determined to bring Zewditu to the Lord.

      Zewditu and Haile Selassie Mintesinot did manage to eventually become “just friends”, and she even welcomed him to stay with her new house in Georgetown when he called her to tell her he was going to be in town. She even offered to go see Alemneh with him.

      They arrived at the coffee shop and Alemneh’s quiet musings of oxidation reactions induced by the collision of an SUV and a battered Impala were rudely interrupted as he felt someone grab his right shoulder.

      “Alemneeeeeeeh! Tadias bakih!” screamed Haile Selassie Mintesinot, with a grin that ran across his face.

      “Ante ye’Boston sew! Idemineh bakih!” Alemneh screeched back, giving his newly dread-locked cousin a tikesha yemiawelQ hug.

      The two men finally sat down after exchanging thirty-seven different forms of “dehna neh, indemineh, beteseb dehna, hulum selam nachew …” Haile Selassie Mintesinot was looking out of the window, shaking his head at the havoc that was raising hell outside.

      “Besme’ab, tayachewaleh, bakih? Ahun min sinaQejeQijew new hedo ye’Qome mekina yemgeCHew?” the Bostonian observed critically as Fifisha collapsed on the sidewalk, while some corn-rowed weTeTE laughed foolishly. Alemneh quickly sipped on his coffee, his mind unknowingly switching to his previous analyses.

      "Yihewlih, Alemneh, yiluQunis, let’s talk about that project I was telling you about … " started Haile Selassie Mintesinot, sporting his best let’s-get-to-business look.

      Zewditu shook Alemneh’s hand and sat across him and observed the two cousins exchanging pleasantries. “Wow,” she said silently. And right there she fell in love with her ex-boyfriend’s cousin. “I wonder if he knows the Lord?” she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, in a hospital in Alexandria, an EKG machine was beeping away. Davy Difabachew stood with his nose glued to the glass window, looking into Fifi’s room. Apparently, the trickle of blood from her forehead was no laughing matter. She lay silent, the only sign of life was her chest going up and down with every breath. The doctor had claimed that she’s in a very temporary coma. “No need to worry, she’ll be fine,” he said. This was no consolation to Difabachew though, who was at his wits end and on the verge of a nervous breakdown. First there was the headache of having to restrain himself from poking out Paqo’s eyes with a chilled salad fork. Kesu alans bilo demo ahun weyzerit Fifinet falls into a coma?

      Shuruba-Zelalem was sitting in the corridor, watching his older sister through the window, and glancing over to look at the back of Difabachew’s head, half-expecting to hear some kind of desolate whimper and a prayer and silet to the gods. With a sigh of exasperation and frustration at not being able to be right beside his sister, Z got up from his seat, and with one hand twisting his now-yetenCHebarere gungun stormed into poor Fifi’s room. Dave’s face was taken over by a wave of neCHa-CHba of fear as he witnessed the wefefE storm past him and into the room.

      Difabachew’s feet seemed like they were masteesh’ed to the marble tiles beneath them. He couldn’t move or utter a single word as he witnessed the gehanem-yemiasniQ horror.

      Slamming the door behind him, Shuruba-Z barged into the room, his eyes glazed with tears of guilt as he headed for his unconscious sister. [Insert melodramatic musical score here]. On doing so, the cornrowed care-free kid didn’t notice the wires running across the floor that were hooked to monitors all over the place. In a sudden and asdengaCH hunatE, his foot got tangled up in the wires, hurling him forward … head first … right into the edge of Fifi’s metallic bed frame. With a shriek that would make anyone half-sane squirm in fear, Z fell right face first. And hit hard. Very hard. Hard enough for the impact to shake the bed to an extent that Fifi got jolted to consciousness.

      Incanting a million kira-raiso’s, Difabachew manages to rush into the room … only to see Zelalem’yene’s skull battered and bloody, while Fifi sat straight in her bed, dazed, murmuring idiosyncrasies. Dave mustered enough energy to step over Z’s body and head back to Fifi to give her a hug.

      Dave sat on the bed, holding on to Fifi, chanting what might have passed as “ishururruruuu.” All that escaped her gaping mouth were incoherent versions of “Who are you? Where am I? What is going on?”

      Doctors and nurses storm the now overly-crowded room, and rushed everybody out. With every worried, disturbed, and shocked soul looking in from the corridor, the nurses and doctors went about examining Z and Fifi.

      After twenty minutes which seemed more like two lifetimes and a half, one of the doctors stepped out with a grim look plastered on his face.

      “Folks, I have some good news and some bad news,” he started.

      Difabachew, drenched with nervous perspiration, gestured for the man to continue.

      “Well, the good news is, the young man in there is still alive. It’s a mild concussion. He is still not conscious but he will be soon. We should be able to stitch his head up, and he’ll recover. The not so good news, on the other hand …” He stopped to clear his throat and adjust his coke-bottle spectacles.

      “The not so good news is that the lady is suffering from amnesia caused by the severe damage to certain section of the brain, which was furthered by a traumatic awakening from her coma. There’s no saying what she will remember and what she won’t. As of this moment, she has no idea who she is. No idea who any of you are. And no idea of anything and everything that’s happened so far…”

      Difabachew sighed in relief . He could not understand why that was exactly “not-so-good” news. All he was thinking was how this amnesia was ye Mikael siTota in that it was an ample opportunity to convince Fifi (who would now not remember that he was just a her peon) that he, Difabachew, great grandchild of Damtachew, was her one true love. While the doctor was nattering about the psychological difficulties be-izih gba… beza wuTa … tender care minamin … Difabachew was thinking of how he would now move into Fifi’s apartment and play house husband.

      The doctor’s “So … are you family?” woke up Davu from his daydream.

      “Ere yes,” Difabachew nodded vigorously. “BeTam. She is my eCHogna … how do you say it in Inglish … she is my … finance.”

      “Fiancée?” the doctor asked quizzically.

      “Esssssu. Fiancée. Yes, you are right. She is my finance… ere wedia… fiancée…In fact I am in charge of her. It is our custom in Ethiopia. From now on, I make all the decisions in my finan… fiancée’s life.”

      “Well, there is some paperwork you have to complete in order to make you her proxy,” the doctor informed him. “You would have to sign some papers…”

      “AmTaw!” Difabachew interrupted the doctor. “Bring it to me quickly before that guy, the wefefE wakes up. He is her… he is her nephew’s friend and he wants to kill her. That is why he tried to pull the wires… did you see that? He tried to kill her. Ya werada… ya kift aff! You know kift aff, doctor? He is big kift aff! So before he wakes up, tolo give me all the paperwork so that I can have him arrested. Aydel…aydel doctoriye?”

      The doctor had no time for such ramblings… he just wanted this fellow out of his hair so that he could go back to his golf T.

      “Yes… certainly… I will have the nurse give all the legal papers to you, and she will be your responsibility. I will check on the young … man… you said his name was Mr. Kift?.. and then I have to umm… see another patient.”

      “No, dokteriye … you go to the other patients. Ya kift aff is fine… He pretends a lot. Don’t worry about him,” Davu said rushing the doctor away from the room FiFi and ya kerkero were laying. “Now, in our tradition, I will need to have a prayer session with my finance and make the gods happy… so, one moment? Please?” he said heading to the room.

      The doctor shrugged and hurried on away signaling to the nurse who quickly brought over a stack of paperwork to Difabachew. “Hi. I am Davu,” he introduced himself. “That woman in there is my fia… fia… she … she will be my wife. Don’t let anyone in the room except me. Especially a man.” Davu then proceeded in hushed tone. “That will defile her. And in my country… ho-ho bad new isu. NO! You understand me?”

      “Oh, yes,” the nurse whispered back and hurried back to the nurse’s station to give he co-workers the strict instructions.

      Difabachew closed the door behind him, and started signing away quickly on all the lines marked with an X, not even bothering to read a word. He was all the while keeping an eye on Z. “Don’t let him wake up, IgzihabayriE,” Davu paused to look up to the heavens and say a quick prayer. “Not until I finish signing…”

      Just as he finished scribbling his name on the last page, Z stirred awake. “Yo! Yo! YO!” he hollered at Davu. “Man… you playin’ me…”

      “Yo abatih yiTfa!” Davu snapped back, relishing his new power. He couldn’t wait to tell this megaNa that Gashe Difabachew was in power now. But first he had to make a call. He looked over both his shoulders and after making sure that no one was watching, he gave Z a big whack on the head, instantly rendering him unconscious. That out of the way, he picked up the phone and quickly dialed a number.

      In a trendy coffee shop on 18th street a miniscule Motorola flip phone chirped away… “Beep… beep … beep…” Someone picked up and a sexy woman’s voice was discernable above espresso machine whirls.

      “This is Zewditu.”

      “Zewdi… ine nen.”

      “Hi Daviyey.”

      “Simi…your sister- the one you hate- is in the hospital.”

      There was a long silence.

      “Filfiloha is in the hospital? Mn tefeTere?”

      “Long story. Do you still love me, Zewdi?”

      “Yes. Of course! Always!”

      “Then … tolo blesh nei. And bring with you her life insurance policy I gave you to keep in a safe place. Tolo bei!”

      The phone went dead. Zewditu sat in stunned silence for a few minutes before gathering her stuff and murmuring, “I have to go,” before hailing a cab and disappearing into the jungles of DC.

      Stay tund for part Three of As BolE Turns. How will Z react to Difabachew being his new ‘Dad’? What is the relationship between Difabachew and Zewditu? Will Fifi regain her memory?

      Top ten

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Top Ten New Year’s Resolutions

      Sometimes, don’t you wish you could forc…er…coerc…umm…“persuade” someone to make a certain New Year’s Resolution? Well, miNot QulQulet new, peeps…come menderder down this one with us:

      It would be great if someone could make…:

      10. Ethiopian men resolve to hang up that lezzer jacket and actually wear warmer clothes through the freezing winter months. It may also be time to hang up the summer lezzer, too, while they’re at it. Heck, why stop there? Let’s all go for a lezzer-free millennium.

      9. US Customs resolve to allow ye’sga weT into the US. True, you might get beshtayitu’n from our meat, but why focus on the negative? It’s organic, 99% lean, free-range, free of steroids and Mad Cow disease, and finger-lickin’ DELICIOUS. Isti andE guresu’na iyut…bemotE!

      8. Waitresses at Ethiopian restaurants resolve to charge us only for what we eat; it’s not that we’re all too stupid to know when things don’t add up – we’re just too CHewa to cause a scene. At least for now…

      7. New parents overwhelmed with nostalgia resolve to stop saddling their defenseless newborn children with those retro names. How many times must poor little Zebergachameleh get beat up at the playground, huh?

      6. The US Immigration service resolves to give a special fara test to all applicants before issuing any visas – even tourist ones. The Ethio-fara influx has reportedly been wayyyy exceeded.

      5. All Ethiopians across the globe resolve to never again use flimsy crosses mounted on thin cardboard covered in velvet as home decor. Next year we hope to exorcise homes of those NTO posters…and maybe even the plastic-covered furniture.

      4. Ethiopian parents resolve to stop spoiling rotten their American-born sdddddddd, balegE kids – isn’t it time to stop compensating for your own yemin-child-abuse-Belew! childhoods?

      3. The yelemedu, yetelemedu old geezers at key Ethiopian watering spots agree to frequent some other places and give others a chance! Ere welle-belu! Some of us have been waiting 18 years for an open spot at the bar!

      2. Yesterday’s CHilo Ethiopians and famed QeCHenE weslatas who come to America and are now “AmariNa reschalehu” poseurs… they gats to go!

      1. SELEDA resolves to stop its immature, childish berating of all private school students (all except Sandford, ICS and Lycée graduates. What about Qdus Yosef, we hear you ask¦?? We said private schools.)
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      This just in from our correspondent in Addis Abeba…

      "Selam, selam! This is Zena Serawitu coming to you live from Gojjam Berenda with the latest in…ysemal? YSEMAL? Hallo?! Hallo?! …the latest in our likes and dislikes.

      C [thumbs up] to DJ Kin for revitalizing the sound waves with his too-hot-to-handle show on FM radio in Addis. We even saw him sign autographs one day (gud! gud! gud!)

      D [thumbs down] to that very same DJ Kin for his mayaQwarT lflefa through EVERY SINGLE SONG. Now, it’s not that we don’t understand and even sympathize with his need to protect the integrity and uniqueness of his CD collection, but bennnnat’h, does it have to be EVERY song?

      ………

      C for the ex-London cafe that now has half the shell of an Ethiopian Airlines plane hanging out its front door. It’s a great conversation piece…and have you seen the kickin’ advertisement? Zmmmmmm new!

      but…

      D on the new name for such a cool place. What?..you couldn’t think of something better than “Satellite Cafe”? What about Ayer-B’ayer? Better yet, we really like the idea of Min’m DV BayderseN. Isti as’bubet.

      ………

      D to the Ring Road construction crews who keep getting reassigned somewhere else. What, the potholes aren’t deep enough yet?

      ………

      C and Don the first real TV talk show in Addis…yeah, he had some cool guests early on, and it started out pretty funny, but lately it’s become the YelebE Show.

      ………

      C on the new TV channel that’s been introduced in Addis. It’s true that some of the shows are dumber than lint, but hey! we can at least use the TV remote now!

      ………

      D on the hordes of dollahhhr yezerezeru expat Ethiopians who have already started to descend on us during the holiday season. We are sick of the deafening "Wasssup!"s, the gfya at the best clubs and azmari bets, and let’s not even get started on the horrible decline in the service to us locals at the already hostile establishments in town. Minew jal… how about the Caribbean for Christmas k’ahun wedya?

      ………

      C to Iletawi Addis for including interesting and thought-provoking articles from the internet as part of their Monday features…

      but …

      a BIGD for several of the overly chatty commentaries on the articles they conveniently “forgot” to properly cite. We hear the Humble Editors at one unnamed e-zine are calling it Yezareytu Seleba at their Board meetings.

      ………

      That’s it, folks. Bidding you Melkam Genna wherever you are, this is Zena Serawitu … live from Merkato right outside the famed Gojjam Berenda. Stay tuned for next time when I return with…IndE! SewyE!? Where the hell do you think you’re going with my micropho…(crackle…crackle…bleep…bleeeeep…shhhhhshshshshshshhhhhhhhhhhhh)

      [Are you living in Addis or have you been there recently? Send in your thumbs-ups/thumbs-downs to [Zena Serawitu](mailto: editors@seleda.com).]

      Do the Right Thing
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      For the first issue of the year, we are proud to feature an organization that has concrete projects in Ethiopia for children who have suffered in extreme poverty. The Ethiopian Children’s Fund was founded by Ethiopian super-model Anna Getaneh, after she personally witnessed the miserable condition of Ethiopian children in refugee camps on the border of Ethiopia and Kenya. She raised funds for ECF by organizing African cultural events and fashion shows. Initially, ECF started its work in Ethiopia by supporting three existing organizations : Bruh Tesfa - an orphanage for 500 children, The Shashemene School for the Blind, and the Missionaries of Charity - a center established by Mother Theresa for children with AIDS. In the summer of 1996, ECF started building it’s own center for children, the ECF Village on 37 acres of land some 34 miles north of Addis. Phase 1 of this project was completed in November of 1999 for $1,500,000 Birr with facilities for 2 classrooms, a clinic, a kitchen, a store, and bathrooms. ECF provides education, lunch, and snacks for 77 under privileged children aged 3 to 8. Future plans of the ECF Village include building homes for children, playgrounds, a kindergarten, an elementary school, a high school, a vocational school, an auditorium, a shop etc. The goal is to provide shelter, education, clothing, medical attention and education to 550 disadvantaged children. The ECF is featured on www.netaid.org, an internet effort sponsored by the UNDP and Cisco Systems to eradicate extreme poverty in the world.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact: ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call (617)496-5998

      or (617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      Web Page: www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      IHA-UDP

      This group picks up where the Norwegian organization Redd Barna left off in improving living conditions in the poorest Qebeles of Addis Ababa. They are involved in 1- physical upgrades (building and repairing houses and public latrines, roads, alleys) 2- community development (job creation, education, correction and rehabilitation) 3- health education, control of communicable diseases, immunization, and first aid services). So far, there have been approximately 42,000 beneficiaries of this project. The new project area is Qebele08 in woreda23.

      There is a DC chapter of IHA-UDP that is currently being formed to support the goals of IHA-UDP in Ethiopia. Information available on the IHA-UDP web page (www.ihaudp.org)

      Or contact

      The Project Coordinator

      IHA/UDP

      P.O.BOX 6889

      Addis Abeba, Ethiopia

      Tel:15-63-75 /15-18-45

      Fax:51-21-77

      Addis Abeba Fistula Hospital

      Founded in 1975 by Drs Reginald and Catherine Hamlin, this hospital has been providing free care and treatment to over 1,000 poor women every year to treat and prevent fistula, childbirth injuries. The hospital receives some funding from World Vision and the Hamlin Churchill Childbirth Injuries Fund but needs additional support in order to continue providing this invaluable service. The hospital is a registered charitable organization in Addis Abeba

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries was formed in June 2000 to ensure the survival of this hospital. The foundation has an “adoption” program by which donors can directly sponsor the treatment of a woman at the hospital, or an “endowment” program for donating to an endowment fund

      For more information download the following letter

      Or contact:

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries

      1307 S. Mary Avenue Suite 205

      Sunnyvale, CA 94087

      (408) 720 - 0433

      richaas@earthlink.net

      Getachew Bolodia Foundation

      Their web page says it all, The Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF), a non-political, non-profit making body, was established in 1994 in memory of Dr Getachew Bolodia, who was Associate Professor of Biochemistry in the Faculty of Medicine.

      The Foundation is devoted to the promotion of higher education and research in Ethiopia. It supports in particular, gifted and deserving university students through offering fellowship in biology, chemistry and medicine. GBF also aspires to promote the development of science in Ethiopia by organizing seminars, workshops and lectures"

      The foundation sponsors needy and deserving students by providing them a pocket allowance to help them meet their personal expenses. It has also sponsored exchange programs for GBF fellows between the Faculty of Medicine at AAU and the Gonder College of Medical Sciences.

      GBF also regularly sponsors lectures and workshops to encourage the dissemination of scientific knowledge.

      GBF depends on membership fees and donations in order to support it’s programs. Membership fees are $60 per year for full membership, $500 for lifetime membership or $5,000 for corporate membership.

      For more information refer to their web page at

      http://www.safemail.com

      Ethiopian Children’s Fund Inc.

      Founded by Ethiopian model Anna Getaneh, this organization has established the ECF Village 34 miles north of Addis Ababa, and currently provides education and medical attention for 77 disadvantaged children ages 3 to 8. Future plans are to serve 550 under privileged children with expanded facilities that include homes, elementary and secondary schools, vocational schools and clinics. The village targets children who have lived under emergency conditions and who have been exposed to physical and psychological suffering for years. ECF says “We believe that proper care and a nurturing environment, combined with solid education and moral discipline, will provide Ethiopia’s disadvantaged children with the best possible chances in the world in which they live.”

      ECF has a number of online volunteer positions available including accounting, grant writing, web developing etc. These are listed on the netaid.org web site (here)

      CONTACT INFORMATION:

      Ethiopian Children’s Fund Inc. (ECF)

      Meskerem Asrat

      P.O. Box 231019

      New York, NY 10023

      United States of America

      Telephone: (212)-875-8697

      Fax: (212)-580-1515

      Email: ecfny@aol.com

      Website: http://www.ethiopianchildrensfund.org

      Also accessible via the www.netaid.org web site

      50 Lomi
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      GUIDELINES FOR THE FEBRUARY ISSUE

      February is the love issue. We don’t know why February has been designated the love issue, but we think it is because it is the shortest month. It’s a guy thing - a day or two less than usual to have the chicks go around starry eyed exclaiming “weynEEEE siyammmmrrrrr” is a huge blessing. You see, it is not just the object of affection that is pursued so. No! No! No! Everything suddenly acquires aesthetic sensibilities. The medosha: “weyneee siyammmmrrr!!!” yadere genfo: “weyneee siTafT!!!” yemiCHeQaCHeQu bal inna mist: “weyneee desss sillluuuu!!!” inTaT inTaT iyale menged yemiyaquwarT gurT: “weyyynneeee siyasTela!!!”

      But, let me not digress. Dear readers, we invite you to tell us everything that the word love brings to mind. Does it exist? Was Mahmoud right, has no-one ever seen “fQir sihEd ba’kal?” To what lengths have you gone to satisfy your urge to “love” and “be loved”? Is love yeweTat gudai, or do those who have matured a bit more have something, or anything to say about it? What do all you twenty-something and thirty-something wende- and sEte- laTEwoc have to see to finally decide to settle (with?/for?/on?) a mate and start exhausting all the kristina names? Does a “soul-mate” exist, or is he/she the figment of romance novelists’ imagination? Which one is better - a satisfying club sandwich, or a warm body next to you? (OK, that last one was a joke - sorta… )

      Wrap your stories in great prose. Line them up in exquisite verse. We don’t care. Just as long as you share them with us.

      THEMES FOR UPCOMING ISSUES

      February: The Love Issue is Back
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      The Love issue

      February, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      “You can’t be too rich, too thin or too in love,” contemplated upper management in that tone they employ when they think they are dispensing profundities. Us: (In practiced ashQabaCHinet…) “Ereg, ereg, ereg.” Neither, apparently, can you be too drunk. But we don’t say that out loud. We have this extra layer of epidermis that soaks in flaccid catch-phrases like g’rezlii soaks in keCH.

      Things have been going well here in the SELEDA KefiteNa. Our leaders have been glued to the jiwajiwE that has become NASDAQ, their moods vacillating between askonaN repentance (“ImiyE MariamiyEEE… if eToys stock goes up one cent, we will bequeath all SELEDA stock to you.” Hello! ) to sacrilegious zacha ("Anchi Mariam!… Anchin eko new!…Qoi b’cha.)

      Meanwhile at the ranch, the rest of us are going, “What SELEDA stock??” But that’s for Kidane M’hirt to divvy up… we think.

      Selam senebetachihu SELEDA_wiyan_?

      Welcome to the Love Issue! Ah, love. Love, love, love. What do diminutive ChulelEs like us know about love? Zip. Zilch. Nada. That’s why we were awed by our contributors who ketef b’lew feTno medress.

      What can we say about our contributors we have not said before? What poetry can we wax? What homage can we pay? Zm y’shalal. If upper management’s chicanery (what with playing fast and loose with SELEDA stock we never knew were “on the books”) does not humble us, our writers’ almost celestial talents certainly seal our fate. In the words of the resident SELEDA_wii_ emeritus “Waw. Waw-wee.” We don’t know which inspirational mnCH y’all are drinking from, but every time we think it cannot get any better you prove us wrong. We are deeply, deeply indebted to all of you who raise the bar with each issue. Nu esti tesamu.

      We are delighted to bring back the Love Issue and try to tackle some aspects of that mekereNa Cupid playing havoc on us all. Is love real? Is it possible? Do we have high regard for it? Or do we meCHefer on it as if it was a new kEsha alga? Dammed if we know. But we hope someone does, and we hope you enjoy…

      Ehem. Speaking of an impending drought that might obliterate SELEDA (weren’t we?)… next month is our Class Issue and, yes, we are going to oh-so-heavily depend on ye the people. Yes it is a thorny issue; yes it is an august undertaking; and no, we have no idea what we are doing. Hence and therefore, we come to you, our empty tin cans rustling, hoping you will bail us out. “Sile Mariam… sile Bezait Alem, sile Emme-B’rhaaannnnn…”

      Ehem… we are counting on you. We are looking high and low for articles that shed light on our present day understanding of Class. And for all of you who have been salivating for an opportunity to throw darts at those ye sew mooTi private school temariis who think the sun rises and sets around their beee-zzziii schedules, whhheee-lll, here is a forum to have your say. Don’t squander this chance.

      For those of you who want to tackle more weighty issues, here is a note from the hapless Class Issue editor wants to maleQaQess on you, and somewhere in there you will find guidelines and article ideas. Articles are accepted until the 15th of February, and if you mashkormem us, until the 16th.

      April will be SELEDA’s second anniversary! Wawwww, and we still mekolateff. We promise to unveil our Interactive-inet then. Our Computer LiQemekuwass’ are working hard to set up… we’re not sure exactly what it is they do in their password protected offices, but they work in exchange for stock… which… ah… never mind. They’ll come up with something. (Note to selves: do not mention to computer people that SELEDA stock is as useless as a jerrican on a “Zeit yelem” day at Hbret SuQ.)

      April is also our Heroes and Mavericks Issue. It is where we pay tribute to all the people who we have loved, hated and loved to have hated. The editor of that issue also has something to say. We will be accepting articles for the super-duper anniversary issue until March 15th. Those who attach besso with their articles get an extra day. (Tadiya be QibE yetessera… adera.)

      Uh-oh. eToys stock is… goodnight sweet Nelly. We gotta go rescue upper management. They… they’re the only ones who have keys to the executive washroom.

      Check up on them, if you remember, nefsachew indalE or if Mariam, in a fit of justifiable fury, transformed them into salt pillars.

      We look forward to hearing from you about the February issue. Drop us a note… editors@seleda.com.

      Cher yigTemen.

      Ij nestenal.

      The Humble Editors.

      Our Favorite Mail
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      To All the Nazret Women We have Loved…An Ode

      This being SELEDA’s Love Issue, we thought Cupid would hold major qm against us if we did not address a…thorny issue that has become a source of great consternation to a segment of our readers.

      Few things shock us, SELEDA_wiyan_, but we felt like mich yemetaw Tasa after being on the receiving end of a series of mail from Nazret School Alums excoriating us for remarks we made that could be construed as… we dunno, insanely, appallingly mean-spirited.

      Ma? INa? Mean-spirited? Nyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyver!

      Nonetheless, January 25 will forever be remembered in infamy around the SELEDA Mail Room, for it was a day that galvanized the Nazret cyber CHmq tewagii’s, who made it clear that they were not going to take our diarrhea lisan sitting down! Good for them!

      Truth be told, we stand chastened at somehow (how, we dunno) having managed to offend the women of Nazret. Infinitely patient people they, we must have really crossed some line to warrant the handprints on our cheeks. Aiii, yeNa neger!

      Demo iNan b’lo inesun sedabii! Ere aymechim! We are, after all, lovers not fighters.

      To mastekakel this slight, we scoured the January issue looking for Nazret aff illafis we might have dub-dub madreg-ed carelessly. None were found, which, knowing how easily we get confounded, was very confounding. It took a brilliant young intern to point out to us that the gud yageban sentence was from December, which just happened to be the immemorable Humor Issue. Aha! There, safely ensconced as one of the fictional reasons “Why the Chicken Crossed the Road”, was the offending morsel. Tadia mn teshalen? (And, how do we explain that that jab was directed at our mozaza ad infinitum Mail Editor? We won’t try.)

      Bicha… wede qum negeru…
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        * * *

      

      “THE PITCH…”

      Sent: January 25, 2001 15:42:44

      From: concerned@NYC.com

      Certainly my impression of Seleda was that the publication would seek to serve the Ethiopian community using a neutral and fair approach. This so-called approach should hold true not only on political issues but also on gender, ethnic, and class issues. I personally do not appreciate your demeaning and belittling remark about Nazareth School students and your allegation that we are promiscuous. It clearly shows how moronic your reasoning is.

      We are in the 21st century and have fought long and hard for our sexual liberation. Whom we have sex with is a personal matter- It is, after all, our prerogative. Secondly, our sexual appetites are not reflective or indicate of how we were raised. Asadagi Yebedelachew? Because we are having sex? Shame on you. As they say you can take a nigger out of the ghetto but you can’t take the ghetto out of him. The problem with you Ethiopian men is that regardless of your education or exposure, you still hold that chiQa mentality; that its unbecoming for women to follow their libido. I assume your definition of CHewa Seyt is not someone that can have sex and take care of herself but someone demure; aynuan yedefach shemQaQa. Of course, in the meantime, you are running around trying to sleep or [are] sleeping with everything that walks in a skirt. Because, after all, it’s all about penetration! The endless obsession of the unromantic Ethiopian. Where to stick it. As if…

      The double standard is dumbfounding.

      And if the person who wrote this comment is a woman, then I am even more disappointed. Stop playing virginal and self-righteous. One Ethiopian sister back-stabbing another is disheartening. Certainly not what we are looking for when we get online to read SELEDA. No wonder we constantly play “Kukulu” with our Ethiopian community. This judgmental and sexist attitude is precisely what you should try to expunge.

      You have lost my respect.

      For those of you SELEDA “contributors”, (its time we reevaluate what you are really contributing), struggling with your sexuality, I suggest you see Quills, a very timely and appropriate movie about the French struggle with sexual expression and repression. At least the French dealt with theirs in the 17th century. Hey, you are only few centuries behind; you may still be able to catch up. Meanwhile, we will continue to have sex and enjoy it too!!!

      The Editors try to reply:

      Eh… where you girls at???

      Ehem. Esti sine s’rat…

      Lemehonoo… mn QorTon? Mn QuriT-rT-rT argon? We?… how?… indEt?… ma?… Good NIGHT! What just happened there? (Note to selves: Watch “Quills” with non-virginal French friends.)
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        * * *

      

      “THE SWING…”

      Sent: January 25, 2001 13:02:055

      From: [expletive deleted by non-liberated seleda editor@hotmail.com

      This is in response to your remark about Nazareth School Students’ promiscuity: Excuse my blunder, but at least we are getting it, honey-REGULARLY. When was the last time you blew off some steam? I suggest you undersexed, desperate dorks lay off our dear and beloved Nazareth school.

      Editors try to respond:

      Hmmmm. When was the last time? Quick polling of staff… And the winner is… Editor #14. Got to second base with someone who is NOT in any way affiliated to Nazret School. Editor #14 becomes de facto SELEDA Stud Muffin. (To most of us, second base’n lnimeN Qerto… ay-hey-hey! )
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        * * *

      

      “THE ‘Ms.’ …”

      Sent: January 26, 2001 14:05:17

      From: becky@realwomen.com

      (edited for language that made our toes curl. Phrases in parenthesis ad libbed by Editors to best reflect the writers’ sentiment. )

      We hear that you are calling Nazareth students promiscuous. Well, we live in a very small city and we know a thing or two about you SELEDA editors. Sorry if we don’t want to play with your [er… Trivial Pursuit game]. Don’t take your rejections and insecurities out on us. It’s a little passive aggressive. I think you should stick to what you do best-- [hmmm… pruning your Bonsai trees]. Let those of us who know how to [ahh… make merry] play the field. Trust us, we don’t want your stinky [apparatus].

      The Editors try to respond:

      The Qil irass and apparently undersexed specimen that we are (lest we forget our ostensibly negligible er, apparatus) we were, again, confounded by why our last sister would counter-attack allegations of promiscuity WITH declarations of… Never mind.

      Well, we’ve put in our places. SELEDA upper management, which will jump at any reason to muzzle us, has henceforth imposed a moratorium on ALL references to Nazret School. Beqa! That’s it. SELEDA will no longer be allowed to mention/megoshem/utter/whisper/intimate/insinuate anything about N.S. Certainly, our loss for being such meren yeteleQeQu liq affs. YibeleN! We wept in contrition. Wept, we tell you. But nothing doing.

      So, in the name of that elusive thing they call love and fqr, dngai teshekimenal… yiqrta le igziher… We owe you azzpiro for the ras mittat.

      Happy Valentine’s Day!

      The Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      P.S. Our sister, “Concerned in NY”, we love your style. Join the madness and let us know if you wanna take a stab at being a Life Diarist? Gid yelem. You can vent. You know where to find us, we assume?

      In Defense of a Soulmate
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      In Defense of a Soulmate

      by: Debrewerq

      He has a way of cradling his palm behind my neck, drawing me closer in to his body and artfully, expertly tracing my waist with authoritative fingertips. He brushes loose strands of hair away from my forehead, frames my face with both his hands, tilts my head, just so, and blinks in slow motion… I can barely hear him whisper. “HodE,” he says in quiet strength. He kisses me the way only he can. Skillfully. Playfully. Extraordinarily. It is… subterranean bliss.

      I believe!

      Yet bEt neN, me, a practical, cynical Ethiopian woman with keen immigrant sensibilities and New York know-how, acting as a negere fej for soul mates? I am not exactly sure myself.

      One of my best friends, who, besides a chosen profession as an attorney, is a woman of unimpeachable character, had early on diagnosed me as an avowed commitment phobe. Not exactly a chilling indictment coming from a woman who once broke up with a guy because she didn’t like his wasabi-to-soy sauce ratio when dining on sushi. It takes one to know one, I suppose.

      Long after I had fled my last long-term relationship, shamelessly absconding with the man’s heart, I kept hearing his parting words: “I hope you never know. I hope you never know what it is like to have your love rejected. I hope you never know what it is like to have your insides shut down and crumble. I hope you never know what it is like to reach nirvana and crash down to hell. I love you that much to pray you never know…”

      There were times when I though his words were a curse.

      It was not commitment I was running away from. It was the wrong kind of commitment. After all, deep inside, I am a good little girl. I believed, even when I was running away from it, in love. But I believed in that impossible concoction, so addictive as it is elusive, in love, passion and contentment. And that, my friends, was asking too much of Fate. It was a call to arms against Fate and the instincts of my foremothers who lived long lives with men who had stopped holding their hands and looking in their eyes way before they became mothers. “Fqr qess b’lo yimeTal”, they told me. “Don’t take the love a good man and desecrate it,” Fate warned me.

      I knew I was tempting Fate. How many chances would She give a defiant believer?

      Who was it that said that the greatest tragedy was the inability to love? Even as I teetered on the brink of being a poster child for that maxim, I met its exigent gaze. I saw and raised the stakes, and… and luckily for me, it blinked first.

      There is something about the way he says my name… in mock grandiosity… possessive… protective… He enunciates my name in such a way that it is as if I hear it for the very first time, every time. The first day he said my name I asked him to say it again… and again… and again…And every time he did the veins in my temple quivered…

      I’ve been surrounded with mine and other people’s failed marriages and relationships all my life. Even so, conceptually, (aided, methinks, by sappy Hallmark cards at $3.95 a pop) I believed in marriage… at least in long-term relationships that were longer than… a year. But then the seesaw creaked back up…Love is good. But is love or dbn yale fQr necessary for me to be happy? True, it was getting tedious dealing with personality differences, head games, head cases, headaches. I felt confined, confounded, contorted. Neger gn, I was still a girl in a woman’s body. I laughed like a girl but hurt like a woman. And I still believed in there being someone out there who could make my eyelashes sweat and my heart veins distend, someone whom I could love even if I saw him wearing white socks with black shoes.

      Isn’t that the sign of the ultimate disciple? To blindly believe in something so… seemingly, mockingly, unempirically impossible? I tried not to want a soul mate. I wanted not to believe in it. But I stayed faithful even when I preached its words, even as those very words echoed emptily in my heart.

      Have you ever thought of your life as a perfect black-and-white movie? And then… is it by luck? by sheer coincidence? through divine intervention? because the stars align?… that someone throws a specter of a million colors your way… You blink rapidly and try to summon up your tattered logic…but this time you know, and you surrender… I talked to him way before I saw him. Millions of little towns separated him and me, so we talked a lot at first. And one day we talked so much that my stomach stung.

      Irrationally and dangerously capriciously, I had decided to date practical men… Yemaykebdu kind of men, as they say in some circles. Passion? Ferggeddabaoutit! No waves… no soul-searching, zero angst… marry, have kids, buy a house, get a mortgage… bara bing, bara boom.

      So, on paper, I should have been happy. The guy in my path was Ethiopianly pragmatic, used phrases like “Federal Surety Bond” and “Statutory Accounting Principles” in normal conversation, and knew '71 was not a good year for wine.

      … How many times can one tempt Fate?

      Speed dialed my good friend.

      “Ehh…”

      “What?”

      “He… wants to get married. I think.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Ehh… he said ‘Do you want to get married?’”

      “Palpable hint. And you said…?”

      “Waiter, can I have a bigger bowl for my oyster shells.”

      “Niiiiice.”

      “What do you want me to do?! Do you know how hard it is to get the attention of a waiter at Balthazar on a Saturday night?”

      “You have a point. How were the oysters?”

      I banged my head against my bathroom wall. I impeached him for being the very thing I had trained my mind to want.

      Good teeth?

      Check.

      Great friends and family?

      Check.

      Plays well with others?

      Check.

      Potential to be a good father?

      Check.

      Has gone to a museum in the last year? Reads books? Can fix minor computer problems?

      Check. Check… and checkity check.

      …But that seesaw creaked back to life…

      Looks blankly at me when I burst into tears and go off on my famously overly elated soliloquies about a paragraph I read in a book?

      Check.

      Can’t understand why I talk to myself?

      Check.

      Won’t kiss me when he is on the phone, and hates it when I whisper raunchy stuff into his ear when he is making plane reservations?

      Check.

      He couldn’t understand why I left. I didn’t understand why I wanted… needed to leave. I held my breath, bit my lip, closed my eyes and left, knowing I was rolling the dice against a game I had heavily stacked against myself. My fear of never loving or being loved again was not yet stronger than my will. How sad, I thought, that I needed to destroy the myth to prove it was no myth. The line between love and madness is no line at all. It is a blip. You take the wrong step and you are an under-whelming and piteous statistic. I couldn’t stand it if I ended up being a cliché. So, I walked away to prove that I could.

      I knew I was in trouble the afternoon I was taking a flight to see him for the first time. Trying to not think about him before the excruciatingly long time between check-in and boarding, I slipped into a magazine kiosk by the gate. I browsed absentmindedly until I heard “Last call to board!”. Hurriedly, I put the magazine I was thumbing through in a daze while I tried not to think about him back in the rack. And then I noticed. I was thumbing through a bridal magazine. I had lived in this country 15+ years and I had never thumbed through a bridal magazine. And certainly not while I was trying not to think about a man I was really thinking about. The magazine burned my hands.

      There were no measured steps here. There was no biding for time. No playing footsie under a crowded table.

      I have sage friends who preach that True Love, unlike its dysfunctional diQala cousin, Lust, is supposed to be gradual. Carefully orchestrated flirting would eventually (and in Ethiopian terms, “eventually” could mean anything from ke-s’eaat behuwala to irresolute eternity) foQeQ mallet to choosing kitchen tile.

      Speed dial.

      “I think I’m in trouble this time.”

      “Did you press contrl+alt+delete?”

      “Not this time. It’s too weird what is happening between this guy and me.”

      “And this is different from all the other times because…?”

      “Because… it hurts to even think about walking away from him.”

      “Good morning!”

      “I am jealous of the air particles he breathes…”

      “Does it feel good?”

      "I don’t know. Sometimes it feels good. Sometimes not so good. “And most times?”

      “Most times it feels like the time we were six and someone loosened the tight braids in our hair.”

      “Dammmmmmmmm!”

      “I need it to stop. I need to find contrl+alt+delete.”

      “No you don’t.”

      “No. I don’t. I really don’t.”

      I knew I loved him by the way we fought… He called me past midnight one evening. I had passed the day bravely pretending that something he said in passing had not hurt me… My trusted armor was up… my voice was chipper…But he saw through me before my first “Hi, yene Qonjo…” “I know I hurt you,” he interrupted me quietly, slicing through my heart in one clean swipe. “What I said was careless and I know I hurt you because I know your voice. And I can’t sleep knowing I upset you.”

      I often wondered if I believed I was in love because I wanted to be in love. A classic case of an over-neurotosized chick who was in love with being in love. Ibdet… QnTot…

      “How did you know he was ‘it’?” another good friend asked me. “And don’t give me the crap about ‘You just know’!’”

      I swear, you just know. But there are some signs. I looked at him from across a room one day and I saw him thirty years from that one moment, holding my hands and kissing me on my crusty old lips. I saw our grandchildren on each of his laps while he read to them. I saw myself, thirty and one years from that very moment, taking care of him, wiping his glasses, and him saying to me “GelayE… nei esti. Nei’inna aTegebE quCH bei,” just like he says to me now.

      We laugh at things that no one else can understand. Sometimes I laugh so hard he has to mockingly chide me. “Tejajilesh ajajalshiN”. And every time we laugh together, and he looks me in my eyes, I want to hide in his shoulders. The first time he really made me laugh hard he said, “Dess sitiy. SitifleQeleQi.” My heart stopped.

      He’s never been caught in a lie. Not even once. Not even in the tiniest most insignificant instances.

      How can one person’s presence sooth me? One day, after a long day, I must have grumpily snapped some smart alecky comment at him. He looked at me. He didn’t touch me. He just looked at me and said, “Minew zarE hod basebN?” I melted. I wanted never to be grumpy again.

      I don’t know how you know. I just know that I am crying as I write these words.

      Not everyone needs a soul mate, and I wonder if they are not the lucky ones among us. The ones who can find contentment without accoutrements.

      The greatest victory in life might just be the one we win against the war with ourselves. And I don’t know if Fate let me win, or I triumphed because I believed. But I am grateful to Her for letting me believe in unreality. And I am grateful to him for showing me that ibdEt, in the defense of a soul mate, is no vice.

      And, God help me, I have found my soul mate. I have found someone whose gentleness makes my heart stop screaming. I have found someone who has freed me to run away. I have found someone who is holding me tight. I found someone who will fight for me. I have found someone without any pretensions about his vulnerabilities and who is aware of mine. And for the first time in my life, I am open to being hurt by him, hurt and destroyed, yet I know mutual respect will never let us mark wounds on each other. I was looking for him and I found him, the only man who will ever make me see a million colors.

      I look into his beautiful brown eyes from across a room, and I realize… I believe!

      Choices Part II, Entry 1
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      Selam, selam…ere be’GzhEr!

      Remember the piece in the February 2000 issue, On Choices, where two women who had been friends forever shared with us some of their thoughts on life, love and the choices they made? Well, it’s only fair that we would now ask two men to reflect on these same issues…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      _

      I: Letter from Garedew, to his friend, Shiftaw

      _

      Well, Shiftaw, my dear friend, I have been selected as the one to volley the first salvo in this war of words (or is it attrition?) by our generous editors at Seleda. I understand that we have been chosen to wax poetic on the eternal issue of “love”. What do we know from love? Why couldn’t they have chosen a topic like siga/Qoort ? Now you know I could write interminably about the virtue of shanya, tanash, talaQ, godin tedabit… But love??? I am a perpetual student on that topic…

      I suppose it is apt that I should have this exchange with you, one of my oldest friends. By my count, we have known each other over thirty-two years, and have seen some crazy times. As I write this opus, I hearken back to our high school days, and those dances we used to have to organize. The rituals of those days seem comical to an adult in his thirties, but Lord knows we took them quite seriously. The attire selected to make an impression (what impression, I do not know), the splash of precious cologne, the drinks at the kiosk (Sprite and vodka, if I remember correctly) to build courage, and the constant air of nonchalance while assessing the “talent” arriving from all the other schools. Can you imagine, the greatest achievement (and therefore the greatest challenge) of our day was getting to second base with one of those preening flamingos from Nazareth, Sandford, etc.? The anguish of dancing cheek-to-cheek with a warm, soft, sweet-smelling Medusa and playing that eternal game of battleships — you reach for a stolen caress (“feel” seemed somewhat pedestrian a term), while your constant forays are met with resistance (i.e., a shove and a very vocal “Atarfim?!”). I think our friend “Joe” had the right idea — he used to admire his prey from afar, incessantly talking about his dream girl’s perfect locks of hair. Ay lijinet, hulu neger Qelal hono neber yemitayen…

      I look at myself two decades later, after having enjoyed countless relationships/interactions with all kinds of women, and I can honestly say that it has not gotten any easier. I feel that I have a pretty good sense of what I want from a woman. It would be nice to have a certain sense of compatibility — physical, intellectual, etc. It would also be nice if I got the sense that the individual was challenging and open to new experiences, a videophile with a healthy appetite for exotic spicy food, espionage novels, and jazz. An individual, above all, who is ambitious and self-sustaining would be a walking wet dream. I know that this seems like a tall order, and there have been a few brief instances where I felt that I might have found the “Golden Fleece”(Jason and the Argonauts, for the unenlightened, and not what you think, inante balegewotch!) I have been searching for, but to no avail. On the other hand, there have been times when I have settled for mere companionship, resigning myself to the fact that what I seek was not to be found in my partner of the moment. The pursuit continues, however, and I do remain the perpetual optimist.

      My sisters are convinced that I am the ultimate chauvinist. While this observation, on its surface, may seem to have merit, I believe that it is a view somewhat tainted by gender and culture. From my vantage point, the label “Ethiopian male chauvinist” (redundant?) is a safety net created by our fair sisters to resist facing the facts espoused by certain strong-willed brothers. While I am definitely not an advocate of the “barefoot and pregnant” school of thought (extremely anachronistic characterization), I am a firm defender of the belief that relationships are by their very nature unequal, and one party (either the male or female) will mostly enjoy having the upper hand. I further believe that the success of a relationship is dependent on finding the balance of power between the two parties — guaranteeing that neither party is continually subjugating the other (or being subjugated). This balance, however, seems to be a difficult one for many women to grasp (whoa, feminists, just an observation!), and is virtually impossible for a great deal of Ethiopian women to fathom (a gross generalization, but based on significant empirical data).

      I have arrived at the conclusion that the Ethiopian Diaspora has created an archetypal abesha emebet that is full of contradictions. She wants to make decisions and proclaim ultimatums, yet not face the consequences. She insists on the truth, yet does not accept the honesty unless it is in line with her view of reality. How many instances do you know about (or have you faced) where your partner has asked you to be honest, and then lambasted you because she did not really want to know the truth? I can’t help but think of the timeless bait used on us hapless men (“Do you want to see other women?”) as instigation for a showdown. Woe unto thee if you answer that question honestly (as I have, much to my misfortune), for you will experience an outburst the likes of which you have never imagined. Hell hath no fury…

      I suppose, however, that these issues are not necessarily unique to our Ethiopian experience. The ritual is repeated to a large extent in many other immigrant cultures in the States. I have a good friend from the Asian sub-continent that tells me that the cultural intricacies of his society rival mine, and that it gets more complicated when dealing with those social mores in an immigrant context. He apparently has had to face the same pressures that I have had to – the constant pressure to conform to some preordained goosestep of education, career, home-ownership, and then marriage. I can’t tell you how many times I have been asked the question, “Well, now that you have achieved what you have achieved, when are you going to get married?” I guess to most it is pretty systematic — you finish school, get a good job, buy a house, then marry and procreate. I have not viewed my life in such a pre-ordained manner, and have resisted the pressure to conform.

      There is also the fundamental issue of finding the right person. How do you know when the right one has arrived? Do you receive a divine message? Does she have to share all your interests? You are probably in a slightly different position then I am, so please dispense some much-needed advice. I have been in relationships where I felt that the person I was with had the potential of being a good lifetime companion, but I never felt that it was the right time. I have always felt that I had to abide by my internal sense of timing on this issue, and to make the decision to settle down when I felt that I had found the right person, and at the right time. This concurrence has yet to happen.

      I do sometimes wonder whether the time-honored Ethiopian custom of arranged matches might be better? I spent some time back home recently, and I must tell you that that sort of thing is still prevalent. I had a few instances of my mother being approached with a friendly inquiry — "Semash, Wzro. Xxx, taQyalesh and konjo set lij indalechgn? Lemin lijish gar anastewawikatem?) There actually might be some validity to this process, I suppose, since you at least get some context to your introduction, and if nothing else you get to preview your potential in-laws well in advance.

      This brings up yet another question – does she have to be Ethiopian? An emphatic “Yes!” Who else would understand the cultural maze we are brought up in? Who has the time or energy to explain the circuitous logic that drives our cultural interactions to a non-native? For that matter, how the hell are you going to explain to a ferenji that a “desasa gojo” is not really referring to a frail hut? Ay amarigna, indabejush …

      I think I have opined enough for the first salvo. I await your response.

      Cordially yours,

      Garedew
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        * * *

      

      _

      I: Letter from Shiftaw, replying to his friend, Garedew

      _

      I would like to start off by admitting that, had this been a complex Machiavellian strategy in which you anticipated I would refuse – thereby eliminating this exchange – I am sorry to say I have failed you. Dewileh bitnegregn tiru nebere. That said, however, I am pleased that we have been afforded the opportunity to discuss this matter in such a public forum so that it may benefit those still feeling around in the dark. I do not mean to imply that I am an expert in this matter, but that through our dialogue we might shed some light, if not a little humor, on the subject matter.

      My dear friend, as your quest for the “Golden Fleece” (I love that analogy) continues, I on the other had have arrived in the Holy Land. The trip was long, treacherous and at times the obstacles seemed quite insurmountable; the journey in itself was very satisfying, and the final destination makes it all worthwhile.

      Being such close friends, it isn’t surprising that we believe in a lot of the same ideals when it comes to identifying “The One”. Compatibility is important. I remember a particular date not too far back who tried to put on airs and show how worldly she was, while still remaining true to her Ethiopian Values. All this while she looked with disgust at my Shrimp Scampi, even as she slurped her Lobster Bisque. Of course, by dessert, I knew that this was never going to happen.

      Timing is just as important. In fact, I dare say that timing is everything. I remember a chapter from one of the many times, a meddling (nosy) but well-wishing aunt was convinced that she had found me the perfect mate (Qonjo, chewa, yetemarech). I arrived at the usual digis, an innocent lamb with no idea of the trap I had just entered. As soon as my aunt started to approach the subject, I realized what was afoot, and bolted. “I am sorry, I just got paged from work, and…” yada yada yada. You know the rest. Well, the euphoria of having out-smarted my aunt lasted until the next day, when I found out that the guest of honor was none other than the girl then consider to be “one of the finest catches”. Did my cousins ride me hard on that one! “Ayeyi! Anten bilo arada, din-Qem!”

      Does she need to be an Ethiopian? Without a doubt. Who else could understand $40,000+ of debt at the start of a marriage, only to throw a wedding bash for 400? That to be quickly followed by a live-in mother-in-law anxiously awaiting the firstborn to materialize nine months later. I am not even going to mention other concepts such as Tilosh, mels, quinawin emma metew new. Enough said on that subject.

      Seriously, though, it is quite interesting that we are involved in this exchange, as my status has recently changed. And of course, I have somewhat first-hand knowledge now that I have taken the plunge (perhaps plunge isn’t the right word), but you know what I mean. Please don’t start rolling your eyes, shaking your head, “Tinantina ageba-na…” because I am not going to tell you that I have some complex formula for knowing when you have met the right one. As for myself, all I can say is that I feel very blessed to have finally found the person who matches me so perfectly. Needless to say, I don’t quite remember when I knew, but just that I knew. I value your friendship, so I will not bore you with all the details of how I am constantly reminded of this.

      The qualities that we “men” look for in women are not very unique and different from what they want. You won’t find too many out there praying, “Please, Lord, help me find an ugly nag or a bore who will drive me to drink and a quick grave!” But on the other hand, recognizing a good thing for what it really is not only takes a great deal of maturity and wisdom, but also self-realization. All of which is a culmination of each individual’s life experiences and the choices they made.

      Look forward to your response.

      Your Friend,

      Shiftaw
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        * * *

      

      Unrequited
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      by Y. Medhin

      Their voices are quiet, undemanding, the mild tones of the gracefully aged, flowing and ebbing against their sensitive ears, whispering their message, begging for forgiveness in the same breath that they forgive. Nothing is harsh in this new world to which they have journeyed through much pain and sorrow. Her lines are softer now, the curves less firm, and his skin is shy where her hands touch him. Their eyes are feelers, visual hands caressing as only eyes that have endured the halcyon of life can caress, feeling without touching, laughing without sound. Joy is in the air like an umbrella shielding the lovers from the hurt of the world. All is beautiful, nearly surreal. And poignantly temporal.

      They don’t think of this.

      The bed is large, mahogany like her skin, dark against the stark whiteness of the bed linens and his pale skin. There is no approach, only the dance, for the approach was over and done with in their youth, in their myopic, foolish, selfish youth where everything was possible because tomorrow was always only a day away. Moons became quarter, half and full several hundred times over before they met again. But the approach was finished in their youth. Only the touch remained, standing there in their peripheral world waiting for Time to swing it into full view so they may caress without touching, so they could laugh without sound – and love without demand for return.

      And to this they came, knowing yet innocent, willing and anticipating with dread, their unlikely destiny, from which they had run in their youth and to which they stumble in the afternoon of their life. Neither one is happy. Both are ecstatic. And the electricity in the room is palpable in the air, sparking invisible, igniting in places only they can feel.

      He bends his head to her cheek and she raises her lips to his face responding to a choreography flowing in her blood and beating its syncopated path through her heart. Limbs are reacquainted, lips touch and part and touch again and hands caress away years of neglect and misunderstanding while the eyes look on, applause in the very contraction of the pupils, delight in the flurry of the lashes. This is a banquet of the senses, the music is silent and strong, the fires smolder then spark and smolder again, heating the flesh, making this nimble or that heavy with the passion of their intention.

      And the spiral begins its slow ascent into the heavens of their mind, touching loose their control until their world comes crashing down in the sweetest pain they will ever know. His flesh quivers against hers and her breath skids out to fan against his hot skin. He is unwilling to let it end and presses himself into her, denying the moment of separation the acknowledgment of his mind. They are one in this infinitesimal moment in time, a woman and a man, familiar strangers, the playthings of the Fates, at the mercy of their own destiny. For the moment they are the victors, the battle-worn soldiers who can find no respite until they exhale their last breath - no ‘little death’ could elevate them from this, their moment in the agony of life. And still, they smile.

      He does not drift off to sleep as he normally would have done with his lawfully wedded wife. Nor does he hurriedly disentangle himself from the feminine heaviness that holds him a willing prisoner in a world of perfect heat. He waits while his breathing eases off into infrequent shudders of remembered pleasure and closes off his mind completely to try and stave off the barrage of guilt that is searching for a weakened stone on the wall protecting his conscience.

      She is less at peace and more at peace than he can ever be, aware as she is of the tragedy and the ecstasy of their act of complete love. She is a little like the thorn bird, impaling herself for the song of love, but, unlike the bird, dying only to live again, and dying only a little at a time, the worst kind of demise, one with no ultimate reprieve, no sign of peace on the edge of beyond - nothing but the shocking white electricity in her blood, the gradual fall from the heavens of her mind into the stark, unappealing reality of her act.

      She closes her hectic eyes against the smooth, moist skin she can remember kissing with her tongue, savoring in her mouth its salty residue and kissing it again, this time with her lips as if to seal their contact there. The ache is already trembling in her heart, unfurling like the petals of an angry flower, to spray its venom of disquiet into her blood until she cannot avoid the poison of her act and must turn to confront its bitter price. Her wealth is tangled in the years of regret whereby she cannot tourniquet the flow of poison effectively without damaging herself. She lies in the path of her own actions with nothing in sight to which she can run and hide or use as a bulwark. There will be no reprieve and she resigns herself to that fact.

      They are speechless. Words are soldiers of foreign power that can gradually wear away the thin veneer of contentment, knocking softly into that invisible wall which proclaims, without authority, a security invincible to the enemies of dreams. But these two are soldiers indeed, caught in the endless loop of war against destiny and propriety, fighting to meet one while trying to appease the other. This war will see no victor for it is not meant to be won. And there will be no vanquished.
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      At last his conscience pricks him out of an assumed sense of guilt and, striving to relieve her of his weight, he raises his body and shifts it to her side allowing the cold, hungry hands of their microcosmic world to invade their separated skin. She shivers and automatically begins to curl into him. She is not ready for separation. She is not prepared for the coldness that consumes the place he has just abandoned. And still she stops herself in mid-motion. She is uncertain that he will welcome her body against his now that there is no hunger to fuel his actions. And she will not risk rejection, not this time.

      Then, into this, her arrested movement, he turns himself, less afraid than she, more desperate. He cannot lose even a second of her warmth - not yet, not until he must. There were no promises made here, none expected, but there was that longing hanging between them like a heavy, severed limb seeking a warm body with which to connect. Neither knows what to do with this heaviness, with this insistent tug upon their soul, so they acknowledge it because it is there and reject it because it is painful. He understands her hesitation, her lack of trust, because he had done this to her - to them. He understands that he must be the initiator in all their daring acts of communion and he understands he must bear the full brunt of their sin, yet knows she will assume her own share. And he will not be denied, this time, the enfolding warmth of her womanness. He will not walk away, this time, with the limpid, painless grace of youth into the arms of another because, this time, destiny holds him in place while his transgression against propriety mocks his aging face.

      But still, he can smile - with a little less confidence, and considerably less mirth, but his lips curve nonetheless, in a show of automatic grace under nearly unbearable pain.

      He inhales the musky scent of their mingled sex - she calls it funky and that is what he loves about her, her frankness - and slides his hand up her damp back into her hair and gently presses her face into the throbbing jugular of his neck. As though she is clairvoyant, she opens her mouth and marks the pulse of his desire with the rough tip of her tongue. Against the decree of his age, he is aroused again and smiles with his eyes closed when he hears her husky, knowing laugh.

      And this is what he had given up. For the very empty return on propriety observed. But still, he can smile. She is here, in his arms, soft against his growing need, leaning into his soul, allowing him to glance into the heaven he had walked out of before.

      Later, much later, she lies in his arms, replete, too weak to think ahead to the consequences of a stolen night spent in the arms of a lover not her husband. Somewhere at the back of her mind, her subconscious is mounting a defense against the army of guilt knocking, pounding at the soft wall of protection. Tomorrow is soon enough to blink at the painful light of a less kind day and begin a journey of regret and penance conducted with eyes that skid and shy away from the trusting faith of that husband, the one she has betrayed in the name of destiny, the one to whom she must return for the sake of propriety. Her eyes close firmly and she drifts away into the muting darkness of sleep.

      Midnight: he is awake. His heart is tripping over itself, imagining the ever mobile arm of time as his enemy, for tomorrow, as always, is only a day away. And tomorrow he cannot belong here. And tomorrow, she cannot belong to him. And tomorrow he cannot ask her to stay because tomorrow is the other thief which must steal her away. Tomorrow, he will have to rise and disentangle himself from his lifeline. Tomorrow, he must rise and cover his nakedness from a world that can only poke and prod, and widen his pain into a gaping, bleeding wound. Tomorrow he must leave that severed, tugging limb swinging in the no man’s land of their own making, to dance and jeer at them or, if seized by all that futile emotion, to cry with them.

      Tomorrow.

      It hung there. Only a word. Only the end of this, his preferred world. It hung there, mocking him, laughing its blank-faced laugh at him, telling him in this shrieking silence - I am coming. I am coming.

      Tomorrow: when she awoke, daylight was with them and tomorrow had turned into today. She didn’t turn over to let him know that she was awake; she felt certain he already knew. Her body was arranged indelicately against his, having taken certain liberties in the absence of guilt in sleep and winding itself around its lover. Her arm was flung across his chest to his shoulder and she could feel beneath her thin-skinned inner elbow the chatter of his heart. Her torso was half-tucked beneath his, her naked breasts against his naked ribs, and her legs held one of his in a scissored clasp, revealing more than she wanted to admit.

      It is time.

      They are trapped in the locked fangs of their emotional cowardice, illicit lovers caught in a choreography they’ve created by default and cannot control so they dance the dance of their life. Slowly, as though the movements of separation causes them physical pain, they start apart and, limb by limb, cease to touch one another.

      Physical disconnection is the first hurdle.

      He wants to speak into the noise of the rustle of unfamiliar sheets. He wants to stop the shattering of his life, to hold the impossible seam together, to find a way, right or wrong, to make this union work. At the same time, his mind goes into a frenzy attempting all sorts of alternatives to the disintegration of his peace. His soul hangs heavily onto his spirit knowing beyond knowledge the hopelessness of challenging the Fates.

      Then finally, there is no more contact.

      Hold me…

      She gathers the sheets to her breasts, Eve reborn, covering her nakedness from the man meant to gaze upon it. Tears stand in her eyes.

      …I’m crying;

      She avoids looking at him as that may very well be her undoing. She throws her eyes to the ceiling, looking beyond its rough whiteness to the sky where she longs to be, at last, well above her mortal deeds and foibles. Well away from her mortal needs.

      Hold me…

      He wants to speak. He wants to say the precise words that will make everything perfect as never before. He wants to turn to her, snatch her back into his soul and caress away the years of lack and need. But they are awake now and there is nothing right between them after the awareness. All the glory of the night, the recognition and the forgiveness, all belong to yesterday. Now, his tongue is the weighted enemy in his head, so burdened with words of love and guilt, it is incapable of moving, unable to articulate his need, his desperation. He does not want to leave. And he doesn’t know how to stay.

      …I’m dying.

      This takes courage and the years have honed hers into a fine-tipped lance. She knows he will not beg her to stay or ask her to leave. So she must be the one to start the collapse of their temporal heaven.

      Her words sound frigid, even to her own ears, edged with something he cannot define, but the meaning of which he knows only too well.

      I don’t want to end this, her voice implies even as her words, “I have to go,” contradict her. “I know,” he says, speaking to her heart, disregarding the harsher words.

      “I won’t see you again,” she says. Not this way.

      “I know,” he replies.

      “I mean it,” she says, angry now that he is not fighting this, the severing of their…souls, as he should be. She is furious at his complacency.

      “Don’t!” His word flies out into the fractured air between them, flutters suspended, begging for definition. Then he continues: “Don’t. Don’t be angry. Don’t leave here like this.”

      And now it is spoken. Leave. Leave. The Don’t leave, alone would have hurt her heart. The Don’t leave like this, stiffened her resolve. There was still, apparently, about the manner of her lover, the old easy, painless gait of youth, still dewy on his skin, still allowing him to walk away with a Don’t leave like this. And it had started out with, Don’t.

      That is the phrased momentum that pushes her out of all that lifetime of warmth into the frozen air. She does not cover her nakedness quickly. She knows it hurts him to have to look - and look he does, indeed - but she is glad with that teeth-gritting gladness only those who love hard can comprehend or explain, that he is hurting as she is. They are equal in their pain and that allows her the further cruelty of a carefree smile:

      “I promise I won’t finish the hot water.”

      He watches her hips swing away from him, her curved shoulders straight and back, her dorsal skin flawless with two please-touch-me-kiss-me dimples at the beginning of the swell of her buttocks. His eyes follow the slim length of her legs to the back of the knees where he remembers his lips lingering to tickle her ‘funny’ spot. When the bathroom door closes behind her, interrupting his visual feast, he shifts his legs, suddenly uncomfortable. And restless.

      She bathes slowly, careful not to scrub too hard, perhaps afraid that she may erase from her skin the memory of his touch. The memory of his smell. And there’s that smile again, blurred by the water but no less harsh with its bitterness.

      There’s no regret.

      There is guilt. Recrimination. Stabs of anxiety. But there’s no regret. She has at last sated a hundred lifetimes worth of hunger.

      She lets the water run down the back of her head, her neck then her shoulders and back until it splashes down the back of her legs and disappears into the drain. She is reliving his touch. This water, this impersonal, controlled deluge of water is his hand. Touching her. Learning her. She throws her head back and opens her mouth to take in its tepid spray. To allow it to suffocate her scream into a pitiful gurgle.

      Then she remembers her promise and shuts off the water. His hands.

      He hears the sound of the water cease. He rises, like her, not bothering with his nakedness. He is at the bathroom door as she is coming out and they pause, looking at each other, saying with their eyes what they will not let their mouths utter. There is terror in their eyes, questions they cannot ask. Then he steps aside, she slides past him into the bedroom and the danger is over with the click of the bathroom door latching shut.

      He is lost in the bathroom. The perfume of her scent still lingers beneath the scent of the soap and the cloying, steamy air. He locates a towel she had used and feeling hopelessly pathetic, presses his face into its dampness and inhales. Ah. Her scent is still there. He sits heavily on the lid of the commode, the towel still held up to his face. His eyes remain shut and he begins to relive in minute detail their one night of unsanctioned love together.

      In the bedroom, she regains her momentum, dresses quickly like one afraid to be caught in a compromising position and exits this strange room she has never seen before and never wants to see again. The streets are just beginning to gain life. It’s too early yet for the rush-hour traffic to fill up the cracked and gouged and poorly patched asphalt. She stops obediently at a light then strides across, her movements heavy but curiously hurried. She moves like one in a dream - with little control. She is on automatic. A horn blares, jarring her to a stop, before the taxi squeals past her. She stares after it, now standing safely on the edge of the sidewalk in front of the building she has just left, the looming, gray edifice behind her. She does not look back; this time there had been no good bye and she cannot bear to turn back. She hunches her shoulders against nothing and walks, head bent, her vacuous eyes focused on something no one else can see.

      He knows (and he knows because he feels it in the marrow of his bones, in the birth place of his soul), he knows that she has left the room when he steps out of the bathroom, shaved and showered, a towel wrapped with careful negligence around his waist. He knows she is gone, but he looks around the room anyway, his heart a melted block of something at the pit of his stomach. Tomorrow is well and truly here. And she has left him.

      She is certainly stronger than he is, he admits. He couldn’t have done that, just gotten up and left like that. He raises a hand and runs it through his thinning, graying, damp hair and then across his chest to his left shoulder where it lingers while his eyes stare at the rumpled bed. How had something that had taken so long to become real again disappeared so quickly? He wants to scream out the question, but he knows that the gods have long since stopped listening to him. No one will answer that visceral question and so it withers, unanswered, in his mind.

      He takes in his breath slowly and lets it out slowly, concentrating on the act like a man trying to prevent his own death by virtue of his strength of hold on life. But he is a lost man with no direction to follow, only the old traditional path to the tried and true. His lover - his love - is gone. Just like that. How could she do it? Why couldn’t he? And so there is nothing left to do but follow her out into that cold, cold place he called his life, to continue the charade with practiced ease, to smile on queue, laugh, respond appropriately. With her, there was no pretense. Only emotion. And now this emotion, faced with no place to go, was turning back on him, crashing into him, hitting, gnawing, demanding…satisfaction. The pain was a welcome distraction. From the pain.

      Oh.

      The sigh issues itself forth. A small release when an explosion would have been more appropriate. He lists forward like a damaged thing then straightens up on a deep breath. He longs for the luxury of a quiet mental collapse so he would not have to deal with this. This. This what? This enormous nothingness? This emptiness trying to consume him whole? If he went forward he would be swallowed by it slowly. If he went back he would find nothing in its colossal void. And though he longs for nothingness, he fears it even more. For one got nothing - from nothing. Trite. But true. Like his life. Though it did not seem trite - to others. Or true - to him.

      He was the deceiver. Only to be deceived in turn, cheated by life. And who could he hold culpable in this charade. But himself. And he was the coward in the scene. He could never pay his dues. So now he had - nothing.

      Oh.

      For that mental collapse, he would give anything. But his life. And that won’t do.

      It grows dark in that room before he knows himself. He shivers for he still has only the towel for warmth, dry now and stiff. Like his soul. He is sitting on a chair although he couldn’t tell you how he got there. Only that it hurt. Where? Everywhere. Everywhere. And, so softly only she can hear him several days later and a hundred miles away, back in her suburban life, he utters her name.

      Sarah.

      Through the window she can see them all, the harvest of her life, sitting around the bleached pine table she had picked out with him, her husband. They are laughing at something she could not share because she is standing outside, shut out by the latched windows and the closed doors. For that moment she is happy to be isolated from them, happy that she won’t have to look away from her husband’s eyes so she could lie effectively. Happy that she won’t sully them with her act of betrayal. Happy because she still feels something for them that is separate from a night spent in glorious infidelity.

      Then her man glances up and he sees her standing out there looking in, staring like the homeless and hungry at a feast laid just out of reach. Something in that bleak expression frightens the man more than loving her does. He feels that, if he doesn’t get up now and go out to her and haul her bodily into his arms and press her to the reality of his heartbeat, he would lose her. To the same monster that has made his love for her his greatest fear. His insecurity.

      He stands up and she sees him and knows he’s seen her. She tries to smile but her facial muscles will not play accomplice to her duplicity. This is the man to whom she is tied - by all the legal strings in life. This man, the one looking at her with anticipation mingled with some kind of excitement in his face, is the father of her children, the children who are still laughing at that bon mot someone must have voiced sitting around the bleached pine table in her country kitchen in her home - in her life.

      This is the man who has lived with her the past decade and a half. He is the one who had cried with her when their first child was born. And had stood by her when God had seemed unkind. He was the constant: The faithful lover, the patient father, the loyal friend. The one who trembled at her touch - still. This man, staring at her with eyes full of (and now she sees what she’d assumed to be excitement for what it actually is) fear - stark fear. This man was the one to whom she had said, I do. For better or for worse. And a promise is a promise (and sometimes a promise is everything) and she had promised him her life as he had promised her his.

      And here they stood, lovers for over a decade, friends, parents until they die, so bound together with common ties that she wonders now how it was, even if only for a moment, she had thought she could give this up, blame destiny - why not? - for her frailty of character and carry on with flagrant disregard, not for propriety, no, but for the responsibilities she had accepted and, after all, loved.

      It was dark now. And the cold was penetrating her woolen cape. Then, in the air, carried to her on the wind, came her own name.

      Sarah.

      She turns her head in recognition. That voice! She hears, too, the pain embedded in its strangled whisper! The profound melancholy. Her heart trips, but it does not fall. She sways, holds steady, then sensing the tug of her mate’s love, his desperation, turns to him, her eyes devoid of the longing, and now full of reassurances. He is coming toward her, his stride long and strong and she moves to meet him half way.

      They embrace in the garage where a naked bulb casts about odd shadows. He takes her shoulders in his hands, strongly, and looks into her eyes. They cannot lie and he reads in them the truth. His eyes close slowly, in quiet, aching relief, for he saw in those eyes, remarkably, love. He pulls her back to him and she comes forward (out of the past - at last) willingly, wrapping her arms about him. He rests his chin upon her head and asks softly:

      How was your trip?

      Fine. Fine.

      Will you go again? He asks again, softly. Hesitantly.

      No. No, I don’t think so.

      He says, Welcome home, with a sigh and a telling tightening of his arms about her.

      Yes. She pulls her head back, as if for a kiss, but there are tears in her eyes. She says, softly, simply, Thank you.

      Faccetta Nera
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      **by

      M.T.
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        * * *

      

      Following an attempt on his life by Moges and Abraha that fateful day in 1937, Graziani ordered the indiscriminate massacre of the “natives” and the arbitrary destruction of their properties.

      From EnToTo Mariam to Nefass Silk, from QeChené Medhani-Alem to Yeka Michael, terror reigned; virtually every neighborhood in the budding New Flower incurred the wrath of Fascism as, with every passing hour, the slaughter reached apocalyptic proportions.

      Bella Haile Selassie, a small enclave nestled in the hills of Qebena however, was spared, thanks to Kont Florenzo,a member of the Italian aristocracy and FelaCH-QoraCH in the would-be colonial administration, as my grandmother, Tiye Alemitu, would tell it.

      Tiye Alemitu,a raconteur of considerable reputation, waxes nostalgic to this day whenever she talks about Kont Florenzo…the young nobleman from a far-away land: tall, handsome and debonair, the epitome of quiet dignity and a gentleman through and through…Kont Florenzo, who single-handedly saved Bella from the atrocities of Fascism at considerable risk to his reputation as a QendeNa Fascist himself.

      Tiye Alemitu would have you believe that Kont Florenzo’s “courageous” act in shielding Bella from the indiscriminate butchery was born of that irresistible proclivity intrinsic in every man to please the woman he loves…the desire to appear gallant in her eyes in the face of adversity. That the adversity itself, more precisely the carnage, was of Kont Florenzo’s own doing by virtue of his membership in Graziani’s inner circle does not lend itself to good CHewata and is, therefore, not up for discussion as far as Tiye Alemitu is concerned. Having honed her narrating skills over the years, Tiye Alemitu has discovered the merits of omitting certain inconsistencies to avoid possible challenges by smart-alecky grandchildren.

      If you were so impertinent as to point out the discrepancies in Kont Florenzo’s actions anyway, thus diminishing the hero-status she has conferred on him, Tiye Alemitu would attack you with unbridled fury, blitzing you with a volley of verbal assaults so vicious that you will wish you had kept your clever observation to yourself. (FoQaQa, yesew foQaQa! Abbbbon, derso neger yamarel’h mesloh, . . . Kiddd!. . . . followed by a quick flick of the wrist in a single, sweeping motion that slices the air upward dismissing you as an unworthy foe).

      Tiye Alemitu maintains, rather preemptively, that Kont Florenzo would undoubtedly have saved Bella out of the goodness of his heart and his sense of righteousness even if she, his new-found love in Abyssinia, were not around to provide the primary motivation. It was true that she had lived in Bella (with her two elder sisters) in one of the nondescript houses on a stretch of Sensell-lined road wedged between Talian Legassion at the end of the road and the bono (piped water) at the other end.

      It was also true that this was where yeTey’m Qonjo Tiye Alemitu, the young maiden with the perfectly coifed gofferé, the selkaka features and her youthful exuberance, had caught Kont Florenzo’s eye on one of his daily walks past her house from the Legassion, where he had lived.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      She had noticed his intense tikurrrr b’lo stare, but had thought nothing of it, attributing it to the usual inquisitiveness of the Ferenj in a foreign land. It was not until a few days later that it had occurred to her that this young man in the freshly creased khaki uniform, brandishing a row of shiny medals across the chest, had seemed to deliberately slow his pace as he had approached her G’bi. Ever so subtly, he had thrown a furtive glance in the general direction of the house as he had walked by. They had often exchanged short and peculiar looks, but one of them had always blinked and looked away. . . she, out of fear, lest her curiosity be seen as impudence and he, out of bashfulness, Tiye Alemitu insists. “Ayn affar, waaanna ayn affar,” she would say with a hearty laugh, calling up the initial scene of 60-some-odd years ago in all of its vivid details.

      With the passing of every single day, Tiye Alemitu had begun to enjoy what she had been convinced was a thinly veiled admiration by this not-so-secret admirer. She had even taken to boldly fixing her gaze on him at times (Isti m’nabatu y’honal?!) and had seen how quickly the color had left his face, turning him as white as "y’chin neTela."

      Emboldened by her newly discovered insight into her own feminine charm, Tiye Alemitu had kept up her end of the d’bibiQosh with increasing self-assured cockiness. On one occasion, she had even gone as far as playing a cruel joke on him:

      “It was shortly before sunset, semayu dengezgez b’lwal, when I saw his lanky figure emerge from around the slight bend in the road. I quickly ran off and hid behind the Sensell, . . . Abbon! Abet k’fate,” she narrates and breaks into hysterical laughter.

      As she has done countless times before for the benefit of many a captive audience, she launches a complete recreation of the original "hide-behind-the-Sensell " scene to augment her story. As you are watching, she lifts herself up with considerable difficulty and, like a predator on a prowl, tip-toes toward the back of the room where she leans her frail body against the Qum saTin stooping as low as age will allow;. . . she stands there with hands folded closely together against her chest, chin tucked in and tired eyes straining to peer through images of Sensell-bushes from generations gone by. Before long, you the audience are reeled into the movement of the tale (even though you have had the same scene staged for you numerous times before) and find yourself following Tiye Alemitu’s probing eyes into empty space, expecting some young Fascist to materialize out of thin air before your very eyes. “Abbon!”

      When Tiye Alemitu invokes the name of her beloved Abbo, she does so with such an ardent passion and elaborate deference to the Resident Saint that the listener is left with very little choice but to take her word for it. (Abbo, a.k.a. Abbuye Ge’remenfessQidus, the Patron Saint of d’ffin Qebena by virtue of His location up in the hills closer to Qebena than to Ferensai Legassion, is one of only a handful of Saints out of 44 that has the distinction of being addressed with Antuta. When Tiye Alemitu and others who grew up under Abbo’s protective shield swear by Abbo, there no longer remains room for further discussion).

      “Abbon!”, Tiye Alemitu declares as she returns to the senduQ by the bed to resume her story, now a bit out of breath from her animated dramatization, but still laughing at her mischief of ages ago.

      From her hiding place behind the Sensell-bushes, she had clearly seen the irritation on Kont Florenzo’s face when he had observed that she had not been out and about, as usual engaging in one of several household chores or picking her kemkemo gofferé while squatting on her heels:

      “He thrust his chin forward with a jerk and picked up his pace with great agitation…tadyaaa, Qua, Qua, Qua, Qua iyale sishQoneTer, I cupped my hand and held it against my mouth to stifle the loud chuckle that threatened to burst out of me,” she says and breaks into another laugh until the tears start streaming down her hollow cheeks. "Ay tenkol, ayyy tenkol!. . . indiaw waaana tenkoleNA neberku," she exclaims, leaving you with a bit of self-revelation for context.

      The following day, at the usual hour, Kont Florenzo had waved at Tiye Alemitu for the first time. She had not known how to respond, but had yemot motwan raised her hand in salute and had quickly run inside the house where her sisters, now fully aware of her shenanigans, had been contemplating the very real possibility that the younger sibling’s misadventure was about to embroil the humble household in a disaster of untold magnitude: "Affer b’yi, affer merét yasbelash ité, demo t’gelefiTalech…," they had chastised her.

      The two elder sisters had regained their composure quickly, however, when Kont Florenzo’s gifts had started to arrive. In the following days, the loyal Banda from the Legassion had shown up at their door and had grudgingly dumped an odd assortment of gifts on the dirt-floor with an attitude that had betrayed his own coveting of the goodies he had been sent to deliver. The Banda’s bad disposition had not escaped Tiye Alemitu: “Issssa?..min mekonu new?!,” she had remarked: “FoQaQa!”

      Samunaw, bunaw, abujediw, sikuaru, ambere-CHiQaw!. . . . . yeSudan shito alQerem, m’nu tey’zo had started to pour in with regular frequency to the chagrin of the Banda. He had been burdened with the unenviable task of schlepping it all to these women, who had continued to persist in their failure to recognize in some small way how significant his contribution had been to the good fortune that had befallen the family.

      When word had finally come that Kont Florenzo would pay the family a visit, Tiye Alemitu had treated it with indifference, while her terror-struck sisters had gone about in nervous frenzy trying to prepare for his arrival. Tiye Alemitu had refused to go out of her way to receive the uninvited guest. In fact, in a bold display of individuality, she had even declined her sisters’ urging to change into something more presentable for the occasion. "Yach’nu, Abbon! Yach’nu indelebesku!"

      Thus, from Tiye Alemitu’s point of view, the Kont had been received with very little or no fanfare. He had walked in hat-in-hand and had stood awkwardly in the middle of the room casting his eyes about until one of the sisters had invited him to sit down: " Wuy, b’Abbo, ere teQemeTu," and turning toward the Banda, had implored: “Ere teQemeTu belwachew! B’Abbo!” Tiye Alemitu however, skulking about in the back of the room taking in what she had thought was a ridiculous scene, had mumbled under her breath: “Issa? . . . . Lem’n lené l’Alemitu b’lo tegetro ayQerim?”

      The loyal Banda, half-hidden by the imposing figure of his boss, had dutifully translated, and the Kont had finally taken his seat. Soon thereafter, everyone, including the Banda, had had a glass of the fashko bino the Kont had brought, and the house had come alive with noisy chatter as yemoQe CHewata had ensued.

      Tiye Alemitu, however, had refused to participate, and no amount of cajoling and prompting would get her to open her mouth as she had just sat there nervously twitching her dress. Even the mekereNA Banda, terribly alarmed lest his boss attribute Tiye Alemitu’s reticence to deficiencies in his translation-skills, had taken to admonishing her: "B’lgina new, tiliQ b’lgina! AwaQi siyanag’r, mechem . . . new’r new, aygebam . . . aygebam biyalehuuuu!"

      Tiye Alemitu, however, had not budged, but whenever she had thought it safe, she had stolen a glance at the Kont and had noticed how handsome he really had been; …dark, silky hair slicked back from the forehead to the nape of the neck, a prominent nose in perfect symmetry with the chiseled features, and a bright smile that revealed a set of teeth straight as a fence and as white as yewotet areffa.

      In the days and weeks that followed, Kont Florenzo’s visits had become routine, and with the passage of time, Tiye Alemitu had warmed up to him. She had even begun looking forward to that time of day when he would appear at their door and sing out his cheerful greetings: “Bonjorno Alemitu! . . . . . Koméstaaaaaré?”

      They had made it a habit to sit out in front of the house and “talk” until nightfall. He had patiently taught her words and expressions in Italian, which she had to repeat to him over and over until he had been satisfied that she had it just right. He would give her a word and follow it with the prompt: “Alora, Alemitu…Adesso!” Tiye Alemitu would then repeat: "Alora, Alemitu, Adesso…hahahahaha! Ay mekeraye! " It had taken her awhile to realize that he hadn’t meant for her to repeat the prompt itself, but they had both gotten good laughs out of it.

      If you are an astute observer, you will sense that Tiye Alemitu takes great pride in her command of Italian, which she credits to her tutor, the Kont. In the absence of anyone to assess the level of her bilingualism, she launches a brief tutoring session of her own for you the listener’s consumption.

      “For example,” she explains: " If he says to you, Bonasera Alemitu…you say, Bonasera, Bonasera; . . . . . . .if he says Capito? Alemitu, Capito? . . you say, Si, si, si; . . . . . . ummmmmmm, if he says Beniqua, you come; . . . . . if he says Andiammo, however, you go;. . . hahahahahahaha, Iné Inatih Waza Mesiyehalehu!". . . . . She wipes tears of laughter with one end of her neTela and continues: “Wait, wait there is more,. . . . Lemisaléeeee,. . . ummmmmmmmmm, how would you respond if he said to you . . . Kozeché, Alemitu? or Kozofaré, Alemitu? ,” she asks.

      Your first instinct is to point out that you are not Alemitu_,_ but you know to keep your mouth shut and let Tiye Alemitu bask in her glory while you play dumb. "Ay yenante t’mihrt, indih’m argo t’mihrt yele’té," she then scoffs predictably…and now that you have been given a fair chance at answering her challenge and have failed, she happily (and triumphantly) provides you with the proper response to the hypothetical question posed to you by a non-existent Kont: “Melsuma?…ing’dih melsumaaaa…” ( the mels, however, doesn’t come as easily as it once did).

      An unspoken intimacy had grown between them over time, even though they had not had a heart-to-heart due to their ignorance of each other’s tongue. The Kont had made up for this deficiency by expressing himself through simple gestures such as (TirQ’m argo) holding Tiye Alemitu’s hand when the occasion had allowed it (the closest Tiye Alemitu gets to admitting to physical intimacy).

      Before long, Tiye Alemitu had begun to visit the Kont at his residence in the Legassion. Whenever he had sent for her (usually at dusk), she had dabbed some of the Sudan Shito behind her ears, draped the gold-embroidered kabba over her slender shoulders and had followed the Banda on the short walk to the Legassion. Once there, she had been received with elaborate attention by the Kont who, she had every reason to believe, had held her in tender esteem.

      Tiye Alemitu is quick to point out that her relationship with the Kont was, by all measure, different from the interracial liaisons of the day, of which there were very many all across town.

      “Iné yante’nat,” she says, “I was treated with dignity and without servility…every bit like the Immebét that I was, unlike man’m agasses galemota who threw herself at the Carabiniere.”

      To this day, she goes to great length to separate herself from the wild doings of the time, where "Adamé butana" engaged in illicit unions with the “LiQiQamo Fascist” who ran riot among the women giving free reign to their lust.

      “Abbon!” she swears, “Iné’natih never had a reason to hang my head…n’geriN kalk linger’h!” (And you don’t remember asking).

      According to Tiye Alemitu, the relationship was based on mutual respect and equality. In fact, she strongly asserts that the Kont was at her beck and call right from the outset and had never once even looked at her with bek’fu ayn. She, unlike so many others, was not forced into intimacy, neither was she seduced without being loved, she insists. Besides, unlike the run-of-the-mill Carabiniere of primitive upbringing, her man was of Patrician birth with solid Christian values “even though he was a Kotelik.” (She has never been able to substantiate Florenzo’s claim of noble heritage, but she has never questioned it either).

      Furthermore, she claims to have been the Kont’s only love, and states with absolute certainty that he had never as much as cast his eyes at another, much less keep a harem like his less principled compatriots had done. She, Tiye Alemitu, was never the object of a simple exotic curiosity…she was nobody’s Faccetta Nera. !! *

      And so it was that on that ominous day (Yekatit Michael, 1929, beNA aQoTaTer), with diff’n Adisaba in the grip of terror, Kont Florenzo had rushed over to Tiye Alemitu with a few of his partners-in-crime in tow. He had hurriedly asked the three sisters to identify the homes of family and friends to be exempt from the genocide that had been in full swing by then. Tiye Alemitu and her sisters had pleaded for a blanket immunity for all of Bella and had received it.

      Thus, the d’nQém -do-gooder Kont had been forced into a selective psychosis, in which he had to choose his victims judiciously and outside the boundaries of Bella…all for the love of a woman, Tiye Alemitu contends.

      Once the dust had settled and life had returned to some semblance of routine, Tiye Alemitu had looked forward to seeing the Kont again. However, Qenoch alfew Qenoch siteku, through interminable days of anticipation and eagerness, there had been no sign of the Kont.

      Every footstep out in the yard, every distant sound of a human voice on the road, every hoof-beat of a trotting horse and every r’mm r’mm of a passing mekina would bring Tiye Alemitu to her feet. She would glance up and down the road…pause a little and return to her seat by the kessel m’dija around which the three sisters would huddle and speculate as to what might have happened to the Kont. The most optimistic of the sisters would say: “Baymechew new…Abbon baymechew!”

      Their speculation, however, had ended when early one evening, out of the advancing darkness, the figure of the loyal Banda had emerged at their doorstep, bearing the news that the Kont had returned to Roma. After delivering the in-your-face merdo, the Banda had continued to stand there grinning ear-to-ear until Tiye Alemitu had taken her pent-up anger out on him, dismissing him with her idiosyncratic flick of the wrist: “Kidd! Agan’nt! Abbon!..'raaaas’h waaanna Agan’nt!”

      She had resented hearing from the Banda (of all people) what she had known all along in her heart, namely that she would never see her Kont again!..No Arrivederci!…not even a plain old Ciao!

      Tiye Alemitu stares far over your head and beyond into the distant past as she recalls her emotion of over half-a-century ago…most regretful had been the fact that, unbeknownst to the father, a child (my uncle) had been conceived.

      A gentle sigh escapes her trembling lips as she sits there on the senduQ by the bed, heavy with age and the burden of having loved and lost, and her weary eyes shimmer with tears that come only too easy these days.

      Oh, for the love of a Fascist!!!. . . . . Kozofaré, Tiye Alemitu, eh? . . . . . . Koooozofaré?

      *** Faccetta Nera: Literally, Black Girl; … a popular publication that featured black girls and targeted at young Italian men, with the aim of luring them into Mussolini’s adventure in East Africa.
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      Wushimma
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      Spare Some?
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      by F. Selassie

      _

      Brother, can you spare some?

      _

      oh, yeah. i know him some. could listen to him all day - that mellow, low-slung voice, eloquent words, pregnant silences. i heard him read something once and still can’t get the image out of my mind…read me something. anything. seems to be walking alone. wish i knew him better so I could walk with.

      _

      Hey, wendim-alem, got something for me?

      _

      maybe there’s something to be said for keeping it real. and it don’t get much more real than this one. balding pate. oh yeah…“More than 39.3% of all Ethiopian men are in the follicle-y challenged category”. but who needs stats when you have eyes? he is even more real than that. even got the brown pants. what is it with the brown pants, do you know? is it like a calling card, a boarding pass, a sign? got the beer gut. i sort of like that so sue me - something to put my arms around. he’s that real height - everything within reach. wait, he’s walking to his …Toyota Camry with “Ethiopia” bumper sticker. don’t know if i can stand this much real.

      Isti tinsh beTisilign, tew?

      wow. no clue where i’d go with this one…but it will certainly be places i ain’t ever been. a tall lean taste of cool jazzy fizzy young. is it me or are they growing them finer…mmm…finer these days? locks longer than mine, loping along to a rhythm i can almost hear. eyes innocently open to all sights and sounds, with a little help from some herb, wouldn’t you guess? groovy smile celebrating the night air, the vibe…and me. maybe i’ll tag along…who knows what i’ll learn?

      Can you help a sistah out, brotha-man?

      slack jaw. blank eyes. but holymotherofgod look at that body. tight muscles everywhere. skintight shirt, sintight pants. feeling kind of tight myself in these clothes. can’t you almost feel the fit? ooh, nothing needs to come from this but…this. can i just practice on him, do you think? just practice once. okay, twice.

      Hallo, maneh? anteye! techeger isti!

      brainiac. it’s clear. pure gray matter head to toe. thick glasses, slight frame already bent over from the weight of all that Qelem. there’s something appealing about that distracted air - who can resist the temptation to jolt those elsewhere eyes to attention? shy smile, words tumbling-over-one-another as if there weren’t enough time to get them outta the way before the next batch came through. wouldn’t it be a shame to waste this?
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      my favorite past-time. me sitting here on the steps, window-shopping for genes.

      The Date
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      by

      Fasil

      The in-grown toenail is a stupidity of nature. It happens when your nail is possessed by a mutinous craze for perverted growth. As if in a desperate attempt to escape the maw of the guillotine, it begins to sprawl sideways, recklessly slicing through the flesh of your toe and causing you great discomfort as it does, until you can bear it no longer and decide to get it corrected by surgery.

      I made an appointment to see a podiatrist (the more impressive title of a foot doctor) to put an end to this nail-inflicted pain on my big toe. On the day of my visit, I trimmed my toenails with a clipper and carefully washed my feet, especially the one that was to be closely inspected by the doctor. I soaked it in warm water gently rubbing soap lather between the toes.

      A man’s toenails are not an attractive sight. Perhaps because they live in eternal heat, sweat and darkness, crammed in suffocating pockets of leather and rubber, they give the finishing touch to the hunchbacked, crooked bunch of a man’s toes. In protest of the strangling confinement of socks and shoes, their growth is frantic. At that time of your life when all parts of your body have long since gulped the last drops from the cup of growth allotted them, toenails are one of a few other rebels (such as hair that vanishes at your top to sprout out of your ears and nostrils, and to nourish and multiply that in your middle) that defy the sanctions of nature.

      I rinsed and reapplied soap. You don’t just shove your foot in the face of someone who, for all you know, could have an out-of-this-world notion of cleanliness; unless you are certain that you have gotten rid of the faintest trace of offensive odor. When I had done enough washing, I dried it with a towel and saw that excessive scrubbing had depleted its moisture. An intricate web of cracks had spread over its top and made it look like I had scratched it with gusto. I had to resuscitate it with Vaseline. I did, and it looked tolerable. But I was still wary of its smell. To put my mind at ease, I sat on a chair and picked it up with both hands to pull it up to my nose, almost dislocating my hip in the process. The decades had stiffened my joints so badly that I felt as though my bones were cast in gypsum. I couldn’t hold my feet in contact with my nose for more than a second at time. Alas! Gone were the days when I could easily chomp through my toenails with my incisors. But my foot was odorless, at least as far as my sense of smell was concerned.

      To my surprise, the reception hall at the podiatrist’s office was packed. In my country, most of the doctors make a living because they are versed in treating a good part of the human body; and even those so-called specialists deal with such arch-vital organs as the heart, the brain, the eyes and the kidneys. With all due respect to foot doctors, I can’t help wondering if this relentless staking out of the body into ever-shrinking territories would some day soon spawn specialists of the little toe.

      The walls of the reception room were adorned with grotesque color pictures of a variety of foot deformities: warts, bunions, hammertoes, corns, and my very own flesh-slicing toenail. I sat over pages of convoluted forms, wondering how history of the mental and physical health of my parents could possibly be of help to the podiatrist in treating my ingrown toenail. I completed the form, gave it back to the receptionist and sat examining the crowd around me.

      It is interesting to watch the often hyper-charged, restless New Yorkers confined in a state of idleness in a doctor’s waiting room. A life of endless rush and scurrying in this colossus of a city has perverted most New Yorkers’ perception of time to such a degree that a few minutes of inactivity ignites in them something akin to panic over the wasted time. Waiting to be called in, the patients are trying, in a variety of ways, to make what better use of their time they could: tinkering with their hand-held electronic gadgets, reading something, looking at their watch every now and then, sighing, pacing back and forth like caged cheetahs, and collectively turning their heads towards the entrance to the doctor’s office whenever a patient exited.

      An angry looking man, who for some reason I believe is a lawyer, is sitting opposite me, dressed in an expensive suit that fit his trim body perfectly. He has a dark mustache, both ends thinly swooping down the corner of his lips to mingle with his goatee. He picks one out of a pile of old magazines on the table, quickly ruffles through the pages, throws it back and picks up another.

      An immensely tall man who is sitting next to the lawyer is fiddling with his Palm Pilot playing some adolescent game, and clumsily crossing and uncrossing his gigantic legs every now and then. I have never seen such prodigious limbs. People thought I was tall in the town where I grew up. When I came to the US and saw that I was no more than of average height, I quit my swagger of a giant. If the folks back home saw this mountain of a man, they would take him for a monstrous apparition, and perhaps stone him to death.

      At the far end of the room sits a mammoth lady. She could be in her mid twenties, but she has a babyish face. Her neck is slender in sharp contrast to the torso it is planted on, which is a titanic mound of flesh. Breasts like a prize milk-cow’s udders, pillow-sized biceps, elephantine thighs, and calves that could outweigh watermelons, tapering into two ordinary feet clad in small shoes. Snugly stuffed into the wide, cozy armchair, she is the only person in the room who is calmly awaiting her turn. Her face is bathed in serenity, and a halo of peace and harmony hovers over her head.

      And then, someone made an entrance and stirred up a silent commotion among the men. The magic she brought into the room was so potent that it dispelled the thick cloud of boredom that had fogged up our eyes and we all shamelessly partook in feasting on her. I can’t sing praises to her beauty because the effect she had on us was caused not in the flawlessness of individual body parts, but in the unique blend of attributes that has captured in her the illusive essence of true beauty. To me, she was simply perfection, the embodiment of all my fantasies of a truly beautiful woman. A woman that stunning could not have come for anything other than a follow-up visit for a sprained ankle. I couldn’t imagine any of those ghastly foot deformities daring to sully such a beauty.

      She sat right next to me, leaving me no choice but to turn my head a full 180o to stare at her. She caught me in the act a few times, and smiled briefly as she did. She finally picked up a magazine with amusement and nervousness vying for dominion on her face. When she was later called in to see the doctor, an elderly woman hoarsely berated the receptionist for letting people in without their turn. She was chided back by a high pitched voice that there was no need to lose her temper since the lady had been there earlier, and that she had stepped out for a while when she was told she could wait for more than an hour. A few minutes later, the head-turner emerged, and after briefly speaking with the receptionist, she left, escorted out by many brazen eyes.

      “Come on in, Daniel,” said the doctor with a smile. She was a genial woman probably in her late thirties. She had strikingly undoctorly features. Most of the doctors I have come across in my life, or at least those that have played a role in forming the image I have of doctors, are business-like, impatient, jargon-spouting creatures severely deprived of candor and warmth, perhaps from years of being privy to the groans and complaints of a multitude of strangers. But this podiatrist promised to be different. I gathered that from her smile.

      “Have a seat,” she said indicating an armchair by her desk. I sat.

      “You have an interesting last name,” she said. My last name has thirteen letters.

      “Interesting” is a word that could mean, well, anything. If I had not already been favorably disposed towards her, I would have been offended by that remark. I am at times smitten with ire when someone says “interesting” to something I said or did, when I suspect what they really mean is something like, “how stupid,” or “how barbaric.”

      “You have an admirer!” she said smiling and frankly looking into my eyes. The thought flashed through my head that the cute podiatrist was offering herself to me.

      “She said she’d like to get to know you. Is that okay with you?” she asked me in her euphonious voice. What she said had set my heart thumping and my tongue melting in my mouth. Too dumbfounded for words, I remained mute with a frozen, imbecilic grin. Taking my speechlessness for consent, she said: “She left her number with me here. If you are interested, I’ll give it to you and you can call her.” She handed me a piece of paper with a name and a phone number scribbled on it. Tina. That was not the doctor’s name. But…Wait a minute! Tina? That must be the crowd-stunning, commotion-starting beauty that had left earlier. “She was here a while ago,” said the doctor confirming my guess.

      It was her alright. Remember that seductive, amused look she gave me when she caught me lapping her face with my eyes; that winsomely coquettish smile I had taken for nervousness as we locked eyes for a moment before she shyly picked up a magazine? She was flashing the green at me in her exquisite, dainty ways. But I was too pragmatic to take it for what it was.

      “Do you like classical music?” asked me the doctor.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Great! She is a classical musician. She plays the violin.”

      The violin. That most eccentric-looking soul of all classical music instruments appeared in my imagination as if made to complement her poetic essence.

      “So what brings you here, Daniel?” asked Dr. Green trying without success to assume a doctorly air. Her eyes were bursting in laughter as I sat grinning and sweating like an idiot who has just solved a difficult puzzle.

      “Uh…I…detected…uh… I think I have ingrown toenail,” I stammered out of breath. She asked me to take off my shoes and examined my nail-pierced big toe, gently prodding it with latex-gloved fingers. Although I knew my foot was immaculate, I looked at her face uneasily as she peered at my unappealing big toe, but I saw no hint of displeasure.

      “It sure is,” she said. “Nothing to worry about. We will fix it in no time. You give this to the nurse and she will tell you what to do,” she said, handing me a slip of paper. “See you in a bit.”

      As soon as I stepped out of the clinic after a quick surgery, I took out the paper and looked at the phone number. Tina lived in Manhattan. God of the universe, who can fathom your ways? You see, it was not that I was desperate for company. In fact, I had then already started an involvement with someone, something that could end up being a serious relationship. But when one as stunningly attractive as Tina falls for you, you might even be tempted to find fault with the one you had thought was your other half. As for her magical allure, if you doubt my zealous praise, take it from the roomful of imperfect-footed men, whose stark agitation on seeing her cluttered the air with many fluttering wings of lust.

      Who can ever have a clue of the whimsical surprises that some days spring on him? I left my bed that morning with nothing much beyond the prospect of my visit at the podiatrist’s, and returned home with an offer from one of the loveliest women I had ever seen, and with a piece of paper bearing her name and number written with her own hand.

      I wasn’t lying when I told Dr. G. that I loved classical music. I adore Beethoven. My soul has at times eloped with his music and soared in a chariot of ecstasy. There are some sonatas of Mozart that make my heart drunk with the joy of pumping blood.

      I saw Tina in my mind’s eye, playing the violin. If things work out between us, there would be many blissful moments when she would be playing some sweet music for me, and I would be sitting at her feet watching her, drinking the melodies as they drip out of her fingertips, and melting with love and admiration. She might even teach me to play the violin, although it might be a bit too late for my thirty-odd-year-old fingers to measure up to the nimbleness required to play the violin. To master instruments, one has to start playing them at a young age, they say. But that does not mean I can’t learn a couple of silly nursery songs; and with my latent knack for music, who knows how far I can go with the violin?

      What am I to do with Lilly? That is her name, the one I am seeing. It was only circumstances that put her in my way at a time when I was eagerly looking for feminine company. She is alright in many ways and we like each other. But Tina has already begun meddling with my view of the relationship. All the misdeeds and imperfections of Lilly that I had promptly forgiven and willingly overlooked surfaced from the back of my head and acquired graver proportions.

      Tina was not at home when I called. It was eight o’clock in the evening. After I left a message, I caught myself thinking longer than appropriate, of where she might have been. She returned my call the following day and we agreed to meet that Saturday afternoon at three.

      Having been through a number of first dates, I was used to the rigmarole of grooming to impress. But the thought of a first date with Tina made the ritual excessively meticulous.

      I arrived at the café at a quarter to three. It was one of those cafés that have of late sprouted all over Manhattan, attracting a class of clientele willing to be filched for high-priced, Italianized beverages. I felt conspicuous as I headed to a vacant seat. I thought I would wait for Tina to get something to drink.

      I tried to read an article in a newspaper someone had left on the table. It might have been an interesting article that I could easily consume and digest at other times; but I was in such a state waiting for Tina that I found it hard to focus my attention. All I could gather with difficulty from ten minutes of running my restless eyes over it was that it was a grim piece about the rising number of American children committing violent crime.

      “Daniel?”

      “Yes?”

      “Hi. I am Tina. Sorry I’m late. I missed my bus and I had to wait another ten minutes,” she said panting. I sat dumbstruck, debilitated in disbelief. My tongue thickened in my mouth and my soaring heart sagged as if the blood in it had suddenly turned to lead.

      “It’s…alright. Nice to meet you,” I mumbled grimacing in a fake smile. Tina unloaded herself into the chair. I thought the spindle-legged chair would buckle under her any moment, but it did not.

      “Do you live in this area?” she asked me.

      “Uh…yes. I mean, not far. I walked here.”

      Silence. Something in my chest was itching to explode in laughter at the ludicrousness of it all, but I clenched my teeth and choked it. I slammed the door shut on the jumbled swirl of disappointment, panic and self-scorn that was clamoring in my head, and forced myself to focus in pretending to be Tina’s date for the day, holding my attention by the throat.

      “Would you like to get something to drink?” I asked.

      “Actually, I am hungry.”

      “Great! I haven’t eaten lunch myself. There’s a good Chinese restaurant two blocks down. Do you like Chinese?”

      I was overdoing the enthusiasm in an attempt to appear composed.

      “I love Chinese food,” she said rising to her feet. She was startlingly agile for her size.

      “So I heard you play the violin.”

      “The cello,” she corrected me.

      “Oh! The cello.” Doctor Green’s memory needs some oiling. Medical schools abuse their students’ brains, forcing them to cram piles of junk they will never use. But the cello fitted Tina as the violin did the nameless Aphrodite I had seen at the podiatrist’s.

      “I love classical music,” I blurted.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I never understood it for a long time, but when I did, it was as if I discovered a treasure.”

      “It is a treasure.”

      “Where do you play?”

      “I am a member of a struggling quartet. In fact, we have a show next Sunday. I can get you a free ticket if you want to come.”

      “That’d be great! I’d love to come.”

      The Chinese waiter smiled as he led us to a neatly set table in a corner. I doubted if his smile was that of simple politeness. I had already become touchy. I picked my choice at once, and began studying Tina as she pored over the menu. I had seen several obese people in the past, but I had never closely examined one. What surged inside me, as my eyes nakedly traversed her immensity, was awe more than anything else.

      “I’ll go for the sesame chicken,” she said closing the menu and slamming it down on the table.

      “I’m having the steamed flounder.”

      The waiter came and took our order. He still wore that aggravating smirk on his mug.

      "So what do you do, Daniel?’

      “I am a social worker.”

      “Oh, really? I have a friend who is a social worker. She says it is a demanding job.”

      “Well, that’s for sure. A social worker deals with people with lots of problems. Ideally one has to have inexhaustible patience and a good measure of compassion to be a social worker. But that is of course easier said than done. I learned that during the first couple of years,” I said and waited for Tina to say something. She was just looking at me with interest.

      “I mean,” I went on, vaguely discomfited, “I considered my job some kind of a calling, and I was willing to give all that I could to the people I was assigned to help, and I did. But I soon found out that some of my clients simply took advantage of me and wore out my patience. They mistook my sincere desire to help for foolishness.”

      “You have doubts about your choice of a career?” asked Tina, slightly concerned.

      “No! Not at all,” I answered defensively. “I have always wanted to work with people, and I am glad that’s what I do for a living. But it is not an easy job. It abounds in stress and frustration. It is not giving too much that drains you. It is the lack of appreciation and outright meanness of some of your clients.”

      “What kind of problems do your clients have?”

      “Mostly emotional. But I am not saying all of them are alike. There are some who give me back as much, and even more. The ones that heal the hurt the ingrates deal me. They restore my faith in my work.”

      Two steaming plates were placed on the table. We both quietly downed quite a few mouthfuls until satiated enough to feel discomfort at the prolonged silence.

      “Are you married, Daniel?”

      That was kinda direct. “No, I am not. I am a bachelor. Hmm! A funny word, bachelor.”

      “It is, isn’t it?”

      “It makes me think of this guy.”

      “Who?”

      “There was this unmarried man who lived in my hometown. He was the only middle-aged single person in the neighborhood.”

      “Yes?”

      “People saw that as some kind of a curse. He was always well dressed and devotedly took care of himself. Folks despised him for that, for indulging his appetite for life without anyone to share it with, for living as if there was no old age, no death.”

      “Where are you from, by the way?”

      “Ethiopia.”

      “Really? I Knew you were from Africa, but I was not sure where. I have some Ethiopian music that I bought at some cultural exhibition.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “It is interesting.”

      Don’t get me started on “interesting”!

      “It is all like…melancholy, sad tunes, like the blues. But the lyrics are lively. It is unusual to hear cheerful lyrics in glum sounding songs.”

      “That is interesting!”

      “What?”

      “Your observation. I never thought of that before. It is so true.”

      A man sitting alone at a table next to us whispers in his cellular phone while his food lies cold, untouched.

      “Are you married?” I asked Tina. I wouldn’t have asked if she hadn’t.

      “No, I am a spinster,” she laughed, shaking. Earthquake.

      I laughed.

      “What a word. Sounds like sinister. That was probably what they wanted it to sound like when they coined it,” she said still giggling.

      We talked a lot, Tina and I. We even went to a bar and had some drinks. She was pleasant to be with. We both lightened up as the evening wore on, and I enjoyed her sense of humor. She asked me once if I was seeing someone, and I said yes. That sort of spoiled the fun for a while. I promised to keep in touch as we parted.

      I liked Tina a lot. She is sincere and kind-hearted. I wish I could keep the friendship part of our relationship, but I knew that was not what Tina had in mind.

      As soon as I was by myself, my thoughts raced back to Lilly.

      Forgive me, Lilly. Nothing flatters a man’s ego as the thought of being desired by a good-looking woman. Temptation is my folly, for I am the son of my father who had relinquished eternal bliss in Eden for a promise of apple-born wisdom. The difference is, I have eaten my apple, and the wisdom has taken nothing away from me except the naiveté that the most beautiful woman in town would, on laying eyes on me for the first time, throw herself at my feet.

      CHIffera bEt Rules
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      Chifera Bet Rules for Single Men

      by: Hyiwot Teshome

      With a lot of Ethiopians coming home from their winter migration from ager bet, we will be MeTlekleked with a lot of Tarikoch that they went through during their brief stays there. Of course, most of them went there to celebrate Kulubi Gebriel, not for any selfish reasons, mind you. But you know how Ethiopian Zemeds are; they insist on taking you to Azmari Bets and the trendy nightspots, and you know you can’t say no. How can you MasQeyem them? So you were a minor victim of all the Shikucha at these Chifera Bets, what with your strike-outs with the girls but your unenviable edil with the young men. Well, count your blessings; you were at least asked by someone for that dance. A lot of your fellow migrants were not so edilegnoch.

      So what went wrong? What did you do wrong and, more importantly, what did you not do betikikil? Did you think you had a free pass just because you were one of the yeAmerica jollies? You missed out on that status about 12 years ago. Back then you could just say you were from America and people would part and give you ‘space’ as if you were Moses at the Red Sea. They would be very solicitous of you, and every one of them would tell of you of their ayer be’ayer plan and beseech you to ‘invest’ just about $10,000 so that they can manQes’akes the suQ. Nowadays you are just another Parkiologist from D.C. You think you are zenatCh lebash just because you had a tie on? You are lucky if one of the native multi-millionaires doesn’t give you his car keys so that you can park his car for him.
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       Your irrational exuberance at being in ager bet on ireft from America clouded your judgment and made a mess of your Desta on the way back from Qulubi. What you should have done was prepare like any self-respecting abesha with little to show in his pockets except a defar lib. You should have rehearsed your mejemeria moves. Just taking your awe-struck friends from the old sefer to the party doesn’t mean every set lij is clamoring to dance with you or go out with you. So what should you have done? Well, the editors at Seleda held a Chereta for the best memeria that any abesha single man should follow while on ireft in ager bet. I don’t know if I won or not, but it’s not going to stop me from offering my mikir, now is it?

      You rehearse your approach and the give-and-take that surely will follow at least three levels down. If she says yes, do you get medengeT as if you expected her to say no, or do you act as if you expected her to say just that? Do you masQedem her to the dance floor, or do you play it cool and turn around towards the dance floor and expect her to follow you? If she says no, what is your reply? Will she accept that reply? If she doesn’t, what’s your next move? Do you go back to where you came from and face the snickering faces of your buddies, or stand your ground and shame her into dancing with you?

      It is also a foregone conclusion that whomever you are interested in is also attracting some other guy’s attention, too. Maybe not just ‘one’ other guy. Could be many. So you also take that into account. By the time it takes you to get to her side of the floor, any chance that another Qil’etam might get there before you? How do you extract yourself out of an embarrassing situation like that if, indeed, another guy gets to her first? Do you continue on to the s_hint bet_ as if that was your original destination anyway, or do you just try another girl ezaw akababi?

      Let’s just say you are mentally tired by the time you manage to open your mouth and ask her to dance. Most girls will dance with you, however uncomfortable they might be. But some of them will shock you with the unusual answers they give you. That’s when the rehearsals really pay off.

      “Dekmognal” is a typical answer and it has now come to the point where its real meaning is ‘Convince me to dance with you.’ If you come back with a half-witty answer like “Bizu aladekmishim,” you get a ‘pass’ and she will dance with you. But you get the occasional “Zefenun alawQewum,” which really means buzz off or its more potent derivatives. It’s bound to stop you in your tracks if you are not prepared for it. So you go to the time tested reply that works with most Tenegna setoch. You lower your voice, and with a straight face that would shame any sensible girl say, “Yenemebet, zifegnilign iko alalkushim’. Most girls are smarter than boys, so she will concede this battle to you and accept your request, but not admit total defeat. Her giggles are supposed to be her way of saying, 'You win now, ante zinjero, but Egzer yiTebiQih next time.”

      If you have a fraction of her smarts, you will never repeat this zede again on her or anybody else around her. Damn straight it is going to be passed on to everybody else she knows. You go on that mental black list from now on. So you stay smart and watch your step. With this tacit agreement, your ‘victory’ will last you through the party and maybe, just maybe, give you another chance to mawTat her another time.

      From that point on, you are on your own. You can’t rehearse what follows, as the rule is ‘anything goes’, within limits. Qeld usually will give you a nice kick-start, but you still have to watch your step. You can’t offend lijituan with your risqué Qeld. You can always start small and test her limits, but you have to be feTan enough to retrace your steps back to the Chewa and yebesele self if she gives a sign of being med’efered.

      Of course, you know that besinesir’at yadegech lij is supposed to be ‘offended’ the first time around, so you can’t take every sign as a ‘wounded’ sign. What should worry you is if she stays offended. And again, if things reach that point, you are on your own. Hope you know the difference between striking out and meQ’alel.

      Gura is another thing that should be handled very carefully. Most girls like some gura in their mate, but know your limits. Don’t tell her you play for Qidus Giorgis. If you were that good, she would have found you herself. Again, watch your step.

      Giggles are usually a good sign that things are going well, but giggles by themselves won’t carry the evening. You might even start to wonder what this GeTaTa is still laughing about if the girl is still giggling by the time you realize the last Qeld you told was about 25 minutes ago. That’s when your mind starts playing tricks on you. You hear a voice way in the back of your head saying, 'Ibd nat inde? Lezih new dance ishi yalechign? Gud fela!’ Or, if you are an insecure wagabis you might wonder whether she was laughing at you or not. That’s why you should avoid strong drinks at parties like these where you must start from scratch. Most people say alcohol will madefafer you, but trust me, alcohol exasperates confusing situations like these. You need all your faculties until the girl is well bekuT’iT’ir sir.

      If getting her to dance with you is not in the cards, let alone getting her under your QuT’iT’ir, you can always attempt to retrieve whatever is left of your dignity by using the ultimate ke ifret adagn by simply saying, loud enough to be heard within a 10 feet radius, ‘Ines min indemitiyi lemesmat neber’ and saunter back to your side of the floor_._ You don’t blurt that out and take off; you slowly count to ten and then turn around and walk back; no need to let the girl know you are mortified by her rebuff and what is waiting for you back there with your buddies. You are totally yetedeQose at this point but there is no law that says the girl has to know it. If you can pull this off without being laughed at by all the girls, you have a future in nigd or fird bet.

      Assuming she is well under control, it’s about time you start worrying about others hitting on yanten girl. Nobody said this evening is going to be a cakewalk. You feel drunk with your little victory, but there is another guy out there just starting his zemecha of the evening. The cocky ones are even thinking of their second and third conquest of the evening, the bastards. So you keep your eyes out for beshitegnas like that. If you hadn’t noticed before, you start seeing them all around you now. You get no respect for ‘bagging’ your girl and you still have to fight to keep her yours. Here’s how these jof’e amoras work.

      The Chulule and defar guy starts shimmying down to your side of the floor and will say ney isti, enichefir to the girl that you emptied all your rehearsed bits on. If you’re lucky enough to land a wend akbari girl that wouldn’t mawared you, she will say, “YiQirta dekmognal.” But this Arada Chefari is not going back to his side of the floor without a ‘kill’, so he will turn to you and say, “Antes, hodiye?” You both are going to lock eyes while you search for the ‘appropriate’ answer, but you can see it in his eyes that this guy is thinking, “What is his goddamn problem…melisilign inji?”

      Now, your reply is going to depend on two things: How many people have seen the guy asking you to dance and how wendawend you want to appear to your new girl. You are trapped, either way. If you want to appear macho and reply to him Esat gorseh, you run the risk of creating a scene that you have no intention of attracting any attention to. If not a whole lot of people have heard/saw the guy asking you to dance, you might want to politely decline, but how do you do that? You know you don’t want to dance or be seen dancing with a wend, but you can’t say inem dekmognal. Leaving aside the implicit ‘legitimacy’ that this response might give to his request, you also know Mr. Cool is not going to take two dekmognals in a row, even if you can manage to summon the courage to say those words.

      But, more importantly, you have to get rid of him at once or things will get dicey with him looking at you like that…So you mutter “Egziabher yiyileh, ante QoraTa,” go to the bottom of the barrel and pick out that fall-back answer and say, “Zefenun alawkewum.” Surprisingly enough, it will do for this full-of-it werada and he leaves you alone, as if he understood your predicament, what with faras like you not keeping up to date with trendy songs… J

      Inkibil
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      Koreda Primer
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      We believe her voice first broke through radio airwaves in the late 1940s. She was Ethiopia’s first female journalist and radio personality. Those of you who are old enough may remember hearing her broadcasts in the 1960s and early 1970s. Her name was Romanworq Kassahun.

      Here, we present extracts from her book entitled Ye Hiywot Gwadegna. The two featured chapters (pp. 69-72) entitled Ye Lijageredoch Idel and Ye Nuro Gwadegna MemreT (Bal) offer young women advice in the selection of a mate. We’ll let you decide if we’ve come a long way.

      Romanworq Kassahun, Ye Hiywot Gwadegna, Addis Abeba: Commercial Printing Press, 1948, E.C., 146 p.
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      Burgundy
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      by: Lello

      my senses are laced with a thin burgundy colored satin lining

      your color reminds me of grapes.

      No.

      not the seedless, and effortlessly sweet ones.

      i labored to peel off the scales

      and skin

      of your emotions

      but you wouldn’t let me.

      and the sense,

      the taste of my emotions on your buds dissipated into oblivion.

      Never ever mattered.

      like the tastelessness of a fortune cookie.

      your banquet of aromas perfume my being

      with the seductive undertone of spring magnolia,

      with the freshness of lemon in the summertime,

      with the festive overtones of roasted chestnuts in the fall,

      And

      the Sudden

      Stillness running deep in the inexorable winter.

      your touch on my buds, and mine on yours, feels like snow,

      an emblem that survived within my grasp until weathered by my warm blood.

      And when i hear from you,

      as i seldom do,

      my pelvis sways as your satin-silk-like vocal chords play the tune

      of a song,

      a merciless song,

      resounding in my imprisoning attic of secrets called my memory,

      and future memories,

      reminding me of your verdict that you will never love me

      Back.

      30 questions
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      …for the people behind www.ethiomatch.com

      So…… how many times have you heard Ethiopians whine about being single? “MegenaNa Tefa” … “he/she is too ferenjie”… “she has a restraining order against me?”…

      Ehem…

      So, we were delighted to come across ethiomatch.com, a cyber aTabash forum for Ethiopians seeking same. OK… OK… Settle down. Well, someone had to come up with a saner way for single Ethiopians to reach out and touch. Heck, the soccer scene has been run to the ground… weddings and leQsos have become passé… it might be sacrilege to be goriT meteyayet during Qdassé… and concerts… who can remember what happens at concerts. So cyberspace it is, sewotch, like it or not. Y8K indeed!

      Oh, whaddo we know? Make up your own minds. SELEDA proudly presents our 30 Questions to the _tiliq sew_s at EthioMatch.

      1) How and where did you come up with the idea to create EthioMatch.com, and how much alcohol was involved?

      “Lene yemihon yelem-gena altefeTerem” “Salageba Arejehu!” "Have you seen Kebede’s new shinKurt (young) wife from Ethiopia? Wezeterefe……… We have heard it all. A growing number of Ethiopians are finding it difficult to meet compatible people amidst their busy lifestyles. Some even have tried to bring a companion from Ethiopia, and got disappointed with the outcome. But we believe that there are wonderful men and women right amongst us in North America. We are confident that our service (EthioMatch) will help the community by bringing folks together in a non-threatening and logistically feasible manner.

      2) Say it actually works: what will we tell the zemed-azmad when they ask how we met?

      First off, that is a very ferenj question. It is often the follow up to “What a nice day out there!” However, if you were ever to be on the witness stand, you can explain “Just Ethio com com tebablen ezih deresin”. Boom boom! When people find the right relationship, when and how they met is the least of the issues.

      3) How kinky can the personal information people submit get? For example, what of those who like to be slowly stroked from head to toe with a sheaf of shmbra’shet dipped in… well, you get the point.

      Bewnetu, kinky is in the eye of the kinker. Ye shmbra 'shet sheaf falls under therapeutic massage in our books. If a select group of folks insist on visiting the wild side, we will cross that bridge when we get there. We will surely notify your upper management if/when such is the case.

      4) How many of you in the Management are actually in solid, happy relationships? Or is this just a clever way for you to get hooked up YOURSELVES, inante?

      Technically, all of us are in solid relationships. We can’t claim that all of us are utterly happy in our relationships. Incidentally, hamet about the motives of one of EthioMatch founders bezto neber. It turns out he is presently in a stable and happy relationship. EthioMatch founders, nonetheless, declare that, "If we find a better person than our current partners, “beCHeretaw angededim”.

      5) In a year’s time what would constitute a success for you? Should we anticipate the first EthioMatch wedding? Bitter divorce? Lawsuit?

      We will eagerly await for the day where we will be hearing less of “Le’ene yemihon gena altefeTerem”. C’mon, the Lord ain’t that boring - he has a great sense of humor. We just need to take seeking a friend as seriously as we do sports events or soap operas, and things will start falling in place.

      6) What, in your experience, is the NUMBER ONE thing Ethiopians want from the other sex (other than semai mdr adebelalaqi sex - that is)?

      Unpretentious and unconditional friendship, love followed by compassion and respect.

      7) Why do you think we Ethiopians believe romance is dead? It is dead, right?

      On the contrary! We Ethiopians acknowledge the challenge of meeting that special someone. But, we don’t believe romance is dead. When one finds his/her soul mate, life would be rewarding and exciting. At times we see people treating romance like a win or lose game and that sets the stage for imminent disappointment. When you use so much of your time and energy contemplating the negative things about your prospective mate, it may not leave you much room to develop understanding and nurture a relationship. Romance is there, where it used to be. We have unfortunately been diverted by Hollywood and alike to take lust and power as surrogates for romance. That bites. We need to regroup and give romance a second try.

      8) Is it true you send out the QEra gang on a complaining/dissatisfied customer?

      If you mean the men with the plastic bags, you’re right on. We don’t take no for an answer.Absolutely not! We will try our best to satisfy all of our customers.

      9) Do you let ugly people put up their picture too, or do you at least give a warning?

      For starters, Ethiopiawinet and ugly don’t go hand in hand. Yelema! At least when it comes to the looks. As for the ugliness of attitude or behavior, we think urban Darwinism will lead such souls away from such a well-meant site. We trust the judgment of the participants will filter out the ignoble.

      10) Does the Ethiopian biological clock run slower, just like yabesha qeTero?

      Unfortunately not. We have many thirty-some-thinger friends who share some frustration about how the clock is gonging but the pursuit of their career goals and social obligations have not allowed for the conception of a family yet. We hope this service will be of some value to these folks.

      11) Do you think love and marriage have anything to do with each other? Maletim, is love a necessary condition to have a good match?

      Yes. We believe marriage that has love as its foundation, will be stronger, long lasting, and rewarding. But love is not enough to commit to a relationship. Values and other compatibility issues must be present in order to have a successful relationship. Compatibility can stem from common background, future goals and the shade of personality as well. The more compatible you are, the more likely it will be that you will fall in love with each other. Look at the article on our website about successful marriage.

      12) Can you give us your best ferenjized, modernized translation of the following:

      a) “SergeNa meTa berberE qenTsu”?

      b) “Weg new sidaru malqes”?

      c) “Ye kenfer wedaj”?

      d) “Ye CHn gered”?

      e) “T’m Qemai”?

      a) The groom is here, get the pre-nup signed and the counselor on stand by.

      b) Malqes ain’t kool no mo.

      c) Monica ?

      d) Jennifer Flowers?

      e) Come again - what the #%$@

      13) Have you thought of affiliating yourselves with “ye fqr gTm drset agelglot”? If so, how much would you charge per verse?

      Not yet but to be considered. You think 2 Tegera birr will be fair?

      14) Here’s a typical Ethiopian singles scenario…. Let’s say someone from EthioMatch dates someone from SELEDA (ayadirsibachiu’inna.) And, surprise, the relationship doesn’t last, through no fault of the EthioMatch party! By Ethiopian dating law, you know you are now banned from dating anyone else at SELEDA, right? Aren’t these “dating cliques” diminishing the pool of available mates? Or do you think eventually alubalta mefaQern ashenfo yazalqewal?

      We appreciate your canny style of describing this very serious problem in our community. To start with, we don’t think people from SELEDA should be allowed to date OUR people. We recommend other forms of mammals. With that said, we have to get over the fact that going out on simple dates sans the shenanigans associated with long term relationships is alright and it might even allow us to sort through the crowd and come up with a perfect match. No need to slap the Scarlet letter on the ex this and ex that.

      15) Speaking of mazaleQ - Do you know Zeleqe? IndEt yale sew…!!

      Abo yebarekew, jal…!Enante! Dr. Zeleken yemayawiQ man alena! We thought about bringing him in the EthioMatch advisories board.

      16) In your “Articles” link, we noticed that you don’t have any essays on “How to pretend nothing’s wrong when she says aynihin lafer”. Mnew?

      Pure oversight. We will definitely look for some script on ayn and afer. Note to self - look up aynafar……sp? And add to Articles section.

      17) You say that “Our custom designed system matches members with others seeking similar or complementary attributes…”

      a) Ere qoi… what exactly is your “custom designed system”? (It ain’t the good ol’ inni mini miney moe, or, Shammo…ho! Shammo… ho! system, is it?)

      b) Would you ever match an ICS-ite with a Teferi Mekonnen-er?

      a) Since you asked, it is an intricate algorithm that strictly utilizes the fair and sound "Cini cini, sebat lomi"crossed with “endendino sefela-katino”……

      EthioMatch will utilize sound data analysis to prioritize the interests of folks and match them with the best candidate based on their attributes and interests. Our service is a two-way matching process. We match and reverse match so that both your needs and the needs of the person you are looking have been mutually met.

      b) Hmmm, maybe a TMS-ite with an ICS-er might make a better match.

      18) Who is the best match for a smoker, recovering alcoholic with a slight commitment problem who can’t remember exactly how many kids he has?

      Hold it now, are we searching for " a friend of a friend of a friend thing…". Oh Seledian, you can be honest with us. We will check the database and give you a ring.

      19) We are delighted that this service is only for people living in North America because, well… mehonim alebet. But we are chagrined that Canada is included in this equation. If you are an Ethiopian living in Canada, shouldn’t you just fend for yourself?

      Canada abounds with many delightful Ethiopians that will be well served by such a service as well. Being in Canada will allow for tele-dating that can easily evolve into face-to-face encounters as appropriate. Besides, a bit of bego adragot never hurt anyone.

      20) INa mnilew… how come there are no pictures of Ethiopian couples soto-le-soto teyayizew menafes-ing by the beach on your page? IndE!

      It was hard to come up with “anonymous” folks within our community. We will hope to encourage beautiful Ethiopians to replace those captions. God knows we have no shortage of Qonjo people.

      21) So, for $499.99 a year you offer the “Very Private” service. What can we get for $500?

      The same glamour with a penny to spare. Hey a penny saved is a penny……

      22) Do your services include background checks on applicants? How is oneto know that Dr. Kebede Zeleqe, MD, Ph.D., BSc, MBA, DDA, JB, Debterra, Blatena, neurosurgeon is actually not ya molaCHa KebEw the third shift parkiologist? How about checks for unsavory characters such as kis awalQis, majirat mechis etc … (Just in case upper management wants to apply, maletachin new.)

      We screen all applications carefully. We will also do basic background checks such as email, address, phone number, etc. But we don’t make people swear an oath. We are aware of the occasional impostors. We advise our members not to misrepresent themselves. A possible good relationship could be destroyed by reckless hyperbole. If someone is serious about a long-term relationship, misrepresenting him/herself is a deterrent to a possible match. “Ewentna nigat eyader yegeleTal” endilu, if one lies he or she is wasting his/her time and energy. But it is our policy to terminate any member if we have good reason to believe the member is lying.

      23) Don’t you fear anti-discrimination lawsuits, koonenE and/or hamEt from 99.99% of Ethiopians who:

      a) still think of a ‘koombeeuter’ as some devilish gizmo…

      b) still think ethiomatch.com is some Ethiopian online kibreet fabrika…

      c) are too proud to didd-masTat on cyber matchmaking joints…

      We are hoping that the anonymity afforded by cyber matchmaking will alleviate some of the fear folks have from going forward with searching for a soul mate. You can come home from work and do it then or wait for the weekend. This flexibility will hopefully allow most folks to forge ahead in their social life.

      24) Suppose you matched me up with my ex-wife… do I get my money back?

      You will get your money back, minus the child support, sure.By the way, we guarantee that we will not match you with your ex. If she was your compatible partner, you wouldn’t have divorced her in the first place. As you know by now, our custom designed system only matches compatible people.

      25) Us being Ethiopian, have you remembered to include the following piece of script in your membership form?

      if sex = “female” : age = age + (1/5)*age

      if sex = “male” : salary = salary - (1/4)*salary

      Good point. We will once again count on the participants not to take everything they read or hear as a word of God. We count on folks to be discriminating and have good judgment skills. When that fails, what is wrong with a little less cash and a little more matured woman after all?

      26) When SELEDA was first launched a lot of people said it would never fly. Do you get the same kind of mu’art about Ethiomatch.com? Also, do you wake up in the middle of cold Chicago nights, sweating bullets and screaming “Mn siaQebTen new?”

      We will see you at the support group pow-wow later on. So far, the response from Ethiopians has been overwhelmingly positive. It seems many Ethiopians are realizing the challenges of meeting people and the busy lifestyle they are leading. As a result the match making service like EthioMatch is a God-sent. And home-brew Tej ymesgen we get plenty of good nights’ sleep.

      27) Is it improper for members to put in “orders”…? e.g. “Eskii gimme a #2001, a #2007 and half of #2006.”

      Will that be with fries?

      28) a) Hold up! On the members’ profiles, you ask for age, height, education… “marital status”?! You don’t advocate _mamageT_ing, do ya?

      b) Is it understood that when an Ethiopian woman says that she wants a “tall” Ethiopian man that she actually means someone taller than 5’6?

      a) On the contrary! Our goal is to create faithful, respectable and loving Ethiopian families.

      b) Ladies, is that true?

      29) Between you and us, what state has the loneliest Ethiopians?

      It is a tie between Washington DC, California, Minnesota and Atlanta. Regrettably, the more Ethiopians there are in a certain place, the lonelier they get. As the saying goes, we are lonely in the crowd. Could EthioMatch help?

      30) We are very proud of your efforts. Er… any chance we can er… get a gander at #1001?

      Ende!..!? Endih be adebabay…!

      Fatuma
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      Nefs
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      The Dirty Little Secrets of a Mediocre WembedE from Princeton

      by: Anonymous “yeah leba” Right

      [Adult material to follow. Please use caution… and have Tsebel handy.]

      The only file on my computer with “soul” in its name is a song in mp3 by Joshua Redman called “Soul Dance.” And this only because Napster is allowed on campus. None of the thousands of files on my computer, including all those long e-journals I pour my heart out to everyday, have “soul” in their titles. In the not-too-recent past, me and my soul parted ways and only my heart skips a beat every time I see an Ethiopica chick-sista walking on the streets of the not so Ethiopicated town I study in. I haven’t been in love for several months, and I miss it. At least then, there was talk of soul and I listened. She was once worth listening to. I gave up on her after what I’m about to tell you happened.

      She said, Better to sell my soul to that man’s firm who has promised to make me a millionairess in just a few years. Just a few years, think about it, she said. And I’ll buy my soul back with all the money I’ll make. If I work hard and I really, really sell all of my soul, she continued, then I can even make partner in seven years. Shit, I can even buy land in Lalibela. Do you realize what this means, love? she asked me. That night I parted with her. I hear she has not been happy ever since. Searching for one’s soul from the 38th floor of Goldwaser and Fitzgerald amidst Manhattan’s dense clouds is apparently a very difficult thing to do. Better to jump out the window, float in the deep white cloud and reunite with your soul, I say sarcastically. After all, for me, there was a different She before her. And there will be one after her.

      The She before her was …

      She was the one I wrote that last unnecessary letter to. God, I’m such a bad writer. In the last email I sent you, Dear God, I confessed how I must have made her feel miserable with that short letter I sent her after the last-minute fight I could easily have avoided, but wanted. I mean really, really wanted even when I knew it would make her feel miserable. I wrote to her, asking for her forgiveness even when I knew that she knew she was to blame. I mean, did I have to go that far to show her how miserable she was? Write a letter to her to say she never loved me in the first place, that I knew it, that I knew it from the start? God, I’m such a bad writer. Good writers have good intentions. I had no good intentions writing that letter to her. Now I hear she’s given up on “educated” guys and is going out with a local ayer b’ayer negadE, whose dad, they tell me, practically owns the small town where she goes to college in northwestern Ethiopia. After she’s done studying, she will be a teacher and she will marry him. And they’ll continue to have wet, hot sex until they are old and fragile and their souls dry up.

      God, why did you make me such a bad writer? And why do all the e-mails I send you keep bouncing back? Have all your accounts expired? Don’t you want to hear how she kisses with passion and smiles when the Qewsin the neighborhood shouts at her: “Yesus yibdash.” She smiles and says, “Amen.” Now, did you design her that way on purpose? Or did she go out of control at some point and you haven’t done anything about it since your cable connection broke down? I want to hear from you at some point. I won’t bug you now, Dear God. Just make me stop reading Dostoyevsky.

      Before the aspiring teacher who hates herself but loves her cat, I loved this waitress from that small café by the w’yiyitstop in Awarae. It was a brief affair. I’d go all the way to Awarae, go into the small café, order shai, and observe her every movement from a corner. Eventually she got it and one day, right after the café closed its doors for the day, she followed me into the taxi and sat quietly next to me. We talked about simple things, about how it’s tiring to work at the café all day long and how she misses her parents in Leku, a small town near Awasa she calls home. She took me to her sister’s house, opened the small front door behind which was the entire house.

      The first thing I noticed was the small bed. Her sister was back in Leku with their parents. That night, we made love till the dawn dawned on us and she asked me to marry her. But someone didn’t think it was a good idea because she got transferred to a branch of the café in Ziway the next week. It must be someone powerful who can so easily snatch away my lovers and put them out of sight so fast. Someone really powerful. Someone with a lot of connections. A huge network that spans from the unflinching loyalty of the CEO of that very famous venture capital firm in Palo Alto, to the owner of ‘Mn TayeNaleh, Gebteh MokireN’ Tej Bet in uptown Debre Sina, to the head of Daewoo in South Korea. A network that includes the prime minister but really doesn’t.

      Maybe the prime minister really likes his job. But who’s to say? Maybe there’s a reason why no one talks about his love life. Maybe we’ll have a woman prime minister in 30 years who spent her youth in the late 90s training at the Royal Military Academy in Sandhurst, U.K., and no one will ever know about her love life. Before the waitress who got whisked away to Ziway, I had the honor - I say the honor because I can’t find another word for it - yes, I had the honor to serve as the wushimmaof the wife of the Minister for Development.

      Now this guy had no love life. He had frustrated his wife and she needed someone badly. She tells me, in bed, while he’s talking on TV and impressing his friends at the Sheraton, she tells me that she thought he was all that when she first met him at Stanford. They were then both graduate students and they really believed they could do a lot in Ethiopia. She’s been disappointed ever since she saw her husband failing to convince the government to hike import tariffs. Her husband, for all his wisdom, as the honorable “Minister of Development” and a prospective finance minister had one thing he wanted to see the government convinced of …import tariffs were too low for them to start talking about development seriously. He was beginning to forget his wife existed.

      She was thirty-eight and wanted to be loved and just be listened to. After we make love, she holds me close to her and cries. She cries quietly. She cries and asks me why did it have to be this way, why was she making me go through this? I say I don’t know, I am only twenty-one and I haven’t even finished college yet. I try to convince her that it will all be fine because in twenty-four years she’ll only be sixty-two and a forty-five year old man may find reason to be close to her, may choose not to abandon her. Maybe I should leave him, she cries, maybe I should go back to the States, work for Goldman in New York. I’m sure Nick would love to have me back in the group.

      God, you’re so not creative, I whisper. You think worse than I write and you have a Ph.D. from Stanford. You suck, I joke with her. You suck real well. It’s true: for someone so well educated, she gives good head and easily comes when I go down on her, “to bite her where it hurts.” We met when only the two of us got stuck in the old elevator at the ECA and she jokingly commented that I looked the type who knows how to bite where it hurts. I didn’t get it then. I was innocent or something.

      Here I am. Time goes by. Listen to me, says the beautiful Hanna. She has a degree in literature from Berkeley and is doing more of the same thing at Princeton now. With beautiful Hanna there are two things you have to be convinced of before she’ll even start inquiring about your interests. The first is this: we come from people who suffer in silence, who make love in silence, who eat, pray, and sing in silence. That was her honor’s thesis in one sentence. The second is pretty straightforward: she wants you to know that her love is real, that it’s precious and not for charity. The first time I slept with Hanna she told me she’ll kill me if I didn’t marry her. I’m thinking about it. I haven’t told her yet about my soul mate, Samrawit, who is in Upstate New York.

      Samrawit I’m saving for marriage. To Samrawit I’ll finally confess. From Samrawit I’ll have a son and call him Bidatam. Because the first thing Samrawit said to me after I asked her out was, “How about zarE mata binibada?”

      Which was somewhat crazy, to say the least. It caught me by surprise for a bit but I retorted with my classic charm: “ZarE mata binibada melkam yimesleNal.” Hmmm… Samrawit knows how to aybedoo abedad mebdat you. This was four months ago. And it’s not like she was drunk or anything. This was sober Samrawit speaking. Not even the Development Minister’s wife speaks with such honesty. Not even after a Ph.D. from Stanford.

      The Blaming Game of Love
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      by: Fiqr Sellasie

      The Love Issue is a mistaken theme and misplaced subject for Ethiopians in sidet. Yes, let the cynical and the pessimist speak.

      You may also want to add to that I no longer believe in love. I don’t believe in it because of the Ethiopian women I have met, and the women my friends or those who I know have met. There is no love in the lives of Ethiopians outside of Ethiopia….

      I hear you… “Ere yemanew degemo” . Which is exactly my point! We have a tendency to avoid reality and shut our eyes and ears to the truth…. in this case, to the non-existence of love. I rant from experience: love has no place in our community especially for those of us who are young, professionals, and Ethiopians.

      As an angry, frustrated, dateless, wife-less (fill in the dots)… semi-successful, tall, young and professional Ethiopian male, I will argue the death of love. I will argue who the responsible party is for its death. I will argue for the remedy or t’amir for its resuscitation.

      Yes. I know. I know I started by saying love does not exist, and now I am prescribing a remedy… Please do not hold me liable for anything I say since this issue agitates me. The depravation of love from one’s life guarantees to produce a person like me.

      Back to my point. I don’t seek nor I am concerned with political correctness. I don’t think I won’t offend someone. As a precaution, I hope you know I will appear utterly illogical and irrational on my discussion of love.

      Very many of us will be sharing this Valentine’s Day with no one. I will be alone. This Valentine’s day will be like any other day… drinking, watching TV, or hanging out with the boys.

      Whose fault is this? I’ll get to that.

      Not just on February 14, but every day there are countless eligible, lonely Ethiopian bachelors singing “Neye Neye Y’hagere Lij” in every Ethiopian café and bar. We have become alcoholics. Whose fault is it? Who is responsible for the increasing sense of despair, hopelessness and self -destruction of the Ethiopian male, who is otherwise a highly productive member of society? Who is driving many men to go back home, across the oceans, to bring a girl here in hopes of finding FQr, just to learn that her old FqreNa is waiting in the background, ready to re-claim her?

      Who is to be blamed for the mental illness of many Ethiopian men?

      It is not racism, or language… it is none of all the constrains of life in sidet.

      How is it that Ethiopian WOMEN have become so very materialistic and mean spirited? Why is it that they come out firing at us from the onset? I speak from the heart of a man who has been taken advantage of, robbed of his childhood, his wealth, his dignity and self-esteem because of LOVE by an Ethiopian girl who can’t love by herself, and is instead guided, advised, counseled by her friends. Her friends who are women and Ethiopian.

      I am very well aware that Seleda’s Love Issue is not a medrek to vent one’s frustration, or spew personal vendetta. Nevertheless, I have a point to make, and I will make it with the reason of an angry man. I will make it with the reason of a man who is in pain. The pain of unrequited love. It is a pity disclaimer. I know.

      Our women get off the plane and arrive in this " land of the free", and they change and adjust their attitude to adopt to materialistic success. They learn well from their Ferenj counterparts. They learn ideas and theories of “feminism”. And not-so-subtly, they change everything about themselves until no one can recognize them. We Ethiopian men are not blameless. But Ethiopian women destroy love more than we men do since they are in the position of accepting or rejecting our love. We? We have no say in the matter.

      “Our women” (I hope they don’t get offended at that title), instead of also learning about individuality and self-defining ways of what makes feminism… our “feminists” wretchedly always seek the advice, direction, and approval of their friends in selecting and rejecting lovers. In order to be loved by a certain Ethiopian girl, one has to impress, be loved and accepted by all her friends. Our women have unlearned to go for the man they love and respect. The man with the right car, the man who her friends love, the man who will satisfy her family’s expectations, that man will win over the rest of us.

      Our Ethiopian women gripe that we talk too much, we lie too much… we can’t keep relationships secret. As the song by Muhommed Ahmed a while back states, if a man’s love is not open, visible for people to hear and see, what is the point of being loved? But our women don’t believe in that anymore. I assume the reason is that Ethiopian women are always waiting for a better man to come along. And when that day comes…

      Meanwhile, I will wait patiently for the resurrection of Love.

      Keeping Her Secret
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      by: D.M.

      She stood with her back towards me, as she slowly flipped through the yellowed pages of an extremely dated magazine on the kitchen table. The streaks of early morning light that managed to sneak through the still un-opened blinds cast a long, ominous shadow at her feet. Her shoulders were slightly hunched forward, an eyesore for someone who had been used to seeing her carry herself tall, proud and elegant.

      I looked over by the cabinets. A medium sized box lay there, beautifully wrapped in paper whose golden hue sparkled from the same thieving beacon of light that had crept in. Her thoughtfulness never seized to amaze me. With a stifled chuckle, I wondered what she could have possibly gotten me.

      Unaware of my presence, she stood there, her hand slowly brushing away thin dreadlocks away from her face and tucking them back into the Ethiopic hair band. The only sounds in the apartment were the occasional rustling of magazine pages turning, and the subdued tunes from the stereo that I had left on looping the night before. Miles Davis’ Kind of Blue.

      My footsteps light on the linoleum kitchen floor, I walked over to her, stopping only for a second, an inch or two behind her, to inhale that sweet aura of her presence that I had missed agonizingly over the last four, long weeks.

      “Hey there,” I said softly into her right ear, smiling, as my hands caressed and slid around her slender waist. God, if only she could feel my relief and bliss at having her back. I slowly kissed her on the neck, suddenly also aware of my own reeking morning breath.

      She stood still.

      Too still.

      Stiff.

      “What’s wrong, yene Qonjo?” My hands slid away from her waist and I slowly turned her around to me by her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

      I looked into her big brown eyes, watching her pupils dilate explosively as they seemed to stare deep into mine. Her bottom lip quivered. She seemed to be gazing away, past me. And still not a word from her slightly gaping mouth. I gently stroked her cheek, and I noticed her facial muscles cringe and shy away from my touch with a sudden twitch.

      “You okay?” I said louder than before, not sure if she could even hear me. I tried look for some kind of response. Nothing. The only sign of life was her slight hyperventilation.

      And just as suddenly as her disturbing reaction to my presence, she sighed loudly and rushed over to the closest chair. I stood there, worried. Shocked. Disturbed.

      “Jesus, D, mnew!! You scared the hell out of me!” She said it so curtly, despite her short breaths and shaking hands and lips. She looked up at me and, with the best smile she could muster, continued, “Yemotk! You made me jump, sweetheart!” She giggled a bit. Then sighed again. Another nervous giggle.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to, iko. You had me worried for a minute though. I’ve never seen you like that before. You alright?”

      I could hear her breathing slowing down to a normal rate from where I was standing. I slowly let out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m fine now,” she replied, smiling. “I missed you so much! I got in last night, and I wanted to surprise you. Used the key you gave me.” She sat there, her head slightly slanted at an angle, looking up at me. My heart thawed out from the shock and I could finally move my feet.

      She jumped up and into me with a cackle. My mind was still slightly numbed from what I had witnessed minutes ago, but it didn’t stop me from enjoying the long, tight hug. Despite the beauty of the moment, I couldn’t help but notice to how stiff she remained. I held on to her, while thoughts still raced through my head. But I didn’t, for the life of me, know what to make of her unusual physical reaction earlier.

      “I missed you too,” I said quietly into her ear, taking in a whiff of her sweet aroma, as her excited heartbeat serenaded mine.

      [] [] [] []

      Breakfast was done. I had cooked. We sat silently at the table. The sense of nervousness and discomfort still hung in the air, which drove me up the wall with worry.

      It was quiet. Too quiet, save the sounds of Miles’ trumpet on the stereo.

      I noticed that next to the magazine she was reading was also her diary. Her diary? What the hell was it doing there on my kitchen table? In plain view too. She knew me better than to keep her diary within my reach. My curiosity has always been my flaw. Everyone I know never fails to mention at least once that my curiosity would be the reason of my demise.

      She looked up from her cup of green tea and stole a glance at me.

      “I’m gonna go pick something up for my sister, D.,” she said, with a forced smile, finishing up her tea. She hurriedly got up, gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, and headed out the door. “I’ll be back soon. Check out what I got you from San Fran,” she hollered on her way out, the door creaking shut behind her.

      I looked out the doorway of the kitchen, then my glance slowly traced itself back to the table, passing casually by my unopened gift and pausing there for a second. I was curious. But not as curious as finding out why she’d leave her diary behind, right under my nose.

      Nudging my cup of hot coffee a little to the side, I reached out and pulled the spiral bound, velvet covered diary towards me, my head cocked to the side, my brows coming together in a deep frown.

      I turned past the pages that I had read hastily in secret months ago, and came upon entries she wrote over her four week sojourn to the west coast … it was her college’s Ethiopian Students Association reunion. Something in the back of my head was chastising me for violating her privacy, but yet another something was telling me that she wouldn’t have left it there if she didn’t want me to read it. It was this other something that dominated, as I started reading the entry dated March X, 19XX.

      It was all a routine day … uninteresting, almost. Until the part where she mentions she met her ex-boyfriend at a dinner party.

      I kept on reading …

      However, the more I read, the more I started shaking. I couldn’t stop my right hand from trembling. Huge waves of anger and utter shock were drowning me into a state of uncontrollable rage … and inconsolable grief.

      To stop my hand from trembling, I put it on top of the china mug and clasped the edges firmly. Too firmly. The hot steam from the coffee inside was slowly eating through my palm, as the heated mug glued the tips of my fingers to itself. But the scalding pain was nothing compared to what was happening to me inside.

      I kept on reading …

      I stopped reading only when my eyes were glazed with a thick film of tears.

      Somewhere in the back, I could almost hear the door to my apartment open and close with its own unique creak. She had been standing at the entry to the kitchen for a while, I guess. Looking up from my slump, I saw her there, leaning against the doorway, her arms crossed tightly against her bosom, her head low. I could see her face was streaked with rivers of tears. She slowly began walking towards me, her hands wiping her tears away, and then doing the same to mine.

      I wanted to say something. She sat on the seat next to me, and wiped the scalding coffee from my thigh, while her eyes remained locked with mine.

      “Uhm. What are we going to do now?” I asked. It was the only thing I could say.

      She pursed her lips together and swallowed, while another wave of tears seemed to flood her eyes.

      “I’ve been thinking about moving. My older sister’s place,” she said slowly.

      “But…” She wouldn’t let me finish.

      “I know, D. I know.” She nodded knowingly. I didn’t want her to leave. Not at all. What I wanted was for her to stay and we could deal with it together. Right?

      “It’s for me,” she continued, still looking at me dead in the eyes, while occasionally wiping her tears away. “I think it’d be best for both of us, too.”

      I couldn’t contest her reasoning. But only because I was emotionally and physically drained. My heart palpitated at the thought of her leaving me.

      “Okay.” I agreed. Why, I still don’t know. Most probably because I felt like she’d be happier if she took some time off for herself.

      She slowly got up, pulling me up with her by the hand, and moved closer to give me a hug. I didn’t care that my hand was blistered and scalded. I held on tight to her, burdened with the possibility that this may well be the last time I’d see her for a while. I didn’t want to let go. She gently kissed me on the cheek, then moved closer to give me a kiss on the lips. She didn’t want to let go either. We stood there, clasped to one another, negligent to the fact that something neither of us had any control over was about to violently come between us and rip us apart.

      “I’ll call you,” she said between sniffs. Then she picked up her diary and walked out the door.

      [] [] [] []

      I haven’t seen her since. But we talk over the phone occasionally. She seems like she’s settled down well in her new city. We never brought it up since that day at my apartment. We somehow always manage to weave around it. We both know we would’ve stayed together if we could help it. But it would have put both our sanity on the line.

      And to this day, I still love her to death.

      [] [] [] []

      March X, 19XX

      4 more days till I see D. again. If only he knew how much I miss him. I’m nervous though. Actually I’m scared to death. I have no idea how I’m going to tell him what happened last night with my ex from high school. How could I possibly tell anyone about it? But I have to tell him. It’s not something I can live with if I kept this from D. Jesus, I don’t know what to do. I want to tell him. Desperately. I need to talk to someone about last night. Someone has to listen. Someone has to understand. Someone has to hold my hands, look into my eyes and tell me it was going to be ok. Only D. is capable of doing that. I have a feeling this is going to tear us apart. I know I’m not myself anymore. I need my time off. I need to get away. I hope to God he understands. Please let him understand. I think it’d be better for the both of us if we spent some time apart. At least, for me. But I’m sure he needs some time too. But I need to tell him first before all that. Aaaaaargh, I’m frustrated. And confused … hurt … too hurt. I prayed last night after the whole thing. I don’t know if He heard me or not.

      _But how I do tell him? How? How do you tell your boyfriend you’ve been raped?

      _

      As Bole Turns, Part 3
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      … “Then … tolo blesh nei. And bring with you her life insurance policy I gave you to keep in a safe place. Tolo bei!”

      The phone went dead. Zewditu sat in stunned silence for a few minutes before gathering her stuff and murmuring, “I have to go,” before hailing a cab and disappearing into the jungles of DC

      It was nowhere near rush hour but Zewditu had a hard time getting a cab. Finally, one screeched by her and she ambled into it muttering her destination absentmindedly. She was lost in tumultuous thought waves… her long-lost evil twin sister…. the life insurance papers tucked away in a Tumi garment bag… Davu, who she realized she still loved… Haile Selassie Mintesinot who she understood will always love… and Alemneh , who she could easily love depending on whether he would renounce biochemistry and accompany her to the adar Tselot at Pastor Anagachew’s house.

      She snapped back to reality when noticed just how slowly the cab was moving. Lenegeru, she had stopped taking cabs since she realized she could expense car services. The Lying Lizard Limo Company always had a black sedan, and Jose, her favorite Puerto Rican driver, at her disposal. It’s been a while since she actually had to go through the indignity of flagging a cab herself. She found it slightly humiliating, and wondered how people did it.

      “Ende, yemanew Qerfafa kebt, benatachihu?” she thought, before quickly realizing what an unChristian sentiment that was. She frowned trying to remember an appropriate T’Qss from the Good Book to keep her calm. None came to her. What was it that Pastor… Manewsimmu was saying last Sunday….

      “Drive, damn it, drive!” she cried out finally at the teQonaT’To yeteQemeTe shufEr. She was sure that Geta Yesus would allow her to utilize a couple of curse words during trying moments such as this. He better, she thought. Hell, ten percent of her monthly income should be able to buy her at least several verbal indiscretions.

      She was priming herself to let loose some of the more colorful language she had picked up from her days working on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, when she noticed the green-gold-red tassel hanging from the cab’s rear view mirror. “Oh, great! A DV cabbie. I’ll get to Hong Kong faster,” she said to herself in resignation. Why they let these people in the country she will never know. She rested her head back and closed her eyes in exasperation trying franticly to remember any MeS’haff Qidus TQss.

      She opened her eyes to notice the cab driver staring at her intensely from behind a pair of non descript dollar store sunglasses that looked like they had escaped from the stronghold of Gloria Gaynor’s closet a couple of decades ago. Zewditu fidgeted … restless. How does one address a hager bEt cab driver these days? “Ante… sewyE”? “Getaw”? “Ato GashE?” “Hey, buster!”?

      “Zewditu, right?” the cab driver murmured almost inaudibly. Zewditu literally jumped in panic. Her Wharton-educated mind quickly told her to look for the cab driver’s certification. Nope, nothing was within sight. Gawsh. Having to take a street cab because one has to rush to the aid of one’s secret lover who also just happened to be the lover of one’s comatose evil twin sister was one thing. But when a cab driver knows you by name… that was the very definition of ignominy!

      She didn’t know if she should answer the man and find out what this curious coincidence might lead to. Maybe he’s a seyTan yeyazew savage who butchers his customers into little bits and mails out the kitfo yemiasnQ QirTifTafi siga to the victim’s friends and family.

      “Be yesus sm!” she said in a firm tone just like she had learnt in bible class two Sundays ago. “Ante kifu menfess… wuTa!” she ended up screaming both from hysteria and terror. Instinctively, she reached into her Kate Akaffa baggette and fished for her can of pepper spray. Screw it, she thought. If anything happens she will spray this SOB down and ask for forgiveness later.

      The cabbie, seemingly oblivious to the nalawan inde’inzirt yazorew tumult he had engendered his passinjer with, casually reached over to the stereo and turned up the volume on the funky beats of Fela Kuti. He raised his head and looked back through the rearview mirror again, this time making it obvious he was looking at her.

      “Ayzosh yene emebet. I’m not going to hurt you. I just wanted to say hi,” he said not taking his eyes away from her. This man had no trace of an accent in his English. Besides, no Ethiopian she knows listened to Fela Kuti! Except for one … and the last thing he’d be doing was driving cabs in metropolitan DC.

      A pale and paranoid Zewditu cringed further back into her seat, her grip on the pepper spray getting tighter. The cabbie scratched his goferE tsim again and turned the volume down just as “Black Man’s Cry” came on.

      Ye’Igzher yaleh!

      Negussay Agonafir!

      No way!

      Way!

      No way!

      So-o wa-ay!

      Negussay. Negussay and Zewditu had had a brief affair while she was in graduate school and he was finishing up a Ph.D. in art history at U of Penn. He was from one of those really, really annoying aristocratic Ethiopian families which identified their friends and family in terms of “ke so-and-so gnd new” and “aTintu ke iNa zend new”. Negussay made no attempts to hide his pedigree, and if it weren’t for temptations of the flesh, he would never have gone out with a commoner like Zewditu. Zewditu was oblivious to all this class struggle until she met Negussay’s mother, Weizero Sebebyelesh.

      Weizero Sebebyelesh was the well-preserved matriarch of Negussay’s family. She went to finishing school in London, and could trace her generation well into the 14th Century. By all accounts the woman was still stunningly beautiful: school-girl figure, qei dama, eyes so big you think they would pop out of their sockets and medbolbol down her chiseled cheekbones. Her eyebrows were arched so deeply and so perfectly that unless you knew her well, you would think she was in a perpetual state of surprise. Weizero Sebebyelesh had thin, severe lips which had not cracked a smile since the mid sixties. She would lash out insults and orders like a seasoned authoritarian, and it took very little to raise her ire. Once, she banished her third cousin from the family’s Maryland compound (the villa Wzo. Sebebyelesh was exiled to after the revolution) for intimating that the jet-black color of her zimam hair came from a bottle. It took the intervention of several Qess’, countless dej meTnats and a yigbaN from the Patriarch himself for the cousin to be allowed back into the good graces of Weizero Sebebyelesh.

      Negussay was her first born. When she had him she wanted the government to have his birthday declared a national holiday, and never forgave the Emperor for denying her request. Negussay was raised by five nannies, including one whose sole purpose it was to monitor his breathing at night. (She had to log in how many times he turned and the rate of his pulse on the hour every hour.)

      When she found out that he was dating someone called Zewditu, Weizero Sebebyelesh was ecstatic. That was, until she had Z-sha’s family “yet gind nachew”-ed and all hell broke loose. She was hospitalized for two weeks after developing a slight heart murmur, but checked herself out after realizing that the test tube containing her blood sample was placed next to a no-name ferenj with a prostate problem.

      Weizero Sebebyelesh made her consternation known that someone birthed into such a lower-lower middle class family (Zewditu’s father was a famous Darmar CHama bEt salesman), could a) dare be named after her favorite queen, and b) have the temerity to have designs on her eldest son!

      Negussay, on the other hand, having gone through intensive therapy sessions, both new age and conventional, was able to overlook Zewditu’s background. He liked the fact that she had gone to all the right schools… Princeton Day School, Barnard, then Wharton. He was pretty sure that despite her not-so-dehna-beteseb handicap, Z_-sha_ could make a halfway decent wife if she learnt how to curtsey and T’iT meftel. His mother, however, was another story. When Negussay grumpily admitted that he really liked Zewditu, Weizero Sebebyelesh pitched a tent outside the Maryland compound, had an alQash imported from Menz, and sat leQso for a son who had “be Qumu yemote”.

      Totally unaware of the calamity, Zewditu, upon hearing incomplete werE of a death in her boyfriend’s family, had driven to the leqso bEt, and dutifully feasted on the T’rE siga and aliCHa fitfit buffet after performing the perfunctory “M’Ts… dehna sew eko neberu” ritual, much to the horror of Weizero Sebebyelesh and Co. Zewditu thought she sensed animosity, but chalked it up to bereavement and continued to chat up a storm with stunned family members, even occasionally burying her head in her borrowed neTela and sobbing to the cries of the alQash. “Lemehonu… mn honew motoo?” Zewditu thought to ask of the mysterious and mysteriously departed, but never managed to pin anyone with an answer.

      Before she left the leqso, Zewditu marched to where Negussay’s mother was sitting, defiantly parting her way through layers of hierarchy of Weizero Sebebyelesh’s inner-inner circle. She shoved herself in front of the elderly woman and cried, “Emama… EmamiyE” before iniQ arga hugging the dainty Weizero Sebebyelesh, who had not had any person within such close proximity since the early seventies. Weizero Sebebyelesh stiffened in repulsion, which prompted Zewditu to hug her even tighter. “Ayzosh, EmamiyE,” Zewditu wailed, senselessly mezerTeT-ing her with “anchita” and further scandalizing the woman.

      The tent got deafeningly silent. The only other sound audible above the sniffles of Zewditu were the gentle and periodical thumps of elegant ladies fainting on the Persian rug. Her familiar gidEta fulfilled, Zewditu gave Weizero Sebebyelesh a hearty “thumbs up” and exited rather dramatically. Right as her foot set out of the tent, Zewditu heard an explosion of wailing, accompanied by deret dileQa so loud it thundered above high octave "I-yay-yay"s. Ahhhh. They are “healing through crying”, she thought, proud she had initiated such catharsis.

      Once outside, she noticed a disheveled-looking Negussay rushing towards her. Zewditu opened her arms, intending to take her lover to her bosom and offer him sweet words of comfort. “It’s OK… Let is all go, baby,” she would say.

      Instead of walking into her welcoming arms, however, Negussay stormed past her, belowing out, “Ere yetabash!” before running into the tent, falling on his mother’s feet begging for forgiveness.

      “Alrighty, then” Zewditu said confoundedly and headed back to Philadelphia to wait for Negussay to call and explain. Days passed. Weeks passed. And then months. No word from Negussay. Zewditu felt her heart breaking. She tried calling him at home, but his number was disconnected. She tried calling his family’s home but someone kept hanging up the phone on her. She finally wrote him a letter, but it came back to her unopened with a big red X on the front and “Dirashishin yaTfaw Gebriel” written in big, clear letters by her name.

      “Whatever,” Zewditu finally said and began to nurse her broken heart. Soon she met and fell in love with Bezabih, a devout Ethiopian Orthodox software engineer. She was happily content with him, an unassuming man from a solidly middle class family, until, much to her chagrin, she discovered that he harbored a secret yet severe foot fetish. She caught him on more than one occasion peering intently at all the women parishioner’s feet during the “Egzio Mah’hirene Kristos” incantation at the Medhanialem BetE Kristian where he was a diaQon-in-training and member of the Board. She dumped him on ye ametu Medhanialem.

      Zewditu snapped back to the reality at hand. How did preppy, Williams and Mary, University of Pennsylvania, Art History major Negussay with whom she had briefly _meQolalef_ed, turn up in DC, driving a cab?? Was this the same Negussay who had titillated her intellect with 19th Century French Art and dared to push her to feed her ambition in tej meTal-ing?

      “Pull over,” she instructed him curtly. Without a word, Negussay pulled over and stopped the cab. Still groggy from shock, Zewditu got herself out of the backseat and closed the door. She stood outside taking in the fresh air for a couple of seconds before she hurled herself into the front seat, right next to the bearded Negussay.

      “Ye geta fiqad bihon new,” she breathed hotly against his lips. She turned and looked at his face … the unkempt beard … the suspicious glasses … the mangled clothes. She wanted to ask so many questions, but it a tennis ball sized lump was trapped in her throat.

      “Huh? Mn alsh?” Negussay asked, squinting his eyes.

      Her lips quivering, she slowly reached out and took off his glasses from his face. Her hands shook. He sat still, looking at her. She instantly fell into the same pair of eyes she once couldn’t get out of. It was him alright. Reason was begging for explanations: why the devil was he looking like he’s had a yetegosaQole nuro?

      But still no words. Not from either of them.

      “I have always loved you,” Zewditu finally whispered into his ear.

      'Eh, Zewdi, the other ear," Negussay muttered inarticulately. “I have ear infection in that one.”

      Indeed he had. But not in the least fazed by the wet, oily cotton stuffed in his left ear, Zewditu turned to his right ear. “I have always loved you,” she whispered again. Her fingers rustled through his beard, while she mustered up the same disarming smile that he had once fallen for.

      The speakers still resonated softly with the afro rhythms of Fela Kuti. Percussion and wind instruments matched heartbeats and short breaths. The entire purpose behind her leaving the café totally skipped Zewditu’s mind which was now doing somersaults, while her heart was pirouetting.

      In an inexplicable surge of passion, Zewditu lunged forward into Negussay’s arms, her lips meeting his. The only thing that mattered was this rekindled flame that the interiors of the yellow cab could not to contain.

      Double-parked, the car rocked with the rhythms of its two occupants, as they flailed about in an intense, crazed fit of lust and passion.

      Fela still played on the stereo, the resonating beat of the drums, the howls of trumpets, the clashes of cymbals, and the striking vocals all crescendoing to an unbelievable din of harmony …
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile back at the café, Alemneh and Haile Selassie Mintesinot were taken aback by Zewditu’s sudden and unexplained departure.

      “Ahunim wefefE nat?” Alemneh asked his cousin.

      “I suppose so,” Haile Selassie Mintesinot shrugged as he figured out how to steer Alemneh back to the conversation they had started about the super secret CD ROM project.

      Just as he was about to order Alemeneh another triple shot latte, Haile Selassie Mintesinot noticed his cousin’s shoulders straighten up and his eyes narrow. He followed his cousin’s eyes, which were throwing imaginary darts in the direction of the door. Haile Selassie Mintesinot focused on a middle-aged Ethiopian man who had just entered the café. Trouble. That was Dr. Raselas, Alemneh’s and half the DC Ethiopian population’s archenemy.

      Dr. Raselas is the holder of several Ph.D.s in disciplines ranging from African Politics to Zoology, from educational Institutions such as the University of Lesotho, the Serbian College of Social Sciences, Idaho College, Marietta Tech and University of India at New Delhi. He is a stout man, rase-bera, wore thick glasses and either knows everyone or knows everyone who knows anything about anyone and everything. He was notorious for high jacking conversations, and making sure he is the center of attention.

      Dr. Raselas had no time for people who did not have Ph.D.s. To him, non-Ph.D.s were the scourge of society, lazy criminals taking up space in his universe. He chronicles his life through his Ph.D.s… there was his Statistics Ph.D. Era… his Music of the Masai Ph.D Era… his Extinct Languages Ph.D. Era… etc. If he runs across a friend he has not seen in a while, Dr. Raselas is the kind who would not shy away from saying something like “Ante… Sociology of Pygmies P.h.D-En kageNew huwala tegenaNtenal?”

      Dr. Raselas was notorious for referring to himself as “Doctor” in every and all situations. He signs his credit card receipts “Dr.”; when he makes impromptu speeches at church he opens with a firm “Awon… Dr. Raselas neN…”; when he makes appointments at Fifi’s Hair Salon he wants to be signed up as “Dr. Raselas… 2:00 p.m… le Tsegur mestekakel yimeTalu”.

      His best friends were Dr. Dagnaw and Dr. Temesgen, whose credentials were a little vague, some would say dicey, but “ye Ph.D. tiliQ tinnish yeleum” as Dr. Raselas likes to say. The three meet at the café every afternoon and nurse a cup of coffee and pontificate on how to get airtime on the local public radio for a variety show they had in mind, “Ine Doctor Mn Alu…?”

      Dr. Raselas has served on the Board of Directors of all the metropolitan DC area Ethiopian churches. He was finally forced out of the last church when he interrupted the QidaasE one Sunday to announce “Awon… Dr. Raselas neN… yihE bEt yimoQal. Esti eTan’un Q’nesssss…!” Good riddance, he thought. His talents were wasted there anyway.

      Nobody knew much about Dr. Raselas’ past, or even if he had immediate family. He was seen on a couple of occasions dining on gored-gored with the kind of women who used _festal_s as handbags. He would never introduce these women to anyone, although he was heard once by an Addis Abeba Restaurant waitress saying, “Ph.D mn indehon tawQialesh?” to one such dinner companion.

      That day at the café, Dr. Raselas was unaware of Alemneh’s presence. The two had crossed paths and verbal swords a couple of times. There are many things you can joke about around Alemneh, but you mess with “Purine Nucleoside Phosphorylase”, and you are enemy numero uno. The animus between the two started one day at the café when Alemneh overheard Dr. Raselas wax poetic about the structure of PNP’s and realized that the man was a complete fraud. But no one dared challenge Dr. Raselas even as he was calling Alemneh’s beloved PNPs “indew zm b’lew negeroch nachew”. It was too much for Alemneh to take. He turned to Dr. Raselas and let him have it. He called him “QlEtam” for marakess-ing the good name of Biochemistry, and called his bluff to go head-to-head on the structure of PNPs.

      The people surrounding Dr. Raselas were stunned. No one had ever dared talk to Dr. Raselas that way! Even when he was trying to push a new political movement that stood for the creation of a new province in Ethiopia that had the right to secede called “Doctoriyosh” (loosely based on the “benevolent dictatorship” of Ferdinand Marcos), people just nodded and “grum new”-ed him. Even when he destroyed social and civic Ethiopian organizations because he deemed them run by illiterate doma-ras’, people agreed with him in public, and went underground to whisper about his sanity.

      So, when Alemneh was publicly flogging the good doctor, some were looking horrified while secretly relishing the moment. But Dr. Raselas was not going to take this discomfiture lightly. He stood up abruptly, pointed his finger at Alemneh, and declared him “The wana Telat of innat Ityoppia.” He swore that he had seen Alemneh coming out from a famous DC restaurant that used to be an Ethiopian Restaurant, and that Biochemistry was a cover for Alemneh’s ultimate plan of selling part of Ethiopia to Swedish nuns.

      Well, that was all that the crowd needed to hear. They just knew that Biochemistry was a thin veneer for a more sinister plan with those megaNa Swedinoch. Alemneh was ostracized from the community. The final blow came when he saw Dr. Raselas in Fifi’s Salon having what hair he had left being mekerkem-ed by Fifi’s own wily fingers. Dr. Raselas was clearly flirting with Fifi, and it was too much for Alemneh to bear.

      Back in the café, Dr. Raselas, sensing that someone was vibing him, turned around and crashed gin’bar-to-gin’bar with Alemneh’s clenched jaws. He was taken aback. He didn’t expect to run into his enemy without Dr. Dagnaw and Dr. Temesgen flanking his side. He nervously looked away.

      Haile Selassie Mintesinot put two and two together. So that was the “lib kawya” of a fake doctor who was making his cousin’s life miserable! The protective side of Haile Selassie Mintesinot took over logic as he strode to Dr. Raselas’ seat holding a piping hot mug of over-priced coffee.

      Haile Selassie Mintesinot’s tall ye goremsa stature towered over Dr. Raelas’ kosasa figurine. He shifted nervously in his chair pretending not to see Haile Selassie Mintesinot. But Haile Selassie Mintesinot kept inching towards the man until Dr. Raselas had to turn his head and cough uncomfortably at being so close to the young man’s belly button. Finally, Dr. Raselas looked up and attempted a weak smile. “Tena-YstiliN,” he said politely in a voice that was clearly shaking. “Po-po-po-po tiliQ sew honk aydel indE?” Dr. Raselas continued, trying his hand at idle conversation in a very sing-songy kind of manner.

      Haile Selassie Mintesinot would not budge. He continued to look down at the bald spot on Dr. Raselas’ head. Dr. Raselas locked his fingers together, unlocked them, locked them again, unlocked them again and started fiddling with the packet of Equal in front of him. He looked up to Haile Selassie Mintesinot and asked “Sikuwar ligabzih?” but quickly looked away, unable to meet his tormentor’s gaze.

      Dr. Raselas looked nervously out the window. Where were his friends? “ACH! D’rom inesun b’lo Dokteroch!” he muttered to himself. He turned around, hoping to see Haile Selassie Mintesinot gone. No such luck. He bumped his head right against a Lion of Judah belt buckle. Slowly, Dr. Raselas’ eyes traveled up Haile Selassie Mintesinot’s long torso, up his slender neck and then they locked eyes. Again, Dr. Raselas smiled nervously. A snort involuntarily escaped his nostrils. “Tadiyaaaaaaa… QuCH atilim?” he invited the young man, craning his neck around Haile Selassie Mintesinot’s body to nod at the chair beside him.

      Just then, Dr. Raselas noticed his two friends stroll across the street heading towards the café. He felt a surge of energy electrify his body. “Yet abatu yihE majiratam,” he said as he placed his hands firmly on the arms of his wooden chair, getting ready to leap onto his feet. He looked up at Haile Selassie Mintesinot and crinkled his nose. “Ante gandiya! Tifa eko…”

      He never finished his sentence. Haile Selassie Mintesinot, in a careful _manQorQor_ing style, started to pour his hot coffee on Dr. Raselas’ lap. The hot liquid singed into the Doctor’s skin, past his polyester trousers. The pain was so excruciating that Dr. Raselas thought he would faint. As reality set in though, he let out a howl that froze the café inertia. “U! U! U!” shrieked Dr. Raselas in a high pitch note that could have been mistaken for a discontented set weizero. “U! U! U!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Barrista at the café didn’t waste time dialing 911. Regrettably, someone’s crotch being burnt by coffee was not deemed an “emergency emergency” by the DC police, so they took their time dispatching an ambulance. Eventually one did come and Dr. Raselas clamored onto the gurney, asking in passing if either one of the EMS workers were doctors.

      Finally in the emergency room, Dr. Raselas started screaming uncontrollably, both in Amharic and English. “Ya Tooncha ras! Weine… welijE salCHeriss!” He would periodically gulp some air and let out a very unmanly “Awwwwwwwwch. Help me. No. No. No nurse shall touch me. Only a doctor. No nurse. NO! NO! No nurse biyalew…” The commotion became so conspicuous that nurses and patients in the open hall of the Emergency Room started looking in the direction of the tiny man genuflecting on a creaking gurney.

      “He’s all yours,” the burly EMS said pushing Dr. Raselas towards a stern-looking nurse.

      “What’s with him?” the nurse asked, peering down at the sweaty patient who was now whimpering in delusion.

      “Don’t think the boy has any balls left,” the EMS worker said in disinterest before slapping Dr. Raselas’ thighs and heading out the automatic doors to catch a smoke.

      The nurse got a clipboard from her desk and clicked a pen. “OK… sir… Can you hear me? What… is… your… name…?”

      Dr. Raselas snapped back to reality. He unpursed his lips and looked up into a set of no-nonsense eyes belonging to a woman who was on the 31st hour of her 36-hour shift.

      “Are you a doctor?” he stammered out.

      “Noooo. I am Head Nurse, baby. And if you don’t tell me your name, sweetums, I will let you fry. Now, what’s your name, darlin’?”

      “Wegijj anchi ToTa!” burst out Dr. Raselas. “I said no nurse. Only doctor. I am a doctor, semash?” He coughed to gain his composure and said properly, “Awon… Dr. Raselas ibalaleu….”
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        * * *

      

      Through the blinds of the hospital room, Davu could sense disorder in the main hall of the Emergency Room. He looked at Shurruba Z who was now coming around. He was considering clonking him on the head again to buy some time while he checked out what the trimiss outside was all about. But it was too late. Shurruba Z was getting up on his feet rubbing his head. Davu hid the papers he was signing bequeathing Fifi to him behind his back.

      Shurubba turned towards his sister who had again slipped into a comma. “Yo! Where the doc at?” he asked no one in particular. “Damn, y’all, she done got knocked out again!” He looked over his shoulder at Davu who was fidgeting nervously. Shurruba was about to walk out the door when his cell phone rang. He made a mental note to change the ring to a more updated rap song… maybe to “Sexy” by Xpoondiggy.

      “Yo,” he barked. “Yoooooo. My dawgz. Wazup, nigga! Wazup! IndEt nachiu, indemin nachiu?” Suddenly feeling weak, he sat down on a chair by Fifi’s bed. Davu crept closer in from behind Z. He looked for a blunt object to hammer down this shul aff and knock him out long enough to check out what was happening out there. Davu loved werE and gir-gir, especially when he hears Amharic being belted out. He needed to know, and he’d be damned if this funga was going to come in between him and the crisis brewing outside.

      “Dawggggg. It’s messed up, yo. For real, I ain’t even playin’ … I’m at the hospital, son, no joke … Ma sister’s man, yo … he rammed his ride all up into an Impala … tsk …dawg, n’msayin’… he crazy as hell, bakih. He…”

      Diffabachew found a metal tray in the corner of the room and carefully lifted it up _Shurruba Z’_s head. He was just about to drum his nemesis into a second bout of unconsciousness, when they both heard someone wailing “U! U! U! Ye Doctor yale!” The call of being part of a fresh commotion was too strong to resist. Davu dropped the tray and rushed outside.

      “Gotta call you back, son. Some fool just bust up in here, hollerin’ like it ain’t no thang,” Shurruba hastily whispered into the phone and flipped it close and followed Diffabachew.

      Davu pushed people out of the way and arrived at the center of matters. He eyed the man flipping right and left on the gurney. “Wui! Afer sihon… Dr. Raselas??” Diffabachew froze in his tracks. He looked up and saw that scuttling in unsteadily while patting down her hair was Zewditu. “Yet abatuwa Tefta new?” Davu swore audibly and waved to her. She hesitantly waved back, adjusted her skirt and headed towards him. She hadn’t see him in a long time, and waw-waw-waw did he look good. She threw the mane of hair from her face and sped up to him.

      “Out of the way, heart attack in progress…” a voice behind Zewditu hollered and she narrowly escaped being run over by another gurney. Eww… she hated emergency rooms. They are always so… busy… and smelly and… waw. Davu. Yene Diffabachew. Zewditu absent-mindedly glanced down at the person the people in blue were wheeling into the middle of the emergency room. Poor guy, she thought. It must be god awful being manhandled by those beastly looking EMS workers… She looked again at the miskeen patient. Indew eko f’rja new. But before she could sympathize any further her jaws dropped in shock.

      No way.

      Way!

      NO WAY!

      Sooooo way!

      She followed the gurney. A nurse headed towards them.

      “What we got here?” asked the nurse. The ambulance driver rattled off the stats on the subject. “Female, late 60’s, complaining of heart murmurs, was in a restaurant on 18th Street ordering when she fell…” Zewditu, in quite a daze, looked at the patient’s face and stopped mid-way. It was Weizero Sebebyelesh, alright! Weizero Sebebyelesh looked up at Zewditu’s QuliCHliCH milu eyes. If it were not for the tube in her mouth, she would have screamed. As it was, she clenched her beautifully manicured fingers around the posts on her side. Zewditu could still not move and the two women just stared at each other.

      Meanwhile, the nurse in charge of Dr. Raselas had had enough of him and ordered a nurse’s assistant to “wheel in that maniac into a cubicle.” He would have to be sedated. It took two men to push Dr. Raselas onto his back and handcuff him to the rails of the gurney. "Weine sewyew, " he shrieked. “Inde Iyesus Kristos asrew liseQluN new…”

      Both Zewditu and Weizero Sebebyelesh looked in the direction of the cry. “ET’s!” Zewditu thought. “They are everywhere!” Dr. Raselas was being pushed in their direction towards a corner cubicle behind them. He was just about to emit another series of hyperbole when he abruptly shot up halfway, immobilized. Dr. Raselas’ and Weizero Sebebyelesh were quietly staring at each other only a few feet apart. Zewditu looked up to see Diffabachew and a … hello! a cute young boy pacing towards them with a sense of exaggerated urgency.

      “Sebebu?” Dr. Raselas breathed.

      “Doctor?” mumbled Weizero Sebebyelesh her eyes welling with tears.

      “Sebebu” he said again, this time with a little firmness.

      Diffabachew’s stumbling onto the scene dissolved the Zen-like mood. “Do you need a … turjuman? You need… mindinew simu… translator?” Diffashet said in expressed exigency. Weizero Sebebyelesh and Dr. Raselas did not break out of their trance.

      The silence was finally broken by Shurruba Z’s cell phone thumping to that hip-hop song from yesteryear. “Yo!” he barked into it. “Bakih … let me call you back, dawg. Ze ar is hitting the fan!” Both Weizero Sebebyelesh and Dr. Raselas turned in slow motion towards Shurruba Z. They gasped in unison. Shurruba looked at them both… once, then twice. He focused in on Dr. Rasleas. It was as if he was looking in the mirror.

      “LijE” Dr. Raselas finally breathed out. He looked into Weizero Sebebyelesh’s face. “Lijachin.”

      Zewditu shot a look at Diffabachew. What the hell was going on? Who was this silly old man and why does he look at that kid… that cute kid with braids. That cute kid who could just use a few lessons in…

      “Nobody move… nQnQ esti!” a fragile voice from behind everyone yelled. It was Fifi holding a gun trained at the group.

      “Fifisha!” Davu yelped. He noticed that she had the stack of papers he had finished signing in her other hand. Damn. Ya wesfatam siyawakibeN… Davu remembered he had forgotten to hand the papers back to the nurse.

      Fifi stared at him. “Werada!” she spat out.

      “Wiy Fifiye!” Davu groped around for the right words. “InnE 'ko…”

      “Zm bel!” she interrupted him, her voice icy.

      “Well, I guess the truth had to come out eventually,” she said slowly. “Zelalem’yenne,” she said turning to Shuruuba Z… “Yes. They are your parents. You are the love child of Etiye Sebebu and Gashiye Raselas. You are what they call a “ye bEt w’ld”. Gashiye Raselas blackmailed me into taking care of you.”

      “Ye serawit yale!” muttered Diffabachew from the background, mulling in his mind how he could spread this piece of hot news around 18th street. Shuruuba seemed unperturbed.

      “Zewditu… so we finally meet again,” Fifi said turning her attention to her estranged sister. Zewditu glared back at her. “Gashiye Raselas is our real father.”

      Stay tuned for the conclusion of As BolE Turns.

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Things Not To Say When …

      … You Are Bored While Having… er… Sex.

      10. isti pass me a toothpick, will ya…

      9. “ney… yet- yetab-bash! yetab-batuwa…boy, i’ve gotta stop squashing mosquitoes into the wall.”

      8. “you know, the little balding spot at the center of your head is beginning to look like Australia…”

      7. “y’alga-lbsu dantel syamrrrrrrr”

      6. “oops… 'scuse me yenE hod… thought it was better than burping in your face.”

      5. "i’ll tell you something funny when you’re done… honey! oh, you’ve BEEN done… ?! "

      4. “sorry to be rude, Kebbe, but you’re blocking the sun.”

      3. “have you heard the one about aleqa gebre-hanna and the three nuns?”

      2. Start singing, “EtyoPia, EtyoioPia, EtioPia Qidemeeeeeeeeee, be’hibret seb’awinet abibee lemlimeee …”

      1. “Wiy, yene Qonjo, ageCHish lai kintarot liweTa new messel”

      Backpage
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      Love Scenes

      No, we are not talking about the type that has celluloidal vitality, (OK , Not The Movies). And no, voyeurism is not involved either. No, we are thinking of those everyday scenes that remind us of the tenderness of feeling and rawness of emotion inadvertently exposed. These are scenes that give you a little smile, a wistful tug at the heart, a pang of disgust or just a gale of laughter. We are afraid those of you prone to exhibitionism do not qualify either. In that vein therefore, enjoy the following….

      Addis Bus Stop

      They are standing pressed against each other. He gently strokes her ass. She lovingly picks his nose. They make an island of loving serenity within a typical Addis created as a choke full bus arrives two hours late, and everyone insistently pushes and shoves to be the first to get at least an elbow into the bus.

      they never speak. he waits to see her leave the house every morning. she does not seem to know he’s there but gets agitated when he’s missing. she goes back to not seeing him again once he returns. this has been going on for 15 years. they will never speak. ah, love, Ethiopian style!

      She piles her tomatoes into neat piles at the sefer guleet. He comes by and knocks them down, pushing her aside as well. She yells out, “Ireff, ante!” as she picks up a large pebble and aims for his head. He ducks successfully, and saunters off, triumphant; “She wants me!” is the last thought on his mind

      She sits at the foot of his bed gently stroking… gently scraping the fungus between his toes… Every now and then she stops to sprinkle white athelete’s foot powder into her palms and rubs both hands around his right foot… … rub-rub… CHemdedd… CHebbod… rub-rub… CHemdedd… CHebbod… The silky warmth and delicacy of her hands on his Qorfadda foot brings him to a silent ecstacy. He looks up to the ceiling as though he were thanking God for the fungus… “saideggis ayiTallam”, he reapts in his head.

      When the pastor invited all new comers to rise, he nervously suppressed her nudging elbow and stayed low. when the asrat bag came around to her and she gently dropped a crumple of dollar notes into it, he frantically fumbled in his pocket pulled out a dollar note and threw it in the bag and gently hauled the bag over his lap and onto his left…

      “kibir lante,” chants the program leader with the mike tucked under his armpits… eyes closed… arms strecthed sideways like a relfected Egyptian god… “iyeeeessssssus… iyessssssus…,” the whole ashebshabee crowd seems to rise and fall with the cadence of the serenade… “ssssssssss”… “yeeeeeeessusssss”… “sssssssssss.”

      She slides off her chair and kneels on the ground with head bent over the back of the seat in front. He nervously looks around… and stays put fixing his gaze stiffly towards the podium… Occasionaly, he steals a QoreTa glance as though afraid that she might, any minute, hurl herself backward with a scream… and start flailing in a frenzy like the 22 other people in the periphery of his vision…

      As the program leader begins to tremble, the pastor walks upto the stage, and entreats, “isti inniQum wendim inna ihitoChE.” As the crowd rises, she pulls herself up grabbing onto his hand… holds on to it tightly against her side, and lifts up her right hand in prayer… He reciprocates the grip with his right hand and follows suit with his left…

      To Love or Not to Love
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      by M.W.

      Although least qualified, allow me to delve into the world of romantic love. Never having experienced it myself, I wonder and question its very essence. For years now, I’ve denied myself, and shun away from every attempt that has come my direction. Never having built up the nerve, I’ve refused to allow myself to be immersed in an emotion so intense and powerful. Have I been blinded by the stubbornness of youth?

      In a fleeting moment’s revelation, all it takes is a whisper of temptation to trap oneself in an endless web of emotions that we call love. So appealing and deceiving are the promises of serenity, and deliverance from a chaotic world, that I too have often caught myself traveling that road. Swayed by the illusions of a blissful existence, oblivious to the frailties of the human mind that so often lead to betrayal.

      Is it fear of rejection, lack of trust? Why so reluctant?

      It is too daunting to think that if I were to yield to love, I would have to give up the very soul of my existence, my independence. Years of self-discovery have gone into crafting my world, slowly liberating myself of outside influences, both physically and mentally. To surrender, compromise, and sacrifice all is too precious; I wouldn’t know where to begin. I can’t watch it all crumble into a mesh of disorder, only to find myself in a pool of regrets of lost identity. I lack the courage to let anyone seep in, at the risk of losing myself.

      Am I self-absorbed? Or is it cowardly justification? Perhaps both.

      A dispassionate observer, eventually, weakened by the voids that can no longer be ignored, I will come seeking love. Reason will subside to give way to impulse, and will give way to the powers of seduction. A glimpse of the physical pleasures to appeal to the human desires, and a taste of an exalted state of happiness, and I too will be dancing my way into addiction.

      I settle now to keep my self at a distance, unable to resolve my questions. I’m trapped in the realm of uncertainty with no rescue in sight, envious of those who have come to love. Is it better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all?

      Do the Right Thing
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      A critical mass of educated and skilled people is one of the key drivers of development for a country. Many of us who leave Ethiopia seeking better education opportunities know first hand of the severe limitations of education in Ethiopia in terms of access and increasingly in terms of quality as well. One of the reasons for this limitation is lack of educational resources such as books, scientific journals, lab equipment etc. This month Seleda features an organization based in Canada that is doing some good work in helping to alleviate some of these resource constraints faced by educational institutions in Ethiopia such as Addis Ababa University. AHEAD (Association for Higher Education and Development) is a voluntary organization founded in 1998 by a group of Ethiopians in Canada. Thus far they have managed to collect and send over 1000 books and medical journals to the Faculty of Medicine at Addis Ababa University. In addition they have provided 3-year scholarships to 18 medical school students in Ethiopia. AHEAD has received support from various doctors and hospitals in Canada. They also receive support from Canadian packaging companies as well as Ethiopian Airlines for the transport of donated material to Ethiopia. This is a small and young organization but their work deserves our support.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      AHEAD

      AHEAD (Association for Higher Education and Development) is a voluntary organization formed by a group of Ethiopians in Canada. Their mission is to improve education in Ethiopian Universities and Colleges by mobilizing resources outside Ethiopia. According to their web page, AHEAD describes their approach as being “modest low-key approach”. Founded in 1998, AHEAD has sent over 1000 books and medical journals to the Faculty of Medicine at AAU. They have also provided scholarships to medical school students in Ethiopia. AHEAD works with individuals as well as institutions to achieve their goals.

      You can assist in the efforts of AHEAD by contributing educational material or sending a tax-deductible financial contribution. For more information on how you can help please refer to “AHEAD’s pledge page” For more information on AHEAD refer to their web page at “Info”

      Or phone 613-727-2735

      Or mail: AHEAD P.O. Box 864 Station B Ottawa, Ontario K1P 5P9 Canada

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact: ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call (617)496-5998

      or (617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      Web Page: www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      IHA-UDP

      This group picks up where the Norwegian organization Redd Barna left off in improving living conditions in the poorest Qebeles of Addis Ababa. They are involved in 1- physical upgrades (building and repairing houses and public latrines, roads, alleys) 2- community development (job creation, education, correction and rehabilitation) 3- health education, control of communicable diseases, immunization, and first aid services). So far, there have been approximately 42,000 beneficiaries of this project. The new project area is Qebele08 in woreda23.

      There is a DC chapter of IHA-UDP that is currently being formed to support the goals of IHA-UDP in Ethiopia. Information available on the IHA-UDP web page (www.ihaudp.org)

      Or contact

      The Project Coordinator

      IHA/UDP

      P.O.BOX 6889

      Addis Abeba, Ethiopia

      Tel:15-63-75 /15-18-45

      Fax:51-21-77

      Addis Abeba Fistula Hospital

      Founded in 1975 by Drs Reginald and Catherine Hamlin, this hospital has been providing free care and treatment to over 1,000 poor women every year to treat and prevent fistula, childbirth injuries. The hospital receives some funding from World Vision and the Hamlin Churchill Childbirth Injuries Fund but needs additional support in order to continue providing this invaluable service. The hospital is a registered charitable organization in Addis Abeba

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries was formed in June 2000 to ensure the survival of this hospital. The foundation has an “adoption” program by which donors can directly sponsor the treatment of a woman at the hospital, or an “endowment” program for donating to an endowment fund

      For more information download the following letter

      Or contact:

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries

      1307 S. Mary Avenue Suite 205

      Sunnyvale, CA 94087

      (408) 720 - 0433

      richaas@earthlink.net

      Getachew Bolodia Foundation

      Their web page says it all, The Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF), a non-political, non-profit making body, was established in 1994 in memory of Dr Getachew Bolodia, who was Associate Professor of Biochemistry in the Faculty of Medicine.

      The Foundation is devoted to the promotion of higher education and research in Ethiopia. It supports in particular, gifted and deserving university students through offering fellowship in biology, chemistry and medicine. GBF also aspires to promote the development of science in Ethiopia by organizing seminars, workshops and lectures"

      The foundation sponsors needy and deserving students by providing them a pocket allowance to help them meet their personal expenses. It has also sponsored exchange programs for GBF fellows between the Faculty of Medicine at AAU and the Gonder College of Medical Sciences.

      GBF also regularly sponsors lectures and workshops to encourage the dissemination of scientific knowledge.

      GBF depends on membership fees and donations in order to support it’s programs. Membership fees are $60 per year for full membership, $500 for lifetime membership or $5,000 for corporate membership.

      For more information refer to their web page at

      http://www.safemail.com

      Ethiopian Children’s Fund Inc.

      Founded by Ethiopian model Anna Getaneh, this organization has established the ECF Village 34 miles north of Addis Ababa, and currently provides education and medical attention for 77 disadvantaged children ages 3 to 8. Future plans are to serve 550 under privileged children with expanded facilities that include homes, elementary and secondary schools, vocational schools and clinics. The village targets children who have lived under emergency conditions and who have been exposed to physical and psychological suffering for years. ECF says “We believe that proper care and a nurturing environment, combined with solid education and moral discipline, will provide Ethiopia’s disadvantaged children with the best possible chances in the world in which they live.”

      ECF has a number of online volunteer positions available including accounting, grant writing, web developing etc. These are listed on the netaid.org web site (here)

      CONTACT INFORMATION:

      Ethiopian Children’s Fund Inc. (ECF)

      Meskerem Asrat

      P.O. Box 231019

      New York, NY 10023

      United States of America

      Telephone: (212)-875-8697

      Fax: (212)-580-1515

      Email: ecfny@aol.com

      Website: http://www.ethiopianchildrensfund.org

      Also accessible via the www.netaid.org web site

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      March 2001: Class Issue

      April 2001: Heroes & Mavericks

      May 2001: Travel Issue

      June 2001: Food & Drink

      March 2001

      Do We Still Have Issues with Class in the 20th Century (EC)?

      I’ve racked my brain over this one so hard…it actually hurts. No, really, my hair is standing on end from all the static….

      Upper management was no help at all: “Class, yemin class?! Didn’t we all go to Sandford? Didn’t we make sure to get your yeQen mogzit to call you David instead of Daweet? Didn’t Mummy’s seamstress know your Daddy’s butler? Etiopia bilo demmo kilass……unless of course you’re referring to all those classes we took on post-modernism Russian History coupled with the best bits of the French Revolution….now they had class! By the way, did you pick up my dry cleaning yesterday?”

      Call me a lunatic (because upper management didn’t just make sure I was certifiable, they drove me there as well), but I disagreed. They don’t know this - so keep it on the down-low - but I’m going to beg you to help me help them see the light.

      What does the word “class” conjure up in your mind when put in the Ethiopian context? Is it artificial now or is it still really real? Is it evil or benign? In the end, has Globalization managed to accomplish what mesereteh timihirt started? Or did education only manage to generate a new class-conscious breed. What is class and where on that ladder would you place yourself? What bits of our “class” consciousness did we bring with us to our respective new homes and how has it manifested itself?

      But be warned, due to upper management’s derision of the whole issue, we can discuss Class only in the month of March, while the big cats are away in Aspen…exfoliating. And then we have to put it on “invisible ink” mode - only those who truly believe that class still exists as an issue in Ethiopia and the Diaspora will be able to see it well enough to read it.

      Belu tollo tollo monCHer monCHer argachihu lakuliN. Unlike upper management, I don’t have legions of assistants to help me burn the midnight oil. The deadline remains the middle of the month - that is February 15, 2001, for those of you fond of taking poetic license with deadlines.

      Ishi, put your creative cap on…after you’ve removed your boletica one, and get busy.
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      March 2001 is The Class Issue

      April 2001
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      Heroes & mavericks are alive and well in Debre Sina

      Once upon a time, an enormous meteor fell from the sky and landed, smack, in the middle of a village. When the villagers returned from early morning mass, they were horrified to find this balegé ingeda occupying the space that had always been, since time immemorial, reserved for their cherished weekly market. Farmers did not know what to do with their grain; weavers did not know what to do with their gabis and netelas; merchants did not know what to do with their bars of salt; blacksmiths did not know what to do with their sickles; potters did not know what to do with their urns and jars; beekeepers did not know what to do with their raw honey; young folks did not know where to meTebabes.

      The next day, octogenarian warriors removed their dusty swords and shields from their walls, saddled their horses and charged the meteor with aplomb. Several hours later, their children and grandchildren buried the old folks with great fanfare and shot their crippled horses, but the meteor did not budge.

      Two weeks later, civic leaders ordered the entire community to braid tough strips of hide into a gigantic rope. Then, they looped the rope around the meteor and hitched it to all 99 of the village beasts. Numerous oxen and mules bled from the whiplashing they received, but the meteor did not budge.

      A month later, religious leaders asked parishioners to attend mass daily and to abstain from food for an entire week. The entire village complied, but the meteor did not budge.

      Soon, the villagers gave up on the idea of the marketplace. But their doro wat’s and shiros did not taste the same without any salt; their clothes turned into rags; the dull blades on their sickles bent but did not cut the grain stalks; the local tavern shut its doors, unable to brew tej or tella in their broken urns.

      Many began to abandon the village.

      One evening, a group of bored teenagers decided to scale the meteor. They were surprised and excited to find a large crater in the summit. A boy and a girl, known throughout the county for their voices, suddenly broke into song and dance. Soon the rest of the group joined them as they all sang at the top of their lungs and danced until they fell.

      Hundreds of robins that had already begun to nest in crevices along the crater awoke the teenagers the next morning. As the young people climbed off the meteor, resigned to their parents’ imminent wrath, they were surprised to find the entire village assembled below. A young stranger in a suit, already being eyed by the sefer koredoch had encircled the meteor with some cable. He ordered villagers to move back about a thousand meters and pressed on a lever. Within seconds, the meteor exploded and crumbled into fragments. The stranger stayed and married the sauciest chick in the village. They all lived happily ever after.

      April 2001 is the Heroes & Mavericks Issue.If you are or know of people that charge, drag, pray, fast, sing, dance or dynamite to battle despair or improve our lot, we need your stories.

      Contribute!
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      The Class issue

      March, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      AbEt? ImEt?

      We knew we were really late coming out with the March issue when upper management called us collect from winter haven du jour with a list of editors they want fired ASAWFE-- as soon as we finish exfoliating!-- for dragging the SELEDA name down. Apparently someone had hEdo “tuss” malEt-ed about our slack work habits. Ma? INa? Slackers? Nyyyy…. OK. We’re slackers. But upper management has never needed a half way decent reason to let heads roll. They don’t even know when SELEDA is supposed to come out.

      Lucky for us, however, upper management, God bless their blemish-free skin, don’t know any of our names… so they had to resort to rattling off a list of vague descriptions of people on their “Abiyotawi Irmija” list: #1“That tall, kosso yemesele neger”. #2 “Yachi plump Temenja ras bitE”. #3 “That ye sew menQara who over-foams our cappuccino”. #4 “Whoever that borCHam gandila is in the basement office” and #5 “Everyone whose last name starts with an N”. Ahh. Nothing like swift justice to turn our cheeks rosy.

      IndEt senebetachiu, SELEDAwiyan?

      We come to you wearing burlap sacks (the type that can’t even be accessorized to look like those perfectly horrendous Tommy Hilfiger jeans!), and Tlashet faces in profuse apology for our tardiness. The cat ate our cable line. Dr. Raselas yimootoo!

      Welcome to the Class Issue. Boy, was it stormy around here, or was it stormy! The struggle to bring out this issue illustrated a) why there was a revolution in our country, b) why people who think they are in power are more dangerous than people in power c) why there was a revolution in our country and d) why there needs to be a revolution at SELEDA.

      Huh? Where were we?

      It has become tradition to canonize our writers in this column, but we must admit this month’s contributors are in a … class of their own. Mechase… we realized we were kifuNa menTerarrart-ing when we asked you to contemplate “Class” without re-routing the subject back to the usual Ethiopian hateta and Traz neTeQ breakdown of Medeb that made us go into exile in the first place! But, but, but… you writers… gudeNoch! We know now that SELEDA is truly in the hands with our readers. We are gnats compared to… well, gnats, and we are forever grateful to all those who made it possible to discuss such a contentious issue with such finesse.

      Many, many thanks to our contributors, who, despite aspersions cast on their, er, “struggle for sexuality” [insert dumb look here] by some irritable girls from a certain Catholic School last month, came through for one of the most difficult issues we have done.

      We hope you enjoy these offerings and take a step back to re-examine the issue of class and its manifestations in Ethiopian society. (Hmmm. Flashback! Sunday morning… QebellE “Ma-lE” Tnat… Youth LiQe Menber asking how the underclass interprets Dialectics/Dialectical Materialism and Anarcho-syndicalism? We: “What the underclass needs is a great stylist.” Flashback… imprisonment… no wallpaper on prison wall… no lounge chairs… the humanity… the…

      Ehem.

      So, What’s new at SELEDA?

      Some housekeeping: Our Life Diaries this month will be serialized. Yep. Meaning, LD one and two are up… three and four will be posted in consecutive weeks. Don’t blame us, blame the Diarists. Ok, blame us. We don’t have any backbone to stand up to these two. Something about beating us “amedachiu ‘bunnnn!’eskil, if we raised our voice in even the slightest l’il peep of a protest. And we like our amed un-bunnn-ed, thank you very much.

      April is our Heroes and Mavericks Issue. Ah. Finally a forum where we can exalt the people we like and denigrate those we don’t. (Note to selves: Should do more denigration of people we don’t like.) As always, we welcome your contributions. Sharing is caring as they say in daycare, so reach into your memory banks and tell us about the people who changed you, who hurt you, who made you turn that mad little short bit into possibly the next “Great Ethiopian Novel,” who turned a blind eye to one little, youthful faux pas so that you could move on to greater things, who praised you when you deserved praise and who introduced you to sama that one time when your lEba Tat alarf bilo… Tell us. Make us breathlessly say… “Yelam berEt…”. Our April issue editor, a known whip cracker and supreme aQaQiir awCHi, and a SELEDA-upper management in-training to boot, wants to talk to you more about this in his column. If you have any questions after that, well, we wouldn’t ask him before 11:00 a.m.

      Articles are due firmly on March 15th, but, as they say here in ‘Merika, “Everything that has a bribe attached to it is negotiable.” Bribes-ii? Yemin bribes? (Second note to selves: Don’t say ‘bribes’ out loud!) We meant for people who attach a doctor’s certificate verifying congenital Abeshatisis, we will happily extend the deadline to the 17th. Mn frja new!

      This just in: Said SELEDA editor would also like to invite all our readers to participate in next month’s SELEDA Berenda by submitting pictures of people you consider heroes and mavericks. And we quote “None of the obvious ones, can you tell them that? The first person who sends in a picture of Jan Hoi or Abebe Beqilla will be mentally tortured.” Uh? Hm. This is going to be fun. But we trust our readers to be more creative than that. So, scan in your pictures and kindly let us know your first name and what part of the world you hail from. And for people in New Jersey trying to scan in pictures by stuffing them in the disc drive… beQa… yiQr. Someone a’and beluliN.

      IndEt yihonal tadiya?

      We’re thinking we should have some kind of celebration to mark our second anniversary. Waw. Waw-wee. Who would have thunk it? If we had any money left after megeber-ing all of upper management’s pet causes, we would have bet that by now they would have cashed in the SELEDA name and moved on to greener pastures in the Swiss Alps, just like all decent, third world dictators. But, God works in mysterious ways. We are still here, hanging on to dear life, and honored that you our readers have allowed us to invade your lives every month.

      So… yes! Yes, there should be a celebration of some sort, and as soon as we figure out what, we will let you know.

      Looking ahead, May 2001 will be our Neurosis and Tsebel Issue. Ah. Zor belu… this is SELEDA editors’ territory… we who have not met a neurosis we have not shared Feng Shui tips with. But we figure there are more of you like us out there, and here is a forum for CHewa ibdEt. Our Neurosis and Tsebel editor, who has more voices screaming in his head than a CHat negadE who has been sampling the goods, wants to murmur sweet nothings in your ear in his column.

      Hmm. We gotta go. Another call from our bosses. They want to know if “that shokaka pimple-faced editor with bad posture” was still fired? Mmmmmm. Describes 3/4th of the Computer Mesafints. Eh! We’ll just pick one.

      We hope we hear from you about this month’s issue.

      Ij nestenal. Cher yigTemen.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      The Age of Innocents
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        * * *

      

      _

      Somewhere in the USA, 1997

      _

      We were kicking back in someone’s living room, replete after a full Thanksgiving Day meal. Remnants of coffee and desert littered the table, half-full wine glasses traveled the air between table and smiling lips as the chatter grew progressively loud and boisterous. We were, as per usual, conducting a heated discussion about Ethiopian politics. Many of us were young and had been witness to stages of Ethiopian history our children will never fully comprehend. I for one, remember clearly wondering why we had to dismount our car and bow to a passing limousine. I remember too, the pretty lights that lit up the streets of Addis on the Emperor’s 80th birthday. I remember thinking that every plane that flew overhead carried Jan Hoi to and from wherever he was going. I also recall my brother holding up a picture of Haile Selassé, torn from the back of one of his exercise books, and poking his finger through where the deposed emperor’s mouth used to be. We were baby revolutionaries. We’d looked directly into the sunken eyes of starved, emaciated people, live and on stage at our Catholic-run school, brought there for the express purpose of making us hate the very class that had birthed us. Faced with that staged reality, how could we not. The people who hired the mogzit who ironed my private girls’ school uniform and who made tight braids on my tender scalp, those same people who asked me everyday what I wanted for lunch, and said “Please don’t lose your koda today,” with affectionate resignation - those very same people who tucked me into bed and told me that the toks outside was gonna stay out there, well, they were apparently, directly or indirectly, responsible for the collapse of my universe. My people didn’t own land, but my people’s people did and, it was rumored, they had ChiseNas. Had we stayed in Ethiopia, we would have grown up hating our forebears for leaving us in the embers of the fire they had started.

      Still, I didn’t think my aunt had any room to argue.

      My grandmother came of age during the Italian invasion. Though she was the daughter of a wealthy, educated Fitawrari, he had given her away to marriage before she knew what it was to be married. Her mother was dead, so, left with no protection from the mores, dictates and accountability-free acts of the only male in her life, she was married off twice more before she met and married my grandfather at the tender age of 14. Back then, I guess she was already considered akale meTen yederesech set lij. Then the Italians invaded and she, along with her twenty-something husband escaped across the border into Sudan. She wasn’t ever formally educated, so she could barely write, but she could read well enough for m’Sehaf Qidus medgem. Between her and the rest of the world was Xiabiher and she lived much of her life isuun iyetemaSenech.

      My mother was born in Diré Dewa and was raised in relatively peaceful Ethiopia, travelling freely between Addis, Nazret, Dembidolo, and Diré Dewa. She went to school with her father’s blessing and her mother’s tenacious determination backing her. No one gave her away for marriage before she could learn what went on between men and women. In fact, she would marry of her own free will, in her early twenties, after she has earned her diploma from Commerce College. She worked hard alongside her soon to be divorced husband to help him create his own consulting firm. They had beautiful, healthy children who were cared for primarily by their grandmother and by a whole slew of serateNoch, who would, in less than a decade, learn to show their resentment at being less than their employers. At about the same time, my mother would learn that she was, by definition, an adhari. And when we reared our young heads up in the Dergue era, we would be sure to let her know we resented the station of life into which we had been bred.

      But before the revolution, before the hordes of young innocents who crowded the streets to march against their own parents, before ItyoPia tiQdem became the national mantra, before the first Abiyot dictionary became necessary - the people of my mother’s and aunt’s generation had had the peace of mind and time to learn how to twist with Chubby Checker, walk on speel tako Chama, and shed their Abesha Qemis for the bouffant and mini skirts worn by Liz Taylor and her ilk. Their fun and sunny memories were captured in full color and mounted in albums for posterity. And into this near picture-perfect world the generation of my particular class was introduced. It was not long before the picture began to burn and disintegrate before our very eyes.

      I was born in Addis at a time when modernization was not a process but a way of life - indoor baNo bets, modern cars, telephones, high rises and mothers working outside the home. Even then I knew we were not strictly rich, although we were connected loosely to bluebloods. My mother was a working woman who owned and drove her own car to and from the office everyday, so we called our grandmother, Imama. We had a serateNa and a mogzit, even when we lived in this dilapidated rental in a less than reputable area of the city. My mother built a home and moved us to Bolé before the landlady’s son, BeleTe, could corrupt my brother into a duriyé. That was a year into the revolution and we were becoming accustomed to and frightened of the news of toks and gidiya. When the passing vendor outside our fence called out: “Assa, Assa, Assa!!” we yelled back, “Ye mété missa, ye ghered abessa!!” and fell down in gales of laughter. Oh, those Adharis. They sure had it coming to them!

      I remember my mother driving us back from school and urging us to hit the floor when shooting started. Memories of that is jumbled in with memories of the Italian man who was killed in his home after he had held off dozens of soldiers. He lived within earshot of our new home in Bolé so we were treated to the echoing sound effects of his government-sanctioned termination. No one was really clear on the why of the whole thing, only that it had happened. Some were even pleased. Rumors were that he had refused to let the Dergue army requisition his villa as a military facility. Others said that he’d refused to give up his money. Still others insisted that he had refused to leave Ethiopia. After the ordeal was over, my brothers regained their w’né enough to make gun-shot sounds before they were frowned down by my grandmother. They were making fun of death. She knew better.

      The day we went to the photographer to get our passport pictures done, traffic was tied up a little more than usual. Then, suddenly, next to us, a real live enormous, gray tank rolled up on it’s chained wheels and I waved up at the uniformed wotader who looked down at me from his twenty-something eyes and flexed his hand on the gun he held. He mouthed the evil word: Adhari and I recoiled into the backseat of my mother’s car, into the comfort of the mogzit’s arms and came face to face with my proscribed station in life. Adhari. To my seven year-old mind, it was the dirtiest word in Amharic. Still, we were able to escape while everyone else was made to face the music as neCH shibir turned slowly into Qey shibir. Largely because of our station in life, our middle class status, our lineage, some politically savvy marriages and the grace of God, we flew out of the country one quiet day while Ethiopia was going to war with Somalia. I had lived less than eight years in Ethiopia, much of which were spent fearing those who hated me because my mother owned a car, or because my father was rich, or because my aunt owned land, or because my uncle was Ras So-and-so. And when I was not worrying about being punished for being related to the wrong people at the wrong time, I was left to wonder if our mogzit was secretly spying on us for the Qebelé Cadré, and whether or not the soldiers who came into our home for fitesha would find the comedino CherQ, which my grandmother had hastily hidden because it bore the picture of the now dead Emperor.

      Even on our last day, as we were waiting for our flight, we felt like marked people, for, posted on the front glass doors of the airport, were the names and photos of people wanted by the Dergue. Amongst them were the names of my cousins who had escaped into Kenya after their father had become one of the first 60 to be sacrificed to the hungry hordes of the revolution (their mother was in Kerchele with her daughters - their sisters - and there the women would spend all but 2 years of the Dergue’s 17 years of terrorism). And we finally understood why we had to leave because one of the names of the wanted Adhari was our father’s, a self-made man who was related to the wrong names.

      Which brings us back to why I really didn’t think my aunt had room to talk.

      My aunt is a woman who came of age in peaceful Ethiopia. She came from a humble geTeré background and was eventually assisted by her aunt who lived in Addis. She went to school, earned her diploma and was even educated overseas. She came back home, got a teaching position, married, built a lovely home, hired serateNas and mogzits to help her raise her children and made enough money to send them to private schools when they came of age. Life was good there for a while. In retrospect, you really wouldn’t put her into the Adhari category, but by appearance alone, she was defined as one. Well-fed, well-housed, well-educated, well-married, she was part of the burgeoning strata of the Ethiopian working middle-class that would soon be swallowed whole by the Abyot. Or else flee.

      Which is how we all ended up talking politics over glasses of mild, aromatic Merlot on Thanksgiving Day in the US. No one really dissects the Dergue era; no one really argues over Meghistu and his cohorts. They came, they stayed, they destroyed. It was that simple. That complicated. That heinous. We are all survivors of an African holocaust because we got out before the scourge of the revolutionary firestorm made us all y’sat-i’rat. And we still suffer - some of us, anyway - from survivor’s guilt. We are often overcome by the need to do something, anything and find ourselves looking for solutions in various dirigits, giving them our time, our money, and expecting miracles. I spent my very early twenties trying to decipher the Ethiopian dirigit alphabet soup. It took me several years before I stopped pretending I knew what they stood for, both literally and ideologically. I now confine myself to armchair politics, openly acknowledging that I’m equipped neither mentally nor financially to do what needs to be done - not that we’ve ever been able to figure out exactly what needs to be done. I now belong to a whole new, ever growing, class of émigrés dubbed the Ethiopian Diaspora who have scattered to the four corners of the globe and wait, largely in silence, for Ethiopia’s rebirth. Now, when Ethiopians leave, the last thing they want to do is go back. Not like our parents, who, when they went abroad, simply couldn’t wait to get back to mother Ethiopia.

      Which is why I always find it strange when we skip over the still fresh wound of the Dergue era and attack the Haile Selassé regime, condemning him for letting us fall into the jaws of the Hyena. Now, don’t get me wrong: I am not a monarchist. I do, however, strongly believe that the generation which enjoyed the longest period of prosperity and peace was that of our parents, those who were born shortly after the Italian occupation and came of age during aSé Haile Selassé’s reign. Our grandparents were refugees themselves, or victims of the misguided Italian invasion. Our generation saw the slow death and destruction of what was a quickly - perhaps too quickly - modernizing nation. So, really, it was our parents’ generation, that lucky generation which came of age somewhere between 1950 and 1960, that really reaped the benefits of a war well fought and won. They were raised in relative peace, without having to fear for their lives; educated if they had the money, assisted by the government if they did not; able to marry, have and raise children, build, live, prosper… And it was those who came of political age sometime between 1960 and 1970, who didn’t know better than to rush change in, instead of cultivating it, who marched against their own Adhari parents, and who watched as the world crumbled all around us, crushing some, killing others…destroying us all.

      Which is how, on a lazy November evening, after an American Thanksgiving meal, we were all raucously disparaging one regime or the other, leading me to indite my mother and my aunt for belonging to the luckiest generation in Ethiopian history, one which had the bad graces to leave the rest of us wanting…full of regrets, recriminations…belonging to no one, but our fast-fading memories of a time that could have been and that may now never be.

      I figure, they cannot condemn Menghistu and that era too much or too often because they were an integral part of it and continued discussions might lead to certain accountabilities they are not yet willing to face. I doubt that they will claim responsibility, ever, even those who know they have pulled the triggers of guns aimed mercilessly at the heart of a former best friend. So what is left to do? Blame someone else, anyone else. And the most likely candidate is the man who became emperor who reigned for 60 years and still let us fall into an abyss. Yeah, blame him, why not? And I will blame you. As I know my children will some day be born, grow up and blame me for letting go, when the best thing would have been to hold on for the love of a country they may never know, for the love of a country I cannot forget, nor fully siphon out of the marrow of my soul.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, on my way to work, stopped briefly at a traffic light, I dug around my car to find a dollar to give to the weather-beaten white man who was holding up a sign, scrawled in black ink: Homeless. Please Help. God Bless!

      Something clawed at the back of my throat - something like affinity with this man whom I couldn’t possibly know - and I swallowed it down ruthlessly. He took my dollar, nodded quietly and moved on to the next car. And, released, I drove away. But to this day, his scrawled words still echo eerily in my life: Homeless. Please Help. God Bless!

      Ye Silet Lij
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      by: Yetinayet

      January, 2046

      _

      She left me her diaries.

      She had taken off alone for her usual yearly trip home. She had given me the keys to her little house and told me to make myself comfy - after warning me not to mess up the order in her formidable music collection. I should have known something was afoot when she packed her small photo album with the old black and white pictures, and when she turned to give me that quiet, intent look as she left, but all I could think about was having my friends over to drool over her artwork and hang out by her pool.

      We got the news two weeks later that she had disappeared, leaving word that she was going on a quest and that it was unlikely she would be coming back. She had left detailed instructions with her lawyers here about how she wanted her worldly goods disposed of: her music, her jewelry, her art.

      _

      It has been six months now, and today I was finally able to bring myself to read her words, sitting with her gabi wrapped around me in the armchair where she always sat. I randomly opened one book; it was the entry for 5 March 2000.

      I am poised between here and there, between these people and those, between that life and this one – on the knife’s edge between content existence here, poignant and fleeting happiness there. Unable to choose, I teeter on that sharp boundary, lacerating my feet as I look for a safe landing place…a soft resting spot.

      I don’t always hate it up here where I find myself today. The air is clearer up here. The view is sublime. Balanced as I am, I can peek from side to side, a quiet spectator worthy of a golf tournament, keeping score and taking notes. I learn many lessons up here.

      Agile as a gymnast, at times I love skipping along that familiar divide, stopping to lean far, far down on one side as though a choice had finally been made…as though my solitary sojourn was finally coming to an end - but I’m not ready to let go, not yet. Often I am absurdly giddy, dancing and pirouetting up and down that demarcation, joyful not to have to be split into two…whirling free to do as I wish, unencumbered by expectations, exhortations, the cacophony of discordant demanding voices. Fearless.

      Other times, my soul is weighed down unbearably, and the merciless silet itself begins to look like a welcome end to all this searching. After all, weren’t the most valiant warriors those who fell on their swords rather than surrender? Then again, there are those moments when, suddenly, insistent hands grab onto me, pulling me with all their might to one side…their side…the right side. And there I would be, kicking and screaming as the sweet smooth caress of the blade slices off with remarkable ease the top layer of my well-armored skin – shivering, quivering, vulnerable flesh exposed beneath…a lifetime of protection gone in one swish. But then a stubborn scar from battles past, toughened over time into a ridge of resistance, halts my descent, catching me just in time before I go over completely. In time, little remains of such struggles but a new coat of armor…a tougher ridge of resistance…and me up here again.

      Moments of weakness sometimes assail me, when sheer fatigue and the need to belong somewhere conspire to tip me over the line, and I jump blindly…only to be caught before I touch blessed ground by vigilant hands that put me back where I belong. Up here.

      SiletEn teQebeluN. Listen to my soul and make these prayers come true. Ease me off this edge and help me soar up to that place where two halves make a whole, and where the line that divides is no more than a wisp, barely visible.

      Until I find the wings to fly, I’ll be up here, arms open wide to keep my balance, eyes to the sky and face raised to the sun up here. No regrets - I’m learning some lessons, up here. On a clear day, when I have the courage to glance along the thin straight frontier, far away I see other feet on that glinting rim, other arms spread out in echo. Could it be that there are others out there, up here? Tega belu’sa. Siletun inkach’u.

      _

      I remember her telling me about those years, when she was constantly searching for deeper meaning in her life - she had written this part of her diary then. I remember sitting in her lap as she told me her tales of places and people who had crossed her path - and the twinkle in her eye when she spoke of those special ones she called “Yeleyelachew.” I remember her describing exactly when she realized that searching meant she had to stop running and start living - she always looked at me then and kissed me on the forehead with great tenderness when she said that. I remember her showing me the place on the globe that she called home, where she knew some day her journey would end.

      In her final instructions, she had asked that four embroidered velvet umbrellas be delivered in her name to the Medhane-Alem bEte’skyan up around where she had grown up.

      I believe she finally found those wings.

      _

      Educating Hiruy
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      by: Felleke

      Her popularity crested the year she immortalized the celebrated twenty-eight year old elephant hunter and the boisterous fourteen year-old heir to the throne in her infectious and bawdy tune, Gallant Twins. Eager for new heroes and weary of the aging Emperor’s crippling ailments, Mother’s young admirers and tavern patrons quickly dubbed 1909 as the “Year of the Brave.” It was rumored that when she died that year while giving birth to my brother Hiruy and me, she was mocking her labor pains by belting the refrain of that notorious song.

      By the time Hiruy and I turned twenty-one, the Gallant Twins melody had become a standard of minstrels’ repertoires in all of Addis Abeba’s pubs. With one exception – while trendy balladeers embellished the old lyrics about the hunter who killed 686 Maji elephants in a single year, while defiant deacons rewrote the doggerels into elegies about the deposed heir who wandered in the Danakil desert, the hunter and the heir’s names disappeared from the rhyme scheme. After all, it was September 1930. A new hero, a King, was to be crowned Emperor of Ethiopia in two months time.

      Tightly sealed within the palace walls, panic struck government ministers as preparations for the costly coronation festivities nearly emptied the treasury coffers. In the midst of an emergency finance meeting, a very senior and senile personage shocked and appalled his dignified but acrimonious co-participants by whistling and singing the original version of Gallant Twins! But the monarch, pragmatic prince that he was, conveniently ignored the impudent rendition and had the hunter immediately summoned to the royal residence.

      Dusty exchequer ledgers confirmed the lore. Ivory exports peaked in 1909 and plummeted in the following two decades. Of the 189,595 pounds of ivory that the primarily Indian owned trading companies shipped in the “Year of the Brave,” the hunter’s 686 pairs of tusks constituted the lion’s share. Dismal current figures–less than 4,400 pounds had been marketed abroad in the first eight months of 1930–compelled the King to take matters into his own hands. He elevated the hunter to the rank of Negadras, making the latter responsible for the collection and exportation of ivory.

      Although his burly six foot four frame easily subdued the extra 56 pounds he had gained since his youthful days, Negadras, now well into his 49th year, realized that not even the sturdiest Sululta stallion would be able to withstand 245 pounds on the saddle in addition to the rigors of the hunt in the scorching lowlands. Aggrieved by his enforced retirement, Negadras decided to escort a group of younger hunters on a quick foray into the savanna and then, upon his return, console himself with a young new bride.

      At that time, Hiruy and I had already established a name for ourselves as an accomplished hunting duo. We had participated in several royal expeditions that included foreign financiers and dignitaries. It was, thus, natural for us to be asked to join Negadras’ elite corps.

      The prospect of hunting with the legendary virtuoso excited us both. We were eager to acquire arcane tricks of the trade from a veteran who, in his youth, had killed two elephants daily for an entire year. Nevertheless, after accompanying several foreign visitors in four or five expeditions, it dawned on upon us that the future no longer lay in ivory tusks but in languages. In little more than a decade, the soon-to-be crowned Emperor had burst Ethiopia’s doors wide open to foreign investors and speculators. Inexperienced government officials were frantically granting innumerable mining and agricultural concessions. The few young men from modest backgrounds who, early on, had mastered French, English, Italian or German, had now become indispensable aides to these officials. Our prescient peers were handsomely compensated for their services and were appropriately groomed to replace aristocratic administrators. Soon, the battle cry for ambitious but humble young men of our generation had become, in the parlance of the day, “Turjuman!” We all chaotically clambered to find ways to become translators.

      I trust then, dear reader, that you will forgive mine and Hiruy’s dampened enthusiasm for Negadras’ anachronistic invitation. Had it not been for the wise counsel of a Turjuman friend, my brother and I would have both feigned illness and remained in the city.
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        * * *

      

      Much to our dismay, Hiruy and I did learn some new tricks from the old master and surpassed our previous record by killing 14 elephants in 28 days. That was one elephant a day, if you don’t count the two weeks of travelling. Other members of our team averaged one elephant every two to three days. Although alarmed and distressed by the dramatically diminished elephant population, Negadras was visibly relieved. In a single and short trip, we had outstripped the cumulative harvest of the first eight months of the year. The monarch, undoubtedly, would be pleased with the extraordinary results of this trial expedition.

      One afternoon, on the journey back to Addis Abeba, Negadras told his senior aides within our earshot about his delight in “discovering” a superior hunting pair. Later at dusk, Hiruy and I helped pitch Negadras’ tent and hurled whispered insults at one another. We each blamed the other for listening to the accursed Turjuman friend’s advice. Our plans to pursue a career in translation had clearly been derailed. The next morning, the expedition’s designated minstrel approached us on horseback and began to earnestly sing a heroic rendition of Gallant Twins. Hiruy kicked the minstrel’s leg and galloped ahead. Baffled, the minstrel pulled on the reins of his mule and waited for the less accomplished but more appreciative hunters to overtake him.
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        * * *

      

      Had it not been for the permanent smirk affixed on our Turjuman friend’s face, we would have at least enjoyed our first audience with the sovereign in the throne room. While the Negadras graciously narrated our exploits, I looked up and stole glances at the King’s retinue. A few splendid old courtiers and several overexerted middle-aged functionaries formed the first half-circle around him. Our young Turjuman friend and his associates fashioned the second and wider crescent.

      As I bowed low to receive an engraved watch from the King, a door opened in the back of the room behind our Turjuman friend. Two eyes, vertically aligned to the doorframe, peered through the crack. I stumbled back into my original position, my eyes glued on the concealed observer. Annoyed at my clumsy comportment, Negadras grunted and turned to look in the same direction. The door abruptly closed.
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        * * *

      

      Neither her imported chiffon veil, nor her demure bridesmaids’ blockade, prevented her from peeking in my direction throughout her wedding banquet. I instantly recognized the eyes. Blood surged through my temples as my heart pumped with alarming frequency. In spite of the ensuing headache, I decided to conduct the test. I wanted to be sure that she did not mistake me for my identical twin. I looked up toward the dais but was not able to see her. Several well-wishers that had just arrived surrounded her and Negadras.

      I stood up and climbed over the bench. Hiruy, who was sitting next to me, grabbed my arm. The pounding in my chest drowned the sounds of merriment in the hall. Hiruy’s lips moved, but I did not hear him. I wrenched my arm free and stumbled past an agitated usher and a few tipsy guests. Several female servants had removed large urns from their backs and were filling a vat with more Tej as I walked along the receptacle. Whiffs redolent of fermented hops and honey increased my dizziness. I hastened out of the large tent as the well-wishers began to take their leave of the bride and bridegroom.

      Awash in a brilliant late September afternoon sun, I was immediately beset by a throng of beggars and lepers. I tried intimidating them with a scowl and all the haughty demeanor my weakened state could muster. Armed guards, au courant of the esteem in which I was held by the King and the _Negadra_s, fortunately came to my rescue and escorted me back to the tent. Negatwa Tessema’s raunchy interpretation of a traditional wedding song, accompanied by an impromptu chorus of gleeful and ardent young men, drowned the aggressive pleas for alms.

      I stood behind a post and gazed, mesmerized, at Negadras’ young bride. While she was not greeting an elderly guest or fearfully averting Negadras’ blatant salacious stares, she searched the banquet hall. My twin brother and Negatwa were engaged in a frenzied eskista duel. Startled, her eyes momentarily rested on Hiruy. Sharp pangs in my chest forced me to crouch and stagger. I loosened the swaddling neTela around my neck and coughed. Her expression remained steady: she was perplexed.

      Curious guests encircled Hiruy and Negatwa and obstructed her view. She resumed her search and cautiously scanned past numerous faces. I leaned on the post and stood erect. I gulped in some air and began to breathe normally. And then, our eyes locked. An insubordinate smile surfaced and broke on her face.

      Wary of the unauthorized and unabashed radiance on his young wife’s face, Negadras grabbed and squeezed her fingers. She winced and gingerly turned toward her middle-aged husband who confronted her with a grimace. Gesturing coyly at Negatwa and Hiruy, she gently tugged her left hand. He tightened his grip and kneaded her palm with his clammy thumb.

      As I turned away, I saw Ato Arega, Negadras’ elderly steward next to the dais. Although he had kept his distance, we had met during the hunting expedition. He was looking at me intently, though his face betrayed no emotion or recognition. I bowed. He did not stir. I was not sure whether to ascribe his discourtesy to hostility or poor eyesight.
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        * * *

      

      After a few confidential conversations with two mid-level bureaucrats, Hiruy and I realized that unless we received Negadras’ approval and release, no other senior government official would meet with us let alone consider sponsoring our education overseas. Thus, our short-lived career as petitioners to the King’s Master Huntsman was launched.

      A week after the wedding, Hiruy and I began a routine of going to Negadras’ house after early morning mass and taking leave at dusk. We would wait in the windowless anteroom with six to ten other people seeking favors until he left for work at 9:00 o’clock sharp. At 8:55, Negadras, followed by Ato Arega, would step into the anteroom. Immediately, we would all stand up, bow and greet him. Ato Arega would then lean toward Negadras, and, in a stage whisper, briefly narrate the predicament of one of the people in the room. Negadras would knit his eyebrows, stretch his arm patronizingly and wait. The jubilant person would block our desperate efforts to establish eye contact and rush toward Negadras. Negadras would wrap his gigantic arm around the person’s shoulder and stroll through the front door. At 9:00 o’clock, we would hear the back passenger door of Negadras’ automobile close. Only at that time would we sit down.

      When Negadras returned for lunch, a high-ranking official would more often than not accompany him. Of course, we would all stand up when we heard the chauffeur open the back passenger door. We would bow as Negadras and his guest, followed by Ato Arega, walked past us into the drawing room. If the dignitary were Negadras’ superior in rank, Negadras would not acknowledge our presence.

      According to a friendly footman assigned to bring in our meals, legend has it that a poor fellow had once been summarily evicted when he bypassed Ato Arega, attempting to appeal directly to Negadras. Consequently, none of us dared to disrupt Negadras when he crossed the anteroom, with or without guests.

      Hiruy and I waited on Negadras for six days. And yet, she had not once appeared.

      Dear reader, with your “post-modern” sensibility, I would not be surprised if you wondered how we managed to ward off boredom, frustration and anger, seated in a dark anteroom with a group of unfamiliar rivals-in-waiting. On the contrary, we looked forward to these visits. Granted, there were the short-lived anxiety attacks beset by his timely appearances and disappearances before our breakfast, lunch and dinner. But you see the people assembled in the anteroom had survived several cycles of favor and disfavor. Their riveting anecdotes and oftentimes hilarious tales kept us absorbed and entertained.

      A short and stocky fellow told us how he had rescued the pilot of N’sre Teferi, Ethiopia’s first airplane, during an air show at Jan Meda several years ago. The hapless–or as the liberator declared, inexperienced–pilot had entangled himself and the plane when he landed on the canopy of eucalyptus grove that bordered the field.

      A buxom middle-aged lady told us how she single-handedly nursed and extricated thirty-two people from the jaws of Ye Hidar Beshita, the most devastating epidemic in living memory. I vaguely remember our aunt temporarily losing her mind to grief as her parents and all of her surviving siblings succumbed to the pestilence.

      A gaunt, bald man told us how he had fought alongside his master, Dejazmatch Abba Weqaw, barricaded inside Emperor Menelik and Empress Taitu’s mausoleum against a division of the present King’s uniformed and well-trained army. Sixty-three years earlier Dejazmatch’s grandfather and great-grandfather had rescued young Menelik from Emperor Tewodros’ mountain fortress at Maqdala, carrying the prince on their backs. Dejazmatch in turn saw his opportunity for an entry in the annals when the authority of Empress Zewditu, Menelik’s daughter, had became imperiled. Our raconteur, whose eyes curiously never blinked, claimed that Dejazmatch, caught in the cruelest of ironies, would not have surrendered were it not for the appearance of the Italian-made tank. He did not want the sacred remains of his late master and mistress, heroes of Adwa, annihilated by Italian projectile while he fought to preserve the daughter’s throne.
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        * * *

      

      On the seventh day, Hiruy and I finally had our turn. Negadras put his arms around our shoulders and glanced blithely left to right then right to left unable to tell us apart while Ato Arega informed him about our wish to stop hunting and desire to learn languages overseas. His condescending joviality evaporated, instantly. Ato Arega started to walk out of the anteroom. Looking directly at his steward, Negadras herded us out of the house and down the front steps, murmuring his displeasure. He rhetorically asked how any robust young hunter–handpicked, for heavens sake, by Negadras himself–would, after demonstrating his marksmanship on the field, prefer to dillydally indoors behind a desk?! The chauffeur opened the back passenger door. Negadras removed his arms from our shoulders and, with one sweep, draped his cape over his left shoulder. He then turned to me and mournfully asked: “Does not hunting satiate all of your yearnings?”

      Before my brother and I had time to reflect upon Negadras’ at once furious and melancholic outburst, a messenger from the Palace interrupted us and handed our chastiser an envelope. Negadras opened it and read the enclosed single-page letter twice. He folded the note back into the envelope, slipped it into his fob pocket and told Hiruy to get into the car. The chauffeur rushed around the hood and opened the front passenger door. Negadras stepped into the car as Ato Arega closed the back passenger door. Negadras rolled down the window and ordered me to stay. Hiruy sat in the front passenger seat and closed the door as the car sped out of the compound.
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        * * *

      

      France’s envoy to the coronation, Marshal Franchet d’Espery, hero of the first Battle of the Marne, had arrived in Addis Abeba a month in advance to hunt lions and elephants. Later, I learnt that the King had commanded Negadras to have “one of the twins” accompany Paris’ decorated guardian.

      On the morrow, Hiruy left with the Marshal. I sat in darkest corner of the anteroom. The bald man told the group how he had accompanied Dejazmatch Abba Weqaw into banishment, but this time around, I did not listen. I was wallowing in despair and self-pity. Were it not for the savior of the thirty-two souls, I would not have even stood up from my chair to greet Negadras when he crossed the anteroom. Before the Master Huntsman stepped into the room, the buxom saint would whisper in my ear and shake my arm. She and I would then stand up together.

      One day, an hour or two after Negadras had lunched and left the house, she crossed the anteroom. Her unexpected and unique appearance caught all of us by surprise. We stumbled out of our seats and bowed. She bowed very low in both directions. Her eyes lingered in on me a split second longer than on the rest of the group. When she disappeared, the group admired her grace and good manners. My not-so-secret admiration, noticed by my kind savior, lay elsewhere.

      The next day, about fifteen minutes after Negadras had breakfasted and left for work, Ato Arega crossed the anteroom mouthing obscenities. Then, the front gates opened and closed behind him.

      Sometime later Worqé, the lady’s maid, appeared. Worqé walked toward the buxom lady and me, and asked us to follow her into the drawing room. When we stood up, the rest of the group ceased their conversation and cast their eyes down to the bare hardwood floor. Worqé closed the drawing room door behind her, asked me to sit on a sofa and led my partner into the private quarters. I sat in the middle of a large sofa with the window behind me, partially blocking the light. Magnified seven-fold, my shadow looked menacing, even to me. I began to look around the room.

      To my right, unopened wedding presents were piled high in a corner next to a phonograph. Across the room, their almost life-sized framed wedding photograph was reclined against a bare wall. Seated on armchairs next to one another in the Boyadjian photography studio, Negadras stared sternly into the lens. His hand dangled on her ornately carved armrest. Her hands, however, were ensconced behind her velvet cape, embroidered in gold thread.

      I stood up, walked around the coffee table and turned around. Through the window, halfway down the hill, I could see the sprawling French Legation compound on the right, the imposing villa of the King’s older brother and the elegant two-story residence of an erstwhile minister of justice on the left. Numerous shacks, roofed with rusty corrugated sheets, skirted the river at bottom of the hill. In the foreground, a team of stonemasons, intermittently screened by a jalousie that swung back and forth, was busy erecting a stone wall around Negadras’ compound.

      She called out my name in a clear voice. I turned around, startled. She was standing right behind me. I glanced around the room to see if we were alone. Worqé and the middle-aged lady were across the room, obscuring the framed wedding photograph. Ambling around the coffee table, she knelt on the sofa and grabbed the window handle. She turned, and with eyes twinkling with mischief, implored me in a mock-serious tone to identify the city prey that had captivated the hunter with the proven marksmanship. I slid my hands in my pockets lest they revealed their unsteadiness. Before I responded, she twisted the handle and yanked the windows open. Injecting gravity into her facial expression, she repeated the question as she flung back the jalousie against the wall. Her dark skin glowed in the diffused morning light.

      All at once, she grabbed my arm, pulled herself up and, before I knew it, let go. I was too self-conscious to look but I was certain that her two-second grip had emblazoned a ring around my wrist. She stood right next to me in the narrow space between the coffee table and the sofa. Her linen dress brushed against the crease of my heavily starched trousers. I wanted to tightly wrap my arms around her waist and nuzzle against her nape but Worqé and the middle-aged woman jutted out in my line of vision. She looked up and gazed at my lips impatiently waiting for a reply.

      I quickly formulated a repartee but my vocal chords, without any advance warning, defied my command. I heaved and moved my lips furiously hoping to overwhelm the mutiny. All I was able to marshal were inappropriate grunts that hinted at embarrassing exertions of a bodily–albeit solitary–function. Fortunately, the cacophonic chorus of the stonemasons’ chisels chipping granite blocks in the front yard came to my rescue. Annoyed at the discordant clamor that had interrupted her maneuvering, she knelt on the cushion and drew back the curtains. As she raised and stretched her arms to close the window, her watch slid from her wrist down to her forearm. The silver band sparkled in the shadow. The hour and the minute hands indicated that it was almost 10:00 o’clock but the sun was still behind the house. And then, our eyes met. Thus began the most gratifying thirteen days of my entire life.
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        * * *

      

      Our course of action immediately fell into place. Negadras would leave for work; she would send sullen old Ato Arega on an errand; Worqé would summon the buxom lady and myself into the drawing room; our savior, may she rapture before the Second Coming, would be on the lookout in front of the window while I would dash to their bedroom.

      We knew that we had embarked upon a treacherous path. But neither of us had the will or the desire to nurture the remnants of our survival instincts. In the first few days, our fellow petitioners in the anteroom–none of them had ever been admitted into the drawing room–showered us with stolen glances of admiration. Soon some of that evolved into envy, then hostility. At the beginning of the second week, the runt that claimed to have rescued the pilot from the eucalyptus trees made a sneering remark as we entered the living room. The middle-aged lady had the good sense to put an end to that when we returned to the anteroom before Ato Arega’s return and Negadras’ lunch hour. Any action that I may have taken would have confirmed their suspicions. She stood in front of the cowering fellow–rumor had it that she had connections to the underworld–and raised her forefinger at him for an uncomfortably long time. Subsequently, he never dared to look at either of us in the eyes. But I knew that he was only biding his time.

      Later in the week, Ato Arega ignored the middle-aged lady and I when we arrived in the morning. At that point, the middle-aged lady became very nervous; I imagined Negadras exerted more power than her connections. On the Twelfth Day, she withdrew her services. After lunch, Negadras uncharacteristically broke his routine and granted the buxom saint first an audience and then her request. I never saw the lady again.

      We did not know how to proceed. But we both knew that we were going to, that we had to, continue.

      That night, Hiruy returned from the hunting expedition. He was not in good humor. Apparently, Marshal d’Espery’s valet had died suddenly from a snakebite, and Hiruy had been forced to fill in for the deceased servant. The old Marshal’s fastidiousness did not sit well with Hiruy’s carefree disposition but my brother knew better than not to oblige. I told my incredulous twin what had transpired in his absence. We had both veered far from our original course.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Hiruy and I were aghast when Worqé, with a worried look on her face, asked us to follow her into the drawing room. We heard the runt rant and leave the house as Worqé closed the drawing room door behind her. “You know what to do,” Worqé shakily exclaimed, and exited through the dining room door. Neither of us dared to articulate the sense of doom that loomed over us. I opened the window and instructed Hiruy to keep vigil there before I ran to her bedroom.

      We gave in to a reckless abandon that neither of us ever regretted.

      As she lay on my shoulder and gently stroked my neck, Hiruy rushed into the bedroom. Negadras, accompanied by Ato Arega and the Runt, had just been motored into the compound. The trio, followed by a few retainers, walked into the bedroom before I had buckled my belt. Negadras grabbed her by the hair and locked her inside an adjoining room. He ordered Ato Arega to get the whip and some rope to bind my arms to a post. She banged on the door as she cried out in between sobs.
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        * * *

      

      What of Hiruy? Immediately after he had warned us of Negadras’ arrival, he had jumped out of the window, over the granite blocks, and ran into the French Legation. Marshal d’Espery had hired him on the spot and took him to France when the coronation festivities had ended. Once Hiruy had mastered the language, the good Marshal helped my brother to register at a renowned military academy where he specialized in artillery.

      A few months before Italy’s invasion, Hiruy returned home and became our Turjuman friend’s boss. My brother fought alongside Negadras on the eastern front where they both lost their lives.

      Once I had received my forty lashes and was tossed out of the compound, Negadras dragged her out of the locked room. He personally shaved her hair off and sent her packing, back to the Palace. Shortly thereafter, she was re-married, this time around to a much younger man with whom she had fallen in love. They both made a name for themselves as members of the Resistance during the Occupation.

      After the war, I ended up working at an Italian-owned restaurant in Sebeta. I managed the BB guns on the target range where well-to-do young Ethiopian boys and girls who peppered their Amharic with French, English, Italian or German expressions struck the bull’s-eye on the target board with harmless pellets.

      Blood and Bones
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      Fifty years of Accessories and Status Symbols used by Classy-Sassy-So-So-Siddiddy Ethiopian women.

      By: Sza-Sza Zelleke

      The sheer black rayon and polyester shash is firmly bound around my buttered hair and head to form a berfect black balloon. This beautiful black bubble must be bordered with blastic to reduce the flow of melting butter to a manageable moistness at the nape of the neck. The telltale trickle will be wiped away in regular dainty strokes with a delicate mehareb, a mehareb that has been marinated in odocoloN (eau de cologne). Was I born with a silver spoon? Well, a wooden one, anyway, and not in my mouth. The same lega QibiI put on my head has been melted down and carefully poured down my nose with my wooden spoon, on many occasions. Butter on the head? Butter down the nose? “What for? What for?” you ask. To purify my blood, and preserve my bones of course! Ah…the purity of blood, the essence of bone, one simply cannot buy it, nor doesn it change through time. You see, dear Seleda reader, the best things in life are…well, er, inherited, and, once inherited, they should be maintained and preserved. In our culture, blood and bone is preserved by butter and in the end, it’s all about blood and bone. One counts the bones and questions the quality of blood and bile… Yemanew lij? Yemannat lij? Yemanew? Yemanat? Who are these great pretenders?

      1990 - 2000: The Bush Babe. She used to be thin but she’s fat now. A bush babe once wild and fighting free, now fat and fashionable. She wears a man’s leather jacket and sits astride on the balegi wenber in the sleazy dark bar in Addis Ababa’s Olympia sefer. Leaning to her left, she intentionally exposes her holstered pistol on her right. Her special service security officer walkie-talkie sits in plain view on the bar counter. The security equipment being the STATUS SYMBOL of the moment. She flicks the fringe of her long “African Braids” that took hours to finish by the terrified staff at Sunshine Salon. She tosses the latest version of her shoorooba off her forehead and scarred brow (yetebeTa Qindib is also currently a status symbol) and she gruffly orders another drink…"Bwa, tolo bel inji, Goitom, mindinew shigiroo? " She wears THE ACCESSORY to have and to hold in Ethiopia today. It adorns not only her neck but also the halls of hotels and homes throughout the land: the Axum stellae. This is today’s “classy lady;” commanding respect and fear, envy and awe wherever she goes. All are attentive to her every whim, all fight for her delight.

      1970-1990: The Woman In Red. It was the same a decade ago, when the wives and daughters of the “men in blue” were considered equally classy. These women in red are the spouses and offspring of the elite blue-khaki-wearing-eessapaco-cadres. They did not carry walkie-talkies, their STATUS SYMBOL was …the passport. Harder to get than a leopard’s clitoris, the Ethiopian passport and special red mettaweQia allowed “classy ladies” to go abroad. In Addis it meant they could shop in special places to buy what they liked. Buying what you liked and going where you wanted to go had quickly become a luxury in those days. These “classy” women stuffed their fat feet full of corns into soft leather Italian sandals that exposed their mujeli-ed toes. The overstuffed sandals arrogantly pushed the pedals of the the Accessory of that era: A white white Toyota DX. The ultimate accessory of this era was indeed a car with the DX giving way to the pajjarro. “We are going to Soderi,” they would boast…(Whatever for? None of them knew how to swim!)

      1950-1970: Modern Lives And Modern Wives. It was the modern wives with modern lives who knew how to swim. They lived in imperial times and swam at the Hilton pool in the morning, the Itege Menen Hotel pool in Nazareth in the afternoon, then Soderi in the evening. They swam during camping trips by the Awash, and Omo Rivers - hell, they swam in the Red Sea. They spoke French, listened to the news in French on the radio in Addis, they lived in Ferensai Legacion and Casa Popolare and bought the French daily paper on Churchill Godana on the way to an Italian milla folle or Pizza at Horoscopo in Piassa where they would stop to buy a good book from Gianapoulos. The classy lady of this time had only one vital accessory. The Accessory was a can of hairspray. Lots of it was needed to sustain the huge bouffant which rose above her educated head. She slipped delicate cornless feet into dainty but deadly sharp-nosed stilettos and would not be caught dead in an abesha Qemis. The status symbol was the foreign degrees earned from England, France, USA and oh no, not India. This quickly turned into competition for their children’s schools which also became status symbols. Sanford, Nazareth, St Joseph, Good Shepherd and oh no… not ACS. Understated accessories to die for from Teclu Desta, dance steps for the daring from Mary Armiday’s school of visual arts and no wedding complete without the 30-piece armed forces orchestra singing "Ere beketemaw, CHirash behageru, ineman neberu. Indeed.

      Today in Ethiopia, social experiments continue to be tried out. Without a shadow of a doubt however, three undeniable facts have emerged from the trial and error of tribalism, the so-called knowledge of modernist monarchs and the pseudo-science of socialism. We now know for a fact that blood and bone will not be nurtured into being what it is not. It has not been nationalized into oblivion and it definitely cannot be cut up and classified into kilils. It is true, the fever of class and clan confusion continues to rage over our body politic and the Alzheimer’s disease that has set upon the very soul of our society is causing it to forget social and cultural borders, deny even the nations physical ones. But though we suffer from this partially self-induced mass social amnesia, Ethiopians still continue to ask, “Yemanew lij? Yemanat lij?” Yemanew? Yemanat?

      Those who are lucky and proud enough to be born with wooden spoons in our noses, we will continue to preserve our blood and bone wherever we may be: from Bulga to Badme, from Bedelle to Boh, from Bichena to Borena, from Bole to Berbere Terra, from Butta Jirra to Balchee Terrara, from Boston to Baltimore, Bonn to Birmingham, Bujumbura to Banjul, Bankok to Bombay. Wherever we are, we will butter our heads and tie our black balloons, asking always, always asking, “Yemanew Lij, Yemanat Lij? Yemanew? Yemanat?” Because we know it’s not about the status symbols and accessories. In the end, it’s all about blood and bone.

      Center of Gravity
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      by: Asfawossen Asrat

      I bet the only place in the world where a limousine and a donkey get driven side by side is Addis. I heard the Addis municipality has plans to ban donkey driving in the streets of Addis during rush hour to ease traffic! It is distressing. Addis Ababa will no longer be unique. But Addis Ababans will always be. And upper class Addis Ababans? Well, they are the center of gravity.

      I have fond memories of my years at the Arat Kilo Campus of AAU. There were in-house rules and laws everyone accepted. The student population was classified into two big categories: Addis Ababans and Kiflehageran. Every body knew his/her place. No complex, no hustle… no bustle… we were in real love. I really mean it, in real love with each other save for the terebs against each other.

      I do not know (or I don’t want to imagine) what the Addis Ababans called us, but we had a few names for them. Most Addis Ababans were off-campus students, i.e., they had no dormitories. They stayed at home and came to campus only for classes; at their will, if they were from San Jo, Nazareth School and the like; but obliged if they were from Shimelis Habte, Addis Ketema and the like. Students from San Jo and Nazareth… Ho Ho… Min beweTachew’ina…stay in encampments where everybody sleeps together? Not unless it was Abadir at SoderE.

      They christened our dormitories “camps.” If only they knew what they missed! We lived four to eight in each dorm. At the end of our studies we would have a second degree in Ethiopian Culture–a real, meaningful degree irrespective of our major fields of study.

      We used to call them ye bEt Lijoch… and no, it was not prerogative nor abusive. It was simple classification. But our favourite nickname for Addis Ababan freshmen was DAF. Not because they were huge… you know, as in DAF truck or the DAF city bus! It is an acronym for the course grades D, A and F… “D in Math; A in English; and F in Physics.” DAF was almost a universal truth for Addis Ababan freshman, especially female freshman. They had a monopoly for A’s in English, save for a few exceptions from both groups. A Kiflehageran who scored an A in English was considered to be really brilliant by his pals. It made sense. We started elementary school with “Ha, Hu, Hi, …;” they started kindergarten with “A, B, C, …” We grew up rehearsing “Kebede Besso Bela” they grew up rehearsing “Mike eats his dessert.” We read Mammo Widneh and Berhanu Zerihun; they, Danielle Steel and Robert Ludlum… Mahmoud or Alemayehu; versus Celine Dion or Tracy Chapman (Oh…how much I love this girl!). But our differences were our beauty. Neither was wrong or right, good or bad in its own right. We left the English for them “Be beQaN”; they left the Amharic… and the math… and the physics, and the history… and… . Our differences were our beauty.

      But even within the Addis Ababans, our “gra gon aTintochachin,” there were different classifications: those who dined at our “Cafés” (the popular name for student restaurants where you are obliged to eat for free!), and those who never crossed the gates to our nasty cafés. A “weTahu weTahu” bai ye-kiflehager goremsa who dared to try his chance to date an Addis Ababan girl should first know her category - her class. If she were a café diner, he might have a chance to alemun lemeQCHet, with a lot of help and blessing from our neighbouring SilassEwoch, of course. But if she were a non-café brand, he better concentrate on his studies. We learnt our lessons from our buddies at Sidist Kilo, where the number of non-café brands was proportionally higher- for obvious reasons, of course… no mathematics nor physics up there. The story is that one defar _kiflehager_an asked, indiaw milasun sat blot, a non-café molQaQit for a date. Naturally, the girl was so traumatised that she immediately burst into tears. Her friend asked the reason of her grief trying to comfort her. Her response was clear and to the point: “Café yemibela lij lawTash alegN…!”

      As they say “negerin neger yanesawal,” our cafés sometimes served as theatrical venues. A case in point: there was this freshman guy who had “moferna Qenberun seQlo yemeTa” according to Addis Ababans, who came to dine (“café liseQl” as we used to say) for the first time at our famous café. The menu for that day, which had been as constant as “pi” for ages, was changed to Pasta. The Addis Ababans cheered. The Kiflehageran grieved. He was strongly advised by his folks not to touch any thing hymanot yemiyaferss! When he was served that metre long and centimetre wide ye-Qaaliti Pasta, his is reaction was natural: “innE til albelam!” It was too much for him. He had just got over reciting, “meharene Kristos” twelve times after having seen TV for the first time.

      “Are we supposed to go to school with these kind of people?” murmured the disappointed Addis Ababans.

      Fortunately, when we could not control our longings for a decent meal, we retreated to our famous Hotel d’Afrique. No, not the one at Amistegna! Ours was d’Afrique No. 2 at the foot of the hovering Parlama HinSa. It was an anonymous yemender migib bEt and we coined it d’Afrique No. 2. To us it seemed exotic. At our little d’Afrique, where you could touch the window at the opposite wall as soon as you stepped in the door, we could eat like lords. Here comes the be zeit ebid yalech shiro for 1 birr and 50 cents. There were some guys who were so addicted to that shiro that they started showing their ID cards there thinking that they were at the café.

      When the menu at the café was “keyaQTaCHaw,” a sort of soup where every thing known to man was thrown into a pot, we bought injera from d’Afrique and saved our “chloroquine pills,” as we used to call the dabo at the café, for the listros who preferred those pills to a simuni to shine our shoes (bartering has and will always be practised at the gates of the Arat Kilo campus in the 20th century!). So our d’Afrique served as a multi-function restaurant-department store. In the mean time, upper class Addis Ababan fellows were treating themselves to a piece of cake and makiato for 3 birr at the nearby pastries. That was our “aradanet b’aQuaraCH!” We paid less, got more!

      There was this other freshman guy who was in love, in real love with an Addis Ababan co-ed freshman. Fortunately for him she was a café brand. At least he had access to her eyes. He was at the verge of abandoning his courses when his pals informed the campus psychiatrist. Our lady was told about the situation the guy was in. Fortunately, she was co-operative. With the blessing of the campus administration, the iron curtain between the male and female dorms was lifted so that our guy could be hosted in her dorm in hopes of placating his love. The date arrived and our lady QeTEma gozguza, buna aflita, hosted our pal. Things went pretty smoothly until our lady started acting too fast for our guy to cope with. Wanting to add romance to their date and to reassure him before his departure, she endeavored to kiss him on his lips! No, he did not faint, but after repeatedly mamateb-ing, phirrrrrr, he was sprinting out of the stunned woman’s dorm. Was he a fara? Or do Addis Ababans not understand real love?

      Things became easier and more convivial when we began our second year. We started understanding each other and our differences, and how neither group was perfect on its own. The fact that we were treated equally by our instructors helped. We had equal footing in lecture halls, save for English classes. We studied together, we conferred together, we panicked or got excited together during exams, we cheered or got anguished together when results were posted. The class differences became more financial than moral and psychological. Our campus served as a melting pot for those differences. It was the place where you could appreciate “differences!” It was the place where Addis Ababan molQaQoCH started to understand for the first time that they were part and parcel of the larger Ethiopian situation.

      However, our preference in geography remained unchanged throughout the years. An Addis Ababan upper class always had a greater ease at pronouncing LA and DC rather than Debre Sina or Bahir Dar. And eventually we started to talk like them… “I phoned my mother in D S!” or “My folks sent me besso-na-mar from BD!”

      But I confess that I like Addis and upper class Addis Ababans with all my heart. I like their enthusiasm, their vigour, their simplicity - Oops! I’ve run out of my adjectives. But what I like most is their famous motto: “We are the future of the country!” I heard this famous motto a long, long time ago but I am always wondering why our country’s future is always pointing to the past!

      I may still buy the Addis Ababans’ motto. Yes, you are the future of the country! I mean it! I am convinced that it does not take a million to lead a country in the right direction. No more “What’s up?” stuff. Nothing is “Up!” Things are on the “Down!” back home.

      Admaqinet
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      Awassa Langano
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      Awassa, Langano leshirishir heji yayehushi…ah,_

      yeSidamo Qonjo indineshi…… .

      _

      by: MT

      If you thought that Melkamu Tebeje’s Awassa Langano was the hottest tune that ever graced the air-waves back in the early pre-revolution seventies, there was and still is very little or no hope for you. You didn’t know it then, but your taste of zefen represented the first tell-tale sign that you were and will remain a Fara until the day you draw your last breath. You can try to fake it all you like, but deep in the nebulous recesses of your mind, there will always be the nagging truth that you are a Fara; . . . perhaps a superficially polished one now, but a Fara nonetheless, thanks to the Melkamu-Syndrome.

      You never thought that Melkamu’s harmless little love-song with its cute lyrics would leave an indelible mark on you, forever defining your position in the contemporary culture as an accomplished Fara…but it has. Nothing wrong with the song itself, mind you. It’s just, while you were serenading Ato Hailu Meshesha’s younger sister DemeQu through the opening in the wooden fence: “Awassa Langano leshirishir heje…,” your own generation was gliding across the dance-floor to the tune of “Iyodinnoti Sonoquiiiii”.

      For all those cool young people knew, Iyodinnoti could have been the Italian version of a call-to-arms by a rebel group in Uzbekistan, but it was sufficiently sentimental and provided just the right tempo for sailing across the darkened halls of many a private-school, a la Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. They were kids your own age, and yes, you too attended one of only a handful of private schools around,… unless one insisted on including Beide-Mariam on a technicality.

      But they were s-m-o-o-t-h, s-e-x-y and s-u-a-v-e (Iyodinnoti-people) ; . . . young men and women, who had proven themselves uncanny in their ability to circumvent the constraints of the “huala Qer” native culture;…a tight-knit coterie of youngsters, who had arrived in the glamorous worlds of Los Angeles and New York by a short-cut, acquiring the social and material traits of youngsters there, without ever having crossed the Atlantic.

      By some stroke of genius, they remained impervious to the influences of the local culture, while you busied yourself serving your parents’ idir, setting up folding chairs in the rickety d’nkuan following Ato Mandefro’s untimely death (of hush-hush syphilis) at the tender age of 89. (Your father, in his infinite wisdom, had volunteered your youthful energy to the seffer idir in lieu of monetary contribution. He was not going to wait another 20 years to reap the benefits of his investment in his children.;. . . pay as you go was his modus operandi.)

      They were the sort of teenagers who wouldn’t know syphilis if it severed their . . . earlobes;. . . you, on the other hand, at least knew someone who had died from it…poor Ato Mandefro, really…"Mts, mts. " Besides, you had your own worries too, which stemmed from a momentary lapse in judgement and youthful indiscretion (yeah, right!) on your and your buddies’ part the week before Ato Mandefro met his demise! One of you had gotten everyone excited with painfully detailed narratives of sexual exploits with the house-maid and, by the time his graphic accounts had reached their climax, you had been ready to reach yours. Before long, each and every single one of you had voted to forego the Kiriaziz cake and the buna bewetet in favor of venturing into the labyrinthine world of SerateNa Seffer (red-light district) with a few Birr, but loads of testosterone in your pants. Heads buried deep in turned-up collars, y’all had scouted many a house-of-ill-repute, before you had settled on the ladies at Aberash Borkana’s establishment where, predictably enough, Melkamu had been blaring from makeshift speakers precariously balanced over the main door: “Awassa, Langano…” (Ms. Borkana takes her name from the wide river that cuts through Alasha Meda in Kutaber, Wollo).

      That was how and why Ato Mandefro’s death had brought you face-to-face with your own mortality like never before (you had been where he was rumored to have been…meeting his death in the form of that dreaded disease) and, while they had lowered him into the ground, you had stood at a distance swearing fealty to Qidus Michael lezelalem-alem, if he spared your life. You had known that He and only He, Qidus Michael-Yeni-Geta, could deliver you from meQmes-ing Ato Mandefro’s TSiwa for the ephemeral amissbirr fun you thought you had had with that irgum-yeteregemech Aberash;…and for what? She had barely broken a sweat (hadn’t even bothered to remove the stekini in her mouth) while you had huffed and puffed for all of the two-and-a-half minutes it had taken to…er…rid yourself of some premature haTiyat! You had, then, attempted to delay your departure by meQebaTering yebaT- yeQoTun, because arriving at the pre-determined rendezvous point first (ahead of any of your buddies) would have earned you a stigma you would never have lived down.

      Ato Mandefro, may his idolatrous soul burn in hell, went and ruined it for you. (Regardless of how the situation played itself out, you were destined to lose!). . . If you actually did have this here thing disease that took the heathen from your midst…well, you were in God’s hands and no Homo-sapiens could help your erectus self…least of all your parents! They would kill you like you had never been killed before and then, really kill you before death itself killed you! (Yep! It says so right there in the wolaj-manual. Scenario: Son Dying Of Balegi disease!. .Remedy: KILL!)

      On the other hand, if you didn’t have it, it meant the end of SerateNa Seffer (your lanes of Limerick) and all the Frank-McCourt-excitement it offered in such great abundant and tantalizing variety, all because of your unwise and too hasty s’let to Qidus Michael! … Later, of course, upon discovering that your fears were unfounded, you attempted to submit to Qidus Michael an addendum to your initial plea_,_ rescinding your promise of celibacy on grounds that it was extracted from you under extreme duress. The Faramour in you said: “Aberash or nothing!” and Melkamu concurred:

      _

      algwagwaaaam,. . . algwagwaaaam,

      algwagwaaaaaaaam,

      menor balem lay, fikri lingerish,

      _

      ini anchin salai. . . .!

      You see, the Iyodinnoti-kid had no such worries. He got into his pleasures with the debutante of immutable principles…QimiTil-yebit-lij, whose incorruptible virtue her proud daddy would extol all over creation, even as she was marchedis-sizzling in unrestrained passion out in the parking lot at Hotel d’Afrique!..And, if by sheeeer coincidence, being knocked about in the bowels of the marchedis were to result in being knocked up, well…ain’t no inkwan Mariam marechish and genffo z’bazinki happenin’ out this way, because Mommy would come to the rescue. Her daughter’s immaculate…umm…confession would initially send Mommy into hysterics, but as gebina sheffaN-guardian of the family name, she would gather herself quickly and set in motion her formidable network of resources to discreetly roeversuswade the gudai into oblivion, long before Daddy got wind of it. (Daddy, of course, was a powerful man, who could suspend habeas corpus nationwide at the drop of a hat to reclaim his daughter’s honor; imagine the old man in full battle regalia going: " Zeraf,. . zeraf,.! zeraf yegebs irassu, neffs assenabach keneferessu!. . . manew, eri manabatu new!..itititititititit!)

      Long before your Fara-sized soul got barely warmed up to the idea that there was life without Aberash Borkana, this cool class of coquettish courtesans and their lover-boys, inextricably linked by perpetual courtship and carnal preoccupation in a tight and impregnable cocoon, knew about the intricacies of romance, the trendy restaurants and bars, the must-see movies, the hottest in yengliz muziQa and, of course, Givenchy’s latest in fashion-wear. As if by a priori, every Iyodinnoti-member somehow knew the chic from the not-so-chic and conducted himself/herself accordingly, with what de Tocqueville might have termed a frightening oneness.

      What appeared as a haphazardly concocted, loosely organized social club to the uninitiated Fara, was really a well-structured sub-culture, where one’s position on the pecking order was a matter of one’s gray matter having successfully undergone the evolutionary transition from crown to crotch. The pin-head, whose head fit neatly on the head of a p …(sine s’rat!). . . pin was, (you guessed it), the head.

      Everyone here knew everyone and everything everyone did, because everyone did everything with, and to, everyone else all the time…like, for instance, trooping to each other’s homes on weekends and singing duets of the dinkiest ingilizNa-songs, with actually identifiable ingilizNa words interspersed throughout…kinda like the scene in Trading Places, where a chorus of clean-cut Ivy League boys in white v-neck pullovers and matching shorts croon all over scantily clad, oh-so-wholesome virgins over at the club.

      When they were not serenading each other, the Iyodinnoti-kids flocked from party-bet to party-bet…and there was no mistaking them for any other group when they arrived. In what appeared to be a perfectly choreographed sequence, the girls spilled out of the cars, giggled, sorted themselves out and proceeded up the stairs and into the dimly-lit living-room, with the men bringing up the rear. Once inside, they levitated over the Oriental rug in synchronized dynamism to Marvin Gaye’s Let’s get it o-o-o-n! …You marveled at the agility and grace with which they “dipped and everything” and admired the belle for knowing just when to snuggle up in a tight embrace and melodramatically bat her eye-lashes at her taller mate…more than a decade before Nancy did it to Ronnie, may he res . . oops, my fault!

      They made it look so easy, you thought your trespassing-ass could pull it off too. But first, you needed you a belle! The belle seemed like a nice enough girl. She tossed her rich and fluffy hair, smiled at you graciously and said it beng’lizNa. Well,. . .wonder of wonders! They could have knocked you over with a feather, because “it” w-a-s-a “yes”…for all the good it did you! You found that you couldn’t move, much less levitate with the belle over the Oriental (little did she know that she had turned your whole world upside-down with her consent). As you stood there petrified, you felt a gradual surge of The Melkamu Syndrome course through your veins…the symptoms hit you like a ton of bricks and in rapid succession…tightness in your chest, lightheadedness, blurred vision and perspiration…lots of perspiration! You never thought it could happen to a mere mortal like you, but for the first time only since Jesus’ Crucifixion, semay m’dru CHeleme!. . . (yiQ’r beleN GetayE, simihin bekentuuu…indyaw aderahin yenE Geta…mts…atiQuTeribiN!)

      Yes, you had been d-y-i-n-g to dance with a belle, but Immamlak’n, you hadn’t meant it literally! What a way to go! You could just see the screaming headlines in Poliss’na Irmijaw: “Double-dealing, disloyal dimwit dares to dance with debutante!…Disintegrates!” Just then, the Melkamu in your soul whispered: “Anti kehadi…ant assmessai! It serves you right. Now, get your ‘out-of-his-element Jud-ass’ back to Aberash!”

      A whole universe away in Fara-dom, weekends were largely uneventful, unless Ato Mandefro died of syphilis and your parents’ idir daNa assigned you to mederder the chairs in the leaky tent. Otherwise, if all was well with Ato Mandefro, you had Sunday’s zefen mirCHa to look forward to:

      “…Hamssa aleQa Aberra Yimer keWolisso-ooo, Shashemene lemigeNut wud Ihitachew w/t Manale Yimer-rrr;… .Asir aleQa Tesfahun Belay keKutaber-rrr, Addisaba lemigeNut lewud balebetachew-www w/o-oooo Aberash. . . (oh,oh!) .”

      You were glued to the ageless Grundig-radio, bedecked as it was in kiroshi-dantil of vivid colors…and you worked diligently on perfecting your…(all together now)…M-e-l-k-a-a-a-a-m-u-u-u-u! (Thanks!..Wait a sec!..Hey, you! …Yeah, Mr Fake-Fara back there, …it’s not “yyyouuuuu”…it’s “uuuuu”, Melkam “uuuu”, as in u-u-tta! whaddayamean there was no u-u-tta where you grew up? …OK, how’bout …“moooooo” …now that oughta be right up your alley! What?…No, I am not calling you a cow. If you were a Fara, you would know that a cow doesn’t moo, it imbwaas, pal …imbwaaaaa!..You don’t understand? Just what part of " imbwaaaa" don’t you understand?..It’s not like I am speaking French!..What’s that?..Oh, 'scuuuse me, you speak French?! Well then, let’s see! Est-ce que vous n’understandez pas les “imbwaaaa?” Oh, never mind! By the way, have you seen Quills?)

      The Iyodinnoti-kids also had a knack for picking all the right shows; shows that celebrated the philosophical underpinnings of the group:…sensitivity, vulnerability and that intimidatingly abstract concept of "coming to terms with one’s inner self. " (In Fara-speak: molQaQa, . . .yesew-molQaQa, . . .derso-atimolaQeQi-'bakish, respectively.) Ryan O’Neill and Ali McGraw’s Love Story definitely qualified in that it presented a unique opportunity to belle and beau alike to put on a show of their own, unveiling their inner selves to the primitive Fara of outer-self existence.

      When the story took a tragic turn, the Iyodinnoti-belle…oh-so-feminine, s-o-o-o sensitive, and so brittle in the face of Hollywood’s sensational make-believe…buried her pretty little head in her arms and menseQseQ-ed in muted weeping, her delicate shoulders shaking with uncontrolled sobs! Her gallant mate of Iyodinnoti-fame, he of indomitable spirit and unflinching chivalry, then bravely rose to the occasion and took his frightened beauty in his arms (zeraf!) and began menseQseQ-ing with her in tandem as proper decorum dictated.(H-o-w d-a-r-e t-h-e-y?… t-h-e-r-e, t-h-e-r-e! . . . yeni Qonjo, . . . t-h-e-r-e, t-h-e-r-e! … . I’ll have Daddy talk to Hollywood about this!)

      You couldn’t do that if your life depended on it. For one thing, the same Iyodinnoti-belle wouldn’t even think of crying, if you were the one sitting next to her; on second thought, maybe she would, but definitely not for the same reason. A self-respecting Fara could never weep over a story taking place in affluent USA , no matter how sad. From a Fara’s point-of-view, a perfectly good tragedy can easily fall victim (collateral damage) to an ostentatious display of wealth, even if it was unrelated to the story-line. (Mansions, sport cars, butlers, Ivy League, tweed jackets, mahogany-paneling! . . . .mannn, pleeeeaaase!)

      Your idea of the perfect tragedy had to be set in rural India, where: Shamoo loses his arms attempting to dislodge a boulder…Shamoo loses his maresha-beri to Sukhilala-the-landlord…Shamoo can’t provide for his family…Shamoo finally loses his raison-d’jtre…Out of frustration and shame, Shamoo takes off! Radha has to feed the young’ns, Birjoo and Ramoo, but lacks the means to do it with…Radha refuses to sell her honor to Sukhilala-the-landlord…Sukhilala-the landlord takes her land…Radha literally shoulders the yoke and pulls, and pulls, and pulls the maresha through the parched earth, against the backdrop of a badly rendered studio-landscape…Birjoo and Ramoo tag along for moral support…they sing:

      Duniaaaa…

      we’ve got to toil in this work…

      _

      life is some poison;

      we stumble in troubles

      and get up again;

      we walk on roads of fire and

      _

      may get burnt… . . .

      Now, there is a heart-warming tragedy!..Oxymoron?..yes!..Unsophisticated, sappy, schmaltzy? Yes, yes and yes!..There are no excuses to be made…it’s called the _Melkamu-Syndrom_e, a Farasite that won’t go away…a life-time affliction! Try dubbing in Melkamu’s "yenQoQ’lish nuro " over the Duniaaa-scene and see how perfectly it fits…as if it were written for it:

      _ayhiiiiiiiiii yenQoQ’lish nurooo,tariiiiiiiiiku rejim neeeew, destaaaaawna rorooo!

      There were no Farallels to be drawn here between you and the Iyodinnoti-kid. A notable difference was that, the more miserable your " Les Miserables," the more crude and inartistic your "Mother India" in its unabashed attempt at pulling at your heart-strings, the more you enjoyed it;. . . .and you enjoyed it without slobbering in public. (credit: Dick Nixon). Your Mother India was devoid of the opulence that interfered with your emotion in Ryan’s Love Story!…It was pure unadulterated misery: monsoon, dirt-floors, starvation, dying child, illiteracy, deprivation, oppression, and gut-wrenching songs to go with it all!..Faradoxically enough, you went back for more and more of that overdone misery and sang along with Radha… and you joined in on the enthusiastic applause that erupted when she beat Sukhilala-the-landlord to a pulp. Yes, you could do that, but only in the company of your fellow-Fara in Fara-Faradise…one of the three flea-buckets at Piazza: Cinema Adowa, Cinema Ethiopia, Cinema Ampir…yezarin ayargew’na …mts!..mts!

      As for you-know-who, he shall continue to reside in the hearts and minds of Faras everywhere. Closet-Faras in these here parts who, deplorably enough, have fallen by the wayside having picked up strange new habits like flossing-and-everything, are encouraged to come home. To Faraphrase the old adage, “You can take the Fara out of Fara-dom, but …!”

      You know it’s there…that old Melkamu-tape…perhaps now a bit worse for wear, but safely stashed away, appropriately enough, among those yellowing love-letters that only a Fara would receive and keep. And we ain’t talkin’ no constipated Iyodinnoti stuff like:

      "How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

      I love thee to the depth and breadth…!"

      (No, no, no, brother Fara , not bread-zzz. bread-thhh,. . . .now put the tip of your tongue…)

      Elizabeth What’s-her-name may have made a name for herself with her m’las ashegari bread_th_ and thee(s), but she certainly could never hold a candle to Aberash:

      _

      ". . . kebah’r yeTeleQew, kekokeb yedemeQew tizitah zewet’r siyaberaliN;. . .issate-gemora, tewleblabi fiQrih nega Teba sisseliQeN;…nafQot’h lelitun inde negarit sigosh’meN; . . . inde Abay fwafwatE yemingodegodew inbayE w’Qianos hono wede ante biameTaN, . . .nebera, nebera-a-a-a!! . . . tadya m’n yarega-a-a-a-l, yehilm injera seQeQenE!! . . ayhayhayyyyyyy honwal zendro, s’anjab’b Qumenah baynE… . .! "

      (Ayy Aberash!. .Ayy Aberash!. . The Qumena is 5’-5";. . .how much “manjabeb” could it possibly do?)

      _

      So, go ahead! Dig up that tape; . . .dust it off and, and . . . .! You’ll be surprised how cathartic it can be to let him take you to the melkam days in the Faraway place of your youth. You don’t believe? Just listen:

      yassalefnew g’zi, T’rum new, meTfom new-uuuu,
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        * * *

      

      g’n leteret yah’l, s’ntun assalefnew!

      inde T’ru tarik, inde T’ru zina-ahahah,

      _

      l’naweraw beQan, ya hulu aleffena-ahah!

      _

      _

      yelijinet worat, yabebaw gizeachin-nnnn,

      ya leza Chaweta, yewahinetachin-nnn,

      golmassanet alfo *______* meTanna-ahahah,

      linaweraw beQan, ya hulu aleffena-ahah!

      _**

      (*_______* Mr. Melkamu’s unnecessary reference to old age recently deleted.)

      Changing of the Guard
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      by: #762411GT

      He sniffed the change in the air and left his not-com for a dot-com. He rode the wave of public weret and rose high to a hot-com. Now, as he rides the same fleeting wave of public weret down to a shot-com, he notes the wisdom in his waterproof Palm V that what goes up in a flash doth come down with a splash. But that’s not the end of him. He’ll bubble to the top once again like a burp from the belly of a monster economy…and he’ll sniff the change in the air… and into the attic he will throw the VB manual, the Java sourcebook, and out he will bring the EE diploma, and the Econ Masters.

      He’s on a roll once again… because, in a winner-take-all society, there’s no stopping to nurse self-pity. There’s been social upheaval in the works, and it’s left in its wake the rising of a new class of bohemian geeks – techno-nerds empowered by their knowledge of nifty tricks to have your computer screen display “hello world” in several ways. He’s just witnessed the mounting into power of the so-called “knowledge class”, the launching into power of the “symbolic analysts”, the dawning of an era of the “techno-elite” – All but a motley crew bonded in nothing but years of formal education, acronymic appendages to their names, association to elite universities, and child-like obsession with techno-tricks.

      A motley crew that, nonetheless, claimed him as one of their own. A membership earned not by material prosperity, but solely by personal merit. For one who sported scars from a childhood infested by complexes induced by poverty, this had been a tantalizing prospect.

      When he left Addis on a rainy night after three full months of crisscrossing the city on a scavenger hunt for a hasty feerma here, the seal of a runny rubberstamp there, ye Qebele ID wediya, ye tegbare-id clearance wedih, he took, slung over his shoulder, a decorative kebero. He took with him old calendars, several Selamta magazines, tourism brochures. He took with him much kotet and paraphernalia stuffed into an enormous suitcase. But he hoped to leave behind memories of a childhood riddled with poverty-induced complexes. He left Addis with a promise of catharsis dangling from the wings of a Boeing 767.

      At the time he left Ethiopia, pedigree no longer commanded respect on its own. Class meant, for the most part, that gaping rift between the two halves of material prosperity – the have-not’s and the have-lots’. The berebasso-botti-shera-kongo clad and the Qoda-Adidas-speel-takko clad. Those who donned, day in day out, the same wrinkled adaffa shemeez with its buttons missing at the chest, and those with impeccably clean ironed shirts with a tie around their neck, who would throw away a shirt if it so much as missed a button. Those with sweat-soaked toeless socks and those with dry-cleaned and brand-named socks. Each difference carved the network of complexes a little deeper. A little longer. So, the beero telalaki drank like a chief on the evening of every lideta, and ran [from lenders] like a thief till the next lideta.

      The temari paid daily pilgrimage to the neighbors’ QorQorro gate with the supplication, “zarE TV yikefettal?” If he’d miscalculated and arrived before the rise of the dinner gebeta, then he would refuse the customary invitation to join in. And he’d wait awkwardly while shifting in his seat. “zarE TV yikefettal?” All this in preparation for the next-day’s school yard reviews of the night’s slap stick comedy shows. If he hadn’t watched, he would give away the painful fact that his family was, indeed, too poor to own a TV.

      So, membership based on personal merit held the promise of catharsis. The prospect of a class membership that couldn’t be read right off of one’s footwear sparked the dynamite that would pulverize the complexes lodged by poverty. The complexes would crumble, the wounds would heal, the scars, while never quite disappear, would nonetheless fade with time.

      But the hoped for catharsis is not to be had. Why?

      Say you were a newly empowered habesha academic being groomed into a research scientist. As part of your thesis, you’ve studied deeper than anyone cares several efficient schemes to milk a spherical cow. So, you exude confidence and self-importance. At your first academic conference, you find through the course of repeated attempts at mingling and schmoozing that not many really give a hoot who YOU are, that pedigree does still matter within the “knowledge class”. This time, it isn’t the pedigree of biological sorts, but the academic pedigree that it is supplanted by – the stature of your thesis-advisor in the who-is-who of academia. It’s whose student, whose protege, and NOT quite who you are that sparks a lingering interest.

      Say you were a newly empowered “mediocre wembedE from Princeton”, rubbing shoulders with offsprings of the richest and the smartest, and come across one of those egg-donor-wanted ads that ran in newspapers around elite school campuses. An infertile couple seeking to award $50,000 to an “intelligent, athletic egg donor who is at least 5’10” with an SAT score of 1400 or better." Is it palatable? Sort of… Will it leave a bad after-taste? Probably. Is it compliant with your philosophy that status accorded in proportion to personal merit shall be the holy grail of a fair society? Sort of. How much of the personal merits sought after in this ad are actually “personal” and uninfluenced by pedigree, material prosperity, and a roll-of-the-cosmic dice? Hmmmm…

      It hits you that the void left behind by the complexes of poverty may soon be filled by complexes of other sorts. But, you don’t stop to think much of it. You’re on a roll. You are… the newly empowered.

      Addis Gebi

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      by: Roman

      I am the quintessential Nazareth school chic…I mean, I was. You know: the loud, rowdy, fun loving, boy crazy, and to a certain extent snobbish [not to say all NZ chicks meet this profile but that is what the outside world has perceived us to be]. I was very stuck up, even among my peers and siblings. I always thought that I was better than people around me; though I did not go around telling people that sometimes, when situations forced me to, I would tell you to your face that I was ‘it’.

      I cannot take all the credit for the way I used to feel. I was raised to be stuck up. I was raised to look down on people who didn’t share my outlook, who didn’t have the same level of intelligence, who didn’t have the same socio-economic background…everyone in my surroundings drilled me to be that way; therefore, I was a product of my environment.

      I am the youngest in my family. We lived in a neighborhood where most people cannot even have one meal a day. There were only certain families in the neighborhood that could afford to send their kids to private school, and those families stuck together. I was only allowed, if I was even allowed, to play with kids from these families. I was never allowed to mingle with the neighborhood kids (the menderteNoch, asadagi yebedelacheww, as one of my uncle referred to them [may the Lord forgive him]). The thing was, I really wanted to play with them, go abebayehoush for Ethiopian New Year with them, but it was not something open for debate. So, by the time I reached junior high, everyone had me convinced that I was simply better than them so I joined in and stopped associating with the neighborhood kids. On top of that, I had made enough friends from Nazareth School, and I had finally made it to the ‘in’ clique; associating with the sefer lejoch could have made me lose my new and hard-earned status!!!

      At school, I was even snobbish than most, especially when it came to people of the same caliber. I believed that I had to show them that, at the end of the day, I was much smarter and more exposed than the rest of them. In all honesty, until I got to high school, I hated everyone at Nazareth, and a lot of people did not understand me that well. You see, I did not join Nazareth from kindergarten – I joined midway through elementary school. When I joined NZ school, I was just a happy-go-lucky child ready to embrace everyone and be embraced in return. But lo and behold, being ‘addis gebi’ at Nazareth School was the equivalent of being an alien in this world. You are forever branded with that name and somehow seen as the untouchable. By the time I joined Nazareth, everyone had established their groups, and new entrants were not welcome in any group.

      For two years, I used to sulk alone, immersing myself in books and hating my parents for subjecting me to those lonely and torturous days. I read a lot; I mean a lot. In the fourth grade, I used to go to the British Council and borrow books like ‘David Copperfield’, ‘Little Women’ and all the classics and bury myself in them. The fact that I read those books bothered my classmates and even some of my teachers. The fact that I preferred to speak English earned me the ‘yemanech gureNa…ahoun yamrbNal bela new?!” label. I did not care because I had to convince myself that I was better than the rest of them, and any comments that I got from everyone did not make a difference in my life.

      The only comments that caused a commotion in my life were the ones that were given by people whom I held in high regard, but when I got negative feedbacks from them, I would react in a way that they would not dare make those comments again. I was very defensive and vocal about my feelings. I had no yiluNta (to some extent, I still don’t have that much yiluNta…).

      Junior high was much better; I had made NZ school my home and warmed up more. Then, through some divine intervention, I had finally gotten acceptance in the ‘in’ group. I never wanted to belong to any particular group. I couldn’t fit into any one group completely: I was very academic – not to brag but I just loved learning; I was always two years ahead of my class. I took my education more seriously than the average person my age. I was very competitive, mostly with myself, and highly, obsessively focused on my grades. I would be fighting over a 0.5 points with the teachers, and since I loved to argue, I spent most of my werQama gizay at the principal office k’astemari gar eyetekaseskuN.

      Despite this obsession, though, nobody ever accused me of being geeky, bookish, timid, reserved and Chewa like the rest of my Qelem friends. In fact, I could not stand people who fit those descriptions though now I admire these qualities most in a person. I could only associate myself with the Qelem crowd during exam weeks, but during the normal season, I was with the duryE, Chefari rebels of the class. I loved hanging out with them, hearing what happened at the home parties over the weekend and who kissed whom, and all the latest yeketema gossip. Mind you, I never went to any Chifera, but in my mind, I have very vivid images of what went on. Besides, I had all the latest info on all the happenings.

      My siblings and cousins were denbeNa ager yaselechu Chefariwoch. One of my cousins, up to this day, has been in the Chifera mode for at least twenty years. She has been beaten, shaved, metaTened and the whole nine yards. Her stories could be made into several books. More than that, she knows everyone and their mother, and through her, I got to know everyone and some of their mothers J Additionally, by this time my literary interests had shifted from Charles Dickens to Sidney Sheldon and the sleazy romance books. And an interest in the opposite sex was starting to knock on my heart.

      By the time I finished junior high, I was tired of NZ school and ready to move on to someplace better, not only for academic reasons, but because I wanted to go to a coed school with a Western way of thinking. Unfortunately, that did not materialize. So, in the ninth grade, I made Nazareth School my love. I accepted my fate and started to join in the madness. I would never skip school because there was so much fun going on. There was an influx of addis gebiwoch so I was pardoned for my addis gebinet – I gladly lost my label to the new entrants. I was one of the girls, and enEm beterayE, I was given the privilege of labeling others as addis gebi. I was really warm and welcoming and even made friends with some of them. My interest in academic excellence was waning and I wasn’t intense any more about my school work. My main goal had become to be like my cousins: Chefari, duryE, yeketema ateramash…but while still maintaining my grades, of course. I just loved school. I happily floated among different people and did not want to belong to any one group. I was stuck up through and through …the fact that I thought I was Qelem, arada (self perception, which can be totally wrong) and well exposed, added to the fact that I knew yeketma Chefariwoch (thank you, Cousin), made me think I was the s***…so I went around without a care for anyone or anything…

      Until…

      Midway through tenth grade, I became very philosophical and started to read left over books in the house from my revo uncles who were involved in the student movement back in the day. What I read really affected my way of thinking. I was ready to abandon all worldly things and join the communist way of thinking; at the same time, my next door neighbor was trying to recruit me to be a Jehovah’s Witness…at school, this girl truly changed my life, outlook, and personality (to this day, I have the utmost respect for her). She would come and share the Word of God with me. By the end of tenth grade, I found God (or rather, God found me). I abandoned all secular stuff – the hardest decision was shredding my Tom Cruise poster and taping over my Michael Jackson tape which had been my most precious possession till then. But was determined to do everything that would make me right in the sight of God. I immersed myself in the Bible and made God my refuge, my life and my everything. Up to this day, I know that was the biggest and most important decision of my life that had the greatest impact on me. It had stopped and still stops me from doing many disastrous things.

      I was ready to evangelize the world; at every occasion, I would share the Word of God with my friends, and to some extent succeeded in converting some of them (some of my converts are more Christian than I am now). I was so ambitious and I took my mission seriously. I even tried to convert my Granny; that almost got me thrown out of the house. My new calling wreaked more havoc in my relationships with others. I had the triple whammy: I was a Qelem, a cute Christian freak (or so I would like to think), who did not want to abandon my duryE cousins and friends because they were so much fun. If you knew me, you would know that I do not belong in a typical PenTe environment; I was just too untamed to fit in there. I thought out loud; I still think out loud. That is taboo in the Christian world, or for that matter, in the habesha culture. I was told "Ayderegim, aybalim, newr new, enday!" my whole life…and to this day, I get very uptight when I’m in a typical habesha environment.

      Now, I was torn in different directions and it was not fun. My duryE friends were not happy with my new conversion; my PenTe friends wanted to yank me away from my ‘bad heathen friends’, and my Qelem friends did not approve of my association with both groups…as one of the Qelems (she used to irritate me out of my socks) came out and told me, I was aQuwam-less. Boy, did I make her regret the day she was born!

      I made a quick tally of the pros and cons of things, and within a month, moved to the US before finishing high school.

      The US was a different story. It created a different kind of confusion though I liked the fact that I did not have to fit into any one group. I was not about to start the cycle again with complete strangers, and here, I did not have to impress them. I had a hard time fitting in with the habesha crowd because all of us have hang-ups about different things. The fact that I went to Nazareth school mattered to some; some thought I was stuck up and others did not think I was worthy. The fact that I wanted to go to Harvard (even though I didn’t get in, which is besides the point) instead of a community college made a lot of people see me as gureNa. The fact that I did not want to take remedial English (in fact, I cursed one of my uncles out for suggesting that) made them think I was full of myself. The fact that I only applied to good colleges, the fact that I preferred being a math tutor rather than work for minimum wage (nothing wrong with that)…the list went on.

      The most hilarious criticism I ever heard was "You know a lot of people”!!! Only in the habesha community is knowing a lot of people a crime! I know people not because I go knocking from house to house but because I come from a big extended family and most of my cousins and siblings are very sociable people within their age group; as the youngest at the time, all of them used to drag me everywhere they went. (Anyway, why should I have to justify why I know so and so?) Another good one was “You reveal too much of your personal stuff.” I really don’t care if I reveal too much about myself as long as I am not accused of going around talking about other people behind their backs. Anyway, I was jaded about my peeps and did not want to prove myself to anyone…I just told everyone to back off and made my own decisions and mistakes and went off to college.

      By the time I got to college, I had to bid the good Lord farewell because I had to survive. As it is things were tres, tres complicated and my Christianity was about to bring quel dommage! to my social life – i.e. I was about to become a lone dove. Me and the Lord congregated and I told him that I loved Him dearly but to follow him the way he wanted me to was tooooo much for me at that age. I explained that one day, someday, I would have him back in my life. I packed all my evangelizing tools and put them in storage. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, God had made so much of an impact on my life that I was not able to indulge in the craziness guilt free like the rest of my friends. Every time if I did something ‘unworthy’, I would be consumed with so much guilt while the rest of my friends did not even think twice about it. I am holding some serious Qim against God for having that much influence on my life. Looking back now, I thank him because I never went tooo far – I just did enough of everything and got a good dose of the world.

      I met some great people, three people in particular who helped deconstruct my snobbishness. People who helped in completely erasing my hang-ups

      Ruth….I will be indebted to Ruth forever for opening my eyes to who I really was. I was in a technical field in a college ranked in the top ten and we had some pretty sharp kids in my class, and I mean cutting edge sharp. Because of the nature of the field, guys outnumbered girls, but the girls were the cream of the crop. They worked harder than the guys. Ruth was this Israeli girl who was obsessed with school. She was this annoying li’l rat who would rub everyone the wrong way. She was in many of my classes and she would always say something that would make feel like I was the dumbest creature ever created. She knew her stuff thoroughly. I was very cautious around her because being average was not sitting well with me. I did not want any one to remind me that I no longer was the smartest kid on the block.

      Ruth and I had a long and hard evening organic lab together that sometimes went on until midnight. We all got there wiped out but Ruth was always energized and did all the things according to the manual. She could never have a lab partner because she would repeat the lab until she got the desired result. One typical day, while the rest of the class was repeating the experiment for the zillionth time, and I was repeating it for the zillion- and-one’th time, she came sobbing hysterically to the queue where everyone was waiting for the scale. She said she was not able to get the right result and she had no time, so she wanted to cut into the line before us. All the guys were willing but I told her "Loookie here, we are repeating it for the millionth time, and we have been waiting in line; that it was not the end of the world if you are not able to get the right result…”

      She looked at me and told me off – that she was not in competition with me or the rest of us. I was ready to jump on her but my friend Mike, bless his heart, pulled me away. I went home fuming with rage. I was pacing up and down trying to see what the cause of this whole outburst was. I stepped back and tried to see if the situation merited such a reaction and then it dawned to me. I used to be Ruth back in the day and I guess seeing myself in someone else was a good thing. I did not like what I saw so I got on my knees and asked the Good Lord for forgiveness (even though God was no longer a major part of my life, I had not completely turned my back on him… there were one too many days when I had had to plead and negotiate when my grades and my sanity were at stake). From that day on, I make a conscious effort to be aware of other peoples feelings.

      The two other people who had a major impact on me were my guy friend and my ex-boyfriend…both came from very privileged backgrounds but they were humble. From talking to them you would never guess that they grew up with money. They both could sell ‘sand to an Arab and ice to an Eskimo’, their social skills were so excellent. They knew people of all ages and backgrounds and behaved the same wherever they went.

      I came to America with a joneya full of hang-ups, major hang-ups: preference for Sainjo guys and ye-Addis Abeba lejoch but I was not beyond redemption. Thanks to the Good Lord and my friends, now I am able to see everyone the same way. In fact, now I have trouble with my old friends. I have changed and they have not. I hate going to the gatherings of the so-called, self-appointed classy people. There I feel like I am being sliced, diced and put on a chart. They have a lot of hang-ups as well as some requirements that I do not care to know or meet. I remember an incident where a certain guy who went to Lycee was about to marry outside his ‘cast’ (i.e. a non-Lycee’an, non-Sanfordian, non-ICSan); there was so much commotion that it was sickening. They made it sound like that it was the worst crime ever to be committed on the face of the earth. I made a mental note to myself then that I would never, ever marry someone from Lycee; hey! I don’t want the Lycee’ans to make all that noise on my behalf….ere yiQribiN!

      Now, I have friends from all walks of life……I love people regardless of their race, socio-economic background, education and, the latest addition to my list, sexual orientation. I work in an environment where having a tattoo that says ‘I am gay’ would still not make my colleagues’ sexual preferences any clearer. I had to overcome my bias and accept and embrace them as one of us and see them for who they are. I don’t care what you do, where you went to school, where your daddy got his Ph.D. or where your itibit was buried; I just want to meet inherently good people who share mutual love and respect.

      I have patched up with the Good Lord and promised never to abandon or trade him for anything…I have made the following words the basis and the foundation of my life:

      ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and thy neighbor as thyself’

      Because when you love God, you also have love for him and his creations. Just simplify things and see that, deep down, we are all human, with the need to be accepted and loved; we all have that in common. And regardless of how classy or unclassy we tend to see others to be, we have to treat them “as ourselves”. We have to respect, respect and respect others…

      When Classes Clash
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      A group of the “professional” class, takes a weekly walk through the hills of Entoto, as part of a relaxation / exercise regimen. Overheard from one of the kids in the forest picking Craro and tending kebtoc: “Inantema deltuwacihu 'WALK’achihun tbelalachihu!!”

      … … …

      Ethiopian Airlines employee loses her ID card, and goes to report it as lost to the EAL Security office. Overheard from one of the “officers”: “iNa ko awqex indeTalxiw dersenbetal!!”

      … … …

      A short runt of a kid rides a crowded Anbesa bus. He is reading a thick English book as the crowd sways around him. A “baltEt” asks : “Wiy, yenE lj, lemehonu snteNa kfl neh?”

      Kid answers: “AsreNa”

      Woman (to kid): “Gobez!!”

      Woman (to friend next to her): “Ayyyyi! Ay yelj neger!!”

      … … …

      Sucking on her lips in an extended “MmmmTssss!?” at the sight of the red-eyed, kossassa, CHebrara young Ethiopian woman huddling against the cold in the Detroit bus-stop, the newly arrived Grandmother wrestled two quarters away from her teenage grandson and dropped them, consolingly, into the cup the young woman was holding with both hands. Imagine Gigi’s surprise when, while she was daydreaming about that evening’s reggae concert, the plop! plop! of the flying quarters splashed hot Starbucks coffee all over her operating room scrubs.

      … … …

      He barely acknowledges the woman at her car window, child on one hip, her hand held out. He initially turns up the Arias by Cecelia Bartoli that he’d just received from the States; when that doesn’t work, he turns to scowl at her emaciated face and presses the button on the automatic window. Her pleas are smoothly drowned out into blissful silence.

      As he starts up his motor, he remembers to turn at the next light to pick up some meat for his dog.

      … … …

      A progressive father explains, from across the coffee table, to a precocious pre-teen son: “What do you call the female shint meshNa in English?” he quizzes. Son replies, confidently, and raises his bunna siny to his lips. “When a man’s shint meshNa goes into the woman’s shint MeshNa…”, the father goes on to explain… At the same time, a visibly troubled ye bet serateNa sat on a low stool a few away from the father and son. She shifted her gaze from the rekebot to the jebena from the jebena down to the guzguwaz joniyya. The lecture on reproductive cycles drifted on with complete oblivion to the discomforted serateNa. After the 10th mention of the amharic word for shint meshNa, she blurted, with a blush crossing her Qey dama face, “ere iTan feet yihE aywerram ebakwo!!” With that, she shot out of the stool, and hurried to the kitchen carrying the jebena…

      … … …

      Head listro to CHuCHE listros: Inglizigna lastemrachichu. Yet new yemit’hedew lemalet: “Where go?” _belu. Yet’m bilachihu sitimelisu degmo: “Where’_m!”

      As Bole Turns, Part 4

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The Finalé.

      For Part 1, click here … part 1

      For Part 2, click here … part 2

      For Part 3, click here … part 3

      “Ye serawit yaleh!” muttered Diffabachew from the background, mulling in his mind how he could spread this piece of hot news around 18th street. Shuruuba seemed unperturbed.

      “Zewditu… so we finally meet again,” Fifi said turning her attention to her estranged sister. Zewditu glared back at her. “Gashiye Raselas is our real father.”

      _______________________________________________________________________

      Waiting impatiently for the elevator on the fifth floor of the ICU was Dr. Dagnachew. A strapping man with typical Ethiopian good looks, Dr. Dagnachew was the hospital’s youngest chief-of-cardiology in-training. He was paged to head to the emergency room but the hideously slow elevator was sorely testing his patience.

      When he was growing up in Addis, Dagnachew had had dreams of being the sefer wefCHo bEt astenagaj. But his mother, a widowed nurse’s assistant at Zewditu hospital, had grander plans for him and his younger brother. She worked three jobs to send them both to private school, and drummed into them that they were going to be successes, or else…

      Whenever Dagnachew and his younger brother, Mesob, complained about the hard-knocks tactics of their mother, or when gurmissina would tempt them to defy her, she would cry inconsolably. Then, like clockwork, she would invoke the name of their dead father (word is that he stumbled and split his head open after a night of heavy drinking at TEtE YeshashwerQ’s famous zigubN, but the official story is that he died of bi’ird), and scream to UraEl, the family’s patron saint, to kill her right on the spot.

      “UUUUUUUUraElllll…… merEtun senTiQeh wusedeN!” she would say, beating her chest. She would run in and out of their four-room house throwing a fistful of dirt on herself, and holding her hands up in the air. “InnE simot sew tihonalachihu!” she’d yell at the two terrified boys. (The ritual was the same except for when she occasionally deviated to faking a heart attack and pretending to dictate her last words to a mortified Dagnachew.)

      Young Dagnachew and Mesob would dutifully run to their mother’s bosom and all three would cry. The boys would concur with their mother that diablilos had tempted them, and they would do a better job of resisting. Eventually, their mother, after making sure both were sufficiently contrite, would wipe her tears and push them off her. “Hidu Tifu! ZarE UraEl semtwachihuwal, ” she’d say, and shoo them off with a warning that their next indiscretion might just be the last straw for UraEl and she might just drop dead. As a peace offering to UraEl, their mother would suggest to the red-eyed boys, perhaps they should clean the house and wash her feet. After all, that UraEl was a very hygienically astute Tabot.

      Both Dagnachew and Mesob lived in eternal fear that at any moment UraEl would smite them and take their mother. And they did not want to be orphans. They knew what happened to orphans. According to ItiyE (that’s what they called their mother), orphans would be immediately sent to the Palace, have their right eye gauged out and their left arm amputated, and be sold as indentured servants to the Emperor.

      So it was with due diligence that both boys became over achievers, the cloud of possibly killing their mother haunting them. They excelled in high school and got accepted at Ivy League colleges, and went into medicine and law.

      Dagnachew’s hit the lit “down” elevator button again. He hated being in DC! He hated this hospital! He hated the elevator…. His chirping cell phone interrupted his thought process. Damn. It wasn’t his work cell phone. It was the “other” phone. He flipped it open in resignation.

      “Dehna walsh ItiyE,” Dagnachew said quietly.

      “Ante! Mn biyEh neber?” his mother, Weizero BizuwerQ TassE said curtly.

      “YiQrta. ‘Hi, Mammy’ MaletE neber.”

      “Eredia!”

      It has been six years since Wzro. BizuwerQ came to the United States to be with her sons. She insisted Dagnachew move from Minnesota, where he had a thriving private practice, to DC where she wanted to have a thriving social circle. Once in DC, Wzro. BizuwerQ approached with supreme deftness the task of establishing herself as the center of the Ethiopian-women-over-60 society.

      She soon became known simply as Bibi, and started to host “Judge Judy” bunna parties. An invitation to Bibi’s was a coveted affair for the azawint women of metropolitan DC. Especially for those who back home had worked three plus jobs to “sew madreg” their children and who now wanted to reap the benefits. They were the new aristocrats, these women of affluent children. They went to the hairdresser’s every Tuesday, had their nails done on Wednesdays, and had lunch at Addis Ababa Restaurant every Thursday. They never cooked weT anymore, and knew how to speed dial a “ahun be-DV yemeTach” underling to commission dinner parties. At Bibi’s famous bunna soirees the favorite game was one-upping each other about their children’s achievements, and getting the low-down on the “other” mothers whose sons and daughters were stuck as Parkiologists.

      Wzro. BizuwerQ wanted a house, so Dagnachew moved to a house in Maryland. (She would not live in Virginia where “yemanim minamintEwoch” lived.) And she wanted a big brick house like the one in BolE, where she worked as a part time domestic when Dagnachew’s (she and her friends call him “Daggi” now) school fees were due.

      Life was good. Wzro. BizuwerQ was loved by the right people, and, most importantly, was hated by the right people. That’s the measure of good social standing in DC: which people hated you. Often it was more important who hated you than who liked you.

      The only regret these days for Wzro. BizuwerQ was naming her second son Mesob. She refers to those days as her “alemaweQ” days, as opposed to the present “brhan” days. His name was a constant reminder of times back in Ethiopia, when she didn’t even know what a self-cleaning oven was. M’Ts. Mayalff neger yele! Those were the days when she burned herself over an open fire while making injera. Now, her son, the Doctor, had paid for a skin grafting and she was on a twice-a-day alpha hydroxy program to help fade the scars and the madiyat under her eyes.

      But still it lingered… that memory of having to live on 50 birr a month. And one day, she decided to take care of it once and for all. She dialed Mesob’s special “Mammy phone” and had him pull out of a big meeting to tell him that he was going to have to change his name if he cared an iota about her. Mesob was stunned. He rather liked his name. But Wzro. BizuwerQ was adamant. She couldn’t exactly call him Mesob any more. People would make fun of her, and it brought up memories of a past she no longer was a part of. Besides, she paused dramatically, had she not suffered enough? Has she not worked three jobs to feed the family? Had she not pleaded with UraEl not to give her a heart attack before her children could meTor her? Has she not…

      Mesob could not handle the guilt. Much to his assistant’s consternation, he burst into tears right there outside the boardroom. “Eshi… eshi ItiyE,” he whispered nodding furiously as he wiped his nose with his Dolce & Gabbana tie.

      “Ma?” Wzro. BizuwerQ said curtly again.

      “Mammy.”

      “Eredia!”

      The next morning Mesob cancelled all his meetings and headed to City Hall with his mother to fill out the “Change of Name” paperwork. Two weeks later he was officially known as…Mel. It pleased Wzro. BizuwerQ. Now, if only her sons could remember to call her Mammy instead of ItiyE! It embarrassed her so.

      Dr. Dagnachew was relieved when the elevator finally opened on his floor. He pressed the Emergency Room button while he cradled the “Mammy” phone in his shoulders. His mother was complaining about how their TV was not as “ay definishin” as her friend, Wzro. Tsehainesh’s a.k.a. “Sunny”.

      Dr. Dagnachew sighed in despair. He probably was the only cardiologist strapped for cash. He was already mortgaged to the hilt with the seven-bedroom house in the ton-y suburbs of Maryland. His mother insisted on having maid service, but could not be satisfied with one, so they had to have two. Her best friend and fierce competitor, Wzro. Trumeaza’s son, a VP at a big computer firm, drove a BMW, therefore Dr. Dagnachew had to get one. In red. His mother’s favorite color. Also, Wzro. Demam’s son just got his masters. Wzro. BizuwerQ insisted her son take night classes to get a Masters. She was flexible on the type of Masters, she told him, but she preferred something in business. But any Masters would do. She was tired of being the only one at the Jerry Springer bashes at Wzro. Mulushewa’s (“Lulu”) penthouse whose child had no Masters.

      Eredia!
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        * * *

      

      At the other side of town, Wadi looked in the mirror just one more time before he left his uncle’s apartment. The Tommy jeans were in place, hanging on for dear life from mid-hip, the smooth suede boots, and of course the eternal leather jacket bulked up his frail figure, adding a couple more inches to his shoulders. Anyone else might have thought that Wadi had been working out … but schemin’ ol’ Wadi knew that wasn’t true. He winked at the image in the mirror, flashing his best sly, come-and-get-with-me, smile at himself. “Oooh, ye’igzer yaleh, zare ye’DC setoch hulu aytewugn yabdalu!” Tsk … vanity … one of the seven deadly sins …

      “Gashe Habtamu, hEjalew. Bye, peace, one love, keep it real!” He hollered, all in one breath, as if yeweret neger hono, he felt compelled to spew forth all these phrases before someone stole them from the tip of his tongue. His middle-aged uncle just growled from the bedroom, shaking his head and sucking his teeth in resignation.

      NeTer, neTer … inTaT, inTaT … Wadi strolled out the Sherwood apartments, one of the Southern Towers, also dubbed Gojjam Berenda, right in the middle of Alexandria. It was almost dark, with a chilly wind catching wendata Wadi slightly off guard. He popped his jacket collar up and walked towards the car that was waiting for him a couple of feet away, while inadvertently wallowing dreamily in the reeking scent of his uncle’s cologne he bathed in. (Note to readers: Commercial aphrodisiacs are really just a marketing ploy. Those corporate irkusoch are just taking advantage of your raging libido … just thought we’d share). It was Wadi’s first night out since he came to this neck of the woods three months ago. The evening was about to start, and the night was yet to follow. It was going to be his best birthday night… .

      The ’95 Accord was packed with sweaty people crammed in the backseat, but somehow, with some relocating and dislodging of imposing body parts, Wadi snuggled in between two overly made-up girls who both turned around and looked at him:

      “Temecheh, yene Qonjo?” … “Are you okayyyyy, bro?”

      “Eh? Awo. I’m fine. Enantes?” He looked at one and the other, nervously, slightly fidgeting, his toes curling inside his shoes. The one on his right gave him an ear to ear grin, her teeth smudged from the heavy lipstick she had meledefed on her lips.

      “Yeah, I’m cool. Selam ibalalehu.” She introduced herself, smiling again, unaware of the crude blotches of burgundy that made her teeth look like they were wearing yellow-and-red camouflage jackets.

      “Wussup, Wad!” the guy driving the car screamed from the front seat, trying to outdo the thumping decibels of the stereo. “Happy Birthday, man! Everybody, that’s my boy Wadi; Wadi this is everybody! TetewaweQu, abo! Zare bedemb new get down bakachihu. We garra celebrate my boy’s birthday tonight, y’all!” He laughed almost like a madman, speeding out to I-395, heading out to the eagerly awaiting, sweaty palms of DC.

      “That’s a nice name,” said Selam, still flashing her disarming smile. “Is that your real name, weyis QiTSil sim neger new?”

      “Well, it’s not my real name,” Wadi muttered, still uncomfortable. He despised where this conversation was headed.

      “Tadia won’t you tell me your real name?” She batted her eyes and pouted her lips, flirtatiously fronting her kurfia look.

      “Min yiseralishal, nefse?” He was now laughing nervously, his face flushed with fever from shame.

      “EEECH, beQa tewewa! Yemanew, benatachihu!” Aggravated, she looked past him to the girl sitting on his other side and started up another conversation, disregarding his existence.

      Binyam, the guy behind the wheel, looked at Wadi through the rear-view mirror, giving him a what-the-hell-do-you-think-you’re-doing look. Wadi totally understood the look, and nodded like a good student. Taking a deep breath, and a whiff of the sweat/cologne/tobacco/QiTela-QiTel odor that infested the interior of the car, he braved onwards.

      “Endee, QeldEn neber eko, yene Qonjo,” he said, staring dead into Selam’s eyes. “I didn’t mean to make you mad, hodé. My real name is Awahid.” He mustered up the most convincing smile he could.

      The girl sitting to his other side giggled. “Awahid? Kemirih new?”

      Selam herself couldn’t help but laugh. She burst out in a cruel fit of laughter, rocking back and forth, while wendim Wadi realized that her stained teeth were looking uglier and uglier every time she shamelessly maskakated at every funny and not-even-remotely-amusing opportunity.

      Wadi looked helplessly at Binyam’s eyes through the rearview mirror, as if saying, “Help me out, buddy. IyesaQubign eko new, benatih.” But no help was coming his way, as Binyam himself started convulsing in fits of laughter right along with everyone else in the packed car.

      “Awahid ma? What’s your father’s name?” asked someone else in car, while Binyam further roared in laughter, knowing what was coming next.

      “Adefriss,” said Wadi softly, looking at his feet, rock-bottom in embarrassment, a lump growing exponentially in his throat. Weyne ine miskinu! And I thought habeshoch in America were hospitable and nice to addis meCHiwoch … mTs … meQeleja yargugn!?

      Awahid Adefriss now became the sole object of ridicule, the car rocking from side to side from uproarious fits of laughter from its cruel, shameless inhabitants, while wud Wadi squirmed into his cocoon, decidedly sticking out like a sore thumb from the let’s-mock-and-make-merry crowd he thought he’d always wanted to be a part of.

      Fifteen minutes later, the gang was walking side-by-side around Adams Morgan, blocking the entire sidewalk, while Wadi stood on the outside, twisting his ankle once in a while as his foot kept fumbling against the curb. He tried his best to keep up with the pace of this crowd, throwing in a faux-laugh now and again at their crude, lewd, tasteless jokes. Wadi even attempted some of his own jokes, but they failed miserably, much to the delight of this slew of predators. And yes, Awahid was the prey for the night … the one who would have to take in all the insensitive jabs and brutal mockeries from this ruthless breed of a so-called “nouveau-elite ne’uss kebertEwoch”.

      They were about to enter a dark, little nondescript looking hole in the wall that dared call itself a coffee shop, when Wadi heard someone call out his name from across the street. He knew the voice very well from somewhere, and upon looking intently at the face behind the voice, he realized it was a friend from the good old days of sixth grade at Bole Hibreteseb Melestegna Huletegna Dereja Timhirt Bet. Yup, it was Hailu.

      Wadi neglected the present company that was staring at him oddly, wondering who in the hell this new kid might possibly know on this side of the Atlantic. Selam and her friend’s shukshukta and giggling drove the group into another wave of laughs and snorts.

      Yet abatachew, thought Wadi, as he started crossing the street towards Hailu to say hello.

      “Weyneeeeee! Shiiiiit! Qess bel!” screamed Selam after Wadi, her eyes bilTiT bilew in sheer shock, as she witnessed the horrible … an ambulance iyekenefe simeTa, headed straight for the frail figure of Wadi that was inTaT inTaT-ing furiously towards the other side of the street.
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        * * *

      

      The ambulance driver was daydreaming his way to the young wife that he had made his own only a week ago. He was sick and tired of the job, and couldn’t wait to go back home, snuggle up next to his sweetness. Maybe he should look into a new job. He was oblivious to the street, as his foot continued getting heavier on the accelerator.

      In the back of the ambulances, paramedics tended to the ihhih-malet and maQaset of Wzro. Sebebyelesh. Poor old lady just got hit with her first heart attack. One of the medics tried to keep the poor woman calm, but no, Wzro. Sebebu’s frail figure was nothing short of getting up and spitting furious shilela in the face of this miserable phenomenon called “heart attack.”

      “Oooof, wey mekeraye. Wey TaTa! Weyne liben! TeQaTelku! Ihhihhhh … Yet abatu, dirashun new yemaTefaw doktoriyeee, yihen mezezeNa beshita,” she kept growling under her breath, while mercilessly squeezing the living daylights out of the medic’s arm, cutting off all circulation to his hand.

      The newly-wed amboolans-shofer didn’t pay any mind to the frail fellow crossing the street, as he sped right along, hitting Awahid with a bone-crunching slam that sent the miskin flying across the street, where he landed at the foot of the same people that were mocking him, in a disturbing pile of blood, broken bones, and mangled, torn clothes.

      Screaming in fear and disgust, the let’s-mock-and-make-merry crowd ran from the spot as if Armageddon was around the corner, headed for them.

      The crash, jolted Woizero Sebebu from the stretcher in the back of the ambulance, as the poor old lady let out a howl shrill enough to snap anyone’s spine down to little crumbs. She fell back onto the stretcher with a gasp, her forehead flooded with beads of sweat.

      “Mn nuro new yihE?” she asked God.

      “What the hell was that?” hollered one of the medics, craning out her neck from the back of the ambulance.

      “Huh? Oh, nothing, I guess … must’ve been a pothole or something,” replied the driver, waking up from his short reverie, totally oblivious of the hell that had just broken lose outside.
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        * * *

      

      One of the on-lookers of the ambulance hit-and run was Ermias, a thin 40-ish man who still looked exactly like the guerilla fighter he was in the 70’s. He left Ethiopia via Sudan in 1981 and finally ended up in DC. He might have changed countries four times, but not his looks. He still had a scraggly beard with empty patches riddled in it. His afro was dated, and he still wore fatigues and chain smoked.

      But the central thing that never changed in Ermias’ life was his devotion to and staunch support of communism. He remained a firm believer that if only he were in power to lead the revolution… oh, Ethiopia would be a Marxist heaven today. Every one would wear red pant-suits; no one would be allowed to eat Tre sga (except the ruling fathers’ i.e. the “revolutionary guiders” who needed to keep their strength up) and all things American would be banned from society (except maybe baseball for the few who knew the game.)

      Ermias loved nothing better than lazy days spent talking about the proletariat and the lumpenproletariat; the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks; anarchism and agnosticism.

      He never got married because he thought it would hinder his ability to lead the revolution, but he did have a string of relationships with mostly non-Ethiopian women who did not ask many questions. He ended his last relationship with a blonde named Mary-Sue just a few days ago because she refused to name their love child Lenin. He told her he never wanted to see her again, labeled her a Sere AbiyoteNa, and reunited with his previous lover, a pretty Puerto Rican woman named Rosa, who he lovingly maQolameTed as “Izvestia”. She had borne him two sons, Karl and Ché.

      Ermias was very sure that the intricate conspiracy of the reviled ruling class was keeping him from the managerial position at Happy Hamburgers. He was still at the fries counter, and by God, it was simply unacceptable! He was convinced that people who had not even read Trotsky’s “ABCs of Materialist Dialectics” should not be ruling his life. … Well, he had not read it either. Not in its entirety, but at least he was in the middle of the Cliff Notes. He kept trying to organize the French Fries department to form a union, but Shreenika and Treshon, his fellow friers, had little time for his rantings about the Asiatic mode of production, and the only chains they wanted to lose were the fake gold ones their significant others had tried to pass off on them as real 14 karat ones.

      Ermias had had several heart-to-hearts with Dr. Raselas and the other frequenters of the Café on 18th street. He often called Dr. Raselas and Co. “ye sefiew hzb TenQ’na Telatoch” and “ye inat Ityopia Tut nekashoch”, and they called him “aram”. They usually offered to buy him a cup of coffee out of yiluNta, and he usually accepted out of yiluNta. But that didn’t stop him from assuring them that the “real” revolution was coming, and he would lead it to its final glory.

      “Inanten ayargeN,” he would say to the people around him as he sipped on the ye-gibzha buna. “Ye medeb tiglu yiQeTilal…”

      “Aram”.

      “Ye CHiQunu… ye lab aderu…”

      “Aram. Buna yiCHemerilih?”

      “Eshi. Amesegnalehu.”

      Ermias hated everything capitalist except his rent-subsidized apartment. And the “Dollar Days” sales at Wal Mart. And the Tbs at Awash. Other than that he was fully ready to call for armed struggle against the capitalists and petty-bourgeois pacification sEra of the working class. Even though he was on temporary disability for suffering burns from an over-heated French fry machine, Ermias still considered himself part and parcel of the working class. And as soon as his disability and workman’s comp checks ran out, he would re-start the revolution. In the meantime, he had a stalwart presence on all Ethiopian email lists and left-wing Ethiopian Associations. “I have never met a socialist I have not liked; or a communist I have not worshipped,” was his favorite saying. When asked why he didn’t go back to Ethiopia to fight, Ermias always snapped back that he is trying to foment “real” Marxist from the 18th Street crowd before going back. And, er, someone needed to fund the revolution. His last fundraiser for the Hizbawii, be-hEresebawii Scientific Socialist Ethiopia Party was a disaster. The few young people who showed up had heard that someone was giving out “opium to the people”.

      Ermias ran to where Wadi was lying flat. “U! U! U!’ he screamed. “Arise the working class! Will we take this lying down? The capitalist oppressors are mowing us down. It is the dawn of a new era, fellow CHiQuns. We either all die in unison for the Worker’s Party, or we let them chain us down with feudo-capi-bizbeza!”

      “Feudo-capi-bizbeza” was Ermias’ favorite self-coined phrase next to “colono-dialectic propaganda.”

      Wadi’s friends stared at Ermias.

      “Who dat krraaaazzziii brotha?” asked one of them.

      “I think he is the aram from the coffee store.”
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        * * *

      

      When his work cell rang, Dr. Dagnachew briefly closed his eyes with unashamed relief. “Mammi, I have to go. MehEd AlebiN,” he said, trying hard to keep the delight out of his voice by disguising it with professional urgency. “B’hwla idewililishalehu!” He pressed the End button and stared at the Mammi-phone as though it were a spitting viper. He contemplated shutting it off to ward off any more “Mammi emergency calls,” but thought better of it as he knew his Sinot for that little action might keep him busy until the Ethiopian millennium dawned.

      The insistent chirping of his work cell finally broke through his budding “Mammy” anxiety attack and he flipped the tiny phone open and barked into it: “Dr. Daggi…I mean…Dr. Dagg,” he said, clenching his jaw at the slip. Key words… “emergency room” and “cardiac arrest,” filtered though his self-flagellation moment and he said, “I’ll be right there,” with automatic authority and headed down the blue corridor that led to the ER.

      Dr. Dagnachew walked in on what he liked to refer to as hospital-hell, a scene that occurred weekly on that very popular TV show, ER, where blood tended to gush like red syrup from a fire hose. Only, today, it was happening in his ER in what appeared to be a surreal episode where all the patients and extras were played by Ethiopians. There were no less than three Ethiopians on Gurneys, in various stages of ailments, and a growing horde of spectators, mostly made up of Ethiopian civilians and hospital staff, drawn there by the shrill U-U-tEs of an elderly Abesha man who was alternately declaring that he was a doctor and that no nurse shall touch him. Finally, the man hiccuped into stunned silence when an elegant woman who looked like she spent a considerable amount of money and time in preserving her looks, leaned up from her Gurney and let her bete-menghist eyes draw open large and pool with sentimental tears.

      As the two just-this-side-of-azawint-hood couple stared at each other [rising crescendo of maudlin Soap music still playing] with undisguised longing, regret, recrimination and…yes, yes, there it was…lust, Dr. Dagnachew was about to step bravely into the mix when his bravery was arrested by a gun-totting beauty – (Damn!! Another Ethiopian!!) – who had a beige “flesh-colored” Band-Aid strapped to her brown forehead and murder in her eyes.

      Fifi trained her fierce eyes on poor Diffabachew who was trying to stop his yet ligba, meret waTeN fear from knocking him off his black, flat, penny-loafer-shod feet. The gun in her hand pointed unwaveringly straight at Diffabachew’s chest, while her other hand clutched a sheaf of papers.

      “Qoy’sti! Let me explain…,” Diffabachew wailed, the white of his eyes expanding by the minute.

      “Fifi…?” Zewditu intoned in a disbelieving tone, taking in the Qusil on her sister’s forehead, admiring the gun in her hand and thinking, “Thank God we look nothing alike!”

      “Zew….Zewditu…?” Dr. Dagnachew stuttered, his eyes resting on his first and last love, the woman against whom he measured every other woman, the woman who had taken him in like a meat-grinder and spat him back out into the world in shattered pieces.

      “Daggi….?” Wzro Sebebyelesh said, finally able to tear her tear-filled eyes from her secret love, Dr. Raselas, the secret father of her secret love child, Zeryihun. Wzro. Sebebyelesh had for many years imagined that Daggi, her social-rival’s son, was really her own love child, switched at birth at TiQur Anbessa hospital by his mother, Wzro. BizuworQ TassE, the lowly woman who used to clean her house during Meskerem ina PagumE, and who had, after her own harrowing mefenaQel from sim yalew society in Addis Abeba in the early 70s, now managed to become her “better” in the growing nouveau-riche DC society of the Ethiopian Diaspora. However, Daggi’s unmistakable resemblance to Wzro. Sebebyelesh’s now deceased half-brother, Ras Bizu Meretalew, had waylaid her plans to force Wzro. Bizuworq into submitting to a blood test to ascertain the ghind’na aTint of this strapping, wonderful specimen of Ethiopian manhood. Her own son, Negussay, had spiraled down the society drainpipe faster than she could have said: igzio m’harene kristos! Which would explain her rather uncharacteristic interest in Zerihun, who had been raised by that gun-totting, crazy-eyed woman, one of the twins that her one and only love, Dr. Raselas, had sired from a woman they had both vowed to forget.

      “Somebody shut that dafintam musiQa off,” Fifi growled.

      “Cut, cut, cut…!!!”

      The soundstage clears as the director hops off her canvass chair and wades into the midst of extras and stars. She’s waving her much abused script in the air above her beret-wearing head and uttering a string of multi-syllabic words she’d picked up off this insanely popular new Ethiopian TV weekly news magazine show called: Inismama…okay? where young ETs could be heard airing their dirty laundry on subjects ranging from “Feeling isolated in the midst of an Ethiopian crowd,” to “101 Easy steps to landing the perfect Ethiopian spouse,” in Amaringlish, the new Ethio-speak even the Yo-yo-yo-dawg!-ing Shuruba-Z style Et thugs were falling madly in love with.

      The scriptwriter, a disenchanted young man who had abandoned the fledgling dot.com publication, Seleda, when upper management’s constant promise of yemayitamen stock-options, which he had counted on to catapult him into the SUV-generation, had never materialized, trailed the director with less enthusiasm than a Tija headed for infamy on a menu as Veal Parmigiana.

      “You mediocre, under-trained, over-zealous, overrated, over-paid thespians from hell!!” she spat out…then realizing she had neglected to use her bullhorn, repeated the same hyphenated tirade at a deafening decibel. “Our audience expects more of us. They want drama, not melodrama. They expect suspense…not, not this insipid reiteration of who’s-who in As Bolé Turns. Fifi, give me Laura from ‘General Hospital;’ Sebebyelesh, give me Alexis from ‘Dynasty;’ Raselas [sigh] Raselas, Raselas, Raselas…turn the U-U-ta down a scotch, ‘kay, yenE Qonjo? Dagg, you got the Denzel looks down, bicha, I need some’o Wesley’s danger in your eyes, ishi? The rest of you…b’feTerachihu amlak…act!! A-C-T…act. téater siru!

      “And you,” she rounded on the hapless ex-Seleda lolé who was right at that moment deep in fervent Selot, wishing for his anonymous spot in front of his monitor in the dimly-lit bowls of Seleda-dom, “Give me a story line I can sink my teeth into! Give me dialogue, give me drama…and give me my drugs, damn it! I feel lucidity coming on….

      “Everybody, take five until we can figure this thing out.”

      Five hours later, armed with a revised script, rested actors and psychedelic paisley amoebas floating before her unfocused eyes, the director pours her boneless body into her canvas chair and mutters, “Action,” which is echoed by her ambitious assistant director who now has her grubby little hands around the coveted bullhorn.

      “Action!”

      In a flurry of super-slo-mo action worthy of The Matrix, Dr. Dagnachew leaps forward at Fifi, who has already squeezed the trigger on her snub-nosed little .35 at about the same time Zewditu throws her arms about her new-found half-sibling Shuruba-Z, who is caught between joy and frustration at having this fine-baby-got-back-phat-lookin’-mama become at once in reach and out of reach of his post-adolescent urges. Wzro. Sebebyelesh lets out a plaintive scream as Dr. (He should have been my son!) Daggi catches the zinging bullet in his left shoulder, splotching his Clorox whites in dark red syrup. Dr. Raselas, in the midst of taking advantage of chaos to steal a kiss from his lady-love, finds himself clutching thin air and tipping over the side of the Gurney as Wzro. Sebebyelesh makes a dramatic, impressive leap (only it was really the stuntwoman in a jet-black wig with an ample faux bosom strapped to her chest) to come to the rescue of her behone son and lands squarely on poor Wadi, who was just beginning to regain consciousness and was having a delicious dream about becoming an ex-fara who was making gnashing fun of his nouveau-riche, wanna-be upper middle-class DC Diaspora-set friend, Selam, whose lipstick was bleeding garishly all over her imperfect teeth.

      Wzro. Sebebyelesh’s failed rescue leap, dislodges Wadi’s IV unit, sending him into a new spasm of pain, from which he promptly faints and blissfully subsides into his former-fara hilm.

      Dr. Dagnachew (Daggi, Dagg) hits the floor, a split second before Zewditu lands on him, arms splayed out paratrooper style, protecting him from further injury as she has come to her newest realization of love, Ethiopian style, and covers his face with lip prints done in blood-red lipstick.

      From the sidelines, the ambitious assistant director yells, “Cut! Print. That’s a wrap!” as the scriptwriter, the former Seleda-lolé, shreds his script into little, itsy-bitsy pieces of confetti and wishes himself anywhere but there…then spies the director’s bottle of colorful little pills, and surreptitiously rescues them from danger of being drowned in the director’s drool. Five minutes later, he too is in the wonderful world of floating psychedelic paisley amoebas as the ambitious assistant director views the dailies for what would be the last episode of “As Bolé Turns.”

      Between worlds
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      By: Ethiopia

      I was born to the original odd couple: an Ethiopian mother and an African-American father. Given Ethiopians fierce pride and deep sense of nationalism, you would think that my mother would have chosen a mate from her homeland - she didn’t. Given African-Americans misgivings and lack of trust of foreigners, you would think my father would have chosen a woman from his home state of Mississippi - he didn’t. Instead, they found a way to transcend culture, language, and background to find love and happiness, if even for a short time. That union between worlds brought forth a child, me, and I have fluctuated between being happy and sad about my whole situation. From the time I was 15 to the time I was 23, I suffered a serious identity crises. I didn’t know where I belonged!

      My earliest childhood memories are of parties at the homes of my mom’s African friends. Ghanaian naming ceremonies were always my favorite. My dad would let me stand on his toes and dance with him all night. My dad was a special breed of African-American. He knew of his African heritage and was fiercely proud of it. Being a history buff, he knew more about African history than most Africans! He could recite Ethiopian royalty lineages with ease. The Battle of Adwa was his favorite recitation. So naturally, meeting my mother was the icing on his African cake. He was just as excited as my mother at forming friendships with the other Ethiopians and frequently invited them over for parties. My heritage was never in question in our household. My father and mother let me have the best of both worlds as much as they could.

      And my mother. The most beautiful woman in the world to me. She wore her Ethiopian heritage like a badge of honor. She never denied who she was or where she was from. Her love and respect of other Africans set her apart. How could she be any other way, having grown up at the OAU? When her Ethiopian friends and relatives shunned parties with other Africans, my mother made sure she attended. She made sure I knew other cultures and had a multi-cultured group of friends. Everybody was an aunt or uncle. Everyone was either Gash so and so or ItiyE so and so. She even named me Ethiopia so I would always know where part of my life was. Even my middle name, Birknesh, came from my grandmother, a woman I never met but whose strong influence on my mother became a strong influence on me. My mother encouraged, nurtured and sometimes even forced, my friendships with other African children. One very diverse village raised me.

      But then my mom and dad divorced. My mom was left trying to make her place in a world that didn’t always understand foreigners. Her circle of African friends tightened like angels protecting us from harm. Distant Ethiopian relatives came out the wood works. I began to think of myself as truly Ethiopian. I was not in contact with my American relatives and began to think that side of me didn’t exist. Not a hard thing to do when all you see is Africa. I was a shy, introvert who found it hard to make friends with African-Americans because they found me different. My friends at school were Pakistani, Indian, Vietnamese, and even Mexican. I identified with foreigners because I felt like I was a foreigner.

      I loved everything Ethiopian: clothes, food, dance, music, history, culture, and places. I loved it all, even though I had never been to Ethiopia. But the one thing I never mastered was language. Not for lack of my mother trying, I just never learned. Later in life it became the barrier that made me second-guess my Ethiopian heritage. That and the fact that I didn’t look remotely Ethiopian. I inherited my father’s genes. I look just like my father. Ethiopians who see me with my mother are hard pressed to believe I’m her daughter. I know the correct way to bow to elders, how to eat injera and misir, how to siska and kneel at the Orthodox Church during prayer. But many still do not consider me Ethiopian.

      When I was younger, I never really realized that Ethiopians treated me differently. I was always asked to be in weddings and I was always considered someone’s little sister or niece. As I got older, I began to notice the attitude change of some Ethiopians. Don’t get me wrong, people who knew me as a child still treated me the same. The love was still there. They made allowance for my lack of language skills and went out of their way to make me feel like I was apart of a community. But others weren’t so kind.

      It really was an interesting kind of prejudice that I faced. Older people treated me as a visitor; someone that you don’t really talk to, just accommodate. I would go to someone’s house and food would be presented to me with a list of instructions on how to eat and a rundown on what I was eating! It was as if I had never eaten injera and doro wot before. Little did they know I could make both foods from scratch. Other times I would be given American food because they didn’t think I could handle shirro or something else. Then they would begin to speak Amharic and completely isolate me out of the conversation. Not that I expected them to speak in English, but at least make an effort to explain what was being said. No such luck on my part. I would always end up feeling alone and terribly bored. Occasionally, when I met new people, they would look totally stunned when I told them my mother was Ethiopian. That look would kill me every time because it said “No way you could remotely be Ethiopian.” Then I would tell them my father is African-American and the look of relief on their faces made me want to run away. It had gotten to the point, at one time, where I didn’t even bother to explain my lineage. I just left them to think what they want.

      And the younger generation was no better. They treated me worse than the older people. Instead of asking me anything, they completely ignored me. If I went to functions with my cousins or friends, they completely shut me out and never said a word. I could be sitting in a corner all night and not one person would speak to me. If I got up to dance, they would walk away, afraid I would embarrass them. On more than one occasion I have shown them up and they would begin questioning me on how I learned to siska. After I explained myself (in English, much to their chagrin), they would nod and walk away. End of conversation.

      Church was the worst. I started attending the church when it was first founded and felt like I was really apart of things. Then new people started coming and the looks started also. I would walk in and they would look at me as if I had intruded on something sacred. I never felt comfortable there again.

      I wanted to learn Amharic and had even attended some classes (with children, no less). But then someone made the comment to me that learning Amharic would make me Ethiopian and I became furious. I shot back with a quick question: “Are the Italians who know Amharic more Ethiopian than I?” The person had no answer. I vowed then to not learn Amharic until I was accepted for who I am – an Ethiopian-American. I have been asked to teach Ethiopian history lessons to children and teenagers, but yet, I’m still not viewed as Ethiopian. Growing dreadlocks cemented my placed in middle world. Now I was really an outsider.

      Now I’m 25 and my identity crises is over. I have learned to accept who I am. I know in my heart that I am Ethiopian. My compassion and capacity for understanding comes from centuries of a people who have never been shackled by anyone. My spirituality is rooted in the strong belief in God that can only come from a history of a people who dedicated their life to God. My pride is as strong and as fierce as the lion that used to grace the flag of my homeland. Learning the language doesn’t change that and neither do a few flippant remarks. I know who I am and I’m finally proud of that.

      Life diaries
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      Tenesu inant’yerehab isreNoch!

      Tenesu yemdr gosQwaloch!

      Whaaa?! Who was singing that??? Oh, it was me? Oopsie…all that early childhood brainwashing has a way of rearing its ugly head at the oddest moments. Why, just the other day I was at Jacques Dessange…well, never mind.

      Selam Seledawiyan’na Seledawiyat! LDs are getting more and more creative these days (read “it’s getting hard not to let the loonies in”!). Instead of giving you the whole kit-n-kaboodle at once, we’ve agreed with the hostag…er…writers that we would let them give us one entry a week. It would give you a good reason to come back week after week instead of fooooooooooooooooot malet’ing the entire issue in one sitting (we KNOW you people are out there). It would also allow us to tortur…malet’m…convince the two hosta…guests at our dacha that it would be worth their while to continue toiling on their entries. And everyone is happy (especially Boris, our new warden…did I say warden? I mean host! Truly!)

      So let’s listen to what these two muTi-affoch have to say about class. OOOsss! Snesrat!

      A Luta Continua!

      (er…Boris? Can you bring up some more of the Beluga with the next bottle of vodka? Spaiseeba, my brotha!)

      From: AlemE

      To: Mandefro

      Selam,

      So we’re supposed to be the diarists this month, right? How in the world did I get myself caught up in this? I thought being a diarist would be fun, but that was before I found out what this issue was on. Class. Class?!!?! Lord, what was I thinking!?

      For the past week, I’ve been thinking about the best way to start this exchange, since I also found out that I’m going first. :O( So how do I begin? How do I do this without making any brazen assumptions about you (which could get me into trouble), and without giving up too much information about me? Got any ideas!?

      Okay…let me try to begin. Come on … come on… there’s gotta be some angle. What the heck can I possibly have to say about this? And then it hit me…maybe that’s the whole point.

      I feel often that I have nothing to say, or if I did, that no one would be interested in hearing it. The Observer – that’s what they should call me; not the actor but the audience … not the doer, not even the done-unto, at least not directly. Just the one who watches and witnesses.

      Back home, it didn’t matter who was in charge; I always felt like an insider on the outside and maybe an outsider inside. I had barely registered that I was a thinking, feeling person in my own right when the revolution hit, and it whacked me around in its wake as it lay waste to so many lives around me. I had no claim either on its triumphant cadres or its devastated victims…no close member of my immediate family was elevated to such “greatness” or left riddled with bullet holes at the foot of some disdainful pawn. Nothing of value gained, little of value lost – or so I thought. There were so many around me whose pain was almost tangible in its severity that I felt ridiculous even thinking about the taste of fear that had become my constant companion as a young kid facing the world outside our gates every day. As an even younger child, the excesses of the rich and well-born were such an abomination when juxtaposed against the abject poverty of the people living on their doorsteps that I felt I was not entitled to feel set aside in the minute slights that those more privileged meted out thoughtlessly. My city – my country – my life – and all of it somehow belonged less to me than either the victors or the victims. The consequences of some group were felt most by those of another group, and I was left to survive with my sanity barely intact in the chaos they left behind.

      I am amazed – this is the first time I’ve been able to articulate something that has been on my mind for a long time. I have finally voiced why I feel simultaneous resentment and deep regret for what I’ve lived through during the last three decades. The privileged – be they the pedigreed, the revolutionaries, the rich negadE’s of today or simply those with guns – live as they live and leave those of us in the middle neither the financial nor the emotional resources with which to subsist, much less thrive. And their recriminations leave me so cold – their culpability downplayed (someone else always found to take the blame); their successes over-emphasized (joyous, magnanimous deeds they have done for their beloved country).

      I hope you know I don’t in any way belittle the very real horrors that many have had to live through. To you this may sound like the bellyaching of someone who should be thanking her stars that she was left unscathed – relatively, that is. I also take nothing away from those who have done wonders, but where are those wonders now? Is it relevant if it doesn’t last?

      Sorry! I am starting on a sour note, and I really apologize. But the harsh reality of living as an eternal observer in my own country, and then the unbearably high cost of having to leave MY beloved country, MY family, MY home all behind in order to finally be the master of my own destiny – all of this is uppermost in my mind these days as the next three decades loom ahead with no solution in sight.

      There is much that can be said and should be said about the lethargy of the middle class of which I count myself a marginal member – the middle class’s resistance to change of any kind, the belief in the status quo, the clinging to what is here for fear of what may come. Much of this contributes to the chaos, as well; and I am willing to take full responsibility for whatever it is that my 10 year-old self may have done to deserve the wrath of the revolution – or the scenes forever carved into my psyche of the years since. But I do know that being left out of life – being that damned observer who tastes nothing of the glorious manna nor of the bitterest 'rEt – that is a punishment unrecognized and unaccepted by those who suffer more. And there will always be those who suffer more.

      So if a middle class diarist screams in the forest, does anybody hear?

      How’s that for a jump start to the conversation? I bet you were expecting one of those “I come from a family of five and lived in Addis Abeba all my life” beginnings, right? Well, welcome to chaos.

      Regards,

      AlemE

      From: Mandefro

      To: Aleme

      Dear Alemé,

      I assure you, pleasantries shall follow. But first, allow me to grab the bull by the horns and respond to the central theme of your first entry: your alienation from what was happening around you–both from above and below–while our country was engulfed in a flame that charred most and drove many into exile.

      The unlucky ones who, during the Great Fire, found themselves on the hearth, by virtue of their pedigree, principles or pure bad luck, have been scorched, maimed and damaged for life. Yes, most have learned how to cope and to move on. Many have even excelled. However, some have lost their ability to feel, others to laugh, and most their enthusiasm.

      E’re…you exclaim, as you’re about to point out the evident contradiction in my claim. Is not hope a necessary ingredient for success? How can one excel if one does not believe in the sacrifices of today bearing fruit tomorrow? Can a despondent soul soar? Well, the aeronautical industry found a solution for that predicament a while back. The technical term for the discovery is “automatic pilot.” You can ascend, fly at different altitudes and land under any weather conditions if you operate on that mode. Those who survived and came out of the Great Fire with first-degree burns have amassed, over the years, an enormous amount of frequent flyer points using this method.

      Those who were exposed to “just the smoke” experienced varying degrees of discomfort but nonetheless managed to survive intact.

      But, it is at this point that you and I part ways. What binds both groups (in other words, you and I) to the same stump in the scorched forest is the loss of the mature tree that extended its branches over our heads, protecting those around and under it from the sun and the rain, and from desolation. Yes, its branches did not extend over the entire nation. Yes, dead twigs did occasionally fall and bump the heads of those that raised their clenched fists at it. Yes, its leaves had begun to wilt with negligence and yellow with age.

      But once our older siblings had completed their first lesson in botany, they confidently ran out of the classroom and performed the most primitive form of forest management on the old tree: the slash and burn technique. Before they knew how to collect and plant seeds, before they learnt the art of nurturing, and before they acquired the mature skill of pruning, they lit their matches and swung their axes. And, with one fell swoop, the cumulative experience of three generations was obliterated.

      The shock waves from that blow affected not only our parents and grandparents who resisted bequeathing our inheritance, but also our elder brothers and sisters who set fire to the will and the legacy, as well as those of us who were (take your pick) too young to carry axes or construct a fence around the tree; it affected, too, those who were born in the last 25 years around the stump.

      Then, of course, we have had to suffer under different forest (or desert?) administrators who try to convince you (using tactics that range from sweet-talking to hot oiling) that they’ve just invented the seed. Your only weapon against such buffoonery is of course memory. To illustrate: about a quarter of a century ago a government policymaker, attempting to tackle the stress on the education system wrought primarily by the population explosion, released a new plan entitled “Sector Review”. Our older brothers and sisters claimed that this plan would benefit the children of the elite and would keep the rest at a sub-literal level. As an “enemy of the people,” the policymaker was soon executed. Twenty-five years later, the same generation that tossed the policy and the policymaker on the stake whipped out a faded copy from the decaying archives and implemented it as a new solution to the old problem.

      How do our older siblings defend their acts? With two words: good intentions. What do they accuse our parents and grandparents of committing? Again, two words: bad deeds. What is the combination that has eluded us? Good deeds.

      Have I been harsh and unfair in my judgment? Have I oversimplified and reduced incredibly complicated situations and arguments to the size of a pinhead? Do I lack understanding and generosity of spirit? Did I make all of these facile judgements in order to get your observer self (ass?) down and dirty here in the pool, Alemé?

      Absolutely.

      Mandefro
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      From: Aleme

      To: Mandefro

      Mandiye nefs-neger,

      Mnew chekolk!? You’ve already put us on opposite sides, hodE. Ere tew, yQr! Perhaps we’re not quite at the point of holding hands and singing the Internationale in harmony, but why not put our heads together to get through this incredibly complicated situation, to use your words? Besides, I didn’t even know we had to choose sides – did I miss the “ye bud’n-na ye bud’n abatoch” call while I was mellowing out with a glass of this excellent Shiraz? You HAVE to taste it – here…take a sip. Run your tongue around it – bemotE, take another sip. Yes, it may not have the pure genealogy cherished among its more snooty French competitors, but damn! it tastes good.

      Okay, back to your imagery of the tree, which was magnificent! I’ll even admit looking up above my head carefully as I was reading to see whether one of those dead twigs with kurkum on its mind was headed my way. But no tree in Ethiopia, or anywhere else for that matter (note to self: Self, remember to get into the lie behind the American claim that there are no class issues in the US)…no tree in Ethiopia would have its branches occupied randomly. Oh, no! There would be some diabolic hierarchy.

      There would be those above, stripping the smaller branches to fashion a well-shaped mefaQya or two – how else could they dislodge the tender remnants of the TrE sga they had so recently consumed? Their belches (subdued behind polite hands) would still be audible to those below who probably have some idea what that meal was like, having had a few occasions to partake of it themselves. They may even have been on one of those higher branches not too long ago. The savvy among them will have learned how to duck the flying mefaQyas and whatever else comes down from the upper reaches of that tree.

      And lowest on that pecking order are those who have no choice but to sit…how to say this delicately…in the ugly mess that comes from all things that have a way of flowing downstream, aided by that medebun-yalsheTe adhari called gravity. Mnabatu! Couldn’t it let things flow up for a change? Quite often, those at the bottom never really get to see the sunlight and fresh air enjoyed by those above; all they get to do is to watch the endless trapeze acts: Higher-Brancher deposed to lower level; Lower-Brancher shaking off higher one from coveted perch above – over and over again. Those observing in the middle just learn to do the artful dodge, sometimes reaching up to snag a li’l somethin’ for themselves. Oddly, though, it’s all in the name of those in the stinky mess at the bottom.

      Aselechehuh, aydele? Serves you right for the tree metaphor. I have one last comment on that before I move on. You do a grand disservice to our older siblings when you “credit” them with chopping down the tree. From my own personal conversations with some of the surviving revos, they were particularly concerned that the tree was rotting so quickly that it was going to fall anyway – their futile attempts were, therefore, to try to find a quick and dirty way to either aim its fall or avert it completely by cutting off the top. I agree with you that they were sadly misguided; what I disagree with vehemently is the implication that somehow the tree, aside from a few dead twigs and wilting leaves, was healthy at its roots.

      What to do!? I am a believer in many trees – with all of us free to frolic from one branch here to another branch there instead of trying to find a precarious foothold on an aging warka somewhere. Someone (say, you) might opt for the gnarly baobab, more roots than branches, majestic in its obvious preference for solid longevity over leafy cover. I, on the other hand, have always loved the thorny lemon tree…protective of its fruit, tart at the first bite but delicious to those who taste more intensely, with fragrant leaves able to reach across to sooth the most frazzled nerves. Why should any of us have to choose?

      Wiy! Even I’m all tree’d out. On to other things. (Before I move on, though, a little feta cheese on some crusty bread? Earthy and pungent, unlike its more genteel cousins the Camemberts, but ah! truly scrumptious, especially with some black olives and sun-dried tomatoes.) Ere yaz! As they say, nkwan feta’na Tfee’m ydegemal!)

      I was hoping you would help me understand what to do with this feeling of being marginalized – sadly, though, I sense you have little sympathy for my predicament. I haven’t been a Buddhist for very long (actually, not before I started this sentence), but suddenly I feel like taking the path of least resistance; maybe…who knows…you’ll see things my way in the end. But in the meantime, the challenge at the end of your letter intrigues me. I’m one of those AddisAbés who never had the Hilton membership, nor did I ever want to brave the Ghion pool’s legendary CHrt, so I never learned how to swim – my motto, therefore, was always “yemn swimming?! Ayyyyy! w’ha’na Tela bebrCHiQo.” But I am too tempted by your come-n-get-down-and-dirty T’ree, so move on over and let me slide into that murky pool with you. Hmmmm…it’s all squishy at the bottom…oddly liberating once you get over the shock of seeing your whiter-than-white whites all gooey with this mud. I could learn to like this. Those wealthy lily-white-folk are paying loads of money for this type of all-over treatment so, if nothing else, my skin will get all the exfoliating it needs.

      Shall we toast the demise of my Observer status with a chilled glass of Veuve Cliquot? What? You’re surprised by my choice? Hey, even I know there’s no substitute for good French champagne.

      Over to you…

      Alemé

      From: Mandefro

      To: Alemé

      Aleméwa,

      Your conciliatory splash into the murky pool has made the nature of this exchange a little more intricate. Since you are now right next to me, it is no longer possible for me to wag my forefinger at you from across the river or make declarations from the pulpit. All of a sudden, I understood what Emperor Haile Selassie must have felt when, in the early years of the restoration (early 1940s), he included members of the Resistance, former collaborators (a.k.a. bandas) and colleagues-in-exile on his cabinet. I understood the wisdom of cohabiting with individuals with extremely varied histories, ideologies and ethics. It buys you three and a half decades of relative tranquility.

      But I am not too happy with this adult world into which you’ve siphoned me. Yes, I know. I am the one who invited you to join me in the pool. But you were supposed to scoff at the challenge. You were not supposed to join willingly. If, according to my earlier plan, you had decided to join, it would have been-in my wonderfully smug and overbearing mind, at least-because of defeat, attrition or sycophancy. All of a sudden, I understood what post-war Addis Abeba planners must have felt when the city they planned for a million inhabitants became populated by five million. Yes, you have literally ruined the plan.

      You see, Alemitu, I wanted to revel in the adolescent world of pure ideals and moral righteousness. I wanted to virtually experience the binary universe that our older sisters and brothers sailed in before the mess that was the revolution. I wanted to provoke you into heated exchanges in order for me not reflect on the holes and inadequacies of my own position and lines of argument. In other words, I had amassed my troops for a showdown at the OK Corral.

      But you, Alemnesh (or should I call you-after all this is the Class issue-in the spirit of the revo years, ashaTreNa navigator?), dexterously uncoiled a rope and took the wind out of my sail.

      All right, I am ready. We can now both sweat it out in the doldrums.

      First, let me briefly rewind back to the tree. (Alie, do not take the tree metaphor lightly. Eve, nefswan yemarewina yeNa enat, messed with a teensy-weensy fruit on that tree and got the rest of us in trouble. Let’s get it right this time around.)

      Yes, (pray forgive this tired and overused allusion to Orwell’s Farm) some branches were better off than other branches. No doubt. But our elder siblings (“Enough already!” they exclaim from Purgatory. “Hold on, bro. Hold on, sis. Not so easily,” I reply from sidet in America) could not realize what, you, with one sweep of your practical wand, made manifest. One doesn’t improve one’s lot by chopping down the tree. In fact, our glorious history is plagued with the one-tree paradigm syndrome. Succeeding leaders/generations have been content only when they’ve destroyed the legacy of their predecessors. As you’ve already pointed out in our last entry, there is already a lot of belches and cacas to go around with one tree, but can you imagine growing one tree generation after generation when the population gets bigger and hungrier?

      It is now no longer wise or beneficial to cut any tree. Can you not see from the pool below? We have not improved our lot because of our obsession with a single tree. You are right. The warca for some of us was extremely comfortable. But, if the warca, alas, is no longer around, then- if it tickles our fancy-we could start planting baby warcettes. And, as you’ve noted, a wide range of trees is available to us. Yes, at times the land may be inhospitable or the reigning cactus may be rapacious and belligerent (a deadly combo) and not allow other trees to grow nearby. If that is the case, we should rent some space across the river and start planting in greenhouses. One of these days there will be abundant rainfall that will force the cactus to hibernate. Our willow, banyan, magnolia, deodar, fig tree, mimosa, hemlock, walnut, rubber tree, olive, mango, gum tree, acacia, cedar, pine, elm, lime, teak, redwood, and coconut saplings will be ready.

      Mandefro
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      Top ten
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      Top Ten Signs That You Never Used Q’Tel instead of Soft.

      10. Every time your chauffeur reminds you that he owns neither a TV nor a phone, you praise his discipline and minimalist sense of materialism, and ask him, “Not even a cell phone?”

      9. You think the “underclass” are the people who graduated after you at Harvard.

      8. You’re distressed that the “grunge look” is still in in Addis.

      7. You swear by “General Daddy” that the emigration office in Addis offers free door-to-door delivery of passports.

      6. You give soft money to CEUAILToDPWP (Concerned Ethiopians United for the Abolition of InCHet LeQamii’s Trespassing on Decent People’s wooded Properties).

      5. You thought senility was why your great uncle from geTer fell off the toilet bowl in your baNo bEt.

      4. You can’t figure out why the tiny CHiQa-and-CHid-plastered summer cabins in your sefer appear to be occupied all year round.

      3. You’re proud to have friends that have friends that have friends that went to pulic school.

      2. You’re convinced that the neighborhood bum who wouldn’t tell you the brand name and size of his berebasso CHamma is one secretive bastard!

      1. You think “ye medeb tigil” refers to some form of traditional foreplay.

      Seleda Salutes
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      Few things flatter us, dear SELEDAmas, than when we are not mistaken for “those people with the minds the size of a senafCH QnTat.” It don’t happen a lot, but when it happens… we feel like the biggest ants on the hill. The kind people at the Ethiopian-American Constituency and our favorite, favorite organization, the _tikus hyle_s at the Ethiopian Students Association International, may SELEDA’s Qulibiew Mike protect them all, invited us to participate as, ehem, speakers at an upcoming sibseba that we think might just be the dawn of a new era in the lives of the Ethiopian Diaspora.

      On March 31, 2001 the ESAi and the EAC will be “passing the torch to a new generation of Ethiopian leaders” at the 2001 Youth Leadership Summit at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond, VA. ( Amen belu , amen bleNal . Bow… kiss… bow… kiss.) And lordy, lordy, do they have a lot to offer… Seminars on weighty subjects such as “Practical tools for becoming an effective leader in the U.S. public sector” and “Personal skills for becoming a successful community leader.” And we fit into this…how? We dunno. We just like to stare down from katanga and mismar tera and be faithful tifozo s of such ambitious endeavors.

      Very regrettably, there was no “Impractical tips on shull - affing your way through life ” seminar we could give pointers at, but we are sure it was an oversight. Rumor has it that SELEDA upper management might go there anyway to “see how the other half lives.” But they usually don’t travel where a roped-off VVIP section is not reserved for them, along with full-time staffers to dab sweat from their foreheads. But, in case anyone sees them, please tell them to call the office. It is time for their next 12-step program. And please, please ignore any wayward SELEDA interns who just might start ranting about “e-sebawii working conditions” at SELEDA. They… they’ve developed strong proclivities towards exaggeration ever since their lunch hour was cut down to 11 ½ minutes.

      Also, part of the festivities will be a Q &A with people better qualified to speak on subjects that have eluded us so far … self esteem, self-confidence, leadership and “how to deliver a captivating and persuasive public address.” (Maybe next year the organizers will think about adding topics such as self-flagellation and “how to make enemies and influence subordinates.”) EAC will also introduce a much-needed networking program “designed to help Ethiopian students obtain information about summer internship opportunities at government agencies and public service organizations.” We are tellin’ ya, the dawn of a new generation.

      SELEDA deeply, deeply salutes the symposium of the millennium. May it reach its goals. May it inspire, illuminate, enthuse and arouse a new beginning. For more information call 202-530-5297.
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      SELEDA Interviews the Chairman of the newly organized, Beautiful Ethiopians Selebrating Moneyed Ethiopians And the Bourgeoisie, (BESMEAB) Inc.

      SELEDA:Do you know you’ve misspelled “Celebrating” in your acronym?

      BESMEAB: No, we haven’t. We paid off Webster and he is revising the spelling for us.

      S: How did you…?

      B: What is Akronim?

      S: Mmm. What is BESMEAB and what are its goals?

      B: Very simple. We are people who have money and think that we should have more money. Money is happiness and happiness is more money. And we like spreading both money and happiness.

      B: That doesn’t seem like much of a goal.

      S: Yes, it is, little magazine person. Having money is a goal. A big, expensive goal.

      S: Isn’t that a tad crass?

      B: No, we don’t go to class.

      S: I said crass. C-r-a-s-s.

      B: Eh.

      S: Speaking of class, your critics say that you are setting a bad example by putting the pursuit of money above education, thereby steering young people away from…

      B: Education schmeducation. My uncle has three advanced degrees in … education. Where is he now? Not at the Sheraton partying like it’s 1999, that’s where not!

      S: Huh?

      B: The “educated” people had a chance to lead the country. Now it’s our turn.

      S: But how do you intend to “lead” without a sound philosophical base?

      B: We’ll buy one or two philosophical bases.

      S: You can’t do that!

      B: You wanna bet? We once bought three “ideological bases” just because we could. They are rotting in our basements.

      S: Do you believe that everything can be bought?

      B: Oh yeah.

      S: Come on. You think human decency can be bought?

      B: I have three myself. Paid top price for them at eBay.

      S: Moving on…you are often dismissed by some people as being “classless, vulgar and ostentatious” people who have no moral compass.

      B: Thank you. Tell them thank you.

      S: People also say that you are selfish and purposeless.

      B: Oh, please. The last person who call us those…things is now an over-paid butler at one of our hotels. That’s what we love about our critics. They don’t cost very much.

      S: Do you think of charitable endeavors once in a while?

      B: Sometimes. Sometimes we think about charity more than once in a while.

      S: Do you support charitable endeavors?

      B: Sure. We’ve thrown them wonderful weddings.

      S: What?

      B: What’s more important than giving someone a great wedding? Food, drink, “I do” “I do”…we make people happy. When they are happy we are happy.

      S: Do you feel any discomfort that there are people living in shacks right by your villas and starving to death while you eat and drink lavishly?

      B: What do you mean “right by”? How the hell did they get past the one-mile electronic gate? You can’t buy good help these days. There! Put that in your little magazine, writer person. You can’t buy good help these days!

      S: Isn’t the wealth discrepancy in Ethiopia eventually going to create a crisis?

      B: Not if everyone has one great wedding. Think about it. Would you ever rise up against someone who threw a bash for you?

      S: I don’t think…

      B: No, you wouldn’t, because it would be rude.

      S: Rude?

      B: Yes, rude. Bilgina.

      S: Aha. What has been the heaviest challenge you have faced so far?

      B: The 24-carat gold neTela we had custom made is very heavy to wear. It’s hell on our shoulders. But we love the traditions of this country.

      S: I meant with BESMEAB. Are there challenges you face in establishing yourself as a legitimate party?

      B: Have you been to one of our parties?

      S: No, I am afraid not.

      B: You can be my guest at the next party.

      S: I don’t…

      B: How much do you make?

      S: I beg your pardon?

      B: Don’t beg. It makes me sad. How much do you make?

      S: I…

      B: Whatever it is, I will double it.

      S: To do what?

      B: To hang out with me in Belize. BESMEAB is buying some of their sand to bring to Langano. The sand at Langano? Have you been there? Awful! Hideous! Un-walkable!

      S: This is creepy.

      B: What is?

      S: This. It is almost surreal.

      B: Reality is overrated.

      S: Let me guess. You have bought reality.

      B: I have several, I must admit.

      S: Are you the new class of Ethiopians?

      B: Sure, if that means we get more tax shelters. Do we get more tax shelters? I will pay you for that answer.

      S: Do you think this is good for the country?

      B: What the country needs is a new pool, I’ll tell you what.

      S: I would like to end this interview.

      B: Sure. Time is money and I have lots of both. What magazine did you say you are from, little magazine person?

      S: Seleda.

      B: Hmmm. That name has a certain ring to it. We’ll take it! You take cash?

      S: No!!! Er…how…much cash?

      Do the Right Thing
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      A critical mass of educated and skilled people is one of the key drivers of development for a country. Many of us who leave Ethiopia seeking better education opportunities know first hand of the severe limitations of education in Ethiopia in terms of access and increasingly in terms of quality as well. One of the reasons for this limitation is lack of educational resources such as books, scientific journals, lab equipment etc. This month Seleda features an organization based in Canada that is doing some good work in helping to alleviate some of these resource constraints faced by educational institutions in Ethiopia such as Addis Ababa University. AHEAD (Association for Higher Education and Development) is a voluntary organization founded in 1998 by a group of Ethiopians in Canada. Thus far they have managed to collect and send over 1000 books and medical journals to the Faculty of Medicine at Addis Ababa University. In addition they have provided 3-year scholarships to 18 medical school students in Ethiopia. AHEAD has received support from various doctors and hospitals in Canada. They also receive support from Canadian packaging companies as well as Ethiopian Airlines for the transport of donated material to Ethiopia. This is a small and young organization but their work deserves our support.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      AHEAD

      AHEAD (Association for Higher Education and Development) is a voluntary organization formed by a group of Ethiopians in Canada. Their mission is to improve education in Ethiopian Universities and Colleges by mobilizing resources outside Ethiopia. According to their web page, AHEAD describes their approach as being “modest low-key approach”. Founded in 1998, AHEAD has sent over 1000 books and medical journals to the Faculty of Medicine at AAU. They have also provided scholarships to medical school students in Ethiopia. AHEAD works with individuals as well as institutions to achieve their goals.

      You can assist in the efforts of AHEAD by contributing educational material or sending a tax-deductible financial contribution. For more information on how you can help please refer to “AHEAD’s pledge page” For more information on AHEAD refer to their web page at “Info”

      Or phone 613-727-2735

      Or mail: AHEAD P.O. Box 864 Station B Ottawa, Ontario K1P 5P9 Canada

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact: ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call (617)496-5998

      or (617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      Web Page: www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      IHA-UDP

      This group picks up where the Norwegian organization Redd Barna left off in improving living conditions in the poorest Qebeles of Addis Ababa. They are involved in 1- physical upgrades (building and repairing houses and public latrines, roads, alleys) 2- community development (job creation, education, correction and rehabilitation) 3- health education, control of communicable diseases, immunization, and first aid services). So far, there have been approximately 42,000 beneficiaries of this project. The new project area is Qebele08 in woreda23.

      There is a DC chapter of IHA-UDP that is currently being formed to support the goals of IHA-UDP in Ethiopia. Information available on the IHA-UDP web page (www.ihaudp.org)

      Or contact

      The Project Coordinator

      IHA/UDP

      P.O.BOX 6889

      Addis Abeba, Ethiopia

      Tel:15-63-75 /15-18-45

      Fax:51-21-77

      Addis Abeba Fistula Hospital

      v5

      Founded in 1975 by Drs Reginald and Catherine Hamlin, this hospital has been providing free care and treatment to over 1,000 poor women every year to treat and prevent fistula, childbirth injuries. The hospital receives some funding from World Vision and the Hamlin Churchill Childbirth Injuries Fund but needs additional support in order to continue providing this invaluable service. The hospital is a registered charitable organization in Addis Abeba

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries was formed in June 2000 to ensure the survival of this hospital. The foundation has an “adoption” program by which donors can directly sponsor the treatment of a woman at the hospital, or an “endowment” program for donating to an endowment fund

      For more information download the following letter

      Or contact:

      The American Friends Foundation for Childbirth Injuries

      1307 S. Mary Avenue Suite 205

      Sunnyvale, CA 94087

      (408) 720 - 0433

      richaas@earthlink.net

      Getachew Bolodia Foundation

      Their web page says it all, The Getachew Bolodia Foundation (GBF), a non-political, non-profit making body, was established in 1994 in memory of Dr Getachew Bolodia, who was Associate Professor of Biochemistry in the Faculty of Medicine.

      The Foundation is devoted to the promotion of higher education and research in Ethiopia. It supports in particular, gifted and deserving university students through offering fellowship in biology, chemistry and medicine. GBF also aspires to promote the development of science in Ethiopia by organizing seminars, workshops and lectures"

      The foundation sponsors needy and deserving students by providing them a pocket allowance to help them meet their personal expenses. It has also sponsored exchange programs for GBF fellows between the Faculty of Medicine at AAU and the Gonder College of Medical Sciences.

      GBF also regularly sponsors lectures and workshops to encourage the dissemination of scientific knowledge.

      GBF depends on membership fees and donations in order to support it’s programs. Membership fees are $60 per year for full membership, $500 for lifetime membership or $5,000 for corporate membership.

      For more information refer to their web page at

      http://www.safemail.com

      Ethiopian Children’s Fund Inc.

      Founded by Ethiopian model Anna Getaneh, this organization has established the ECF Village 34 miles north of Addis Ababa, and currently provides education and medical attention for 77 disadvantaged children ages 3 to 8. Future plans are to serve 550 under privileged children with expanded facilities that include homes, elementary and secondary schools, vocational schools and clinics. The village targets children who have lived under emergency conditions and who have been exposed to physical and psychological suffering for years. ECF says “We believe that proper care and a nurturing environment, combined with solid education and moral discipline, will provide Ethiopia’s disadvantaged children with the best possible chances in the world in which they live.”

      ECF has a number of online volunteer positions available including accounting, grant writing, web developing etc. These are listed on the netaid.org web site (here)

      CONTACT INFORMATION:

      Ethiopian Children’s Fund Inc. (ECF)

      Meskerem Asrat

      P.O. Box 231019

      New York, NY 10023

      United States of America

      Telephone: (212)-875-8697

      Fax: (212)-580-1515

      Email: ecfny@aol.com

      Website: http://www.ethiopianchildrensfund.org

      Also accessible via the www.netaid.org web site

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      May 2001: Tebel & Neurosis

      June 2001: Food & Drink

      Heroes & mavericks are alive and well in Debre Sina

      Once upon a time, an enormous meteor fell from the sky and landed, smack, in the middle of a village. When the villagers returned from early morning mass, they were horrified to find this balegé ingeda occupying the space that had always been, since time immemorial, reserved for their cherished weekly market. Farmers did not know what to do with their grain; weavers did not know what to do with their gabis and netelas; merchants did not know what to do with their bars of salt; blacksmiths did not know what to do with their sickles; potters did not know what to do with their urns and jars; beekeepers did not know what to do with their raw honey; young folks did not know where to meTebabes.

      The next day, octogenarian warriors removed their dusty swords and shields from their walls, saddled their horses and charged the meteor with aplomb. Several hours later, their children and grandchildren buried the old folks with great fanfare and shot their crippled horses, but the meteor did not budge.

      Two weeks later, civic leaders ordered the entire community to braid tough strips of hide into a gigantic rope. Then, they looped the rope around the meteor and hitched it to all 99 of the village beasts. Numerous oxen and mules bled from the whiplashing they received, but the meteor did not budge.

      A month later, religious leaders asked parishioners to attend mass daily and to abstain from food for an entire week. The entire village complied, but the meteor did not budge.

      Soon, the villagers gave up on the idea of the marketplace. But their doro wat’s and shiros did not taste the same without any salt; their clothes turned into rags; the dull blades on their sickles bent but did not cut the grain stalks; the local tavern shut its doors, unable to brew tej or tella in their broken urns.

      Many began to abandon the village.

      One evening, a group of bored teenagers decided to scale the meteor. They were surprised and excited to find a large crater in the summit. A boy and a girl, known throughout the county for their voices, suddenly broke into song and dance. Soon the rest of the group joined them as they all sang at the top of their lungs and danced until they fell.

      Hundreds of robins that had already begun to nest in crevices along the crater awoke the teenagers the next morning. As the young people climbed off the meteor, resigned to their parents’ imminent wrath, they were surprised to find the entire village assembled below. A young stranger in a suit, already being eyed by the sefer koredoch had encircled the meteor with some cable. He ordered villagers to move back about a thousand meters and pressed on a lever. Within seconds, the meteor exploded and crumbled into fragments. The stranger stayed and married the sauciest chick in the village. They all lived happily ever after.

      April 2001 is the Heroes & Mavericks Issue.If you are or know of people that charge, drag, pray, fast, sing, dance or dynamite to battle despair or improve our lot, we need your stories.

      Contribute!
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      The heroes and mavericks issue

      April, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      SELEDA Upper Management, who have not been hode sefi since that indelicate time they suffered from QunTan having over-indulged on specially ordered “fat free QuanTa”, had to be reminded that April was SELEDA’s second anniversary. Not that they are new to chela mallet-ing prominent occasions-such as our first anniversary, but deep in our collective Qism we were hoping they would at least postpone their “Meet the New Manicurist” session hastily arranged after previous manicurist was “promoted” to Assistant Editor-in-Chief. Ostensibly, alls that’s needed to achieve that status around here is to materialize with a nail file right at the moment upper management is wrought with the siQa and CHnQet me’abel that comes with breaking a nail.

      “BerE ke-araju yiwilal” indylu…

      Indemn senebetachihuln, SELEDAwian? Inkuwan le brhane tinsaE adderessen.

      Well, the rest of us SELE-Proli (SELEDA Proletariat) didn’t need any reminders. We’ve been waiting to celebrate this most auspicious of anniversaries with the same kind of meQuneTneT that would sweep over us while waiting for “Ke Majet eske Addebbabai” to begin.

      Has it really been two years? We look back at the friends we’ve made and the enemies we have meQelebe-ed and we think… ahhhh, it has been two years! Where do we start? Two years ago, upper management still believed in producing receipts. Two years ago our writers were sitting barefoot and cross-legged in Berkley trying to persuade American hippies to smoke gEsho leaves wrapped in koba. Two years ago, our Computer Negestat were snickering at the thought of being in the same room with people who have not coded a thing since they color-coded their daily pills. Two years ago SELEDA interns were shiny happy people-and they were paid! Where does time go? Somehow, we all managed to come together and for two years have had some of the most trying, intriguing, but ultimately fun times of our lives.

      “Ahun hoya hoyE atabzu,” indatilun inna… where would we be without you? A threadbare “thank you” would seem alagbab mesQonQon, so we are working on a Two Years in Review retrospective for the May issue, which, appropriately enough, is the Neuroses and Tsebel issue. In it is where we will perform the more appropriate ritual of “Without you, our readers and contributors, we would be but another little zinb on the mound of nfT on a molQaQa lij’s afinCHa.”

      Welcome to the Heroes and Mavericks issue! We have taken the liberty of saluting fellow Ethiopians and their stellar achievements… the kinds of achievements people like us have natural immunization against. Mn yaregal? So the closest thing we can do is go ga-ga from afar. After several temper tantrums and "Sebhat le-abb"s we managed to boil it down to the people in our Headliners Gallery. It is far from being an exhaustive list, but we had to stop at one point.

      As always, our contributors came shuttling forward with nuggets of their own, further shaming us into the asmesai tegadai corner. M’ts… M’ts… M’ts. Our heartfelt thanks to our April contributors, to whom, ehem, if they deigned ask, we would happily give the shirts off our backs. Thank God they have no interest in that half-baked quid pro quo. We hope you enjoy our anniversary issue.

      So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      Well, while the war to find us a purpose still rages on, we have, you will be happy to note, found us a new motto… We are the Washint Generation! Waw-wee! How narly is that! Of course, we didn’t come up with it ourselves since that kind of Qum neger inde QumTa yaTrenal… However, we did shamelessly siphon it off of one of our Life Diarists, the estimable Lullit from the Literature Issue. It is an apt description of SELEDA and SELEDAwian, so, why not? Besides, neither our choice, ‘SELEDA: The E-zine for Qeleblaba Lubricious Peeps’, nor our bosses’ ‘All ye of little fabulousness, do not enter!’ seemed a little, hmmm? Qeleblaba? So, say it, spray it… We are the Washint Generation!

      Also new is the experimental SELEDA chat that will commence on Monday, April 23, 2001 at 7:00 p.m. EST. Those of you in Europe (tee hee) and other parts of the saner world who have a few hours and plenty of brain cells to kill, please let us know the GMT they make you use over yonder. Please join us to discuss articles from the past, and this month’s banner article, Mekasha’s Mother. Questions as to why it took two whole years to set up a l’il web chat ma-thinggy will be considered hate speech. So, when your clock strikes 7:00pm that fateful night, ignore the chilling calls of the night from outside, and come get cozy with us at the Seleda Chatroom, which will be at http://www.seleda.com/chat. This meleflefia kifle’gizE is powered by Chatspace; so, if you know how to get online, this should be a piece of difo-dabbo. Just type in your desired nickname (no password required), and proceed on to get your chit-chat on! Don’t worry about overloading the server or what have you … we have one that can handle quite a furious ye’dula wurjibign. See you all on the 23rd then, right? IndEtaaaaaaa!

      We hope you have already started penning your contributions for our May issue, Neuroses and Tebel, where we all have a chance to vent about everything ibdet and nek and ibdet nek: the madness of life, yiluNta, sidet…the secrets that have driven us a little crazy, and the people we have driven a little crazy. Let all the voices in your head be heard. YinCHaCHu.

      Articles are due in by April 15, sent to editors@seleda.com, but in celebration of neuroses, we will extend the deadline to the… 14th. Ay sewech, ay degoch!

      And June will be our Food and Drink issue. Yes, yihen yahil ayn awTitenal, to dedicate a whole issue to gastronomical services. So go ahead, release that secret recipe to your _ambazza-be’gubet-_shortcake, vent about your (mis)adventures with cuisines, drinks, ye’gebeta amel, ye’amet be’al ceremonies … anything and everything to do with our very primal and basic needs to eat and drink. Esti, do tell.

      And with all this, we leave you be. New Assistant Editor-in-chief is summoning us to a meeting. (Note to selves: teach new boss it is SELEDA not ‘Selwiidaa’… where the ‘on’ button on the computer is… and why it might not help painting and filing the keyboard. Mekera new.) We look forward to hearing from you.

      Selam inihun.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Lij indeEt Yimotal?
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      Lij IndEt Yimotal?

      by: Lemlem

      Behind the Assembly Hall of Sandford School were several steps leading down to the pre-school. They were my favorite place to sit and pass time. Often, my companion would be Imamma, one of the attendants who befriended me; she had looked out for me since I was in pre-school.

      She used to smell so nice and fresh -even in the late afternoon Addis Ab’a sun. Imamma and I would sit on the steps looking at the kids playing and chat as if the 40 or so years between us meant nothing. She would throw her neTela over her head, retrieve her neat meffaQia from behind her ears, and tell me amusing stories about the kids and her years at the school. Occasionally, she would pause to reprimand a kid who was using his classmates as a ladder to reach the highest point of the Jungle Jim. “Ante Simon,… ante seyTan… Indew mn yishaleN yihon? W’red! Dimbajam!” Simon, a flushed British boy with dainty shorts, surely didn’t know what all that meant, but Imamma’s voice had changed octaves and he knew better than not to obey.

      Imamma would then turn her attention back to me and regale me with stories of expatriate British kids who had more mischief in them than their Ethiopian counterparts. “Ye hagerachew b’rrd new meseleN indih miasabidachew,” she offered as a salient explanation. I agreed. By then I was twelve.

      We had no set time for our rendezvous, but whenever I went, she would see me and climb the steep, broken stairs to talk to me. I started to break off a twig before I’d go to see her, so we could both attend to our teeth while on the lookout for errant pre-schoolers.

      Our conversations had almost always been about light matters, until one day I asked her if she had kids. Imamma "isssh"ed an imaginary fly. Several times. She paused a while before she breathed, “Lij’mma nebereN…mote inji.” My twelve-year-old mind couldn’t comprehend… old people died. Not children of old people.

      How did he die?

      “INa hager weTat indEt yimotal… tegelo!”

      Whoa. Not only did he die, he was killed?? I primed myself for yet another of her riveting stories.

      She had only one son whom she referred to as AnjetE, WegenE, but not his name. He was in 9th grade during the Red Terror, and she hid him in the house, forbidding him to go to school. She was a single mother, I gathered, and without the QuTa of a stern father, she had resorted to begging her son not to be involved in politics. Luckily, he had a baby face, she told me, so she had managed to get away with “Ere’su lij new” when Qebelle officers came around to hunt for fodder. Every day, she would light a candle to ImebEtachn Mariam, and hope that when she came back home from work, her little boy would still be reading in his room. And every day when she came back home, and he was there reading in the low light, she would whisper her thanks before she called out to him. “WegenE… dehna walk?”

      After her ritual visit to Lideta one Sunday, she headed hurriedly home to start on an early dinner. Just as she was about to cross a major street, one of those dark green vans with a canvas cover came barreling down the road, dangerously close to the pavement. “Ye sewu menQejQej,” she muttered and made way for the van, which noticeably slowed down as it passed her.

      She had reached the middle of the street, ready to negotiate another car careening towards her when she heard a faint voice coming from the van. “ImmayE!” She looked up and saw a little commotion inside the van, which was a few meters away from her, the motor running. In those days you never waited for trouble, you tried to beat it, so she resumed her brisk pace. The van screeched back to life and its tire tore at the fragile Addis road as it reversed towards her. “ImmayE!” she thought she heard again, and she stopped and turned, this time the pit of her stomach turning. She looked up, and peeking over another baby-faced boy with a gun slug over his shoulders, was her son. His clothes were tattered, his eyes swollen, “ImmayE!” he screamed again, the terror in his voice laying glaciers in her heart.

      She said she flew to the back of the van screaming words she can’t remember. She tried to jump to touch the palms of her son who were reaching out for her. The boy soldier slapped down his prisoner’s palms. Imamma looked at the boy soldier’s eyes and expected to see the same hardened look of death she saw in youths. Instead, she met the gaze of a frightened boy trying to drown out her piercing screams and the stout hollers of the drivers up front who couldn’t quite grasp what was happening back there.

      The boy soldier stood up and broadened his shoulders, preventing Imamma from seeing her son. Her son dodged left and right trying to get a peek at his mother. Finally, unable to handle the situation, the boy solider stood to the right and let Imamma hang on to her son’s bloodied palm. He yelled out “Assnessa!” to the driver and whispered to Imamma “YigeluNal… weine…lemn aQomk b’lew yigeluNal”! He motioned for her to hurry up, and in a firmer voice yelled to the drivers “Assnesaw inna inihid bakih!” When her son managed to bend down a little more, Imamma was able to hug her son’s neck, and through the rumbling of the van’s engine heard her son’s last “ImmayE”.

      I can’t remember what shocked me more, the story or the way Imamma was telling it. So matter of factly… so detached and inanimately. Meanwhile, my heart raced, and I still don’t know how I managed not to cry.

      Imama noticed a boy beating up on a little girl and stood up… “Ante werada! Atimata altebalkm!” She sat back down after she verbally broke up the fight and adjusted her shash. “Wui! MinQrQrE weTtwal leka!”

      We never talked about it again. And thus, at twelve, I was introduced to that part of our history, a time when we think we have no heroes.

      _

      To all the women who never got a chance to say goodbye to their sons, who still suffer in silence and with dignity, you are my heroes.

      _

      Headliners

      Toll in the cyber-meda for those whose recent accomplishments echoed faintly in inaccessible caverns.

      Ring anew on the cyber-bleachers for those whose legacy languished on the sidelines through ignorance, indifference or malice.

      Tantalize readers with stunning images but minimal text. Who knows, you may be encouraged to excavate on your own but share your discoveries with us?

      Enjoy!
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      Adamu: Ethiopian neo-classical painter popularly known as the “Master of Gonder.”
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      Abegasu Kibrework Shiota: Musician, Arranger, Music Producer. Photo by Aida Muluneh.
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      Azeb Wolde-Giorghis: Television journalist, pioneer and all around cool person. Reports from Sierra Leone 1, 2 and 3. Short bio.
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      BERTA Construction Company’s: Ato Berhane Abate and Ato Tadesse Haile Selassie, construction magnates.

      W/ Assegedech Assefa: First Ethiopian female pilot.
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      Ato Baye Yimam: Linguist, grammarian, Amharic language and script reformer and modernizer; author of Ye AmariNa Sewasew; Director of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies
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      Dr. Brook Lakew: NASA physicist, one of the founders, and main motivating force behind, the Ethiopian Scientific Society (ESS).

      Dawit Lessanu: Producer, web genius and illustrator.
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      W/ Desta Gebre Woldeyes: Dancer extraordinaire. Instructor. About her (image and story from Addis Tribune, 5-12-97).
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      W/ Elleni Gebreamlak West: AIDS activist, organizer of the first AIDS conference in Ethiopia.

      Ato Essaye Gebre-Medhin: cyber art curator of Debre HayQ Gallery, artist, art historian, and educator.

      Ethiopian Woman Lawyers Association (EWLA): activists for and defenders of women’s rights in the Ethiopian court system, and elsewhere.

      Getinet Bantayehu of Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology in Alexandria, Virginia, and Adam Belachew of Bronx High School of Science, in New York, for grabbing much coveted spots as semifinalists in the 60th Annual Science Talent Search competition – the most prestigious science competition in the US.
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      Sister Jember Teferra: indigent rights and welfare activist, hands-on administrator.
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      Leelai Demoz: Actor & Film Producer, Nominee, Academy Award, 2001 for his short documentary On Tip Toe. Featured on SELEDA exactly a year ago.
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      Dr. Lemma W. Senbet: William E. Mayer Chaired Professor of Finance and Chair of Finance Department at the Robert H. Smith School of Business, University of Maryland.

      Lemn Sisay: Dub poet and playwright. His collection of poems include Rebel Without Applause and Tender Fingers in a Clenched Fist. His records include Blackvibe (1989) and Lemn Live and Unleashed (1990).
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      Dr. Nega Mezlekia: A maverick author of Notes from the Hyena’s Belly.
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      Nemo Semret: Hotshot academic-turned-entrepreneur takes on the dot-com world with panache. He and his colleagues are the brains behind invisible hand.

      Science & Technology Terms Translation Project (STTTP): Participants and contributors including the project director, Ato Assefa Gebre-Mariam Tessema. The results of their work was later compiled and issued in a bound volume entitled Ye Ityopia QwanQwawoch Academy Ye Science ena Ye Technology Mezgebe Qalat.
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      Ato Sebhatu Gebre-Yesus: Horticulturalist, landscaper who includes among his numerous works the Hilton Hotel, Africa Hall, and OAU; Sheraton Addis is the most recent. Founder and owner of Ethiopia’s first private art gallery.
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      Seleshe Damessae: Krar virtuoso, crooner extraordinaire, guiding spirit of the Gashe Aberra Mola movement (cleaning up and beautifying Addis Abeba and creating employment for street kids).
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      Ato Shifferaw Bekele: reQiQ historian and university professor.

      Sofia Kifle: Painter, writer, jazz aficionado.
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      Dr. Sossina Haile: Winner of the Coble Award, Assistant Professor of Materials Science, California Institute of Technology, aka Caltech.
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      Ato Tesfaye Gessesse: Stage director, actor, playwright, poet and educator.
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      U-20 Soccer Team: Under-20 soccer team preparing for their semi-final bid for the Africa Cup.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Yonas Fisseha: Young, bright computer engineer cum hacker.
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      Abadir Umar Ar-Rida (13th century): Most celebrated saint of Harer.
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      Abraham Petrovich Hannibal: Mathematician, engineer, Russian army general, protégé of Peter the Great, mathematics tutor of Tsar Peter II, maternal grandfather of Russia’s most eminent poet, Alexander Sergevitch Pushkin.
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      Ato Bekele Molla: Hotelier mogul.
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      Chaltu/Dinkenesh/Lucy: Primordial ancestor.
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      Dejazmach Kassa Wolde-Mariam: First Ethiopian President of Haile Selassie I University [now Addis Abeba University], administrator.
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      AleQa Kidane-Wold Kifle: Lexicographer, grammarian, author of MeTsehafe Sewasew Wegis Wemezgebe Qalat Haddis.
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      Literacy Campaign(Meserete Tmhirt).
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      Blatengetta Lorenzo Taezaz: Press officer during the outbreak of the Italo-Ethiopian War, diplomat.
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      W/ Lule Tesfaye: Ethiopian women’s welfare activist.
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      Malik Ambaer: 16th & 17th century Ethiopian Regent-Minister in India.
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      Ato Mamo Kacha: Bus transportation tycoon.
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      _W/_Mary Armide: Frolicsome singer and dance maestro. Instructed two generations that came of age after the Italian War and before the Revolution how to salsa, tango, waltz, rumba, cha-cha, and in her final years, do the twist.
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      Blatengetta Mehateme-Selassie Wolde-Meskel: Sociologist, anthropologist, historian, author of Zikre Neger, Ye Hager Qrs and Che Belaw.
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      Memnon: Warrior, King of Ethiopia. Are we kdding … or are we kidding?
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      Ato Mengistu Lemma: Poet, playwright, critic, and author of Yalacha Gabicha, Telfo Bekeese, MeTsehafe Tezeta ZeAleQa Lemma Hailu, for which he is shown here, interviewing his father, AleQa Lemma (photo by Hayelom).
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      Meskel-Kibra: Said to have built the Abba Libanos church, wife of Emperor Lalibela. Her story, Gedle MesQel-Kibra, remains unpublished.
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      W/ Romanworq Kassahun: First Ethiopian female journalist, author of Yehiwot GwadeNa.
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      Sawel: 13th century architect at Lalibela.
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      Abba Selwanos: Ethiopia’s own Dr. Dolittle. Thirteenth century priest said to have understood the language of birds and beasts.
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      W/ Shoareged Gedle: Acclaimed Resistance leader during the Italian Occupation.
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      Negadrass Tessema Eshete: Renowned wit; sculptor; first Ethiopian to drive an automobile. Shown here with his prize-winning 5.3 kilo Qey sr.
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      Tilahun Gizaw: Student activist whose sudden death galvanized the student movement under Emperor Haile Selassie.
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      Lij Yilma Deressa: Minister of Finance, Commerce & Industry and Foreign Affairs in Emperor Haile Selassie’s cabinet; economist; historian; and, celebrated wit. Author of Ye Ityopia Tarik be AsrasidesteNaw Kifle Zemen.
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      Qdus Yemrehanne-Krestos (12th century): Just, generous and wise King of the Zagwe dynasty, recognized as a saint by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

      Profile
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        * * *

      

      Gabriele Tesemma Tesfa: An Ethiopian Modern Dancer
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        * * *

      

      By Lillu Tesfa

      Born in Addis and raised in Senegalia, a small coastal town in the province of Ancona, Italy, Tesemma finally joined his family in the US at the age of 19. When he first came, we could barely communicate with each other. He couldn’t speak Amharic and his English, much like my Italian, was more textbook than conversation. So we learned about each other’s respective passions in a weird mix of my broken Italian with his broken English. But in just a few months, Tesemma was conversant in English and in happy pursuit of two of his passions: music and dance.

      While still in Italy, at the age of 15, he had started taking ballet as a way to get fit. And although that exercise achieved the desired objective, the movements didn’t really speak to his nature as a man of African blood. It wasn’t until after he’d spent some time in the US and he started training as a modern dancer that everything clicked. The mild interest in funky jazz/aerobic dance he’d harbored while still in Italy had suddenly blossomed into a self realization of sorts.
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      Tesemma’s epiphany was brought on by a black and white photo of a dancer caught in mid-motion. This arresting picture was of a black man in the halo of the spotlight, his back arched pushing his head nearly all the way down to the floor and his arms thrown up to the sky as though catching himself up. The movement expressed so much freedom and abandonment, that it held Tesemma’s attention rapt and has stayed with him ever since. The vision of that nameless man (it wasn’t until much later that Tesi found out the man in the photograph was Alvin Ailey, a pioneer modern dancer and choreographer, and the founder of the now famous Alvin Ailey Dance Company in New York city) inspired Tesemma so much that it sparked off his latent desire and he started searching for movements that would make him feel the way he had when he had first seen that picture.

      This led to dance lessons in New York city for two years until he was offered a position with the Philadanco, a predominantly black dance company in Philadelphia. Gabriele (pronouced Gabrielé) Tesemma Tesfa is currently the principal male dancer at Philadanco. Tesemma was attracted to Philadanco’s 32 years of history as a dance company that was formed to give opportunities largely denied to black dancers and which has since grown from a grassroots company to one that is nationally renowned. Philadanco (also known as a dance repertoire company as they work with many choreographers as opposed to just one) tours all over the US and internationally, introducing novice eyes to their particular version of the funky modern dance form.

      But prior to that, prior to attempting to immerse himself in a wholly artistic world, he had to talk first his mother and then his father, into it. His mother, he said, was resigned early on to his artistic bent as he was already a musician, a talented guitar player in a touring band in Italy. Still, she pushed him to find a “more practical” profession that would provide him with a livelihood. He finally won her over when he assured her that he was going to take himself to the highest possible place in his chosen profession as he knew that was the only way he could make a living at it and saw that as his ultimate responsibility. His father thought it was simply a phase, one that he would surely outgrow. However, when he realized that his youngest child was indeed serious in his chosen career, he simply stepped aside and “out of the way,” as he knew that Tesemma, by then a young man of 21, was going to do what he was going to do.

      Now, after four years as a dancer for the Philadanco, the last year and a half spent as principal dancer, Tesemma is a master of his chosen art form and feels that sometimes he can communicate his emotions better in dance with his body than he can with words. “A certain range of emotions are better described through art forms such as dance,” he explains to me, “because the smallest movements are so visual, so immediate and direct.” He feels that, because Philadanco is predominantly black, he can express himself as a black dancer, better able to find and define himself as a man of African heritage, people that he can relate to on a more intrinsic level. “A lot of questions were answered for me in terms of certain feelings and sentiments toward and from people,” he says. "In Italy, I constantly found myself questioning why I moved so differently from my peers who were Caucasian. Now I realize that there are different ways of doing things that is in the African blood.

      “Dancing really is an expression of emotion through what you can do with your body. As a professional dancer, you have an obligation to make what you do look as good as how it makes you feel and then communicate that to your audience.” According to Tesemma, proficiency as a dancer depends on a combination of technique and talent. “Technique can be taught,” he asserts, “but talent - and to a large extent determination and commitment - are what make the difference between those who can make it in the dance world and those who don’t. The perfect dancer is one who has successfully combined all four elements.”

      Tesemma is also proud of being the only Ethiopian he knows of in the modern dance world. He says that gives him a different edge, makes him a pretty original individual: “I am not an African-American, but I’m still a man from Africa and I’m definitely proud of my heritage as an Ethiopian as I view Ethiopians as rather unique, so I’m really keen on expressing my unique diversity within the company. In terms of an emotional package, I can definitely bring a lot of different things to the table using my background as someone who grew up in Europe, or better yet as an Ethiopian or a black man who was raised in Europe.”

      For instance, he can see a relationship between the Ethiopian iskista and the African-American hip-hop dance. “You can actually see traces of that style in hip-hop. There is a relationship there indicating that hip-hop is a dance movement generated in Africa, that iskista was just the Ethiopian version and whatever crossed the ocean from west Africa became what we see in hip-hop today.”

      But a dancer’s life on stage is only for a limited time and Tesemma is well aware of this and looks ahead to the future with more plans and dreams. Currently, he’s exploring opportunities in school, and hopes to earn a degree in music composition and theory. Armed with his extensive training as a dancer and his skills as a musician, he hopes to be able to combine the two one day, either composing music for his dance moves or choreographing dance moves to his music.

      (For more information on Philadanco, go to www.philadanco.org)

      Life diaries
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      Imagine, if you will, two people: a man and a woman, sitting in a murky pool, toying with MUD. Stop that! We know where your mind just went…jeez, can’t a man and a woman slide together into a warm pool, with only Qumneger (no pun intended…indE!) on their minds? Isti s’nesrat!!! Actually, AlemE and Mandefro took weeks (molqaqoch!!) to finally conclude their discussions on Class. Did they find common ground, or did they give us (as we’d hoped) a good old-fashioned mud-wrestle? There’s only one way to find out…
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      From: AlemE

      To: Mandefro

      Selam,

      So we’re supposed to be the diarists this month, right? How in the world did I get myself caught up in this? I thought being a diarist would be fun, but that was before I found out what this issue was on. Class. Class?!!?! Lord, what was I thinking!?

      For the past week, I’ve been thinking about the best way to start this exchange, since I also found out that I’m going first. :O( So how do I begin? How do I do this without making any brazen assumptions about you (which could get me into trouble), and without giving up too much information about me? Got any ideas!?

      Okay…let me try to begin. Come on … come on… there’s gotta be some angle. What the heck can I possibly have to say about this? And then it hit me…maybe that’s the whole point.

      I feel often that I have nothing to say, or if I did, that no one would be interested in hearing it. The Observer – that’s what they should call me; not the actor but the audience … not the doer, not even the done-unto, at least not directly. Just the one who watches and witnesses.

      Back home, it didn’t matter who was in charge; I always felt like an insider on the outside and maybe an outsider inside. I had barely registered that I was a thinking, feeling person in my own right when the revolution hit, and it whacked me around in its wake as it lay waste to so many lives around me. I had no claim either on its triumphant cadres or its devastated victims…no close member of my immediate family was elevated to such “greatness” or left riddled with bullet holes at the foot of some disdainful pawn. Nothing of value gained, little of value lost – or so I thought. There were so many around me whose pain was almost tangible in its severity that I felt ridiculous even thinking about the taste of fear that had become my constant companion as a young kid facing the world outside our gates every day. As an even younger child, the excesses of the rich and well-born were such an abomination when juxtaposed against the abject poverty of the people living on their doorsteps that I felt I was not entitled to feel set aside in the minute slights that those more privileged meted out thoughtlessly. My city – my country – my life – and all of it somehow belonged less to me than either the victors or the victims. The consequences of some group were felt most by those of another group, and I was left to survive with my sanity barely intact in the chaos they left behind.

      I am amazed – this is the first time I’ve been able to articulate something that has been on my mind for a long time. I have finally voiced why I feel simultaneous resentment and deep regret for what I’ve lived through during the last three decades. The privileged – be they the pedigreed, the revolutionaries, the rich negadE’s of today or simply those with guns – live as they live and leave those of us in the middle neither the financial nor the emotional resources with which to subsist, much less thrive. And their recriminations leave me so cold – their culpability downplayed (someone else always found to take the blame); their successes over-emphasized (joyous, magnanimous deeds they have done for their beloved country).

      I hope you know I don’t in any way belittle the very real horrors that many have had to live through. To you this may sound like the bellyaching of someone who should be thanking her stars that she was left unscathed – relatively, that is. I also take nothing away from those who have done wonders, but where are those wonders now? Is it relevant if it doesn’t last?

      Sorry! I am starting on a sour note, and I really apologize. But the harsh reality of living as an eternal observer in my own country, and then the unbearably high cost of having to leave MY beloved country, MY family, MY home all behind in order to finally be the master of my own destiny – all of this is uppermost in my mind these days as the next three decades loom ahead with no solution in sight.

      There is much that can be said and should be said about the lethargy of the middle class of which I count myself a marginal member – the middle class’s resistance to change of any kind, the belief in the status quo, the clinging to what is here for fear of what may come. Much of this contributes to the chaos, as well; and I am willing to take full responsibility for whatever it is that my 10 year-old self may have done to deserve the wrath of the revolution – or the scenes forever carved into my psyche of the years since. But I do know that being left out of life – being that damned observer who tastes nothing of the glorious manna nor of the bitterest 'rEt – that is a punishment unrecognized and unaccepted by those who suffer more. And there will always be those who suffer more.

      So if a middle class diarist screams in the forest, does anybody hear?

      How’s that for a jump start to the conversation? I bet you were expecting one of those “I come from a family of five and lived in Addis Abeba all my life” beginnings, right? Well, welcome to chaos.

      Regards,

      AlemE

      From: Mandefro

      To: Aleme

      Dear Alemé,

      I assure you, pleasantries shall follow. But first, allow me to grab the bull by the horns and respond to the central theme of your first entry: your alienation from what was happening around you–both from above and below–while our country was engulfed in a flame that charred most and drove many into exile.

      The unlucky ones who, during the Great Fire, found themselves on the hearth, by virtue of their pedigree, principles or pure bad luck, have been scorched, maimed and damaged for life. Yes, most have learned how to cope and to move on. Many have even excelled. However, some have lost their ability to feel, others to laugh, and most their enthusiasm.

      E’re…you exclaim, as you’re about to point out the evident contradiction in my claim. Is not hope a necessary ingredient for success? How can one excel if one does not believe in the sacrifices of today bearing fruit tomorrow? Can a despondent soul soar? Well, the aeronautical industry found a solution for that predicament a while back. The technical term for the discovery is “automatic pilot.” You can ascend, fly at different altitudes and land under any weather conditions if you operate on that mode. Those who survived and came out of the Great Fire with first-degree burns have amassed, over the years, an enormous amount of frequent flyer points using this method.

      Those who were exposed to “just the smoke” experienced varying degrees of discomfort but nonetheless managed to survive intact.

      But, it is at this point that you and I part ways. What binds both groups (in other words, you and I) to the same stump in the scorched forest is the loss of the mature tree that extended its branches over our heads, protecting those around and under it from the sun and the rain, and from desolation. Yes, its branches did not extend over the entire nation. Yes, dead twigs did occasionally fall and bump the heads of those that raised their clenched fists at it. Yes, its leaves had begun to wilt with negligence and yellow with age.

      But once our older siblings had completed their first lesson in botany, they confidently ran out of the classroom and performed the most primitive form of forest management on the old tree: the slash and burn technique. Before they knew how to collect and plant seeds, before they learnt the art of nurturing, and before they acquired the mature skill of pruning, they lit their matches and swung their axes. And, with one fell swoop, the cumulative experience of three generations was obliterated.

      The shock waves from that blow affected not only our parents and grandparents who resisted bequeathing our inheritance, but also our elder brothers and sisters who set fire to the will and the legacy, as well as those of us who were (take your pick) too young to carry axes or construct a fence around the tree; it affected, too, those who were born in the last 25 years around the stump.

      Then, of course, we have had to suffer under different forest (or desert?) administrators who try to convince you (using tactics that range from sweet-talking to hot oiling) that they’ve just invented the seed. Your only weapon against such buffoonery is of course memory. To illustrate: about a quarter of a century ago a government policymaker, attempting to tackle the stress on the education system wrought primarily by the population explosion, released a new plan entitled “Sector Review”. Our older brothers and sisters claimed that this plan would benefit the children of the elite and would keep the rest at a sub-literal level. As an “enemy of the people,” the policymaker was soon executed. Twenty-five years later, the same generation that tossed the policy and the policymaker on the stake whipped out a faded copy from the decaying archives and implemented it as a new solution to the old problem.

      How do our older siblings defend their acts? With two words: good intentions. What do they accuse our parents and grandparents of committing? Again, two words: bad deeds. What is the combination that has eluded us? Good deeds.

      Have I been harsh and unfair in my judgment? Have I oversimplified and reduced incredibly complicated situations and arguments to the size of a pinhead? Do I lack understanding and generosity of spirit? Did I make all of these facile judgements in order to get your observer self (ass?) down and dirty here in the pool, Alemé?

      Absolutely.

      Mandefro
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      From: Aleme

      To: Mandefro

      Mandiye nefs-neger,

      Mnew chekolk!? You’ve already put us on opposite sides, hodE. Ere tew, yQr! Perhaps we’re not quite at the point of holding hands and singing the Internationale in harmony, but why not put our heads together to get through this incredibly complicated situation, to use your words? Besides, I didn’t even know we had to choose sides – did I miss the “ye bud’n-na ye bud’n abatoch” call while I was mellowing out with a glass of this excellent Shiraz? You HAVE to taste it – here…take a sip. Run your tongue around it – bemotE, take another sip. Yes, it may not have the pure genealogy cherished among its more snooty French competitors, but damn! it tastes good.

      Okay, back to your imagery of the tree, which was magnificent! I’ll even admit looking up above my head carefully as I was reading to see whether one of those dead twigs with kurkum on its mind was headed my way. But no tree in Ethiopia, or anywhere else for that matter (note to self: Self, remember to get into the lie behind the American claim that there are no class issues in the US)…no tree in Ethiopia would have its branches occupied randomly. Oh, no! There would be some diabolic hierarchy.

      There would be those above, stripping the smaller branches to fashion a well-shaped mefaQya or two – how else could they dislodge the tender remnants of the TrE sga they had so recently consumed? Their belches (subdued behind polite hands) would still be audible to those below who probably have some idea what that meal was like, having had a few occasions to partake of it themselves. They may even have been on one of those higher branches not too long ago. The savvy among them will have learned how to duck the flying mefaQyas and whatever else comes down from the upper reaches of that tree.

      And lowest on that pecking order are those who have no choice but to sit…how to say this delicately…in the ugly mess that comes from all things that have a way of flowing downstream, aided by that medebun-yalsheTe adhari called gravity. Mnabatu! Couldn’t it let things flow up for a change? Quite often, those at the bottom never really get to see the sunlight and fresh air enjoyed by those above; all they get to do is to watch the endless trapeze acts: Higher-Brancher deposed to lower level; Lower-Brancher shaking off higher one from coveted perch above – over and over again. Those observing in the middle just learn to do the artful dodge, sometimes reaching up to snag a li’l somethin’ for themselves. Oddly, though, it’s all in the name of those in the stinky mess at the bottom.

      Aselechehuh, aydele? Serves you right for the tree metaphor. I have one last comment on that before I move on. You do a grand disservice to our older siblings when you “credit” them with chopping down the tree. From my own personal conversations with some of the surviving revos, they were particularly concerned that the tree was rotting so quickly that it was going to fall anyway – their futile attempts were, therefore, to try to find a quick and dirty way to either aim its fall or avert it completely by cutting off the top. I agree with you that they were sadly misguided; what I disagree with vehemently is the implication that somehow the tree, aside from a few dead twigs and wilting leaves, was healthy at its roots.

      What to do!? I am a believer in many trees – with all of us free to frolic from one branch here to another branch there instead of trying to find a precarious foothold on an aging warka somewhere. Someone (say, you) might opt for the gnarly baobab, more roots than branches, majestic in its obvious preference for solid longevity over leafy cover. I, on the other hand, have always loved the thorny lemon tree…protective of its fruit, tart at the first bite but delicious to those who taste more intensely, with fragrant leaves able to reach across to sooth the most frazzled nerves. Why should any of us have to choose?

      Wiy! Even I’m all tree’d out. On to other things. (Before I move on, though, a little feta cheese on some crusty bread? Earthy and pungent, unlike its more genteel cousins the Camemberts, but ah! truly scrumptious, especially with some black olives and sun-dried tomatoes.) Ere yaz! As they say, nkwan feta’na Tfee’m ydegemal!)

      I was hoping you would help me understand what to do with this feeling of being marginalized – sadly, though, I sense you have little sympathy for my predicament. I haven’t been a Buddhist for very long (actually, not before I started this sentence), but suddenly I feel like taking the path of least resistance; maybe…who knows…you’ll see things my way in the end. But in the meantime, the challenge at the end of your letter intrigues me. I’m one of those AddisAbés who never had the Hilton membership, nor did I ever want to brave the Ghion pool’s legendary CHrt, so I never learned how to swim – my motto, therefore, was always “yemn swimming?! Ayyyyy! w’ha’na Tela bebrCHiQo.” But I am too tempted by your come-n-get-down-and-dirty T’ree, so move on over and let me slide into that murky pool with you. Hmmmm…it’s all squishy at the bottom…oddly liberating once you get over the shock of seeing your whiter-than-white whites all gooey with this mud. I could learn to like this. Those wealthy lily-white-folk are paying loads of money for this type of all-over treatment so, if nothing else, my skin will get all the exfoliating it needs.

      Shall we toast the demise of my Observer status with a chilled glass of Veuve Cliquot? What? You’re surprised by my choice? Hey, even I know there’s no substitute for good French champagne.

      Over to you…

      Alemé

      From: Mandefro

      To: Alemé

      Aleméwa,

      Your conciliatory splash into the murky pool has made the nature of this exchange a little more intricate. Since you are now right next to me, it is no longer possible for me to wag my forefinger at you from across the river or make declarations from the pulpit. All of a sudden, I understood what Emperor Haile Selassie must have felt when, in the early years of the restoration (early 1940s), he included members of the Resistance, former collaborators (a.k.a. bandas) and colleagues-in-exile on his cabinet. I understood the wisdom of cohabiting with individuals with extremely varied histories, ideologies and ethics. It buys you three and a half decades of relative tranquility.

      But I am not too happy with this adult world into which you’ve siphoned me. Yes, I know. I am the one who invited you to join me in the pool. But you were supposed to scoff at the challenge. You were not supposed to join willingly. If, according to my earlier plan, you had decided to join, it would have been-in my wonderfully smug and overbearing mind, at least-because of defeat, attrition or sycophancy. All of a sudden, I understood what post-war Addis Abeba planners must have felt when the city they planned for a million inhabitants became populated by five million. Yes, you have literally ruined the plan.

      You see, Alemitu, I wanted to revel in the adolescent world of pure ideals and moral righteousness. I wanted to virtually experience the binary universe that our older sisters and brothers sailed in before the mess that was the revolution. I wanted to provoke you into heated exchanges in order for me not reflect on the holes and inadequacies of my own position and lines of argument. In other words, I had amassed my troops for a showdown at the OK Corral.

      But you, Alemnesh (or should I call you-after all this is the Class issue-in the spirit of the revo years, ashaTreNa navigator?), dexterously uncoiled a rope and took the wind out of my sail.

      All right, I am ready. We can now both sweat it out in the doldrums.

      First, let me briefly rewind back to the tree. (Alie, do not take the tree metaphor lightly. Eve, nefswan yemarewina yeNa enat, messed with a teensy-weensy fruit on that tree and got the rest of us in trouble. Let’s get it right this time around.)

      Yes, (pray forgive this tired and overused allusion to Orwell’s Farm) some branches were better off than other branches. No doubt. But our elder siblings (“Enough already!” they exclaim from Purgatory. “Hold on, bro. Hold on, sis. Not so easily,” I reply from sidet in America) could not realize what, you, with one sweep of your practical wand, made manifest. One doesn’t improve one’s lot by chopping down the tree. In fact, our glorious history is plagued with the one-tree paradigm syndrome. Succeeding leaders/generations have been content only when they’ve destroyed the legacy of their predecessors. As you’ve already pointed out in our last entry, there is already a lot of belches and cacas to go around with one tree, but can you imagine growing one tree generation after generation when the population gets bigger and hungrier?

      It is now no longer wise or beneficial to cut any tree. Can you not see from the pool below? We have not improved our lot because of our obsession with a single tree. You are right. The warca for some of us was extremely comfortable. But, if the warca, alas, is no longer around, then- if it tickles our fancy-we could start planting baby warcettes. And, as you’ve noted, a wide range of trees is available to us. Yes, at times the land may be inhospitable or the reigning cactus may be rapacious and belligerent (a deadly combo) and not allow other trees to grow nearby. If that is the case, we should rent some space across the river and start planting in greenhouses. One of these days there will be abundant rainfall that will force the cactus to hibernate. Our willow, banyan, magnolia, deodar, fig tree, mimosa, hemlock, walnut, rubber tree, olive, mango, gum tree, acacia, cedar, pine, elm, lime, teak, redwood, and coconut saplings will be ready.

      Mandefro
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      To: Mandefro

      From: Alemé

      Selam, Mandisha. Sorry it took me so long to respond, but life in sidet makes allowances for no one, not even Seleda. I’m glad the Editors were kind enough to let us take longer to deliver these LDs. Me, I was expecting one of those Qarya Tfi messages from their Mail Editor (isn’t s/he one of the scariest people you’ve ever been exposed to?! I pray daily that I don’t find one of my silly emails on the Mail Editor s/hit list!).

      So, now that we’ve spent a week together in the pool (my skin is getting rather wrinkled), have you changed your mind about us not being on opposite sides, or will I have to find yet another path of least resistance? Answer carefully, 'cuz those paths are getting hard to find. YlQun’s let’s find some classes we can both be part of, or better yet, ones we both don’t belong to, so that we can sit here and point fingers, and giggle senselessly – we’re not doing nearly enough of that.

      How about a swim across to the other side of the ocean to start the search process? Have you been to Addis Abeba lately? There is something beautiful about going home, so I thank my stars every time I am able to go. But there’s a part of me that dies every time I see how things have changed, and people with them, since when I was a kid. There is a certain voracious appetite for THINGS as opposed to ideas or goals, but then I look around here and we’re no different, either. So we can both be part of the QraQmbo class – having come of age in a time of deprivation makes all of us seek to accumulate stuff, as if to prove we still exist. And it can’t be just any stuff…no, it has to be stuff that will catch the eyes of others just like us. The car (lately, the four-by-four is the “must have” here and over yonder, too, but let’s not forget the old Honda/Toyota standbys), the clothes, the leather furniture, the right companion. Sadly, as you get older, it still continues … the right spouse, the house, the kids and even the household help. Some get it all; some have to be content with just some…others steal to get it…still others work around the clock to have it but then never enjoy it…there are those who get it only to pass it on to more voracious family members or in-laws or hangers-on. Tegebku yemil Tefa!

      No? Then how about something more upbeat? I don’t get an overwhelming sense that any of us is supremely happy. Tell me, is there a FindQdQ yalu Happy Class somewhere? Because God knows that’s the one I want to enroll in – even if it means I have to grow up and conform to some pre-determined norm. YIKES! Did I just say that? I plead that the court strike that last sentence on the grounds that it may come back to haunt me. Moving right along…

      Wanna be Class Alba? I first typed No Class and realized that may not be something we want to be known as: “Hey, there goes that No Class guy !” :-) Join me in this class-free life, where we somehow not only step outside the boundaries that society puts around us but also peek around the blinders that don’t allow us to see what’s out there – beyond the accepted and the acceptable. The silly Americans are no exception…aside from the No Class variety where their membership could be convincingly argued, they are as full of class as any other feudal system based on the toil of the disenfranchised and the downtrodd…oops, there’s that Ma-lE Tnat creeping in again. Disregard. So, being free of categories would be wonderful, wouldn’t it? Or will we be lost forever wandering around in the fog looking for some boundaries? Too risky. Next up…

      We could join the very well attended Le’nE Class of the superbly selfish – the membership is quite vibrant both here and back home. Very little is sacred except money – they’d sell their souls and yours, too, at a two-for-one sale if they thought they’d gain something for it. They are the parasites that have fattened up over the past two decades – who sneer at anything remotely resembling ideals or principles, and who’ll step on anyone to get where they want to go, even when it’s not necessary. This mercenary crowd scares the living daylights out of me – hey, maybe we can sic the Seleda Mail Editor on them!? Now that’s a warm, comforting thought…

      Oh, woe! None of this seems remotely fun! Where can I find a class to really inspire us? I don’t dare look to our elder brothers or sisters for this – poor lost souls, they’re even more lost than we are. Nor do I seek the help of our parents, still hankering for the glory days that have long since gone. Our grandparents would be the most realistic advisers having gone through a few upheavals themselves and survived relatively intact; unfortunately mine can’t help us much from the Beyond. If yours are still around, maybe they could send a few tips?

      Instead, my hope is in the younger generation that I see in the US…those in their late teens and twenties who seem to have gained little of the fatality of our parents, less of the depression of our older siblings, some of the cynicism of our crowd (may I include you in my crowd?) but few of our self-destructive tendencies. They mostly live in the moment – TODAY. Those who seem to have it figured out are striding along confidently, their love of the “home” country unhindered by mournful memories (and I’ll admit, often untainted by reality), their acceptance of life here untouched by bitterness or regret. They are masters of the new media, merging the confidence of knowing they come from proud origins but seeing no reason not to strive for great things here. They talk confidently of things they can do to help their people back home, and actually seem to believe they can make a difference. Maybe they have solutions for us – maybe it’s time to learn from the younger ones, huh?

      I leave it to you, my friend…and in the meantime, how about some tea? I take two sugars, thanks.

      Alemé

      To: Aleméwa

      From: Mandefro

      Tea (or coffee in my case) sounded like a good idea. However, after the taxonomic exercise that you did with “Class” in your last entry, the left part of my brain took over and started to break down everything in sight. Suddenly, your most courteous suggestion for us to take tea (I could tell that you believe yourself to be the middle class of tea drinkers as you didn’t ask for berad shaye or high tea) and your request for two sugars transformed itself into a rather complicated demand.

      Do you take powder, granulated or cube sugar? Brown or white sugar? Cane, corn, malt, fruit or beet sugar? Raw, bleached or processed sugar? Fake or real or? I began to think of the possible combinations of the types of sugar listed above. All of sudden, I thought it would be easier to select the winning lotto number (or for the camel to squeeze through the eye of the needle) rather than choose the kind of sugar you wanted to have with your tea.

      Unfortunately, tea may have to wait until we solve this Class thing.

      Now where to start? Of one thing I am sure. Unlike you, I am not as ready to accept the dulled Excalibur from my elders, nor am I ready to hand over my sharpened magic sword to the younger generation who have not yet sufficiently toned their arm muscles and spent the night alone in the forest.

      I am in my prime. My Excalibur sparkles and glistens as I wield it to and fro between the sunlight and moonbeam. As I turn and look back, I can chuckle at the folly of my younger siblings, flailing their arms and attempting to strike the hyena with a thousand and one blows. As I turn and look forward, I can empathize with the frustrations of my elders who know what to do with Excalibur but do not have the strength to make that one, efficient and effective lunge.

      Now, Alemina, let me make the much vaunted lunge to solve this class thing for once and for all.

      I don’t know about FindQdQ yalu (that maybe asking much, even from Excalibur) but I believe three things-Moderation, Understanding and Decisiveness [MUD]-need to be in place to secure the harmony that you sought in your last entry. All three have been missing from our collective lives for quite some time.

      Let you and I conduct the MUD test on the different types of classes that you mentioned. The QraQmbo class that you eloquently described have clearly slipped and received an “F” in the Moderation test. Let’s not bother to apply the other two tests.

      We’ll skip the FindQdQ yalu Happy Class for now. I, like you, do not know where to find them as a Class. I’ve come across random specimens but I have not been able to determine a pattern. Maybe, I’m approaching the search wrong. I wonder if it would help if we engaged a mechanical engineer? A TenQway? A neurologist? We’ll keep trying.

      Moving right along to the Class Alba. Ever since we stopped picking berries from the vines in Wendo Genet and spearing buffaloes in the Omo Valley in order to survive, some type of organization has been necessary to regulate the destructive parts of our wefefEnet. If we apply MUD on the Alba I think we’ll slip and trip all over the place. Most members of this class OD on Understanding & Decisiveness and have dangerously low levels of Moderation. That is definitely a problem. If a powerful member understands only him/herself and is decisive for his/her own needs the rest of the group won’t be Class Alba no mo’.

      The Le’nE Class is second cousin to the QraQmbo Class. Their difference? Members of the QraQmbo Class collect not just for themselves but also for their loved ones. Members of the Le’nE Class have mutated into collecting, no grabbing things, just for themselves. The former is an environmental hazard, the later a humanity TenQ. Should we move right along?

      Screeeeeeeeeeech!

      I just realized that you switched the categories from Class to Generation immediately after the Le’nE class.

      Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap…Hmmmm.

      It’s all right. We can still apply the MUD test on Generations just as we did on Classes.

      75+ Years Old: Most score A on the MUD test. They are seasoned survivors of the two most turbulent periods of our century (the Fascist Invasion & Occupation and the Revolution). We could definitely learn much from them about MUD and other sticky topics. However, it is too risky to put everything in their hands. Nature knows good things when she sees 'em. She could be a tad impatient and call them before the completion of our project.

      60-75 Years Old: The majority score B+ on Moderation and Understanding. However, their GPA is brought down to a C because of the D- they received in Decisiveness. Since they (I’m referring to the educated ones) received their privilege (education and good jobs) mostly on a silver plate they weren’t decisive enough with their seniors or juniors. They should have asserted themselves more and demanded greater responsibilities from their seniors while keeping their younger siblings in check. As they saying goes…ye isat lij amed. [I realize I am being harsh but some kind of reckoning need to take place.]

      45-60 Years Old: F in Moderation, C+ in Understanding and A+ on Decisiveness (In other words, the elixir of disaster). I’ve already ragged on them in my earlier entries so I will move on.

      30-45 Years Old: The mixture is boiling and bubbling in the caldron. I am in the concoction myself so I will wait for self-assessment until I move to the next phase (45 to 60), or will await judgement by other generations. Of one thing, I am sure. It is imperative for us to have a solid understanding of the successes and the failures of the generations that preceded us in order to score well on the MUD test. If we succeed, then the generation behind us (18-30 Year Olds) will not be naive enough to think (as our immediate predecessors) that they’ve invented the wheel.

      Over to you,

      Manlidefer
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      To: Defar…yenE Defar

      From: AlemE

      I enjoyed the image of you as a 21st century arbeNa brandishing your sword as you wove around those groups: dismissing this one for an unconscionably low MUD-quotient, tapped the other on the shoulder for a job well done. En garde! Lunge, tap, parry, smack!..touché!

      But why’d you have choose Excalibur, Mandi jegnaw? It immediately derailed my own thinking…now I know the kind readers will condemn me for the sheer un-Ethiopian nature of my next reference, but how can I resist, given the Excalibur reference? Excuse me while I digress…

      Here’s an excerpt from one of my favorite Holy Grail scenes…King Arthur meets two of his “subjects”, Woman and Dennis:

      ARTHUR: How do you do, good lady. I am Arthur, King of the Britons. Who’s castle is that?

      WOMAN: King of the who?

      ARTHUR: The Britons.

      WOMAN: Who are the Britons?

      ARTHUR: Well, we all are. we’re all Britons and I am your king.

      WOMAN: I didn’t know we had a king. I thought we were an autonomous collective.

      DENNIS: You’re fooling yourself. We’re living in a dictatorship. A self-perpetuating autocracy in which the working classes⁠—

      WOMAN: Oh, there you go, bringing class into it again.

      DENNIS: That’s what it’s all about if only people would⁠—

      ARTHUR: Please, please good people. I am in haste. Who lives in that castle?

      WOMAN: No one live there.

      ARTHUR: Then who is your lord?

      WOMAN: We don’t have a lord.

      ARTHUR: What?

      DENNIS: I told you. We’re an anarcho-syndicalist commune. We take it in turns to act as a sort of executive officer for the week.

      ARTHUR: Yes.

      DENNIS: But all the decision of that officer have to be ratified at a special bi-weekly meeting.

      ARTHUR: Yes, I see.

      DENNIS: By a simple majority in the case of purely internal affairs,–

      ARTHUR: Be quiet!

      DENNIS: --but by a two-thirds majority in the case of more⁠—

      ARTHUR: Be quiet! I order you to be quiet!

      WOMAN: Order, eh – who does he think he is?

      ARTHUR: I am your king!

      WOMAN: Well, I didn’t vote for you.

      ARTHUR: You don’t vote for kings.

      WOMAN: Well, 'ow did you become king then?

      ARTHUR: The Lady of the Lake, [angels sing] her arm clad in the purest shimmering samite, held aloft Excalibur from the bosom of the water signifying by Divine Providence that I, Arthur, was to carry Excalibur. [singing stops] That is why I am your king!

      Mandeffie, are you paying attention? Here comes my favorite part…

      DENNIS: Listen – strange women lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government. Supreme executive power derives from a mandate from the masses, not from some farcical aquatic ceremony.

      ARTHUR: Be quiet!

      DENNIS: Well you can’t expect to wield supreme executive power just ‘cause some watery tart threw a sword at you!

      ARTHUR: Shut up!

      DENNIS: I mean, if I went around sayin’ I was an Emperor just because some moistened bint had lobbed a scimitar at me, they’d put me away!

      ARTHUR: Shut up! Will you shut up!

      DENNIS: Ah, now we see the violence inherent in the system.

      ARTHUR: Shut up!

      DENNIS: Oh! Come and see the violence inherent in the system! HELP! HELP! I’m being repressed!

      ARTHUR: Bloody peasant!

      DENNIS: Oh, what a give away! Did you here that, did you here that, eh? That’s what I’m on about – did you see him repressing me, you saw it didn’t you?

      Somehow, this little skit captures exactly what goes through my head anytime I think of our history. But enough said on that…and help me out of this pool, will you? I’m getting downright soggy. No fluffy, heated towels? Exactly what kind of a virtual mud-pit are you running here, anyway? Ah, never mind…on to other things…

      I recognize your evasive maneuvers regarding the tea as nothing other than a vain attempt to avoid serving it…demmo fruit sugar! Mnew wendm-alem?! All I wanted was a simple cup of tea! You can make it in a copper bottomed kettle, or one made of the purest, most stainless of steels, or a blistered enamel berad; even a saucepan would be fine as long as it is free of the overpowering smells of onions or garlic. Now throw in some good black tea from Addis Abeba and some good ol’ Wenji sugar, add yeshaï Qurs biTE, and we’re set. If you’re of the high tea persuasion, you can bring a plate of cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and some currant scones with some clotted cream and some preserves (orange marmalade, I presume?). The point, anteyE, is to sit together and share a quiet, reflective moment. Ah…it doesn’t seem like you’re going for that kettle anytime soon, and all this talk has made me thirsty – “hold” argeN isti while I go fix myself that cuppa.

      Ahhhh…that’s much better! Oh…did you want some? ☺

      Now for your MUD…an excellent analysis, bak’h. Unable to resist yet another of your temptations, here’s my own addition. When cher’net and habt go hand-in-hand and Qeld and astewaynet follow, CHQA becomes the ideal state for the new Ethiopian – and the implicit reference to the slime we started our conversation with in both your and my acronyms is a good way to show that we’ve come full circle (of course, it may also show that we haven’t progressed at all since those first entries more than a month ago. But let me stay somewhat optimistic).

      I wanted to echo your brilliant categories (you had me nodding to myself and even laughing out loud) by throwing in a few of my own. I offer you these as a compromise, wendm’y’ye, since neither age nor social or economic class nor pedigree have anything to do with where people end up in these categories. Clever, aren’t I?

      May I add an ambere CHQa category? These are the immature party-hard types who haven’t yet figured out where play ends and life begins – and some of them have seen 50 come and go, so it’s not about age. Irresponsible, irrational, irritating molQaQoch, they haven’t got an ounce of cher’net or astewaynet; thankfully, they rarely have the habt and sense of humor, either. So let’s leave them to play with their li’l friends…

      The taTbo CHQa are all around us, in the US but especially back home. These are the ones who have actually learned some harsh lessons in their various s’det locales all over the world, and they were able to return home, relieved at not having to live those lives any more. Yet, three months into their renewed lives, you find they have morphed into the worst that Addis Abeba has to offer…F- on cher’net although they often do well on the habt scale; a pathetic D on the Qeld (lamer than lame sense of humor) and an F- on astewaynet. If they had an album, it would be called the De-Education of ine-int’nye.

      Finally, the TQur CHQA: productive, practical people whose fertile minds and rich imaginations go a mile-a-minute. Straight A’s all around on the CHQa scale; add to that the fact that they have their feet firmly planted on the ground, and we may just have the winning “class” right here. Want to declare ourselves two of their charter members? It seems only fair…especially since this was a much harder topic than most that I’ve read about on Seleda. There are ilf possibilities for getting both political and too personal; the former would be a Seleda no-no, and the latter would do no good and possibly bring on much harm. Remind me to get even with the Seleda editor who suckered me into participating in this. [Qoy bcha!]

      My final view is that, like King Arthur and his alleged “subjects” in the Monty Python skit, no matter how society organizes itself around you, you have a big say in how you present yourself – ultimately, that is much more powerful than any so-called objective categorization by politicians or economists. And like the mud we’ve been sloshing around in, this issue is as slimy and murky as we can get. So, although it’s been great wallowing down here with you, I’m going back to my “climb your own tree” approach. Hey, I’ve been in your MUD, so how about you come with me this time – why don’t we both lift ourselves past this ooze? I’ll go first (hey, no looking under my virtual towel!)…

      Ah, up here on my hybrid bougainvillea oak tree (hey, my tree, my call), it’s safe and fragrant, and pleasing to the eye. There are lots of branches for those who want to join me, and some of those same branches overlap into other neighboring trees where I can visit – freely going back and forth. There’s even a vine for an express trip, Tarzana style (yemn Jane?!), to those branches beyond the reach of my tree. I don’t care about the other trees’ roots, or their occupants’…who has the time to keep track? If you came to visit, things like how many times you slammed into the tree before figuring out how to work the vine would be infinitely more important than the name of the designer who fashioned you that loin-cloth (and may I add as an aside that it is quite becoming?). I like that I can say what I want on my tree. Add that to the list.

      Once you leave your tree to go to another, you start over…no history, no baggage. You can be someone new if you like, or stick with what has worked in the past. Your choice.

      Have I been idealistic and naïve in my description? Have I oversimplified and reduced incredibly complicated situations and arguments to the size of a drop of water (no mud included)? Do I call on you for understanding and generosity of spirit? Yeah, Yeah, and Hell, Yeah! After all, nothing is impossible if a couple of people, a little muddier but perhaps a bit wiser, find some common ground.

      I made you a cup of coffee (I guess I should have noticed that it’s what you prefer). I think you’ll like the pan-dried QiTa – it’s my favorite.

      May all your future tea parties have coffee.

      With my warmest regards,

      AlemE

      … ~ ~ … ~ ~ … ~ ~ … ~ ~ … ~

      To: Alemé

      From: Mandefro

      Alemewa,

      When confronted with the four-megabyte Python extract [Note to Seleda editors: you should ban insertions that unjustly bloat a diarist’s page and a half entry], the jingle that sent shivers to my hamot kereTit’s enfeebled outer lining was the chorus from Tilahun Gessesse’s Alchalkum. But then, I remembered my name (Mandefro, in case you forgot) and leaped from my chair to execute a few Akaki Zerafs.

      Once my sense of self-eminence was restored (Itititititititit…Zeraf!) I re-read your response and understood that we have both been travelling in the same direction and on the same parallel hadid. But since the middle planks that linked, stabilized and familiarized one hadid to the other were missing throughout our exchanges, we careened to and fro in entries one, two and three.

      Your Monty Python excerpt made me realize the gap in our communication. First, I chuckled at your Pavlovian reaction against all things imperial. In my last entry, I had brandished Excalibur not as a weapon for domination or oppression but as a symbolic tool to help fulfill my destiny. I will clarify myself even further as the symbol itself can easily be misinterpreted, for after all, a sword is a weapon of singular destruction.

      Once young Arthur received the sword from the Lady of the Lake (do not feel excluded, Alemé, for the Lad of the Lagoon lies await on the sandbar with the weapon of your choice), he became confident and enthused to tackle what fate laid in store for him. After several difficult encounters he mastered the sword and became a proficient and efficient fencer. In the same way, I believe our generation has completed the trial runs and has learned to regulate (mind you, not to control) its self-destructive impulses. I do not then feel compelled that we should hand over the chalice to our younger siblings before we had taken our fill. Otherwise, we would be committing the same crime for which I had prosecuted 60 to 75 year olds in my last entry: early retirement.

      We both are interested in constructing, laying down and directing our own hadids. You, Rosie Yichalal, do not look back for inspiration, guidance or benediction. Not unlike the Huguenots or Quakers who fled from religious prosecution or central and southern Europeans (among others) who disentangled themselves from abject poverty to start anew in North America, you visualize a future where each individual can select, water, fertilize and prune his/her tree. Complete responsibility would then fall on the gardener for the condition of his/her tree. You opted for the bougainvillea oak hybrid tree.

      I, on the other hand, believe that we have run out of space and must stake our claim (or most probably reclaim) from the already overcrowded plots. In this environment, one must have a profound understanding of the past and a solid grasp of former power relations. Let me elaborate by recounting a story that I heard from an Indian friend.

      My friend’s family lives in a communist Indian State. They own five acres of land that is bordered by streams on three sides and a road on the fourth. The land has remained intact in the family’s possession for several generations. In former days, the land was located in a sleepy provincial town (much like Akaki or Bishoftu), adjacent to a bustling city. Population explosion has caused the city to encroach and gobble the Nifas Silk’s and the Qaliti’s and is now ready to do to the same to my friend’s hometown.

      His parents worked as functionaries in New Delhi for most of their adult lives. Now, they wish to live in relative solitude and tranquility on their five-acre lot, waking up to the sounds of birds nesting on branches that dangle over their corrugated iron roofs. Developers—in spite of a large “Not for Sale” sign on the front gate—knock on their doors regularly asking them to name a price for their sanctuary.

      My friend’s parents do not leave town for holidays for fear of squatters claiming some or all of their land. The communist courts frown upon “absentee” landlords and would assuredly rule in the squatters’ favor.

      You and I have to navigate in a world where the right to own property and the right to have a roof over one’s head are inextricably linked. Handing over the five-acre lot has not and will not be the solution. Clearly, rural land and urban property nationalization by the military junta or ethnic partitioning of the country by the present government did not and has not solved the food and housing shortage in our country.

      What is to be done?

      That, my dear Alemé is what our generation needs to figure out in order to address the widening rift between Bole and Tekle Haymanot, between Mekele and Ginir, between Limu and Debre Berhan. Of one thing I am certain. Solutions by proclamations, decrees and manifestos are over. We, accompanied by a few elderly sages, need to do some field work and talk to the owners of the five-acre lot, the developer, the conservationist, the squatter, and the judge.

      Why don’t we get together for tea once we’ve done that?

      Mandefro
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      TO: Alula

      FROM: Gebru

      Selam Ato Alula,

      As I have been gently urged to start this exchange, I shall do so by taking myself back to a year or so ago when the world was delirious with the anticipated (but mistaken) changing of the millennium guard. Lists of the Century, Millennium, the greatest, the sweetest, the coarsest, the mightiest, the most historic etc…having proliferated, it was inevitable that we Ethiopians would soon be inundated with similar lists, even though we still have about seven or eight years to do THE XXXXX of the millennium. Inevitably too, these lists mentioned figures from the last 100 to 150 years whose doings are the freshest in memory and sharpest still in impact.

      But, being an odd fellow and a sometime wefefE known to have graced the bars around Arat Kilo (maybe that is why I am in sdet? hmmm…), it seemed to me that there are only two or three people who could without a doubt wear the mantle of the Person of the Millennium. One figure came to mind. Before I pop the name out though, let me hasten to define the phrase “Person of the Millennium” as refering to the person to have had the most impact in subsequent history.

      OK, his name is Imam Ahmed Ibrahim AL-GHAZI. Very few Christian Ethiopians even recognize that name, but if you add the word “Gragn,” then it is a different story. I do not know if he was indeed a southpaw, as they say in the west, or was so named because he was too effective an enemy to the Christian armies he repeatedly faced and vanquished. What is certain is that he was a brilliant military leader who started his “jihad” from Harrer, and made it to virtually all areas of the Christian kingdom before he was stopped.

      My choice of Ahmed Gragn as the “Person of the Millennium,” however, is based on events subsequent to his rise (and fall). Consider just the following two incontrovertible aspects of modern Ethiopia…

      
        	The Oromo Expansion

      

      After his wars, both Christian and Muslim sides were so weakened that what had previously been easy before, i.e. stopping the expansion of the nomadic Oromo clans into settled agrarian Christian and Moslem principalities, became virtually impossible. The Oromo are today very much part of the demographic and cultural core of Ethiopia.

      
        	Self-Imposed Xenophobia

      

      The Portuguese called to assist in stopping Gragn decided to stay and Catholicize the Orthodox country. Since this very soon started a vicious civil war, the resolution was for the Potuguese to leave, the Catholics to be forced to recant, and for subsequent Ethiopian emperors to entreat the leaders of Egypt to stop any “Catholic” (which could be translated as any Westerner) from making their way into Ethiopis. The result, in terms of lost contact with a Europe that was just emerging into its Renaissance, is almost incalculable.

      And so, he has my vote.

      What sayest thou?

      Our Angel
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      by: Hiywot Teshome

      I kidded her that she ran a hotel, not a household. I called it Yeshewa Hotel. Her name was Shewangiziw Yonas, but she was mostly Shewiye to the people who knew her. Her children called her Emama, and since I was the newest addition to her family (married to her only daughter), I called her Emama, too. Emama’s house was always full; especially full for a household that contributed all of its children to the mass exodus we call yeAmerica nuro. Some people said I should call her Anchi, instead of the Antu that everybody her age deserved. I refused, and when the Abetuta reached her, she said, “Who else is going to call me Emama and Antu?” That was the end of the issue. She brooked no nonsense when it came to cultural formality; she called everyone older than her Etiyé or Emama and she expected the same from others. It wasn’t anything that you bestowed on anybody, she said, everybody deserved it.

      Anyway, 4 years ago, when my new bride and I went to Addis for the mels that our two families said they couldn’t do without, I got to know her better and love her even more. She took 2 month’s worth of feQad from her job at Ethiopian Airlines so that she could be with us during our stay. I tried to reciprocate by spending as much time with her as possible, and more importantly, making my first order of business, almost everyday, the picking up of the tikus Bombolino that the Roby Pastry Shop made available at 10:00 AM sharp. Emama, just like I, had a sweet tooth. She would protest, “Ay Ante lij, zarém teshekimeh meTah?” but she always made sure that the buna beWetet was ready for this morning ritual. We devoured the Bombolinos while she regaled us with stories from past and present. She was an excellent storyteller, by the way. You could see a good story coming when she gently wiped the corners of her mouth and say, “Min HoNe Meselachihu…” The Teret’na MiSale would flow like she had rehearsed her bit for ages. All you had to do then was make sure you were supplied with enough cakes to last you an hour or so and let her take you to wherever her stories went.

      By lunchtime, most of the daily ‘customers’ of Yeshewa Hotel would begin to menTebaTeb into the house for their only meal of the day. Emama would rise out of her chair and say, “Wiy Emama, meTu indé? Enema T’fu iyalku sawera!” She was saying this to the same woman that would drop by the house at lunchtime, everyday, like clock work. Her intention was to make them feel welcome and wanted, I soon found out. Whether the family was seated for lunch or not, she would request that a meal be brought out for the latest ‘guest’ and say, “Isti bilu, beTam T’fu 'ko!” When I first started teasing her about running a hotel, she would humbly tell me that it was just a coincidence that I saw all these people coming for lunch. She would, unconvincingly, tell me that most days it was just she and her husband eating lunch by themselves. Oh, but I knew better! Talking to these ‘guests,’ I soon found out that most of them would walk clear across town to be at Emama’s house for their only meal of the day. It wasn’t for lack of other Zemedoch close by that would provide them with food. Actually, some of the Zemedoch would probably offer them better food than they would get at Emama’s, but no one else would make them feel as at home and, most of all, as wanted in their house, as Emama did. That was the talent and grace that Emama had. Most of us, even when we give something, have this look and feel that shows that we would rather have done something else; not Emama.

      She had a saying that everybody had something good in him, however bad that person may be. She always said to look at that side of a person when we think of that person. She never talked about the bad side of people, even when a logical conclusion would lead you to believe that a certain person was an AH. I couldn’t ever do that. But, come to think of it, I never had as big a heart and sefi hod as she did. No wonder people loved her. People saw the hope that whatever other people thought of them, Emama saw something redeemable in them, however unlikely. She had friends from every age group. She had close friends who were a lot older than she was; she had friends her age and she had friends so young that people thought they were her children. Everybody could come to her and pour their hearts out, trusting her with all their secrets, knowing full well that whatever they told her would stay with her. She wasn’t a judgmental person. She always told you how things could be done better or in a different way, but never told you that your way was wrong or at fault.

      She believed in taking care of the small things that made peoples lives better and easier. Whenever she sent us some w’T or Qibé through whoever was coming to America, she made sure that whoever was meSom at that time would get some y’Som misir w’T that they could enjoy with the rest of the haTiateNoch. She never would let you feel that you weren’t thought of by your loved ones. You mention to her that you wanted to do this or that, or that you had a craving for this or that, and the next time you see her that is exactly what you are going to get. I sometimes felt like I abused her goodwill in talking about things I wanted because she always went out of her way to get whatever it was that I wanted. I casually mention that what I really wanted was a nice QuanTa Tibs and she would say, “Qoy Isti,” and get up and be back with a piping hot Tibs that could mesheNet 4 people, easy.

      As with most stories that are too good to be true, what we had with Emama didn’t last long enough, as we soon found out that Emama was terribly sick. She came to America and got checked out by doctors, doctors who told her that she had a terminal liver disease, but that she could manage to stretch out, with proper care, into years of whatever time she had left. ‘Proper care,’ in Emama’s case meant being away from the people who counted on her and being a ‘burden’ on her children who were in this country. Emama couldn’t do either. She would not impose on her children or relatives, so it was back to Addis to “agere memot.” Nothing could dissuade her from leaving. No one could ever argue with Emama. How could you? This was a woman on whom you relied throughout you life; we just didn’t know how to make her rely on us for a change.

      She went home, promptly retired from Ethiopian, lost the required weight that the doctors said she should and went on living as if nothing happened. It was always "iné beTam dehna neN, lené minim atasibu,’ whenever we mentioned her health. She was actually getting better for a while. Then her aunt and uncle decided to go and die on her within six months of each other and the old Emama, who had to make sure they were mesheNet in a proper way, lost her head and dived into the job like there was no tomorrow. Her mind and heart were up to the job, and then some, but her body wasn’t. It just couldn’t take the rigors of an all out leQso and Q’bir. It just couldn’t. She fell sick again; family members and friends begged her to go to America and just rest, but she adamantly refused.

      When her husband refused to drive her to her daily rounds of z_emed meTeyeQ_, in the hope she would stay home and rest, she hired taxis and went on about her business. She put her trust in her God and started spending whole days at her church and sat with the Qes and Menequse that did nothing but pray all day. All during this time, she absolutely forbade anyone from telling her children about her situation, still thinking of us even in her time of pain and suffering. Finally, she lapsed into a coma and the children had to be told; her husband had to break the story and had to hear it from us on why we weren’t told about the situation, but his answer was that she wanted it that way. Somehow, that sounded very reasonable and just like Emama. We couldn’t accuse her husband, let alone Emama, for this lack of communication. She had also forbidden her husband from letting any of her children from traveling to Addis to be with her, but we finally convinced the father that her only daughter had to be there; she just had to be there.

      Fortunately for my bride, Emama came out of the coma for about a week while her only daughter was there. Emama was happy to see her daughter; the two of them had a little heart-to-heart; talked about the future, but Emama knew that her time had come. Emama told my bride how much she loved her children, how proud she was and what her hopes were for them. She blessed all of us, especially my Noah who was still in his Mommy’s womb. I know her blessing has taken, because he has turned out to be a boy that Emama would have been proud of. Even though Emama tried to stay upbeat about her situation, she refused to accept everyone’s upbeat prognosis of her health; that she would finally go home and live to see her grandchild that my bride was carrying at that time. She was right, too. She passed away, of all days, on St. Valentine’s Day. What a day to lose your loved one!

      It was absolute chaos for the family. Most people cried their heart out. Some pulled their hairs out for not feeding her what she was craving for while she was at the hospital. They thought she would pull through if they just adhered to the diet the doctors ordered. When she wanted real Ethiopian food, they refused, thinking they were saving her from herself, but I guess she must have known there was no going back from wherever her God was taking her. Some tried to be brave and strong for Emama, but not me. What was there to be strong and brave about when you have lost the only person you considered your hero and saving grace? What was there to be strong about when the son that you would have in about 6 months won’t have any idea what he was missing with her death? What was there to be brave about when you knew that your pregnant bride wasn’t going to be metares with the loving care of her Emama? Why try to be strong and brave at a time like this? I rather decided to let everything hang out and cry my heart out. Somebody had to know she was that important in our lives.

      Emama’s sister-in-law said Emama was the ‘jewel’ of the family. She said you could impress people by being associated with her or by just mentioning that you were a relative or friend of Emama. The funeral was an affair to remember. Most people, especially immediate family members, were proud of the fact that thousands of people showed up for Emama’s funeral at Qidist Mariam Betekristian, and that an Abun presided over the funeral proceedings. Somehow, I have a feeling her God was prouder of Emama for a job well done, for she was his angel, sent on a special mission to brighten up our lives. “Heaven must have been missing an angel…” goes the old song. Whoever wrote that song must have known something about Emama… .

      Maverick
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      _“All art requires courage.” , ~Anne Tucker~ _

      _

      some pseudo-creative minds are prone to demonic critique

      incessantly seek

      a pandemonium to please

      and persistently confuse

      the pure “win” and the lose

      but losing is nothing

      but misusing His wings

      and blessings

      why belt out karaoke when my Muse can sing

      so let the peanut gallery forecast my demise

      let critics criticize

      let the pedantic paint lies

      let amateurs sing their sorry tune

      (to which I’m immune)

      and beneath the sky of conventionality

      let them hide

      fearful conformity is suicide

      so let alloys roll off academia’s tongue

      so long as pearls roll off of mine

      so long as Art shines in my 13th hour

      so long as words still bear feathers

      and transcend earthly “nevers”

      He’s saved me

      and raised me

      to realize the Hero

      that they’ll never be.

      Mekasha’s Mother
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      by: Fasil

      Ayalnesh is a mother. She has called her son Mekasha because God has taken her firstborn, a daughter. She was a puny little thing born a month too soon. During her brief existence, she tugged feebly, halfheartedly, at her mother’s shriveled breasts without a whimper. Then she came down with a fever on the third week of her premature birth. Two days later, Ayalnesh had woken up from her fatigued slumber to find her daughter lying still by her side, an inert lump of her own flesh already having lived and died before she ought to have been born. Jolted out of his Tej-sodden stupor by her scream, her husband Liben had wrested from her obdurate clutches the stiffening body of the infant, washed and wrapped it up in an old neTela and sat next to his wailing wife as a few neighbors trickled in, their faces shrouded in a mask of simulated grief. To the bereaved couple, the funeral was the only occasion in their wedded life that had brought together two-dozen people on their account. Liben had refused to let anyone else carry the weensy corpse of his daughter. Weeping quietly, he shuffled at the head of the procession with his distraught wife at his heels.

      That is why Ayalnesh had called her second child, a boy, Mekasha. He is meant to be her consolation, a solace to dry the fountain of tears she had been shedding since she lost her firstborn. When her belly swelled like a taut balloon and she felt the nudges and kicks of the fetus, she stopped weeping and made up her mind to call the baby Mekasha if it is a boy, Masresha if it is a girl. The bleary eyed, stooped hag of a midwife who had lugged the wailing newborn out of her and severed the umbilical cord with an old razor announced its gender by rasping, “baleQaCHil!” Ayalnesh, sprawled on her back, panting, bleeding and sweat-drenched, had gasped “Mekasha!” before sinking into an exhausted sleep.

      Mekasha has grown to be a lanky, goggle-eyed, knobby-kneed boy with a scraggy neck and a drooling mouth. Although he is fifteen, his mother doesn’t let him out of her sight for longer than a few minutes because his mind has remained as that of a two year old. In other words, he is what you might call an idiot.

      Having seen his dream of fatherhood come to naught with the death of his daughter and the birth of the severely retarded Mekasha, Liben had, without warning, fled his cursed marriage and the ill-fated womb of his wife one quiet morning to try his luck elsewhere and to sire, before it is too late, a strapping boy that would be his succor in old age.

      That was when Ayalnesh began scraping a living doing other people’s laundry. She wanders from house to house dragging her idiot son by the hand, asking if folks need her help. The homes where her service is needed often being those of large families with a houseful of kids, a mountain of dirty clothes and linen is brought out for her to wrestle with all day long. Standing hunched at the metal washtub placed atop a pile of discarded tires, she scours an endless stream of soiled garments humming the tune of an old song she had learned in her girlhood. Her son Mekasha squats on the ground beside her, spittle raining down on his shirt, giggling at the sporadic hilarious spectacles of the autistic universe in his head, swatting flies on his face and squelching them on his cheeks. At times, some mean neighborhood kids egg him on to put the mangled carcasses of the flies in his mouth, and he does. Whenever his mother catches the cruel tramps in the act, she abandons her washing and charges at them, infuriated like a nursing tigress. On rare occasions, when a clumsy urchin falls behind his fleet-footed buddies, she grabs his wrist with wrinkled, soap-slippery hands and smacks him till he bawls. The boy scampers yowling and Mekasha’s mother returns to her chore, her eyes brimming with tears.

      If the punished happens to belong to one of those bilious women ever on the lookout for a chance to vent the pent up grief of a rotten marriage and a dismal kitchen, a foul-tempered woman comes lunging at Ayalnesh to give her a taste of her tongue.

      “You miserable good-for-nothing! How dare you? Who do you think you are, beating up my son as if it is his fault your son is what he is? You shameless monkey! As if my son has a hand in your fate! Curse your stars, your lot of forty days. Do you understand? What does my son have to do with it? You have the nerve, walloping my child with your callous-gloved hands, you thick hided brute! If you ever so much as touch the hair on his head again, I know what I will do. I won’t lift a finger at you. I will pay a coolie to come to your shack one night and give you a good thrashing. Mark my words!”

      The raving woman, having appeased the ireful demon that dwells in her, gives Ayalnesh one last withering look before she departs, and Ayalnesh begins humming as soon as her reviler is out of earshot. Dislodging the filth in the clothes of strangers, soaking, scouring, rinsing, wringing them out and stringing them on the clothesline, she sings:

      _

      "Yabatihin aTir jib yeferawin

      Sizorew adere libe bichawin."

      _

      She fell in love with these lines over twenty years ago, at fifteen, when she first heard them from the lips of a shepherd while she was out gathering wood. She has latched on to them since then, sung them countless times that they have long since come to mean nothing. And they never fail to spring to her lips whenever she is happy or sad. The tears trickle down her chin and mingle with the lathery gray water in the washtub; tears that burned in her eyes while the demented woman pelted her with thorny words. A fleeting sob, wrenched out of her bosom, escapes through the lump in her throat because she is wondering for the umpteenth time what would happen to Mekasha if her maker calls her first.

      Mekasha crouches slobbering, stealing glances at her, vaguely aware that she is upset. Dejected, he wobbles, scraping crusted gunk out of his nostrils with his forefinger and putting it in his mouth. She halts her washing and turns to him, tenderness triumphing over the despair in her eyes. She darts to him and squats by his side. With the hem of her dress, she wipes the mucus and saliva together with the crushed flies off his face, and holding him tight against her breasts, kisses him greedily before returning to the washtub.

      “Ga ga ga chirrrrrut! he he he he gagli gagaligligli!” he gurgle joyfully flailing his arms. He beams drooling afresh, the two year old in a fifteen year old body. Mekasha, Ayalnesh’s consolation, is happy because he has sensed foggily that the woman who has just kissed him is his mother, and that she loves him.

      Fasil.

      Work Log
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      GEEK HEAVEN IN La-La Land…& A Little Bit of the Grind

      By: Raphael

      Saturday: Scramble to make the last shuttle flight out-of San Jo going to the city of Angels…Lots of college types and actor-wanna-bes trying to take advantage of the low fare…I sit next to an Asian lady who’s got enough make-up on to shame a Japanese Kabuki actor…She megelameTs me as she makes sure that the seat next to me is — in fact — where her hand-bag belongs…

      …I am fascinated by the hand-bag…It looks like the old lunch box I used to carry at ACS, but “sounds” much more expensive…I quickly remind myself (or is it console?) that fake Gucci’s are a dime-a-dozen…

      I am headed to LA to attend a Geek convention in that ultimate of soul-less concrete jungles — Anaheim. The convention is all about “photons” and how to do “what-ever” with them…Since neither I — or any one else in the world — has actually seen a photon, I can’t explain what it looks like…(take that as a disclaimer, since several of you goremsoch out there may actually be thinking I’m using a code word for koo-daz)…

      _“Ladies and gents, please fasten your seat belts…We will be experiencing some turbulence as we land”…_I nearly break out into a cold sweat while watching the Asian lady attempt to do the same through her make-up…I also wonder why I’m getting nervous about planes in my “old age”…After all I’ve flown nearly 100 times in the past year alone…In any case, my brain decides to envision headlines without my permission as we land…“Lone African-American perishes in shuttle crash”…

      After successfully negotiating my way out of LAX, I head over to my old classmate’s house…I know yezarey lijoch don’t do this any more, but “old-school” can still head over to a friend’s house at a moment’s notice without pre-announcing your arrival WASP-style…We decide to head over to yet another friend’s house, but call ahead since his mom and dad are visiting from home…(if you call ahead when the folks are visiting, you are sure to be fed).

      Sunday: Day One of Geek-fest (as opposed to Greek-fest)…several important sounding speakers get up to speak…I had planned to stay awake by eating the munchies, but remembered that it was Tsom…Avoid dilemma by drinking several gallons of water over the next few hours…

      …Finally decide I would rather drive back to LA to chill with yagerE lijoch…We check out the movie “Enemies at the Gate”…A rather serious affair, but nothing like the cool black and white World War II movies that we were forcefed by ETV back home…(In those movies not a single Soviet soldier died…[Editors disagree vehemently: indE! Ere Starring’u died in every single movie!] That was nothing compared to Chinese war movie classics like “From Victory-to-Victory” where Mao’s boys didn’t even get wounded. But I digress…)

      Suitably satisfied with movie’s ending, (yep, most guys like a shoot-out ending), we head back to my buddy’s crib to try-out Ethee version of the movie Swingers…Yeah, OK, what we really did was spend the rest of the evening spent talking about cool stuff like relationships…(Don’t worry, we didn’t solve anything)…

      Monday: First official convention day…35,000 thousand descend on Anaheim to try to make sense of the stock market crash and broken dreams…Most decide in the first few hours of the show that it was a lot more fun last year when engineers were swapping stories of making instant millions…

      …Since I never did have a piece of that action, I don my new company shirt and wander the show floor aimlessly with co-worker…Other “floor-guys” who knew me from before come up to us and want to know why we have become “serial job-hoppers”…I couldn’t answer that question except to remind myself that my Dad served his country loyally for 25 years only to be tossed out unceremoniously by Menge and his boys…

      …(Then again, some of those who replaced him and his peers didn’t do so badly…It became a tradition during the Dergue days to become an Ambassador for a year, defect, and promptly come to the West and buy homes and property…I never got a straight answer on how someone could do this on a government salary)…

      _“Excusive me guys”…_We turn around to face a scruffy-looking guy with a note book…On seeing the man, we toss aside our wandering personas and “turn on our radars” The social norms of high-techdom imply that something mildly important is about to happen…(In the rest of the world, you put on a 3-piece suit to look important….Out West, the more cavalier you are, the more “VIP” you seem)…

      “Cool shirts…what are you up to??” We realize that an interview had already begun with a well-known industry “rag”, and quickly introduce ourselves and our responsibilities without seeming too eager. Paul the reporter seems a bit impressed and perplexed at the same time…“Why on earth did you leave your old cushy jobs?” he wonders…Q&A goes on for a while…

      …We finally escape, and I decide I need to check out yet another homey’s crib in Newport Beach…Hey!!! Don’t blame me for not “mixing-in-the-mixing-bowl”; I just need some good Tsom wat before I starve to death…Anyway, I crash at 10 while discussing my wedding plans on a full stomach.

      Tuesday: Up at six in order to attend some big meetings on stuff I barely understand but must explain…After the meeting, people walk up to me and congratulate me on the interview…Stunned by the speed of the Internet, I rush over to my hotel room to log-on…(Yes, I still have my hotel room…I just haven’t used it)…

      "Refugees from Investment group *#* resurface" states the article…This cracks me up since I come from a country where the word refugee is not used so liberally…In any case, the article was well written and gives our poor start-up some free publicity…

      Back at the convention, I run into an Ethiopian analyst who tells me she just met another Ethee lady called “Hirte”…I heard many names in my time, but that was a new one on me…In any case, girl has made us proud as PhD. scientist at a hot-shot New Jersey start-up…

      On that upper, I bid y’all farewell…(Or until the Seleda editors come-lookin’ for Raph again…)

      Epitaph for a Hero
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      by R.K.
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      Not-So 30 Questions on … Unicode and Ethiopic

      If you are reading these pages from a comfort of a chair with a keyboard in hand and a mouse to toy with, then you are no stranger to Seleda in its “dot com” variation. (This to distinguish from the wereqet abakaNoc who must, … MUST… get a physical printout to hand, handle, fondle and throw). If you are a regular visitor, then you know, and we know, that Seleda is a primarily Latin script incarnation, with most articles in English. You may have wondered why not more, just a little bit more amarNa?

      The main reason is…secret. imbi, anaweTam…ere begelagay! OK, OK we will admit - a certain Seleda editor was recently outed as a “molqaqa ye bolE lj.” And hence Amharically challenged from “tewsake gs” to “tewlaTe sm”

      Before the said editor is done untying her meCaNa quwaTero, it behooves us to state what the real reason is.

      You cannot use one of the many Ethiopic writing softwares around, and expect the anjet ars mugessa or the hod qoraC zlfiya to emerge in any readable form. “fqrE” comes out as “&<,:\|D” and you see visions of teqaqfo mejajaling dissipate before your very eyes. And this is not, we repeat, NOT because of too much berCa on your part, but because all the different flavors of software do not talk to each other. NyalaSoftware’s “ha” is given an electronic address that is different from AnbessaSoft’s “ha”. Why? Because Ato Nyala and Ato Anbessa did not bother to agree on where “ha” should be.

      Are we then condemned to calligraphy and posteNa forever? Fear not, the solution is (almost) here.

      Somewhere between “Cherokee” and “Hangul Jamo”, in the UNICODE Code charts, there exists “Ethiopic.”

      Say what? Yes, that is exactly what we said, too. But apparently there is this organization called Unicode, that gives one standard set of addresses for all the characters in all the written languages of the world. We don’t know how they do it, we suspect it has something to do with the 9th dimension in Superstring theory.

      Anyhoo…wede qum negeru inimelesna…

      The work on defining just how many Ethiopic letters need to be identified and separately addressed, as well as where exactly they need to be, was done by a group of people who were self-motivated into doing the work a government standardization organization does in most other countries. We have not been able to get a precise set of numbers and names on who was involved, but we were lucky enough to ask four of the participants about their work. Their names? Fesseha Atlaw, Abass Alamnehe, Samuel Kinde, Michael Everson.

      Enjoy their responses. We, for one, cannot wait for the day when we can send “abol bunna dersuwal! nu inna TeTu!!” in exquisite Ethiopic on your beeper.

      Oh yes, for those so inclined, here is where you can get some more info. http://www.unicode.org/charts/

      1) Can you start by writing your name in UNICODE? (And don’t use a Hexadecimal Number Generator, we will know!)

      Fesseha

      Can you say 0x134D0x12250x1213 three times quick?

      Abass

      Abass = 12A0 1263 1235, alamnehe = 12A0 120B 121D 1290 1205 Note: Space was introduced for readability.

      Samuel

      Well, you guys asked for it. So here we go: 0x12230x12190x12D40x120D

      Michael

      Michael Everson

      2) Can you tell us a little about yourself?

      Fesseha

      I loved to write when I was a kid, and I still have that interest. When I left Ethiopia, typewriters were unavailable to me and so that is how I got involved with Ethiopic software. I produced the first Ethiopian word-processor in DOS, called Dashen, in 1985 (even went and demonstrated in Ethiopia).

      Abass

      I hold a BS in computer science and currently I do teach computer science in community college. I have done a number of projects including EthTeX, WashRa (commercial software), and now “Senamirmir for Technology”, a project that is designed for a free exchange of knowledge, and experience.

      Samuel

      Nothing much to be said. Except to mention that I am not a typical Seleda-500 even though I have been working on it for sometime! I still don’t use “bold” and “italics” when I write Amharic and Oromigna texts unlike the true-bred Seleda-500 crowd. But still working on it.

      Michael

      I am Irish national representative to the technical committee responsible for ISO/IEC 10646, and am one of the principle authors and editors of the Unicode Standard. I am an expert in writing systems and a font designer.

      3) For those of us who still stand in awe at the sight of the typewriter (which happens to be the best invention next to Ajax samuna), can you try and explain UNICODE in layman terms?? Why should the average Gutema and Abebech care?

      Fesseha

      UNICODE is a standard so that all letters in all written languages in the world have a consistent computer “address” or code so they can be universally communicated. It is important because it allows all Ethiopic software to be consistent. What is written in one software package can be read by all others. Additionally, it is important because it allows the implementation of these “addresses” in hardware, i.e. you can now have cell-phones, Palm Pilots, and other devices manufactured with the capability to consistently draw Ethiopic characters. So your friend could send you e-mail in Ethiopic written on a word-processor, and you could read it on your cell-phone.

      Abass

      When we enter a letter, a computer needs to store it using a name made up of a numeric name. This numeric name must be unique for each letter or character. For a given character set, assigned numeric values are referred as encoding and the current widely used encoding allows only 256 character to be defined. For a script such as Ethiopic, this is insufficient. Unicode overcomes this limitation allowing the world script to be represented.

      Samuel

      Not unless Gute has a legal case at the Lideta Court and he decides to pay the typists at Addis Ketema Tech to write-up his 35-page long case using Washra software only to have his AAU Law school going cousin Abera tell him that he can’t read and edit the file using his Brana software. UNICODE sets a standard where the documents written by the two programs will use the same encoding procedures and hence will be compatible.

      Michael

      Unicode (which should NOT be written in all caps) is a standard that is supposed to encode all the letters of all the alphabets of all the languages in the world, so that all computer users can type and print and transmit data in their preferred language or languages.

      4) UNICODE … how far-fetched a reasoning would it be if we tried to compare it to UNISEX?

      Fesseha

      They are both popular in California.

      Abass

      It seems UNISEX has been practiced since human…, but Unicode is beginning to hold a bit of ground.

      Samuel

      It may interest you to know that there are certain fonts referred to as “unisex” fonts. That way, perhaps, you may find remote connection between the two.

      5) Why did you get involved? (i.e. mn qurT arguawachihu new?)

      Fesseha

      VOA had asked Xerox to work on word processing capabilities for non-European languages. This was being headed by Dr. Joe Becker at Xerox’s Palo Alto center, and he wanted to talk to someone about Ethiopic. He contacted me because of my experience in creating my word-processor. And much of the original UNICODE proposal for Ethiopic was based on our work.

      Abass

      It was at the beginning of 1993, during a discussion on encoding problems at Cleo mailing list, when the news about a draft proposal by Unicode to standardize Ethiopic was raised. I think it was Fesseha Atlaw, from HP, who brought the news. After reading the draft, I wrote an article on Ethiopia Science & Technology column attacking the shortcomings. Gradually, the Committee for Standardization of Ethiopian Script (CSES) was formed. It is safe to say that this committee’s contribution was the pillar of the current Ethiopic Unicode standard.

      Samuel

      We had started this IT professional organization called EthCITA at that time and we were looking for projects where we could make some contribution. When the talk about UNICODE came up in an e-mail list, we took the chance to be part of the effort. For me, that was the motivation and how I got involved in that modest work.

      Michael

      I began because there were some Irish requirements which were not met by Unicode 1.0. But I’ve always been interested in fonts and alphabets.

      6) How many people were involved in the effort? Can you let us know who they were and their role?

      Fesseha

      After the initial proposal by Joe Becker and I, there were two main groups that worked on modifying and improving the original proposal. There was Abass’ group (I believe about eight people) that worked on character definitions, and there was another group with Daniel Yacob which brought in people involved in Ethiopic computing standardization.

      Abass

      a)First and foremost, the Unicode technical committee led by Joe Becker from Xerox.

      b)Committee for standardization of Ethiopian Script (CSES); Fesseha Atlaw, Takele Awdew, Tsehay Demeke, Yitna Firdyiwek, Girum Ketema, Theodros Kidane, Samuel Kinde, Terefe Ras-Work, Teshager Tesfaye, Tadesse Tsegaye, Matewos Worku and Abass Alemneh.

      c)The FFY Group Daniel Yacob, Yitna Firdyiwek, Yonas Fisseha

      d)There were individuals who made contribution at various degrees

      Samuel

      There were as many as nine people involved in that particular project. But the UNICODE project did not end there. There were two or three additional sets of improvements and extensions suggested and accepted. Ted Kidane who did logistics work, Tekle Awdew and the folks in AAU like Dawit Bekele, Ahmed, Dr. Dida and Ato Baye Yimam come to mind.

      Michael

      Joe Becker, Michael Everson, Rick McGowan, Hugh McGregor Ross, and Daniel Yacob, were some of the ones who were really pushing to encode Ethiopic sooner rather than later.

      7) Was it Mahmoud or Beethoven playing when you UNIcoded nights away?

      Fesseha

      Can I have another choice? How about Spyro Gyra?

      Abass

      It was Kitaro–new age music

      Samuel

      Abass and the others who did most of the Unicode thinking can answer that. For me, it was the huge telephone bills that I remember most.

      Michael

      Vangelis, J. S. Bach, Philip Glass, Arvo Pärt, etc.

      8) How were you able to get along?

      Fesseha

      We have the Kitfo gods to thank.

      Abass

      Just like Seleda! Most of us didn’t know each other.

      Samuel

      I think Abass who led most of the effort needs the credit. He was honest, focused and straightforward. That helped most people focus on the work part. We were also motivated by what looked like an Ethiopian project with huge potential to influence future Ethiopic software development.

      Michael

      Got along just fine.

      9) What is the current state of the Ethiopic UNICODE standard?

      Fesseha

      The standard has been accepted by the organization. But it will take time before it is fully implemented both in software and hardware.

      Abass

      The standard is established and printed. I think there seems to be an effort to introduce more characters into the standard. Daniel Yacob or Michael Everson can help on this one.

      Samuel

      It has been accepted by the big boys of ISO. However, UNIODE itself is a few years away from serious implementation in the computing industry as a whole.

      Michael

      The basic character set has been encoded. Special characters used in dialects and minority languages, and historic characters, have not yet been encoded.

      10) Why did you choose the name “Ethiopic”? Whose idea was it?

      Fesseha

      The term was not coined by me, linguists have been using it for years. But I pushed to have it accepted as the proper term for the script rather than Ge’ez or Amharic. It is proper to use it because it includes sounds and characters that are not used by either Amharic or Ge’ez. Additionally, the original Ge’ez has been extended to include characters for other Ethiopian languages. It was a struggle to get accepted though.

      Abass

      The earlier drafts used “Ethiopian Script”, but “Ethiopic” was adapted at the later stage and I don’t have a first hand information how it happened. Fesseha Atlaw may have some role in this.

      Samuel

      Our group, per se, did not choose the name. No question that we loved it and pushed for its acceptance. But it was a debated issue among many interest groups inside and outside Ethiopia. Historically, the word “Ethiopic” has been used by foreign academics and researchers and it wasn’t easy defending it but this fact helped its wide acceptance.

      Michael

      It was my idea, in part. Since the script is used in more than one country, it was felt that “Ethiopian” could be an insensitive term. We did not invent the term, however.

      11) How well has the standard been accepted by current Fontographers? Just how many are there anyway?

      Fesseha

      This doesn’t affect the people who design fonts. But there are many, many fonts in Ethiopia now. Ten years ago it really was rare to even see computers in Addis, but now you can go to a roadside kiosk and have something written up in beautiful fonts.

      Abass

      Unfortunately, Ethiopian digital typography is in an infantile state. There may be three or more fonts that support Unicode out there including “Ethiopia Jiret”, “GF Zemen Unicode”, “Code2000”, and “TITUS Cyberbit Basic”. “Ethiopia Jiret” and “GF Zemen” are freely available. “Ethiopia Jiret” is my work.

      Samuel

      It is not the fontographers who are affected by Unicode. These guys just design beautiful fonts and give them cool names like Begemder, Ye-Gojam Feres, Arada Italics, Seleda Bold, etc. Seriously, it is the Ethiopic software developers who will use the standards. When UNICODE is widely used in the computing industry as a whole, we will start seeing them actually write Ethiopic software compatible with the UNICODE standards.

      Michael

      There aren’t that many font designers, certainly not that many who are interested in Ethiopic. Myself, I’m interested in doing a simple monowidth Ethiopic font, reminiscent of typewriters. (Like Courier.)

      12) How would this achievement change (if at all) the course of typographic design/creativity with Ethiopic fonts?

      Fesseha

      See above. It has no effect on that, You can create your own fonts today and sell them as “[SeledaEditorX] Font”.

      Abass

      Typography in general, digital typography in particular is something we all need to strive like everything else.

      Samuel

      Again, the standards have nothing to do with the fonts. However, the uniformity will help software developers concentrate on other innovative aspects of software development than worrying how to fit more than 330 characters in an ASCII table of less than 256 spaces.

      Michael

      I’m not sure I understand your question.

      13) Do you know when the UNICODE standard will be universally implemented?

      Fesseha

      I don’t know. It will take time.

      Abass

      I cannot say for sure.

      Samuel

      Eventually! But my guess is in about five years, we should see some serious UNICODE work out there.

      Michael

      Alas, no. The bigger companies are doing the best they can. It takes time. It’s complicated. But I’d say that in ten years time certainly it will be everywhere.

      14) This being OSCAR month and all, can you tell us who or what would win the prize for the following UNICODing experience?

      · most rewarding?

      Fesseha

      The fact that I have been involved on saving our cultural heritage has really been rewarding to me. It was widely accepted that a language that cannot be computerized will die out, and there were people who were actively pushing for the abandonment of the Ethiopic script altogether and to go with Latin.

      Abass

      It was most rewarding.

      Samuel

      Getting the UNICODE committees and ISO accept the standard itself.

      · most frustrating?

      Fesseha

      There really haven’t been, unless we talk about the “Font Wars”.

      Samuel

      the telephone bills.

      · funniest?

      Fesseha

      My funniest memories are more related to my own software. One was this. Since I had given my home phone for technical support, I got a long distance emergency phone call from Ethiopia from a government office. They were in a panic because they could not find the letter " mua ". “Mua TefachibiN !!”

      Samuel

      UNICODE people are too serious…….I would love to see how the Church people react to some of the next standardization issue like character definition. That may have its funny moments.

      · Saddest?

      Fesseha

      None

      Samuel

      Have not seen one yet.

      15) Did this experience teach you anything new about Amharic / Ge’ez? ( Or did it bring ye qES tmhrt bEt tztawoch )

      Fesseha

      I got to love all the fidels, it was like I was flirting with them. Each of them has its own character. At one time, when I was working on my software, I had wanted to eliminate some of the “redundant” sounds like the three different "ha " fidels, but I learned that they were redundant in Amharic, but not in Ge’ez or Tigrigna. You cannot use “hameru-ha color:black;layout-grid-mode:line; font-weight:normal;’>” in place of " haleta-ha ", for example. The system is very logical, and can be proposed as the script for many languages. I was once asked by Native Americans to see if they could adopt it.

      Abass

      All the work I did in the area of Ethiopic script including the Unicode project have taught me so much!

      Samuel

      Mainly the fact that Ethiopic script contains a solid and scalable framework that can enable all Ethiopian and African languages to be written languages. I have always hated the adoption of Latin for African languages and as noted scholars like Ato Baye Yimam of Institute of Ethiopian Studies have pointed out, there is no technical reasons why that shouldn’t be the case. But then there is politics, which sucks, as you know.

      16) What is the current state of Ethiopic computing? What else needs to be done on Ethiopic computer standardization?

      Fesseha

      There needs to be more standardization work on many things, keyboard entry system being one. I recently come back from Ethiopia, and talked to people there who would work on this.

      Abass

      Ethiopic computing has not shown marked difference from what it has been a decade ago. I might be dead wrong here, but except from a few sporadic efforts on standardization, there isn’t anything being done.

      Maybe the prerequisite for this is real Ethiopic computing movement.

      Samuel

      There is an ongoing effort to extend the standardizations to character definitions (adding new sounds from other Ethiopian languages), key-board layout and transliteration. This is mainly done in Ethiopia now. Personally, I would like to see more participation from Ethiopians outside the country. However, the Addis group so far has not been very effective in communication.

      Michael

      I would like to work with people knowledgeable about dialect requirements, minority language requirements, and historical requirements to augment the set of encoded Ethiopic characters.

      17) What is your vision on Ethiopic computing, and where should further efforts be spent

      Fesseha

      Standardization work needs to happen, and because there really is no government standardization body, interested people have gotten together to define what needs to be done and then pursue that. That is what ECoSA is, and they have gotten legal recognition.

      Abass

      Expose our young and our kids to the open source community and leave the rest to them.

      Samuel

      The biggest frustration among Ethiopic script users now is its inconvenience in the e-mail and HTML (and its derivatives) world. There are some work-arounds, as we call them in the industry. However, the richness of Ethiopic-based written documents will not see the light of day in the digital world until web browsers and e-mail programs can seamlessly support the script. UNICODE seems to promise us all that. But it will be a long wait

      18) Dare we ask….ECoSA

      Abass

      Committee for Ethiopic Computing (CEC), which I was a member of, had some communication with ECoSA, but not much came out of it.

      Samuel

      Well, try “google” or as some ET guy called it: Gol-gul. It is a cool name, BTW. It rhymes with such phrases as” “Lij Kassa”, “ tew tenesa ”, “ lbe sasa ”, “Welansa”, “mi-casa su-casa”. I had the honor of meeting some of the good minds behind it.

      19) Any closing thoughts

      Fesseha

      I do not want Seleda to discontinue.

      Abass

      Standards are not natural laws, they only express themselves as standard if they are accepted and implemented by the wider community. Promoting Ethiopic Unicode standard at development level as critical as itself. At closing, I thank you very much for your kindness and for rich sense humor!

      Samuel

      My best wishes for Seleda. May all of you keep the inspiration alive and keep us entertained and educated.

      20) Can you include a picture of yourself? Please

      Abass

      This question reminded me if I have a picture of myself. You get the idea…

      Samuel

      Please check out: http://www.digitaladdis.com/sk I had hair then.

      Michael

      There are some pictures of me on my website. http://www.egt.ie/misc/Michael-pics.html
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      Top ten early signs that you’re destined for a hall of shame.

      10. At 9, you flunked Qess timirt-bet twice.

      9. Your best memories of childhood involve playing war with ye koba Temenja, giggling uncontrollably while lynching stray puppies, and performing Qeddo Tiggena on live frogs.

      8. At 15, you bartered your birr ambar for a worQ ambar.

      7. You logged in so many hours at Cinema Ethiopia that you have to stop to think why the writing on the the TiQur seleda doesn’t scroll up.

      6. You took a swig from the areQE bottle every time you detoured past the komedino, on an errand.

      5. At 8, you thought the best part of church service was the communion wine.

      4. While in highschool, you raided the elementary school lunch gangs; while at AAU, you had freshmen wash your Qorfadda socks.

      3. You ever handled a gun that was taller than you.

      2. You were born and raised in Arsi, and yet never ran the two miles to school. Chose the garee instead.

      1. At 13, your idea of cultivating a taste for sidd-nibab involved smuggled porn magzines secretly passed around in class.
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      Transcript from a speech by Dr. Raselas on “The Modern Ethiopian Hero” at the first annual SELEDA Speaking Series.

      ____________________________________________________

      _

      Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for giving me this opportunity. Yaw hulachihum indemtawQut… Dr. Raselas ibalalehu… Ante manneh? Please eki… fix this mic, please. Mnnew bakachiu, ye Merkato mesgid microphone aregachihut??… ECh!

      Test… one… two. Yissemal? Yissemal? Manneh ante, yissemal?

      As I was saying, thank you for inviting me here. As the very esteemed announcer-person mentioned, I am here to talk about Heroes. Before I do that, however, let me ask you, what is a hero? Maletm, who is a hero? Where did the word come from? Who created the word, and why did he create the word?

      Coincidentally, these were the very questions I used to ask when I was doing my Ph.D. in Anthropology of Heroes at the University of Bujumbura’s prestigious Graduate School of Hero Anthropology…in…nineteen…sikisty …four. So, you can see, I am qualified to speak on heroes and heroism. I transferred to the University of Bujumbura right after my fellowship at the College of Beersheba, where a few students from…ere bakachihu yihEn’n mic fix argut. Mnnew Dr. Raselas!

      As I was saying, sometimes students who get fellowships are heroes to all of us. Yaw indemnawQew, fellowships were not as besh-besh in the sixties as they are today. ZarrE’mma, anyone who has ever even tesasto held a pencil with his gra ij can get a fellowship. Mn yaregal tadiya! In our day, one had to be an exceptional student with excellent communication skills…one would have had to be a great orator, able to speak on various subjects with precision and clarity and without meandering thoughts…

      Oh, I see my friends Dr. Dagnaw and Dr. Temesgen in the audience. Hello, there. I know all of you might know me, Dr. Raselas, but I would also like you to get to know Dr. Dagnaw and Dr. Temesgen. Esti Qumu andE… awo aCHebCHbulachew… OK…BeQa. YibQachew. QuCH belu, Dr. Dagnaw and Dr. Temesgen. QuCHHHHHHHH. [Inaudible muttering.]

      As I was saying, from my intense studies I have come to the conclusion that heroes come in many packages. But I think that the best package is that which comes in three BIG letters… P… H… and D. Yes, ladies and gentleman, they are letters that send shivers down most Ethiopians’ backs. And as I am sure you all know, I am a true Ethiopian.

      Now, you are going to say to me, I am sure, “Dr. Raselas, with so many Ph.D.'s, are you saying that all of them are heroes?” Ah, ladies and gentlemen, wendimochE, ihitochE, innat abatochE…if only it were that simple! Rome was not built in one day, ladies and gentlemen, but the ye zemenu Ph.D.s, the ones they hand out these days as if they were festals at Big Giant, were not only built in one day… ere andandu’mma drive-by Ph.D. lihon mn Qerew? If I were to ask how many people here do not know a fellow Ethiopian with a Ph.D., I am sure the answer will be zero. For one, I think most of you know me. Ere! L’TeyiQ indE! Ay. AlTeyiQm. Bicha… yaw hulachn’m yemnawQew haQ new.

      We are in a modern day pogrom, ladies and gentlemen. We are in serious, serious crisis and no one is addressing it. We are, ladies and gentleman, on the brink of the kind of crisis in Ethiopian society that has yet to be seen. That problem is… the rapidly increasing Ethiopian Ph.D. inflation! The E-Ph.flation, as I call it. Yes, the hidden killer!

      In my days, people understood what those three great letters meant. We Ethiopians like things bunched in threes… the Sostu Silaasewech, and the three letters that have defined us in modern times, P… H… and D.

      How can we curb this disaster, this catastrophe, this…

      E-Ph.flation tesibo beshita? At the dawn of a new century, how can we distinguish who is who in these Sodom’iina Gommora glut of Ph.D. days? It is indeed a wise question, and I am lucky to have been one of the first (some would say the first, gn esu ayaTalanim) people to have asked it.

      We have to, wegenochE, start asking hard questions. Are all Ph.D.s created equal? The answer is a resounding NO! We have to open our minds and start thinking of Ph.D.s in a different manner. I propose to you, my fellow Ethiopians, that from this moment on we look into the wugagan of a new era and start thinking of Ph.D.s like wine. Like wine, there must be, what I will call, Ph.D. Vintages, and like wine, anything after 1971 is what I call Ph.D.L… Ph.D.-Lite. …

      I see there are some latecomers to this lecture. I shall now insist, dear and esteemed organizers, that you close the door and let no one in. Tardiness is a most uncouth and undesirable trait that is directly responsible for yehager mebelashet. I am coming to the most important point and we… wui! Weizero Sebebyelesh! Erso not indE! … TenaysTilN. Aref belu… Ante! Doma ras! Lisanih yize’ganna, man beru’n ziga aleh?? Ante demo, esti tensess! Weizero Sebebu… Ye-zarE lijoch… eh? SemuN, Weizero Sebebyelesh? Ye-zarE lijoch… aTnit siwuTu adgew…

      g’tr-tr’achew yeTefa! Teness biyaleu! Eshi… Ere wuha amTulachew… Weizero Sebebu… buna/shai milot Tefa? Ay ye sidet nuro!

      [Pause while Weizero Sebebyelesh settles in.]

      _

      Eshi… inimelessina… yissemal? Alllew? Yissemal???

      _

      As I was saying, the dynamics of heroism have, in modern Ethiopian society, made a, what I shall now call, a societal paradynamic change. Esun s’l mn maletE new? T’ru T’yaQe… When Dr. Dagnaw and I were at the University of KonsTaTinopolis as visiting fellows, we learnt a lot. We were young then, aydol Dr. Dagnaw…? Awo. And the sense of heroism was not as well defined as it was later when we transferred to CC-SoGSUP: Calcutta College: School of Graduate Studies of Under Population. At that time… in… nineteen hundred and s-s-s-sekkitii… sis, mannew, seven, CC was a very hard school to get into. Especially the School of Under Population. No Ethiopian had gone there. Pe! Demmo inde zarE ayargew’inna, Calcutta yanE le Ph.D. yemimech hager neber! Aydol, Dokteroch?

      It was the training that I got at august institutions like the CC and then later at the Graduate Institute of the University of Mauritius that has helped me formulate my theories on the societal paradynamic change and the “E-Ph.flation Theory” I outlined earlier…

      I see that the organizers have slipped me this note asking me to speak about my heroes before I wrap up. Ay, mnnew! Mn makeleb new! YilQunnu Weizero Sebebu’n “mn lamTa” beluwachew.

      As I was saying, my heroes and your heroes, ladies and gentlemen, can very well be the same. But at some point, we have to stop magbess-bessing so-called over-inflated “heroes”. It is time we start asking, “What vintage is your Ph.D., sir?” before we label people as Heroes.

      How many young people do we have here. Esti, ante! QuTer… yes, plenty. From the conversations that I hear these young people having, and from the “esti Dr. Raselas, mikr ymkeruN” that I always get from them, I sense that there is a thirst for new heroes in our society. I try to mentor as many young people as possible. This will be the first generation of Ethiopians that realizes all Ph.D.s are… eh? AdamTu bedenb, all Ph.D.'s are… eh? and-lay belut… Are not created equal. This generation is a smart generation. It is a wise generation. AlemaweQachew’n yaweQu! It knows about E-Ph.flation … and it knows how to curb it. As a professor of mine and Dr. Temesgen’s at Croatia College used to say, “The first sign of knowing, is, after all, realizing you don’t know anything.”

      **_

      Esti alamTut ahun yalkut’n.

      _**

      [Long pause]

      It makes me happy to see the “I know I don’t know” look masking over some of your faces. It pleases me. Pleases me more than my days at the University of Peace and Rational Conflict Resolution at the University of Rwanda. (I transferred there from the University of Tripoli…lEla le Ph.D. mymech ketema…)

      What we need to pinpoint in our societal paradynamical paradigm, is that we look back and find the people with the true Ph.D.s. True Ph.D.-ians are honest, loyal people because they are no “iQa w’sedilN” Ph.D-ians. They have worked hard. They know when to go to the Idi Amin School of Government, and when not to. There is a difference, ladies and gentlemen, and it would beseech and behoove us to find these people and tell them, ‘You are our true heroes’.

      Now, you may ask, where do we find these new heroes? They are in the cafes of DC (especially the one on 18th Street…), they are on our church boards, they are in our restaurants (especially at Addis Ababa Restaurant on Friday nights…basement, fourth table to the left of the bar…), they are at, well, those are the main places where we can find them. I urge you, fellow Ethiopians, to find them and embrace them and, like the prodigal sons they are, usher them back with great to-do and a fine party (they like, or so I am told, gored-gored with a touch of areQE awazE.) In other words, let us celebrate our heroes and fight E-Ph.flation! Are YOU willing to take this journey?

      As I was saying, ladies and gentleman, are you ready to find your societal paradynamic? Do you dare? Are you willing to rise and say, ‘Yes! I know that I don’t know’? Are you willing to sponsor a new radio program “Inne Dokter Mn Alu”? Are you ready to take responsibility?

      Let me leave you with this thought… Who, ladies and gentlemen, is your new hero?

      Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for your attention. I will be holding a special seminar on this new societal paradynamic next week at the café. I am usually there ke s’eat bewuwala lie.

      Thank you for your time, zemedochE. You may now go home… Eh? Mn? Oh, the esteemed and distinguished organizers tell me there is a program following this… eh? Ere bakachihu! Sewu’ko yidekmewal! Aldekemachihum? Belu beQachew… LEla gizE nu! Eh? Ay yishalal… sewu’n atashegru… OK… sewech be gra beru mewTat tichlalachihu… I declare this meeting over.

      Belu… tolo… tolo… mesmer yizachiu tadiya. WefCHo bEt tera atasmesilut… Awo… endesu…

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      May 2001: Tebel & Neurosis

      June 2001: Food & Drink

      The Tebel & Neuroses Issue

      It was back when we first hired our mail editor. Second day at the job. A shroud of slience spread over our cubicles, editors scoured the web looking for plagiarisable bits for an upcoming issue of SELEDA. Then, out of the silence, with the shrill of a fishka, came the cry, “ERRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEEEE… !!!” Squinting cavemen crawled out of cubicles and rushed down the hall, following the trail of shattered glass. The trail lead right to the mail editor’s cubicle. No one knew what to expect, but prepared for the worst. As a stacked wall of faces peered into his cubicle, the mail editor, nonchallantly, went on reading the web, one hand playing furiously with a ball of silly-puddy. He sat on a low stool shaped like a portable toilet bowl. The staff had looked askance as he hauled the darned thing into the office that same morning. It helped him concentrate, he explained.

      “ERRRRRRRRRRRRRREEEEEEE…!!!” became a daily ocurrence, and the initial alarm died down to a complete disregard. Every week, we would congregate and hold scream sessions. We’d march up to the rooftop and, in a high-octaved harmony, let out, “ERRRRRRRREEEEEEEEEEEE…!” It quickly ate into the SELEDA psyche. That was the beginning of the end for sanity as ( little as ) we knew it at SELEDA. Soon after that, a staff member would greet another in the hallway, and add, “Hey T, what’s wrong, you look normal today!” And the other would respond, “Oh, J, min ebakih, i had another episode of levitation last night, and i popped in a couple of those pink devils this morning.”

      Even as metewaweQ brought mennannaQ and then gave way to merrarraQ, one thing emerged as the only bond that welded us together, the only force that held in place the fac¸ade of harmony amongst our motley crew…

      … Neurosis. Tasteful ibdet. Ocassional instances of “melQeQ”.

      We think it’s weird not to be weird. We think it’s strange not to be strange. And we think that this shouldn’t prompt our sefer sewoch to chase after us with a barrage of rocks and "belew-belew! belew-belew!"s as though we were some rabid dog that strayed into their mender.

      Now, we want YOU to share in the madness. We want you to tell us about those moments when the mind’s needle skips the groove and it feels sooooo good to run unconstrained. We want you to tell us about the demons that haunt you, and about the Tebel that you exorcise them with. Tell us about your recurring fits of madness. Tell us about why you think it is that the Gudu Kassa’s amongst our community, who transgress the boundaries of conformity, are condemned to be stoned? Tell us about the many disorders that afflict us in the diaspora, and which figurative Tebel we turn to for a cure. Tell us everything… but, please, fer chrissake, don’t tell us that you believe the crap from the psychic network… and don’t tell us that you believe you can transmute medab into gold… Otherwise, esti monCHer monCHer your articles and then werwer our way.

      Indebted to you as always…

      Food and Drinks.

      You could never figure out the recipe behind your great-grandmother’s second cousin’s notorious gubet-be’ambazza short-cake? Or was it the atela-infested Tela at Emmama Kuribachew’s ceremonial irkuss-menfes eradication dinners that insisted on giving your lanQa inflammatory rashes? Maybe you were confused the first time you saw that molQaQa poking the injera with a fork. Better yet, remember that time you were elevated to knee-wobbling levels of g’lete-fenTezia after your run-in with what you later found out was an oriental delicacy derived from monkey brain?

      Anyway, June is the month to let your gastric and creative juices flow: The Food and Drinks Issue. Esti, bemotE, humor us … your adventures and misadventures with our most primal needs. Two beets or not two beets, that is the question. To eat, to chew, perchance to bloat … ahem yeah, ok, our insides are itching for a little meQuadesha with buTiCHa and mooQ.

      Ere contribute, be’hodachin amlak!
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      The Neuroses and Tebel issue

      May, 2001

      Note from the editors

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Apologize Eds Notes in telegram format. Stop. Abandoned in Amazon wilderness by upper management. Stop. Took plane back to Rio to retrieve hairdryer left at resort. Stop. Took tent and food too. Stop. Ordered us to stay and warm up their spot in comforter. Stop. (“Kezich nQnQ!” Stop.)

      Dehnna senebetachiu SELEDA_wiyan_? Stop. (Is that a rattlesnake? Stop.)

      Welcome to Neurosis and Tsebel Issue. Stop. Depending on what your definition of neuroses is, is, we know a little about it. Stop. Yes. Stop. Amazing. Stop. Isn’t it? Stop. (Pause to see if thing climbing up our leg is a black widow. Stop. Why, yes. Stop. Yes, it is. Stop.)

      Many thanks to our contributors. Stop. What can we say? Stop. Even as we sit scared witless in Amazon basin, on bended knees we thank you. Stop. You are troopers. Stop. If we get out alive, we will come to each of your houses and make love to you, a’and-be-a’and. Stop. No. Stop. That is not a threat. Stop. Though can see how it can be misconstrued as such. Stop. We love…wait! Stop. Speaking of love that hurts, friendly scorpion just landed on radio gear. Stop. Scorpion getting verrrryyy friendly with radio knobs. Stop. Creatures in Amazon very lonely things. Stop. Sad. Stop. Ere radioachin’in, be hg amlak!

      What’s new at SELEDA? Stop.

      Who the hell knows? Stop. Who cares? Stop.

      Extend deep gratitude to those who joined us at First SELEDA Chat! Stop. Despite slow start, what a great treat that was. Stop. Bigger treat than trying to avoid boa constrictor near our coffee mug. Stop. So besotted by first chat we were, having a second session. Stop. Can’t stop at abol chat. Stop. Join us on May 15 at www.seleda.com/chat. Stop. 7:00 p.m. EST sharp. Stop. Shenkorit, Moi, Daedalus, Guest 90, Guest 80, Red, Yeneta, FreeVerse, Sefanit, Bruck, and all who incinerated four-and-a-half hours with us, let’s do it again. Stop. Banner article: Gomen.

      … Stop! Shoo, ante boa constrictor. Stop! Shoo, b’leNal. Stop.

      What else?

      SELEDA launches first scam. Stop. No, no. no. Stop. We mean, charitable endeavor. Stop. Wei TaTa. Stop. How can you get your hands on a smashing, one of a kind, first edition, limited edition SELEDA T-shirt?

      Goodness. Stop. Haven’t seen vampire bat like one staring at us since program on Nature. Stop. Wonder if it’s true vampire bats love taste of human blood? Stop. Will experiment with SELEDA intern. Stop. Where is SELEDA intern? Stop. Oh. Stop. Instructed to go play with wild boars. Stop. SELEDA Intern not doing a good job. Stop. SELEDA Intern hanging from tree branch screaming. Stop. “Yeweledshin inatE…” Stop. “…dreshilN…” Stop. Jeez. Stop. Meanwhile, poor wild boar who seems staved for attention left to play with Intern’s tattered clothes. Stop. Very unsocial Intern. Stop. Add, “Does not play well with others” on Intern’s performance report. Stop.

      Next month is Food and Drink Issue. Wow. Stop. So much to say. Stop. Food and Drink Editor, who has not met a drink he has not liked, has something to say about it here. Stop. Deadline is May 15. Stop. If you send us Tej in cutie _brillEs, deadline_still May 15. Stop. But you will be in our will. Stop. Heh. Stop. Heh. Stop. Laughing softly so as to not awake tarantula by our feet. Stop.

      July/August is annual mega issue. Stop. Double the month. Stop. Half the content. Stop. Control freaks finally succumbed and it will be the “No Theme” Issue. Stop. Free fall. Stop. Open mic. Stop. Whatever strikes your fancy. Stop. Deadline June 15. Stop. We anticipate with fervid excitement. Stop. More excitement than thought of having to wrestle with water possum heading our way. Stop.

      Oops. Stop. Accidentally sat on what we thought was tree bark by the mosquito water. Stop. Turns out to be crocodile. Stop. Feeling foolish. Stop. Should probably go before annoyed crocodile munches on other leg. Stop.

      Write to us. Stop. editors@seleda.com. Stop.

      Cher ygTemen. Stop.

      Humble Editors. Stop. Ouuuccchhhhhhhhhhhh! Stop.

      SELEDA Retrospective: Two Year Review
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      SELEDA: The Two-year Retrospective…

      We don’t know what is more appropriate: celebrating two years of SELEDIfication, or apologizing for it. (Snniiiiiiiiffff… are those the noxious fumes of self-deprecation we smell wafting though these cyber walls? Why, yes, they are!)

      They say that ibdet loves company, and luckily, there were enough of you out there who succumbed to the lure of lunacy to make SELEDA one heck o’ an exhilarating psych ward. We on the editorial board have permanent patches of neCHaCHba from the whip-burn of your, our dear readers’, contributions and pray that you will continue to indulge us.

      Ahun esti mn ybalal, year after year, month after month, nattering away until our teeth have all loosened? Ere’dia! Retrospective schmedrospective! Yawlachihu!

      The Graphics Fiasco:

      The date: April 1999… the inspiration: … er, liquor and loads of it… SELEDA comes to life. Our first issue… what can we say? Accompanied by bogE background colors not seen since Birqnesh’s ye-kt shenter-shenter qemiiss, and adorned with the flag, SELEDA comes to life. The first Top Ten, the first Life Diaries … and who could forget our timid and finespun introduction. Those were the days… long before circumstances morphed us into vulgarians.

      By our second issue we thought, why not pep this baby up? But, as is prone to happen, obsession and addiction to anything new quickly short-circuited our sense of aesthetics. Enter “all graphics all the time”… yipes! Didja see that? Didja see that? It was as if someone was “shammo…ho…shammo-ho”-ing graphics and we were grabbing everything in close proximity. Sigbgboch! And then, someone accidentally tripped on the “animated graphics” button… beqa… mot’e negeru. Bl’CH… bl’CH… dr’gm… dr’gm. The only redeeming thing about the second issue was the introduction of The Mail and our then-astonishingly-sane Mail Editor.

      It wasn’t until our fourth issue, when X-Editor-X mercifully swooped in, that the gawdy graphics wuqabbi left us for less refined people. Under Abiy’s patient tutelage, we were guided into cyber-jolly jackism…sleek designs, cool colors and understated elegance. Wow. Wow and wee. We somehow managed to… blackmail saiiiihon… persuade a starving artist to create us a logo, and in September 1999, enter the “SELEDA Guy”… Naturally, upper management hated the new logo and specifically the SELEDA guy (what is his name?), because he lacked that certain… umph! that screamed “I drive a Jaguar. Do you?” They finally capitulated… not because of any salient argument presented on our part, but because they found the whole matter too boring. We’ll take victory any way we can.

      And so began the road to graphic graphics sophistication. By the February 2000 issue we introduced original art for the cover page, and then by our Education Issue in October, wuddya look at that!? Cute l’il icons on the bottom page. Whatever’s next? Piped in music? We are often asked if we have a favorite SELEDA cover artwork, or is that like asking us who your favorite child is? Well, yes, and yes, and we have no problem with identifying either…but for that you’ll have to keep reading.

      Upper Management: Their Rise and Rise and…Rise.

      It used to be that SELEDA was an Ethiopian Utopia… well, not really but we just had to use that phrase in some context. At least we didn’t have to contend with the frosty memos that have become routine whenever we dare ask for a new pencil. (“Dear Editor X: Your pencil budget is way out of control. That’s two pencils in the past two months. We are not running a charity here.”) Not that we have ever accused upper management of immoderation, mind you, even as our first CEO was, er, detained by authorities at BolE for racking up dubious hotel bills and trying to skip out of the country without paying a dime. When the SELEDA coffers were raided to accommodate upper management’s stomach staplings and liposuctions… did you hear us making a big stink? No, you didn’t! And you know why? Damn straight! Because we are gutless, spineless ye alCHa alCHoch.

      By our first Love Issue in February 2000, our bosses were quarantined to Anger Management classes, and thus started the reign of the Creative “Let us drink from the same cup to symbolize harmony” Crew. Now those are memories we’d like to suppress! YeNa idl! We couldn’t even have a great mefenqle mengst and cool abiot riots. What kind of shop are we running, anyway?

      Our new bosses reigned terror on us…trying stunts such as enrolling God-fearing people into detox. Whaaa? At least with the previous regime we could come staggering in at noon looking like people with names like Demmelash, dressed like people nicknamed Demmequ and smelling like an amateur bartender who answers to “an’t wenfit fit!”, and alls we’d get was a blank stare. (As long as we don’t ask for a new pencil, everytin’ irie!) Oh. Repress… repress those memories.

      It might be an uncanny happenstance, but the History Issue was the homecoming of upper “yemiyawqut seiTan” management. And you ask if history repeats itself! By our Family Issue just a month later, all was back to normal madness. Unable to retain anything they had picked up at Anger Management camp, our bosses stormed back in and the rest, as they say, is misery.

      And thus we live… under tyranny and paranoia, and we would not have it any other way.

      The Mail: Why there are voices in our heads.

      There is a way that our crotchety Mail Editor flares just one nostril that leaves us wanting to masnekat the U-U-ta before fleeing to the relative serenity of a Pentecostal healing session. But, what can we say about the Mail Editor that has not already been written in someone’s hate diary/suicide note?

      Remember Dejen Yemane who started the “SELEDA is pedantic/use less biggie words” war? Even as the Mail Editor was trying his hand at restraint, you still can’t hurl phrases like “I don’t know anyone on this earth that talks the way you wright…[sic]…” and “That’s why I have stopped reading your articles: I DO NOT GET ANYTHING OUT OF IT!..” and “are you writing to impress people, or are you interested in impowering [sic] them” and think you could get away unscathed. IndEt yhonal? (“Fine. If that’ll impower you, darlin’, we will. After all, we live to empress.”)

      Remember Bini from Dartmouth and his rightful proclamation, “[SELEDA’s] contents have turned into largely tirki-mirki topics, liberally garnished with vainglorious verbiage, and authored by out-of-touch and self-appointed liqs”? Now why can’t people write stuff on their minds without getting skinned alive? (“Ah, kids raised on Sony Playstations these days!”…) It just seems unfair.

      And what’s with all the pummeling of Lycée students? IndE? When did newr become unfashionable here? All Yemisrach wanted to point out was that people who love people also went to Lycée. Tadiya mn ybalal replying with “Lycée is the Frash Tera” of Addis Ababa schools? ‘Ta! Why we can’t play nice-nice?’

      Try as we did, the Tsebel we kept slipping into the Mail Editor’s “coffee” failed to suppress what has become known as Atypical Mail Editor Split personality/No Personality Syndrome. We gave up after the response shot at Yirgalem’s way. “What is this page??*!!” was all Yirgalem wanted to know. “Why is this page having to very pretendness![sic] Why? It is very diappoinment.[sic] Yours truly, Yirgalem. Dallas.” To which followed a very cagey “Yirgu, beqa, beqa yqr. Na esti agsa…(pat, pat) beqa… yhew… qere! You know, with a little verb conjugation and the correct spelling of “pretendness”, that would have really hurt. As it is, we are grateful for small miracles. (Demo ‘yours truly’!!!)”

      How unnecessary was that?

      Not to say that the Mail has been one big safa of insolence where good intentioned people have had the unfortunate encounter of being medeffeq-ed by a cantankerous SELEDA gatekeeper… well, yes, it has. But we still remember the “SELEDA ain’t for everyone!” homily and think, maybe… just maybe. Not! But to those few, the brave, the non-eqa lq’laqis like us who managed to bite back our Mail Editor with your zingers, may we offer you any of his organs? Keep them coming.

      Some articles that have left us open jawed and feeling like cretins:

      Like we mention in every Notes from the Editors, we are astounded by the… ere lemehonoo, ere lem-e-ho-hoo… Ere zmmm yshalal.

      Off the top of our heads and in no particular order…

      … The first time we all read “Medfer”… hello! If we thought we were a bunch of no-talent intellectual zrkrkoch before… Slap us silly and call us “CHqa Shoom Asseged”. It was a watershed event.

      … And who could forget “Hellhole Diaries” and the controversy that followed, and the frothy-mouthed reactions from the determiners of “true Ethiopianism”. Ah.

      Speaking of controversy, we were very happily surprised by the civility of the detractors of “A Slow Prelude”, the Family Issue’s My Story about a young Ethiopian man coming to terms with his sexuality. We did get the usual “you shall burn in purgatory” diatribe, but what they don’t understand is that we already are in purgatory.

      Groundbreaking also was Dr. Tedla W. Giorgis’ piece on depression in the Ethiopian Diaspora, in April 2000’s Jebdu, The Last Taboo: Breaking the Silence about Depression and Mental Illness. A lot of you wrote to him and us regarding this piece, and it might just be the only qum neger we’ve accomplished since we learned how to extort money from selfeNoch at the qebelE hbret suq.

      In what was also a riveting account of madness and suicide, Ato Atnafu shared Saluting a Ghost with us, about yet another lost Ethiopian life. Ahhhh, exile.

      The waters parted and we were so sure that we heard the theme from Chariots of Fire blast the air by the heart-stopping, “take your LDs and stuff it!” exchange between Makeda and Gelawdios in our July/August Life Diaries. Was it us? Was it Memorex? Was it literary mrqanna? We have not been the same since, and considering we never knew who we were in the first place, it makes us prrritty darn lost, dunn’it now?

      Ato TDM managed to wow us with the first ever Work Log, a week in the life of an Ethiopian ski instructor hidden in Vail, Colorado, at one with his mountains. Surprised? Yep, it’s true; wherever we go, there we are.

      Speaking of wow, Eskedar Y…, the ye SELEDA azpirroo! In her unforgettable Between Good and Bad she deconstructs, disembowels, diss’s period the discourse on them bad boys and the women who love them.

      The catchphrase around SELEDA for about a year was “Engulfato”. It served as a noun… “Esssu’ma Engulfato” new"… it served as an adjective… “ZarE mechEss Engulfato, Engulfato bloNal” and, our favorite: “Nei esti anchi! Inn’gollaffet!” All thanks to the brilliant piece by Yared Mengistu in our Technology Issue about language, science, and choking with knowledge.

      There are people who’s literary reach intimidate us so much we run out of ammed for them to amedachn’n b-u-u-n madreg, Alemush Zelalem being one of our foremost leT TseT-ers. In the History Issue, her piece Sankofa Bird on Ethiopian history and interpretation, had us wishing we were the mastika ‘neath her sandals. And we quote: “Maybe time had taken the edge off the incidents, and they had since seen worse, but even the most discerning of ears would have been hard pressed to find bitterness in the tone of their memories. It struck me then that this was the elusive element in the history I read. Simplistic though it seemed, in the interest of being “objective” and “critical” we often subjected the past to harsh scrutiny with splintering effect. The historical participants themselves may be positioned at odds with our interpretations.” Tadiya… tadiya…ammed. Be back soon.>

      Whoever Feleke of Educating Hiruy and The Gilding and Goom-Goom Shah!… whoever he is… esti, can we make him the official SELEDA baby daddy? Can we? Or at least our legal guardian? Skip a single word of Feleke’s articles, and you miss a kuntal of nuance…slow down, sit back…and enjoy.

      One of the most beautiful stories ever puplished in SELEDA is, according to those who know these things, From Marsabet to the Mid-West, a haunting account of life on the boarder of Kenya and Ethiopia, and of a love that was not meant to be.

      Just when we think that we can take no more, and we mengedaged back to reality, kap-link! Unrequited in this past Love Issue bounces us out of this galaxy! Why, we thought, is this piece not in a real magazine? Whoo-wai?

      Center of Gravity by Asfawesson Asrat in the Class Issue garnered the most “Hey, can you introduce us to this man” requests from SELEDA shenkorits all over. We? We just like what he had to say about those miserable Addis Ab’ans.

      But they tell us that a picture is worth a thousand words. And when we see the pictures and…and…read the words of Robel Kassa in the last SELEDA Berenda, we are left breathless. We… are… left… breathless.

      Remember the Life Diaries between the Urban ArbeNa and the Suburban Grazmachess? Ping pong! They played us like ping pong… and we are still looking for our weNe from that encounter! IgziabhEr y’ylachew!

      And, then, taking the baton from them in one clean swoop and continuing on the subject of Ethiopian BuBu’s…, the serene A Kiss Without a Hug. Wei sew mass’aTat! Why do people have to bring logic into things? Abo!

      We don’t care what anyone says, the foremost exhaustive, brilliant, compelling and well-argued piece about Ethiopian music was/is/shall forever be our first Chilot where the cyber frd bEt determined that we should not be as harsh on La Fontaine as we might want to. Hey, wait a skinny minute! What… who… indEt… ay mnew! La Fontaine shall remain an open target, despite what that exhaustive, brilliant, compelling and well-argued piece says.

      We think, and of course we have not an ounce of evidence to back this up, but we think we’ve made new friends over the past couple of years. Foremost in our minds are the super cool kids at the Ethiopian Students Association International and our hyper cool friends at the Ethiopian Computer Club in Houston.

      There are some articles that you read and you think you could not have possibly read words so unforgettable. Well, we want the elixir to get Limbo from the Careers Issue out of our minds. It is a story about that precarious time in one’s life when what one’s chosen career does not love one back. "He goes back to the unopened letter staring up at him from the writing desk from hell (he frequently wakes up covered in sweat from the recurring dream where this same damn desk is chasing him around the room, belching out one ding letter after another while it simultaneously chews up the only copy of his dissertation). He does not short-circuit the ritual that he’s followed religiously since these letters started coming in. He sits upright and righteous in front of the table where the letter sits, taunting him. He looks at the front, the back, and puts it down again, stamp side up. Lifting it by the top left corner, he brings it to his nose and takes a loooong whiff … no reason, just because. Then he flips over the letter, takes the dull bread knife that has been relegated to this task, and slides it under the flap, slicing the envelope open slowly and carefully. Down goes the knife, and he holds the envelope between his palms as he blows into the newly sliced envelope to separate its sides from the letter inside. He takes out the single folded page, closes his eyes and chants “Mariam Mariam Mariam” before opening it slowly.

      “Dear Applicant, … We regret to inform you…”

      There have been some phrases in SELEDA that ring through our minds like a gedel mamitu. The words from the Class Issue’s Changing of the Guard come bouncing back at us, and with every rebound, they bring with them the insatiatable ghosts of our past. “At the time he left Ethiopia, pedigree no longer commanded respect on its own. Class meant, for the most part, that gaping rift between the two halves of material prosperity – the have-not’s and the have-lots’… The temari paid daily pilgrimage to the neighbors’ qorqorro gate with the supplication, ‘zarE TV yikefettal?’”

      We had more fun than you can imagine writing the Backpage on the Ritz-Carlton Poppo LarE. And have you had a taste of As BolE Turns? Be careful…one taste and you may never be the same again.

      The Sew-Sews

      Not that we get all Tengara when we are in the midst of celebrity, but… but… what a kick having Haile Gerima write his most mesmerizing article on art and the Ethiopian psyche in our November 1999 issue, thus making us feel like grown ups. Also on film, her kburinetwa Salem Mekuria (a moment of silence please after the mention of her name) very graciously agreed to be a life diarist way back when in our Arts Issue, appearing not far from His Isachewness Yemane Demissie’s celeb profile. Chef Marcus Samuelson and then Yosef Kibur graced us with their presence, as did a voice from the cyber-godana past, Nemo Semret, who spoke up on ‘Digital Coffee’. Our friend and nefs abat, Dr. Tadesse Wuhib, wrote in these very pages, dear readers. His Why Should We Care About HIV/AIDS Among Ethiopians brought to light just why it is that people like him, and not wurajams like us, should have a monthly forum. Mahlet and Yodit Tsegaye, to whom we are telling anyone who will stop to listen (including them) we are related (‘coz that’s the only way we can come this close to greatness), authored the timely and memorable, Our Father’s Daughters. The stars must have aligned with the tiny little specks in the sky when we proposed to the Ethiopic Computer Elite to grant us an interview for our Heroes and Mavericks Issue. And what sports they were, and how intimidated we were! And in a category all by herself, (esti sewech foqeq belu…) is her Girmayitness Heran Sereqe Brhan, historian, musician, performer and the person who’s name appears on the top of all SELEDA male editors’ “My future wife and bearer of my 14 children” list.

      Healing Words

      A recurring theme in SELEDA has been our experiences with the Red Terror and its manifestations over several generations. As we purge our past through words, it seems like what was previously unutterable might just be conquerable. In our first “Healing the Ethiopian Soul” in the September 1999 issue, Zewdu recalled the Derge torture chambers in Dire Dawa, and the story of his brother’s best friend. “I often drift in and out of the incidents of yesteryears, hoping to come to grips with my troubled past. After twenty plus years and from thousands of miles away, I can still visualize the soccer field, the banana trees, and, yes, the killing fields of Dire Dawa. I daydream about the dead as if they only left us yesterday…the nature of my work has given me several opportunities to go to Ethiopia, but I have yet to summon the willpower to set foot in Dire Dawa, my birthplace. I look at my three beautiful children, and as I struggle to teach them about our history, I always ask myself if I should include the part that forever severed their father from his home.”

      In Part Two of “Healing the Ethiopian Soul”, Lisane Mariam’s “Letting Go of my Father” examines a revolution that severed the relationship between father and daughter.

      Yosef M. Sellasie, in Cleaning My Brother’s Wounds, told the story of a little brother who helps his mother clean the tortured body of his older brother. “To an impressionable four-year old, “shguT aTeTut” has several connotations. None of them death.”

      And then lately in our Heroes and Mavericks Issue this past month, Lij IndEt Yimotal?

      It has been cathartic.

      The DenbeNoch.

      Until they wake up, shake their heads in disgust and say “What the heck am I doing in this Eri Bekentu of literary hellholes, dammit!”, and dump us like kubet not worth throwing into the fire, we have somehow managed to cultivate “SELEDA regulars”. A dubious distinction for them, we are sure, but they are all brq to us.

      To wit: Our friend Fishkaw, who seduced us on our first anniversary when he answered the first survey, In response to “Why I read SELEDA”, we all remember and have memorized his reply: " …The good old issues remind me the good old times. That tiny, always foggy, 25-shamma ampol-no window, room of Bacha’s with a sign “He who comes with 2Birr CHat is welcome to this burning Heaven”. Inside that little room everything looked perfect; sound was good; smell was OK. But if yetebaberut sendel and eTan, by any technical fault, fail in their duty… neger tebelashe! There in the corner a quiet, nice place for two, decorated with things that look like pillows, mostly occupied by the two regulars, Wondimu (“Qdedew”), and his buddy Bekele (“Buanbuaw”). Those two were ye betu misseso, gidgidana mager… center of attentions. Each and every day they somehow manage to tell us a new, fresh, mereq yehonu stories. Even though we knew they are lying, they were always successful in getting our attention. "… They could have made a terrific writer/director team, if they were born in some other planet. The way they talked, the words they used…I miss them. Finally I found some of it in you SELEDA. Thank you. P.S. Recently I saw the same old Qdedew in Habtu Suq, doing his usual daily shopping: “Hulet Niala, andun lekusew” Still, for some reason, he doesn’t buy his own matches."

      Ahhhhhhhh. And he drgmm-ed us with Heading West and What’s Looks Got to Do with It and completely stole our hearts. Fishkaw… yet gebah?

      We know that when God made SELEDA goddess Sza Sza Zelleke, he broke the mold. Yes he did. Yes he did. Yes, he did. From One Night in Arada, to Addis Rhapsody, to My Son’s Itibt, to Ma? Ma? InnE? to Blood and Bone… Please God… please don’t wake her up and a-hack entuff us anytime soon. Who do we call to make her a Tabot-ess?

      More recently, the elusive MT, may his children grow up not to be cowboys, has managed to climb up there on the teshkerkari SELEDA zufan, and make himself comfortable. Remember Ye Bally’s Bal? Uh? Uh? Remember Faccetta Nera? Uh? Uh? Remember Awassa Langano? REMEMBER THAT? Ehem. Esti CHuhetun qenessssssssss…. And this month he is back with Gomen. Is it possible to worship someone from afar? One word: Igziomahrenekristos!

      And of course, right up dere, looking like they own half of SELEDA, (wait! They do own half of SELEDA) are our dear friends, the kinda friends we would lend our only copy of Mother India to, Fasil (The Date and Mekasha’s Mother and this month’s Idle Fantasies), Hiywot Teshome (An otherwise Empty Room, Romancing Shenkorit, Our Angel and this month’s Ye Ibd BEt.) We think we love them. Either that or we got indigestion. They are wordsmiths… we are werENists… it is a marriage made in heaven.

      So, who are we?

      Weee-elll…. Who are we? Mannachew? Mndinachew? Thanks to Addisu and Mimi of VOA, we have been mefelfeled and laid out to dry in the sun after their interview with us a few weeks back. Ere lemehonooo… is VOA upper management aware that its airwaves have been tarnished by the incessant natterings of hung-over SELEDAns trying to put together two sentences without hiccupping?

      Anyhoo, we outed ourselves a while back, in case you care to remember. And we gave our unsolicited opinions once. In order to further clear the air, here is a better understanding of who we are…

      Name

      Job description

      …. But what you actually do at SELEDA?

      How did you become an editor?

      What SELEDA means to you…

      What has been you’re a) favorite article… b) favorite front cover?

      What did upper management give you as a second anniversary present?

      Any other comments?

      Lisanu

      Giraf Yaj

      Giraf Yaj

      Sweet-talked the editor (it works!).

      Well, you toil in life and go back to soil. SELEDA helps me select the best soil.

      I’m Ethiopian so by nature I’m expansionist and not reductionist (i.e. can’t choose, love a lot of them)

      b) See above for response.

      Love, love, ahunim love.

      People should support SELEDA to encourage and nurture werlid peace.

      SeledAzawnt

      Irmat’na TseT’ta

      WrjbN, alubalta’na werE manafess. MeneCHaneCH. Mebozen. Mengoraded.

      Wrote something – they loved it…they loved me. I loved them. Laav be laav hon’n.

      Sanity. Home

      a) Impossible to say…someone asked me once and I responded with 35 selected pieces.

      b) We have the best covers ever. Can’t choose my favorite, so I’ll speak of my first. The eye-opener for me was the feress standing patiently, the gabi tossed carelessly and the lovers missing (i.e. the luuuuv issue Feb. 2000)

      The clap. Nah, just kidding. Not a goddamned thing. I even had to pay for the drinks at the celebratory party. MenaTeewoch.

      Can we all get together and just get naked one day? Hey, spring is here – just a thought…

      Bogale Bandafta

      ye’foTa aQebayoch wuha aQebay

      clip editors’ nails and make an exquisite dessert from the clippings

      it’s funny how convincing a QenCHera looks these days …

      Selabi Elves and Leloch Ethiopians in DinQ Asheshe-gedame.

      a) How mach? So mach! Zat mach I like so many. Numerous! Plenty to mezerzer be’adebabai like zis.

      b) Ze Lav Eeshoo, 2000. Ay bilgina! Tu! Tu! Tu! Talk about abstract, alu

      You mean what did they TAKE from me: my sanity and every shred of reasonable judgement. I’m a basket case, thank you. [sniff]

      Yeah … damn the Indian National Anthem. Yet abatachew! I need to un-learn that askonaN ChaCHata

      Bisrat Tewelde Kumsa

      I alternate between the village idiot, the court jester, but I’m always the perpetual CHiraQ. i’m also known to put in part time as a mouse pad, a thumb-wetting pad, and a paperweight for upper management.

      Naateen’.

      Growing up amid the rolling basalt hills and the expansive sandy plains of the Danakil desert, I always knew that I wanted to become an editor. The day I wandered off into the plains and came upon a story inscribed in the sand, I performed my very first editorial correction by peeing on the appropriate part and stamping on a redundant preposition.

      Self Exterminating Love of ye Editorial Dominatrix Alenga.

      One word: Sza2 …

      a promotion to hellhole central.

      Arami

      Comma this, comma that…that’s “pause” not “pose,” and yes, the comma goes in BEFORE the close quotation mark.

      Catch up on all the arada amariNa I never had the chance to learn before I left home.

      I don’t know. One day, I woke up, and here I was!!

      Exquisite insanity and wordsmithing at its best.

      a) Gran’ma and granddaughter cooking and giggling in the kitchen.

      b) The toilet commode, Love Issue Feb (finally one no one had to extrapolate, explicate and inEn masredat!).

      Work, more work. Come to think of it, I quit!!

      Er…me…ai need a vakEshun, baaaad!

      MisQilQil

      Person who is not in charge of any sharp objects.

      i… emptied the coffee grounds from my cup today.

      I also moonlight as the official seleda lower staff bigur afenji.

      I have nude pictures of seleda very upper management.

      It means I won’t go on welfare anytime soon. And it’s where I come to see just how dumb I am.

      a) Anything by Szawerrai Szaleda … Awassa Langano, and that article about boobie traps… did I read that here? And that article on making the most of two stands of hair. Did I read that here. What? What was the question?

      b) Class issue picture because that guy looks like Yani, my favoooriiite singer.

      They gave me a new car and SELEDA stock options. Didn’t everyone get that?

      Oh, and an ulcer. A designer ulcer, spank you very much.

      And they gave me more stock.

      Where the hell have you people put my fluffy pink slippers? Weradoch! And what is that smell in the fridge. I thought we were not allowed to keep body parts in there anymore!

      Ehem… the truth is, we are the people who feel so, so, lucky to be bringing you these SELEDA pages every month. It is impossible to mention all the people out there who made it possible for us to love writing again. To all our past editors (and the one on leave… anchi! atm’eleshim?!), who were there cheering SELEDA on through infancy, who believed in SELEDA when no one believed in it, whose blind-trust in this experiment kept us buoyed… for those who made this ‘zine into what it is, we salute you. We hope you are proud of how much we’ve tried to keep the standards you established. What a trip it has been!

      To those who’ve taken the time out to send comments to our writers, you have no idea how your thoughts and comments…your squeals of encouragement…even your groans of despair…feed the qbE-deprived anjets of Seleda writers everywhere! Keep them coming!

      And, to our readers… we hope you will keep breathing life into us.

      Thank you for making these past two years so frighteningly important to our lives. We are the Washint generation.

      The Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      Leqso
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      LeQso

      By Yeshi Medhin

      “M’ts! M’Ts!”

      Melancholy, in a non-syllabic non-word. It rang out in the adarash immediately following the lull of the horrific wails that would rise up out of nowhere and then subside into muffled wails. It was my first leQso, and as much as I was shocked by the seemingly unprovoked jags of crying the women indulged in, I was more so by the laughter and chatter that followed. I watched them, my own countrywomen, as though I had suddenly morphed into one of those anthropology Ph.D.s that often tried to tell me that they knew more about my people and my culture than I did. In that single hour of loud crying, feedings and chatter, I began to realize that maybe, just maybe, those braless, former flower-children did know just a tad more about me and mine than I did myself.

      I sat in stony silence, my eyes skimming the faces in the room. Some wore a haggard expression and frequently pressed tattered tissue to their trembling lips. Others whispered and giggled, while others still could be heard laughing as though they hadn’t a care in the world. The people in the room were comprised largely of women. The men, I’d noticed as I’d walked in following my mother’s lead, haunted the hallways, smoking, drinking, and eyeing the ladies as they walked in. Not too different from your average Ethiopian nightclub scene, only this time, plaintive wailings rode the air instead of the rhythmic strains of music.

      I tried to cry. I really did, but I was too overcome by the newness of the event, and how artificial it all seemed, after all. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how it was that these women could burst into tears so spontaneously, the turn around and begin social chatter with their neighbor. It all seemed a little surreal to my untrained eyes, and I felt a little jaded. Somewhat besmirched by what I’d always assumed was a solemn affair. It had turned into a farce right before my eyes. Could those trained anthropologists who roamed my land in their open-toed Birkenstocks, their khaki shorts and their wide-brimmed straw hats, could they have picked out the subtleties or would they have been so into the moment that they would have missed it all and captured nothing in black and white from the winking shutters of their camera’s expensive eye.

      Women came around bearing trays of lukewarm drinks. I took a Styrofoam cup of Coke. It turned out to be Pepsi so I made to set it down on the floor, but then at the last minute, decided to hang onto it and role it between my hands to give myself something to do in the interminable hour we had to stay there to show proper respect.

      Next, they brought around a tray of Abesha dabo and I wondered idly if the square block I picked out were cut from the dabo my grandmother had baked. The first time my family had come to pay their respects, they had come empty handed, as was custom. The second time, we’d brought a case of good beer, and a large bread baked in a turkey roaster. It was bad luck, I was told, to take anything back to your home from a leQso bEt. Back home, you’d have had to leave your shoes outside your doors, lest you’d inadvertently tracked Death back with you on the soles of your feet. I guess, it would make sense that Death would be sneaky enough to stick to the bottom of your shoe where you’d never look to find it. Did my annoying little anthropologists scoff when they had “discovered” that? Under my folding chair, I swung my feet back until only my toes touched the floor and dared death to stick himself to my soles.

      The daughter of the woman who had passed away from an undisclosed illness while in Agher bEt sat front and center, her hair cropped short, the black Tbeb of her neTela forming a sad halo around her drawn face. I stole glances at her and decided right there and then that when it was my turn to mourn my mother, I would do it in private…not in this public display of graphic grief where I would feel obligated to cry with each new mourner. I knew that more and more of my generation in the Diaspora were choosing not to meqemeT when it was their turn. We didn’t know, or had forgotten, how to be public with our grief. Or maybe, just maybe, we were too embarrassed to shed the veneers we’d soldered onto our Ethiopian facades in the crucible of Western assimilation - or - horrors of horrors - the veneers had been there so long they had replaced our Ethiopian facades permanently. The dry bread stuck in my throat at that thought and I forced some Pepsi in and washed the morsel down my pallet, thinking on some other, disconnected level, that this dry tasteless bread couldn’t possibly be a product of my grandmother’s exquisite moya.

      We thought that we’d timed our stay just long enough to be kind and brief enough to miss dinner. But by the time my nostrils were flaring in even rhythm to the rumblings in my stomach, it was too late to make the getaway before dinner. It was only 5:30, too early, I’d assumed, for dinner, but then again, what the hell did I know!? I took the proffered Styrofoam plate and nodded my head briefly in thanks. I took a roll of injera but added one more at the young woman’s gentle chiding: “EndE, CHemiri’nji! isuma aibeQam.” Then I ladled out aliCHa w’T, gomen and ye timatim selaTa and partook in this ritual feeling as uncomfortable as a ferenj might in a Tej bEt for the first time.

      The meal was over, the dirty plates and napkins removed and drinks were being served to the new comers when suddenly a wave of silence rolled across the Adarash. I followed everyone’s covert gaze to the entrance and saw a retinue of women in black making their way in. I didn’t recognize them and they meant little to me, but from somewhere behind me, I heard the fiercely whispered, “Afer dimE tibla! Demo sew neN bila izih timTa?” I turned and caught the acid expression in the woman’s eyes, then watched with silent fascination, as that expression was wiped clean from her face. I thought for a minute, that the Pepsi I’d kept imbibing was making me hear and see things. Other women in the room exchanged looks, shot whichever woman it was in the new retinue, one of their venomous gilmiCHa and then just as quickly hid their hate behind facile smiles.

      The women came forward and one by one, threw their arms around the main mourner and wailed away in unrestrained anguish. One of them threw her palms up to the ceiling and screamed, “Ai, Ai, Ai, Aiyeeeeee!” I felt the tears that wouldn’t come earlier climb up into my throat and settle there in a lump. The room picked up the rhythm of her cries and in easy syncopation wailed away with the new comer who looked fit to tear her bodice off and beat upon her bared chest. I felt my own tears climb all the way up into my eyes then squeeze out onto my cheek in one long hot trail. Thankful that I could finally cry for this dead woman whom I’d never met, I bent my head and willed more tears to leak out. She was someone’s mother, I told myself, and felt the tears gush out. She was a young woman once, I thought, and felt the tears fall and splash my hands. I put my feet flat down on the floor, to ward off sneaky Death, I acknowledged to myself, and let my shoulders shake the tears out of the gripping constriction in my chest. There! I thought in singular satisfaction. No anthropologist, no matter how “native” she may have gone, would ever be able to conjure up the emotions that this woman’s unrestrained wailings had invoked from my soul. My Western veneer apparently needed only a few drops of hot salty tears to begin to crack and peal. I looked up proudly, at last a part of this mass grieving and began to let myself understand, without explanation, that this was a necessary ritual. Suddenly, the ferenj adage, “Misery loves company,” made perfect sense to me, and I smiled through my tears. Comprehension was bliss. Belonging was Nirvana.

      In the elevator up to the street level, my mother looked at me and said, “Anchim aleQesh?” I smild at her shyly, suddenly embarrassed. That ferenj veneer hadn’t melted completely off, not yet….not ever, maybe…,but only cracked a little. “I couldn’t help it,” I said. “That woman who came in just before we left…Wow!” I said, unable to put into words something my mind didn’t wholly comprehend. “Isuwa?” My mother said and I looked up at her at the unmistakable sneer in her voice. “TaQiatalesh…?” she began then stopped as the elevator doors opened and we were replaced by more Ethiopians wearing black.

      In my car, I raised the subject again. “Did you hear what that woman behind us said when those women came in?” I asked. “Yes,” my mother replied. “You’d think,” I said, feeling the weight of new maturity grace my shoulders like a mantle, “that people would leave their petty personal differences at the door when they come to a leqso bEt.” My mother glanced at me and let out a short, mirthless laugh. “Inante hedachihu neber…,” she began and told me a tale that still makes me shudder in revulsion…but exactly at what or whom, I’m still not sure.

      One of the women in that group, the one, apparently, who had wailed the loudest and made my reluctant tears rise to the occasion, had been a cadre in the Dergue during Qei shibirr. She was, as apparently most of those women knew, single-handedly responsible for the execution of ten children out of one household. The weTatoch, ages ranging from as young as thirteen to as old as twenty-five or -six, had been suspected of sympathizing with the student uprising. She was the liQemember of her QebelE and had summarily removed the young suspects from the crazed, desperate clutches of their mother and had them taken to a place from which they never came back. The following week, the mother was told to come and collect the rEsa of her children. Shortly thereafter, the mother suffered a nervous breakdown and could be heard, sometimes, calling out to her dead children to come and eat or to perform some household chore.

      I listened in silence, the bile rising to the back of my throat faster than my tears had, my hands wrapped around the steering wheel in a death grip. I couldn’t imagine, I could NOT imagine silently sitting there, knowing what I knew and allowing this woman, this animal into normal society. What were we if we could simply turn the other cheek to an atrocity like that, and accept a person like that back into our midst? What did that say about us? What she had done, what that made her, that was pretty clear. But what did it make us? I asked my mother, “Did they know? Did the women who cried with her, did they know what she had done?” My mother said, “Everyone knew…afer dimE tibla!”

      “But how could they…?” I began out loud then stopped myself. How could she? How could she show her face in civil society again? What was she that she could do what she had done then waltz into the middle of a leQso and cry for the dead when she was Death herself? What were we that we’d allow it? My thoughts tumbled all over each other. I thought of that broken mother who called out to her dead children and how every time we looked at the woman who had killed all her children, how every time we allowed that known murderess in our midst, how every time we allowed ourselves to breath the same air she breathed…. I thought how that was such a betrayal of that mother of ten. What would my hated anthropologists make of that? Would they have found some societal more that would allow for something like that to take place? Would they excuse the “gentle natives” and call us “noble savages?” Would we qualify?

      <<TaQialesh ye abesha yiluNta::>> My mother said, breaking into my splintered crazy thoughts.

      Do I? I thought. Do I really? And I bit my tongue and slid my shock behind my Western veneer and tried to pretend that I knew. Then I shook my head in negation and I said, <<Hulu neger wesen allew::>>

      <<M’Ts!>> she said, <<Isus awon::>>

      BirCHitChit Jones, Part 1
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      Ye Dinqnesh Irgman

      **by: MT

      _

      One foot here, one foot there! A delicate balance between home, of which only a tangled web of memories remains, and the diaspora, which incessantly assails even those memories to force you to break out of your old familiar self and become familiar with the new-and-improved around here.

      Sadly, it turns out that the new-and-improved is not all that it’s cut out to be, and you often find yourself hanging on for dear life to those steadying values of ItyoPiawinet that refuse to vanish into obscurity even in the face of the break-neck acceleration, the over-elaborate “refinement” and the decadence called life in the diaspora.

      It hasn’t been easy, however! On many an occasion you got caught up in the charade and found yourself humming that White Hen jingle: “When you run ouuuuut, run out tooooo…”! And, just as you were told, when you did run out, you ran out to the White Hen and stood there in the produce section puzzling over the complexity of gomen! . . . In the simpler days back home, gomen was gomen…beza ketebale yeferenj or yabesha! Besides, you never had to pick it yourself. You simply raised your voice and in that typically condescending tone, demanded: “Ante, yeTenezawn merTeh new indE mt’seTeN? . . . yaTenzahi’na miyaTeneza neger?!” Bereded would laugh at your remark good-naturedly, proceed to slap each individual leaf of gomen against his wrist…meta meta, meta meta…hand you your bundle of freshly tossed, sweat-soaked gomen and send you on your merry way.

      A far cry from the produce aisle at the White Hen! There…you stood…gawking and gawking and gawking at piles upon separate piles of different shades of greens. And when you finally decided to ask an associate for help, he knowingly pointed to each stack and rattled off the names: “Collard greens (gomen), mustard greens (gomen), slick mustards (gomen), turnip greens (gomen), kale (gomen).” You thanked him from the bottom of your heart (what would you do without him?) and wandered off aimlessly cursing the day that brought you to this place called diaspora, where even gomen doesn’t know what it wants to be!

      Imagine the pressures of having to keep up with the high-tech stuff out there when even good old gomen has transmuted itself out of recognition!..actually eating one of the gomen-types here is a different matter altogether. For all the time that you denigrated it back in your growing-up days, gomen has come back under the guise of…gomen to exact revenge by malessless-ing your anjet before it hits you with Montezuma’s Revenge faster than you could say Imodium! Before you know it , then, all because of gomen, you will have become a victim of two evil powers: “uncertainty and diarrhea.”

      My fellow yager lj, therein lies the source of your stress; that andandE neka-qewess miaderg neger! Call it gomenapathy! You couldn’t care less about the endless varieties of gomen, but the rest of the world here does and makes you feel like a primitive goofball for not being able to tell go-men from go-go girls. Not only do they want you to buy, buy and buy, they also expect you to know what to buy, how to buy, how much of it to buy and learn the proper use of what you buy after you buy it…more deplorable still is that, however unwittingly, you buy into all that buying frenzy and buy yourself right into bye-bye Ten’net followed by ras-yzo-uuuuuta!

      It used to be simpler, much much simpler back in the day. You would send Mammush to the menged-dar-suq to fetch a tube of Colgate and, wouldn’t you know it, he would brrrrrrr b’lo return in a shake of a lamb’s tail brandishing a tube of Pepsodent!. ."Gosh MammuyE, gosh…ay yenEEE gobez! "…Why? Because Colgate was and still is the generic name for toothpaste back home, the same way KonsErba is for all tomato-paste, Filiiips is for all batteries and Aspiro-Bainak (two products, one word) is for all pain-relievers! Italian bread? . . .French bread? . . Vienna? Forget it!..it was dabbo and dabbo it still is, unless you insisted on being European about it, in which case it would be: Furno-o-o! I tell you, it just could not get any simpler than that!

      Try picking up Aspiro-Bainak around here! You will actually feel your headache getting a headache of its own while you gawk and gawk at a multitude of pain-relievers sitting on rows and rows of shelving gawking right back at you. If these neatly packaged pills could talk, I swear they would fill the place with noisy chatter as they competed for your dollar: “Hey,” Aleve would say to Advil next door, " that imbecile coming down the aisle with the imbi-sil headache is mine!" “Oh no, he ain’t! That’s a cluster headache, and you know he mine,” Advil would insist! Guess who would lose? You… because you would end up getting both. Aleve, for the original headache you arrived with, and Advil, for the one you acquired in the store…and if you’re not the imbecile that Aleve said you were, you’d be sure to pick up Tynelol too, to treat the headache that would inevitably follow as a consequence of being doped up!

      Funny, but being doped up half of the time, might actually be good news around here since, for better or worse, it’s an indication that something is indeed doing something to you. However, what do you do the other half of the time that the stuff doesn’t do anything to/for you at all, because they lied to you about the magic that it’s supposed to perform? . . .You don’t think they do that? Why, I dare you to look up a fairly common world like Dishkinary in the best Dishkinary money can buy, and you’ll see what I mean about lies! AngetEn lekara, if you find it!

      And you wonder why you ain’t been the same lately?..You may have attributed it to the usual culprit b’rd, but did you know that the neuromuscular twitches (Amharic translation: nuro-tics) and other neuropsychic (nuro-asakik) disorders you’ve been experiencing are actually diagnosable conditions directly or indirectly related to gomenapathy…your inability to live by your own set of values and buy whatever you say is gomen & Aspiro-Bainak without feeling guilty about your unfamiliarity with and indifference towards the excesses out there?

      The fact that you live in-between cultures, in which your culture is fast becoming eclipsed and the things you care about, your priorities, are getting lost in the clutter, calls for nothing less than Tebel. Forget about importing some qessawist from ZegE-Mariam to burakE and Tebel-merCHet the entire diaspora, even though God knows it needs it…they could never secure the entry-visa. And even if they did, they would, upon arrival, open a restaurant in DC, call it DejE-Selam and serve you gomen.

      Therefore, it’s much easier for you to go there and immerse your confused behind in Tebel, if you can take the b’rd!..boy, is that water c-o-l-d! QomaTa miasaq’f ! . . .Lucky for you, the qomaTas are quarantined in that Leper-colony known by its royal name, Princess Zenebe-worq. Don’t you know that you would actually consider hugging one if one were around? That’s how Ittttttttttt-cold Tebel is. Come to think of it, wouldn’t it be nice to install hot-water heaters at those places?..Sacrilegious?..ma, innEEE? Hardly!..just practical! They could charge a token sum for admission and call it a contribution like everybody else does. Granted, it would effectively shut out the local agerE. But, hey, those poor devils would just have to find their healing somewhere else with their relatively frivolous complaints of wugat and such. The hot-water-Tebel would be designated exclusively for use by diasporites with typically diasporian ailments such as gomenapathy which, if left untreated, has the potential of escalating into nurosis… a serious condition brought about by difficulties brought about by difficulties of nuro in the diaspora.

      The post-Prozac-Paxil-Zyprexa-hot-and-cold-blowing Ethio-bipolar crowd would flock there for the hot-and-cold running Tebel, as well as for the country-club exclusivity it would provide. After all, being under the weather due to some stress-related beshita is never a reason to forego one’s creature-comfort;. . . . besides, one cannot rub elbows with mere locals who, shame on them, would arrive on qarEza instead of in a PajEro-o-o-o!..Even amidst the destitution at Gordoma-Tebel and its environs, one has to keep up appearances! But…wait a darn minute! Isn’t that, at least partly, the reason that one would end up over there at the Tebel in the first place?..keeping up appearances?

      Of course, you would have spared yourself the trials and tribulations of life in the diaspora, if you had said gomen-beTena and stayed home. But, nooooo! You had to come over… hire a damn lawyer and sue yesew ager mengst for yesew ager zegnet and the right to buy a life-time supply of…forgive me…yesew ager gomen, of course!..and then, your dinqEm-citizen-behind got to thinkin’ that you could do what Bubba and Willie-Mae knew was their inalienable right to do around here. T’gab meTana, meb’t maskeber tejemere!..You forgot that you were made and not born! But, Bubba and Willie-Mae didn’t. They took one good look at you and said: “Git!”

      Before you learnt the subtleties of your new home, you even sang its praises…prematurely! You budgeted for that transcontinental call to your mother out of your tax-refund, and told her how lucky you considered yourself to be having settled down in a place, where mengist be-amet, be-amet be-Miaza-wor birr miseTibet! Your terribly misled mother was awe-struck: "Indiaw lesewuuuu hulu, indiaw beyyyebEtuuu? Ayaregut’m! Tadya inezih yeNawochu yihew yihen inkuan iyayu, erediaaa!" As you became a bit more enlightened, or thought you were, you told your mother how ridiculous it was that the government took people’s money only to turn around and give it back in Miazia. Your still misinformed mother said, " …ayyy bihon’m yewesedut’n memelessachewum tiliq neger new, ere temesgen new! . . . ad----e—rahin, yenE lj, yachinu yeseTuh’n teqebel, kesew atiTala!"

      Funny how kesew meTalat has evolved into keras meTalat which, again, revolves around kesew meTalat. Most of the time, you’re not even sure who the nemesis is, but you are in a constant mode of kesew-and-keras-meTalat, which tends to feed into and feed off of your nurosis in a vicious cycle of…well …nurosis!

      YeNa jegna, if you had known that life in the diaspora was going to be about meTalat, you could just as well have stayed home and fought the Dergue ; . . ja? . . .nein? The jegna that is now the New You probably would not have igrE-awCHiN-ed the hell outta there when Dergue masqeyemed you! (You lucky dog, you! If the reverse were true, namely you masqeyem-ing the Dergue, you would have ended up at the cemetery, in a remote spot on the outer periphery of Michael-guaro, where yesseffer-koredoch would meSedadat on your face at sundown!..how about that! At least, you would be in paradise already, a voyeur’s paradise, that is. :O)

      So, which is it? Did you leave home, because you were having difficulties, or are you having difficulties now, because you left home?..the proverbial “the chicken or the egg” parable! Only, in this instance, there is no question as to what came first…you, the cuckoo, did…when you chickened out of ager-bet, because they ruffled your feathers a bit!..then came the eggs, which you laid in a foreign nest, where they were hatched by the Bald Eagle…small wonder, then, that they came out looking like the chicken that laid them, but acting like the eagle that hatched them. Boy! The perfect recipe for a whole lot of keras-meTalat of cry-sis-kraraysoooo proportions in your bEteseb!

      MeTalat in the diaspora is primarily about t’gil to maintain your sanity…but it’s a t’gil nonetheless. Sure, in this type of struggle, you get to live to see another day of…well…insanity, because the struggle to maintain your sanity doesn’t kill you dead on the spot…it s-l-o-w-l-y d-r-a-i-n-s the life out of you bit by bit. It’s nothing to make light of, even if it doesn’t appear to be k’nilikal enough to qualify you for an asylum. Not that asylum! (there you go again with your nurosis)…the Insane-asylum, my friend, the place where you will end up if they deny you that asylum!! Don’t fret, at least they won’t penitentiarize your “no-status” behind at Oz , where the inmates would welcome you with open arms before they would do with you what inmates do…mate! Boy, would you really, really lose it if that were to happen to your illegal ass…worse yet, your family would have very little of it to ship back home to Gordoma-Tebel where, in the wee hours of the morning, some insomniac qEs would maTmeq you in ice-cold water. (Ahhha!..that hot-water heater idea was not so bad after all, eh?)

      And to think that, when leaving home many, many moons ago, you had proudly announced that you were going there to the land of milk and honey, and had thrown an elaborate party to bid your “not-so-fortunate” abro-adeg adieu! . . . But, when you got there to the land of milk and honey, Bubba and Willie-Mae laughed in your face, since you had no right to be laughed at behind your back…they said: " Lookee-heeeeah at this gullible clown, he da one who done got hoodwinked into believing that he was going there, when there is really only here…ikikikikiki!"

      There (the land of milk and honey) became here (business as usual) rather quickly and, ironically enough, the more Bubba and Willie-Mae said “Git!” the more resolute you became in your desire to belong, and so you muTiN-ed the health out of your mental health. You went out of your way to adjust your maladjusted self there (here?), only to turn around and readjust your newly adjusted diasporite behind right back to your old pre-adjustment existence when it ain’t miyawaTa no more. Unfortunately, by then, an element of schizophrenia had gradually crept into the picture as evidenced by your disorientation as to place and self…your failure to distinguish here from there (as Bubba and Willie-Mae had observed) and your inability to tell which one of you was the real you, after all that back-and-forth adjusting and readjusting you suffered through! Needless to say, all of your mental faculties would be intact today, if you had stayed Home!

      Sadly, you have no one to blame but your own masochistic, self-destructing self!..if only you had not played hooky in those messeretE t’mhrt days twenty years ago, you would have learnt that even Shakespeare had said it: “…be it ever so humble, Home is where the heart is!” Forgive me if the phrase should be attributed to someone else (I, too, skipped a few of those sessions at the qebelE ), but if Shakespeare were indeed the one who wrote it, it was the only time he ever made sense…and that, because he probably plagiarized the Amharic aphorism: "Noro, noro kemerEt, zoro, zoro kebEt"…but, when thou art a Shakespeare, thy deception shalt tekedno y’bsel forever! (Think about it, Shakespeare’s people had suffered no consequences for kidnapping Alemayehu Teodros_, the heir to the throne,_ for crying out loud; just what was there to stop Shakespeare from lifting our words of wisdom?)

      OK! Perhaps Shakespeare ain’t your cup of tea, but…how about Steven Spielberg? Because he, too, had tried to tell you the way only he could…cinematically…artistically! He had attempted to get you to ponder the virtues of staying home by picking someone who had lots in common with you to verbalize his plea…a vertically challenged, beer-guzzling, beer-belly-skinny-legged-d’wiy alien of the same name, who spoke with an overweight accent: "Hommmmmm! . . .Hommmm! ET gooo hommmm . . .ET goooo hommmmm! "

      You still don’t get it?…Question for you: What was the first thing you did when you went back home for a visit? W-e-l-l? I’ll tell you what you did the moment you found yourself among yager-sew on yager-soil. You raised your hands to the heavens and exclaimed: “IffoyEEEEEE Getaye, misgana y’gbah!” Yep! That’s what you did! …without realizing it, you thanked your Lord for bringing you back in one piece. What, then, did that say about your life in the diaspora, eh? The fact was that, deep in the recesses of your mind, there has always been the fear of not making it “hommmmm” fast enough before you melqeq-ed altogether…and that first surge of attachment and connection you felt towards home upon your return, “temesgen Getaye, temesgen,” spoke volumes about your bewildered self. The question then is, if you had known you would be s-o-o glad to get back home, why on earth had you bothered to leave in the first place?..or, at least, why didn’t you go back sooner, long before it became necessary to majeb the little bit of what was left of you straight from Bole to Gordoma-Tebel…eh ?"

      And…y’all aymeleketen’m bayoch out there insisting that you have no complaints and that you do live the good life tebahr mado, more power to you…far be it for me to dispute your claim! In fact, we are in perfect agreement here except, you are saying it in ingilish “the good life” while I am saying it in AmariNa “ye gud nuro.” I will have you know, however… even if you live in a mansion, you still live in a _mad-bet…_or mad-house, since you prefer z’ ingiliz! Top-side or below-deck, you’re still in the same boat, and that was the reason y’all yager ljoch, ilf’N and zanigaba alike, met over there at the produce section and frustrated over gomen, having given up your meat for the collective Tsom-Tselot that keeps the boat afloat.(enter Himmamat masinqo here)

      _

      lela’qannnn kesew bet, lem’n tewassach’huuu,

      lela’qa kesew bet m’n asswassach’huuuuu,

      _

      bebEt mulu inante, iyale’qachihuuuuuu…!

      na mineeew…na mineeeeew…! "

      YewenzE lj hoy! All the diasporian ills that plague you are manifestations of an ancestral curse; an irgman for abandoning the millennia-old ItyoPiawi tradition of irga-man! You come from a long line of people who led an earth-based existence…set down roots, darn near worshiped the very physical soil under their feet and stayed put. And that, my dear, was how Immama tiliqua, your Dinqnesh, their Lucy (issat y’lassachew’na!) was found in the place from which you hail. While others wandered away into the unforgiving climates of the frozen tundras of Europe, Immama Dinqnesh stayed home to provide that irrefutable evidence that leaving home ain’t in your history…that it ain’t in your blood…that it ain’t in your makeup. Imagine the consequences to your very identity if Immama Dinqnesh too, like you did six-million years later, had left home for the Caucasus mountains! You, her descendant, would now be walking the earth a Caucasoid, (tsk, tsk) looking at the world through deep blue eyes… your blond hair blowing in the arctic wind! (ikikikikikkikikikiki!)

      The qumneger remains that your qbTbiT, yesew qbTbT-self left home and subsequently, Dinqnesh’s irgman…andddddwam Teb sat’l …came true. Nuro in the diaspora has now transformed you into an overworked, sleep-deprived nuro-traffic controller, constantly nuro-transmitting nuro-decisions from a nuro-fatigued (nuro-feteg) brain every second of the day and night!..Sorta like the stressed-out air-traffic controller at Laguardia who sees 1500 dots converging on him all at the same time and from all directions. You, too, are now reduced to having to make rapid fire decisions with blinding speed, keeping your fingers crossed all along that you land at least some of them safely. And you better do the required research within a fraction of the second that is allotted to you for each one of them dots coming at you…big dot and small dot!..Besmaaab, ye Decision-u gagata!

      Heck! You can’t even eat without deciding what to eat, how much to eat, with whom to eat, or whether you should eat at all! . . .But, you do have to eat, don’t you? So, you read up on the latest fad on "Eating for Health " before you eat what you eat. And then, you go around bragging about your healthy diet until, exactly two years later, your doctor (it’s always your doctor, your lawyer, your mail-person, your accountant…yeah right, they’re all yours!) looks at you every bit like the alien that you are and calls you an “imbecile .” (He’s been talking to Aleve):

      Doc: “This stuff you’ve been eating was never meant for human consumption! How is it that you came to eat it for so long?”

      You: “Well, doc, I really didn’t come to eat it…I ate it because I came! I now know I shoulda stayed Hommmmm!”

      Doc: “This is no time to be cute…didn’t you know that the stuff was proven to cause Kersamotitis in lab-animals?”

      You: " Lab? . .I know I’m sweating this, but I don’t 'preciate the animal analogy!"

      Doc: “Excuse m-e-e-e-e? OK! You presented here with complaints of Kersamotitis, which is not covered under your plan, incidentally. But, your problem is really of neuro-psychiatric nature as evidenced by your bizarre thoughts, which, I am afraid…”

      You: " I know, I know…is not covered under my plan! Incidentally, doc! Have you ever heard of Tebel? Funny, it’s not covered either…you k-n-o-w, it’s all out in the open, where men and women lose their inhibition to spiritual healing, shed their covers and skinny-dip in ice-cold water!"

      Doc: " But, that’s a nudist-colony!"

      You: "Close, doc, but no cigar! It’s a nurotics colony! It is indeed a fine line, however, between nurotic and nudist…nudist being someone, who has reached the don’t-make-me-no-never-mind-CHerq-Tlo-mabed stage of nurotic. "

      Doc: " So, what’s the name of this place, again? "

      You: " Locally, it’s known as: ‘yeGordomawa Q’dst Innatachin Tebel .’ Around here, it’s known by its acronym: HMO-Gordoma (Holy Mother Of Gordoma Tebel )’"

      Doc: " Hmmmmm! Lemme see if I got this right! S-o-o-o-o, at this particular HMO, nothing is covered…and yet…everything is covered?

      You: " Yep! Mysterious, ain’t it, doc? "

      Doc: (salivating) “You know? I could go undercover to uncover the mysteries of this uncovered place that covers every ailment in universal coverage and have my HMO cover the cost! And then…Lord Almighty! Just imagine the millions of dollars I would receive in kick-backs from my HMO for referring my patients out to your Freebie-HMO! And…and it would all be perfectly in line with the latest craze of globalization and dollarization!”

      You: “Forgive me, doc! But, I thought this was about healing!”

      Doc: “You kiddin’? It’s never been about healing!”

      You: “So, what am I doing here, then, d-o-c-t-o-r ?”

      Doc: " I dunno! But, remember what you said at the outset of our dialogue?"

      You: " What? "

      Doc: " You shoulda stayed Hommmmmmm!" . . . . .ikkikikikikikikik!

      Idle Fantasies
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      by: Fasil

      If you told my grandmother - who shrank away and faded at the generous age of five score and five, God rest her soul - that her grandson, the one she had always believed would grow up to be a priest, walked away from it all to live amid strangers in a faraway land of kotelik ferenjoch, she would gape in disbelief. She would demand to be told the crime or curse that had condemned the flesh of her flesh to such a fate, her ‘tijayE’ whose childhood rendition of Ge’ez hymns, she was sure, held in it the promise of a golden cleric future and foreshadowed an accomplished priest fit to regale a king. You would then try to reassure her by revealing that her grandson’s exile was self inflicted, a result neither of crime nor curse, but of a choice he had made in full possession of his faculties. Through relentless interrogation, she would gather details of my life such as my food that includes injera once or twice a month and meat not hallowed for Christian consumption, that I go to church once a year on Fasika, that compared to the QuR that roams the land I live in, the stinging chill of St. Gabriel’s hilltop tsebel on an October dawn is like the tepid showers of July; that in the town I now call home, if one were about to die of thirst and sat in the middle of the road begging for a drink of water in AmariNa, people would take him for a gibbering fool, that I speak a tongue so foreign that one can’t say “ifoy” or “embi” in it. She would shed a pint of tears beating her chest, and she would heave herself up on her mequamia. She would gather the far-flung flock of her blood from every nook and cranny of yabesha midir. A wispy, sinewy knot of zeal and purposefulness, she would preside over the hushed bunch of her relatives flicking her amber rosary. Out of her gaunt face and the intricate labyrinth of wrinkles time had carved on it, the twin beads of her eyes would flicker dimly beneath the rim of her Qob as she delivers an impassioned rebuke and a plea in a voice that sounded like a door on slightly rusty hinges.

      “You should be ashamed of yourselves, letting our son live in the Godforsaken land of the Godless!” She would admonish them severely. She would recount the exaggerated version of my plight: my diet of pig’s meat from the infidel’s kitchen and the cold that freezes the very marrow in my bones.

      Some might counter by saying: “But he earns better living there. He is rich.” She would then turn to the cheeky one with a look of utter dismay on her face, and ask: “Is that all there is to life?”

      No one would have an answer to that.

      In the quietness that follows, she would declare with absolute certainty that if they didn’t hasten to redress their guilt of heartless abandonment by rescuing their son in bondage out of the land of Magog, they would have to face the wrath of a higher authority.

      “Did you think anyone who does what he has done to himself is of sound aimiro? Would even a fool fail to see that this is a work of evil, the scheme of Diabolos himself to lead a budding archpriest astray? Get him back before it is too late and let’s have him baptized again. He needs that, and two fortnights of tsebel!”

      Of course this is a flight of fancy on my part. Even if she were alive, my grandmother wouldn’t demand of her kinfolk a commitment to repatriate me, if not for lack of concern, at least out of her bewilderment with the incomprehensible topsy-turvy of things in her twilight years, and her grudging regard for the bizarre modern notions that we, of the later generation, have come to worship. But pity me bitterly, as I know she would, for all of my ‘good’ reasons for leaving my country put together wouldn’t mean as much to her as a bustling throng of family and friends to adorn a funeral or a wedding.

      Goom-Goom-Shah!
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      by Felleke

      Mind you, we really weren’t naughty boys. But while Baba was chatting with a neighbor across the newly installed chain-link fence, or while Ima was in the rickety DKW, attempting to start the engine in vain, neither of them was much inclined to satisfy our curiosity. No, they wouldn’t bother to tell us why menacing clouds clear the sun when you rubbed a dandelion stem between your palms, nor did they care to explain why Teté, our paternal aunt, was only able to have one baby while Mikiti, our sly mongrel, had eight puppies. Without turning their heads to look down in our direction they would snort at our impertinence and invoke His name. Terrorized, my older brother and I would immediately cup our ears and tiptoe out of their sight.

      The first time we saw Him we had mistaken him for the Chinese trapeze artist we had seen swing from the catwalks at Haile Selassie I Theatre several weeks earlier during a Saturday matinee. But once we had crossed what was then a single-lane Bole Road, dragging on the arms of Ityé, our reluctant nurse, it became evident that the figure treading on the charred rafters of the brick mansion in ruins was clearly not the nimble gymnast from Shanghai.

      I tightened my grip on Ityé’s chapped hand as we cautiously trudged through tall mustard weeds in full bloom and a dense cluster of bamboo shoots that encircled the abandoned two-story villa. My older brother, whose head towered above the profuse wildflowers, was able to see Him with very little obstruction. On the other hand, I had to shield my eyes from thorny twigs and draw the bamboo to the side in order to get a tolerable view.

      Impressed with the cleanliness of our surroundings, my brother asked Ityé why nearby residents had not used the unenclosed estate for dumping their garbage. Ityé explained that the children of the late Ras who had built the mansion lived in the area and kept vigil.

      We inched closer to the steps leading to the nine-foot high empty front door frame. A few sooty bricks, hitherto joined for life, tumbled from the second floor and shattered on the steps. My older brother leaped and dodged behind Ityé to avoid being struck by a broken pieces. I peered through the doorway and past numerous dead insects and twigs trapped in and between several layers of spider webs. Mid afternoon sun shone past the beams of the roofless building, casting His shadow on the waterlogged wooden floor of what must have been the grand reception. Curious extensions from his head swung from side to side as we heard him shout Carabinieri! Carabinieri! Carabinieriiiiiiiii!

      Ityé squeezed my tiny fingers and began to make the sign of the cross with her right hand as she whispered His name. My older brother, who had refused to holding adult hands after his fifth birthday a week ago, grabbed Ityé’s before her fingers completed outlining the design of the imaginary crucifix. She whisked my brother and I away from the ruins and nearly got us hit by a deluxe gray sedan crossing Bole Road.

      She held our hands and continued to dash across a field filled with dandelion sprouts. I locked my arms around her neck and my ankles around her waist, planting my chin against her unsteady shoulder. Wrapping his bare arms around the tottering chimney, He stared blankly in our direction. Abundant gray and white dreads covered and adorned his taut torso.

      Once we entered our compound and Ityé had bolted the gate, I asked why the Ras’ children allowed Him to haunt their father’s house. Ityé bent forward and lowered me to the ground. Forcing my stubborn fingers open, she removed my arm from around her neck. She straightened up and brushed off some yellow pollen off her pleated skirt. My older brother repeated my question as he removed his sweater and wiped the sweat off his face with it. Irritated, Ityé scowled and ordered us to play on the lawn with Mikiti and her puppies. She had had it with our never-ending questions.
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        * * *

      

      For many nights to come, I refused to sleep with the lights off. Ityé had to sit on the Egyptian hassock right next to my bed, with the lights on, and wait until exhaustion forced my eyelids to close and brought my vigorous imagination to a standstill. In the meantime, she would narrate stories or describe peculiar sensations from her childhood. She talked about the open air roast under the stars during the sorghum harvest, surrounded by her parents and seven brothers, or about the titillating vibrations on her back during a hailstorm in the middle of an upland meadow, enclosed and sheltered under her straw mat. I would visualize the hail pellets forming an embankment behind young Ityé’s makeshift refuge as my half-opened eyes wondered and examined the gold leaf illustrations of ancient Egyptian icons on her checkered black and red leather seat.

      Ityé would conclude with the familiar but wrenching story of her flight from her family home while my eyes transfixed themselves on the headdress of Tutankhamen. All of a sudden, the horizontal designs on the Pharaoh’s shoulder- length diadem would shatter and transform themselves into serpentine dreads, meandering towards me. I would yell out His name in horror and grab my ears, tightening the sheet around my face. My older brother, whose outline I could discern under the Debre-Berhan plaid blanket, always pretended to be asleep; nevertheless, he never failed to cover his ears when His name was uttered. From that night onwards, Ityé remembered to cover the hassock with her shawl before she sat down.
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        * * *

      

      And yet, in spite of our dread, all the grown ups except for Ityé continued to threaten us by invoking His name or describing His penchant for snipping off the ears of disobedient boys. When my older brother and I exceeded our daily quota for queries; when we played hide and seek in the study while Ima was listening to the news on the old short wave; when we walked into the house with our muddy boots while Emama Lemlem was waxing the floor; when we lurked around the dining table while Baba and his friends where in the middle of a card game, they would all warn us about losing our ears to His gigantic scissors.
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        * * *

      

      Every weekday morning on our way to school, my older brother and I never failed to peek at the ruins from the backseat of the doddering DKW. Immediately after Ima managed to start the car and the guard opened the gates, my baby brother would run out of the house, hover by the driver’s door and insist on going to his school. Ima, who never left the house on time, would refuse until our youngest sibling would burst into tears and wail in front of the car. Mumbling her outbursts, Ima would ransack her handbag looking for that ever-elusive tissue paper to wipe her sunglasses. Ityé would miraculously appear and hand Ima some tissue paper through the open window. Our mother would then wipe the fingerprints of one or two of her sons off her sunglasses as Ityé picked up the crybaby and hopped in the back seat. Although his cheeks were drenched with tears our baby brother would break into a triumphant beam, seated on Ityé’s lap.

      As soon as we reached Bole Road, Ima would stop the car and we would all chime “Mamush’s School.” Mamush would grin and wipe the snot and the dried tears off his face with his forearm. Ima would then extend her arm over her shoulder and wave at Ityé with a couple of tissue papers between her fingers. Ever fearful of her neurotic DKW, Ima would periodically pump the gasoline pedal with her pointed Italian heels and wait until Mamush’s nose was properly wiped before they got out of the car.

      Our surreptitious glances across the street seemed to be for naught. We looked on our way back from school, on our way to visit our parents’ friends or extended family members during the weekend, and on our way with Baba during our Sunday morning walks on Bole Road. He was nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up and put your coat on,” Ityé urged, “or else we will miss the Emperors’ cavalcade.” School had been closed that Monday in honor of the Shah of Iran’s state visit to Ethiopia. I awoke from my afternoon nap and looked around the bedroom. My older brother was already in his heavy coat. I sat up and glanced through the doorway and into our parents’ bedroom. Mamush was still napping in his crib. My older brother and I were relieved. Neither of us wanted to be bothered with the baby.

      We stepped out of the house and waited for Ityé and Emama Lemlem to wrap up their conversation. Mikiti lay on the front porch curled next to a few red geranium pots. Anxious not to miss the procession, my older brother ran down the steps and waited by the gate. Ityé asked Emama Lemlem to keep an eye on Mamush and lock the front door from the inside.

      Although we were five days shy from the customary first day of the rainy season, thunderclouds had enveloped the entire city, diffusing the rays of the early afternoon sun. Suddenly, a gust of wind blew all the petals off the geranium plants and scattered them all over Mikiti. Unimpressed and irritated by nature’s improvised festoonery, the mongrel woke up from her slumber and shook the red flowers off her blotched body. I shivered and rubbed my shoulders as Mikiti brushed past me and ran to the back of the house.

      Ityé squatted and buttoned my coat. My older brother, who had slipped out of the compound, told us that soldiers were already standing guard on Bole Road. Ityé, instead of walking on the gravel road, decided to take the short cut and ran across the pasture with us. The white feathered, cottony seeds of mature dandelions covered the entire field. I wanted to stop and cut off a few stems but did not for fear of missing the Emperor and the Shah.

      A meter apart from one another, musketeers formed a line on both sides of the road that stretched from the airport to Jubilee Palace. Hundreds of people were already congregated behind the troops. While Ityé was looking for an opening in the assemblage, numerous women began to ululate in the distance. Ityé lifted me off the ground and implored a fellow spectator to do the same for my older brother.

      I heard a Sergeant bark a command as the soldiers raised their guns and held them diagonally across their chests. A cavalry unit of Imperial Guardsmen in splendid uniforms trotted in formation toward us. Synchronized hoofbeats on the newly paved asphalt began to regulate the tempo of the ululations. I looked up in the direction of His dwelling. Burdened with the full weight of their age, the cluster of curved bamboo stalks swayed against the breeze, obscuring the front entrance.

      Older bystanders fell to the ground to genuflect as the younger crowd leaned forward to look back at a team of six white horses drawing the black barouche toward them.

      It was then that the wind began to blow in full force. Elderly women lying on the ground tightened their shawls around their bodies; young men raised their jacket collars; the bamboo stalks creaked, disrupting the harmony between hoofbeat and ululation.

      All of a sudden, thousands of airborne dandelion flowers descended on the street. I blew at several tufts to clear my view. The two Emperors, seated face to face, smiled and waved mechanically.

      Then I heard His unmistakable voice thunder, “O God, that I may be at once avenged!” I turned toward the ruined mansion as He charged with a musket down the shrouded front steps. I wrapped my arms around Ityé and yelled, “Baba Goom-Goom is coming! Baba Goom-Goom is coming!”

      His dreads rose and fell against his shoulder as he bellowed “Die, Carabinieri, die!” and ran past several spectators. The Sergeant yelled as a dozen soldiers from across the street cocked their rifles and turned toward Baba Goom-Goom. Our Emperor’s frail hand froze in midair. The perplexed Shah followed Janhoy’s gaze. Staring straight into the eyes of the Iranian monarch, Baba Goom-Goom shrieked, "Your time is up, Carabinieri, die!

      The soldiers pointed their rifles at Baba Goom-Goom, waiting for the Sergeant’s ultimate order. Then, a tall, middle-aged lady with upright posture appeared and stood between Baba Goom-Goom and the executioners. The soldiers hesitated and glanced toward their superior for guidance. The Lady frowned at the Sergeant and turned toward Baba Goom-Goom. She whispered and shook her forefinger from side to side. Baba Goom-Goom slumped and looked in the direction of the street. The Lady tugged and removed the rifle from His clutches, handing it to her attendant. She wrapped a blanket around His bare shoulders and led Him out of our sight.
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        * * *

      

      The sun broke through the clouds. The dandelion spikes sparkled as they lazily rolled on the empty street. A military truck stopped nearby as several soldiers climbed on the back.

      Several curious spectators surrounded a bemedaled graybeard and began to interrogate him. Ityé thanked the person who had carried my older brother and walked toward the gathering. My arms were still tight around her neck. “Poor Samson,” I heard the old man say. The five medals pinned on his coat pocket shook as he raised his arm and pressed the corner of his eyes with his fingers. “He mistook the Shah for the Italian soldier who executed his son the day they burned the Ras’ house.”

      That night I slept with the lights turned off
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        * * *

      

      Years later, I went to Peacock Bar with several teenage friends. We ordered espressos and cafés au lait in the car and drifted into an animated discussion about the best way to escape from the country. While a friend in the driver’s seat expounded on the advantages of the Kenyan over the Djiboutian route, my mind began to wander. I looked through the back passenger window and glanced past the bar, past Nalbandian Pharmacy and past Addis Abeba Bank. A dandelion flower bounced against my window and shook me out of my reverie. It tumbled on the parking lot and into the pharmacy entrance.

      Excusing myself, I stepped out of the car to search for the remnants of the Ras’ ruins. I walked around the bank and noticed a few villas enclosed in granite walls. Numerous piles of trash and debris were piled high against their fences. Soon, I realized that the Peacock Bar complex and the villas had been built over the site of the two-story brick mansion. Baba Samson’s echoes were nowhere to be heard.

      Yikebdal? A Pet Peeve
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      a pet peeve

      by shanQo

      I dread going on vacation from college sometimes. Insane? Highly unlikely, but it’s not impossible. Let me get straight to the point.
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        * * *

      

      I could smell the woT all the way out to the driveway, and the laughter and noise was loud enough that even five blocks away, it could probably startle a fetus out of its mother. As soon as I step into this den of din … this … this … this fuafuaté of CHaCHata, I could feel every stare. It’s almost like every single person in that room is a vampire with a wad of garlic in their throats, and I’m the fresh blood to quench their thirsts. Every eye opens wide … bulging out of their sockets.

      “Saaaamiiiii!!!” screeches the hostess, coming towards me, typical abesha shash in place, sleeves rolled up, shiriT stained with blotches of neon yellow and dark burgundy, with onion skins clinging on, thanks to static electricity. “Meche meTah ke’timihrt bet?”

      I know what’s next. And already I’m wishing I’d just kept my sorry ass home.

      She moves closer and gives me a hug. (So much for deo and cologne. Now I smell like liver dipped in a bowl of Tej). She kisses me on one cheek, slowly. Please, God, please let there be one sane person. Keep her quiet. Let her not -

      “Timhirt indet new?” she whispered into my ear, as she switched over to kiss the other cheek.

      Oh shit! Too late. I see it coming –

      “Yikebdal?” She kissed my other cheek, while manshokashoking that miserable, miserable word.

      Instantly, she pulled back, and with a firm grip on my shoulders gave me an ear-to-ear grin, eyes QuliCH QuliCHing with cruel mockery.

      Yes, people. That, I’m afraid, is IT. The beign of my existence. The yikebdal phenomenon. I’ll elaborate.

      Why, oh why, does every Ethiopian in their fortys or thereabouts feel obliged to ask that miserable question to every college student? Are they toying with me? I can just see it happening in their heads: “Oh, loookie looookie here! Sami’s here from college. Ha! Gosh! Yet abatu! Agegnehut zare! Afer yibla! BeQelalu yemileQew meslotal, yihe agassess!”

      And their eyes sparkle with delight at their new prey, because Lord knows, they have to rub in the pain … the reality that you don’t win anything in life without having to pay your dues.

      As soon as dinner is served, every one takes their seat in the living room, curiously eyeing me up and down, waiting for me to come join them.

      “Saaaaaaami! Na, gosh, na esti kegone teQemTina aCHawtegn!” says one of Them. He shoos the restless thirteen and fourteen year olds away from the space next to him on the couch. “Zor belu, inante. Sami yenante ikuya meselachihu inde! TiliQ sew eko new! Hidu kezi Tifoo! Inena isu yeminaweraw ale!”

      Please, dear Lord, don’t let them get me tonight too!

      I have no choice but to go sit next to him. I try and make as much space between the two of us as possible. He looks me up and down shamelessly with his coke bottle glasses, and eyes squinted, he pats the couch. “Indeeee! Na Tega bel inji! ACHawtegn esti, Sami!”

      I scoot over hesitantly, the same way a mouse thinks it can get the cheese out of the trap before it gets it’s head chopped off.

      “Timhirt indet new?” It’s no coincidence that noone is talking. Everyone is eyeballing me, waiting to hear what I have to say.

      “Eh? Minim aylm.”

      M’ts! The lady in the corner sucks on her lips and shakes her head, while delving into her helping of azifa. Another one chuckles on the other side. I could almost see a smirk on her face.

      Yet abatu! He thinks we got to where we are easily! Your ass is ours tonight, Sami, you ingrate, you!

      The coke-bottle guy malameTs his gursha and turns again to me. “Eh. Yikebdal?” And he grins, eyelashes fluttering, eye brows raised.

      I just chuckle nervously. This question is the same reason I get nervous ticks when coming to micro-Addis D.C. when school is out. YES, YIKEBDAL! What the hell kind of question is that? Go ahead and rub lemon and salt into my wound, why don’t you. And while you’re at, drip sulfuric acid onto my forearm with an eyedropper and ask me … “Eh. Yamal?” The grin and fluttering eyelashes are optional.

      And this is not just limited to friends and family.

      Washington, D.C. Metropolitan area. Inside a taxicab. I look over and notice that the driver is Ethiopian. He looks at me through the rear view mirror. I give the usual courtesy nod. Yeah, I see you. You’re Ethiopian. So is damn near every other person in this city.

      “Abesha neh, yene wendim?” He says, while shifting the gear to drive.

      “Awon.”

      “Kezihu akababi?”

      “Ay lereft meTiche new. Lela ketema new yemimarew.”

      “Ay Tiru new temar. Mindinew yemitaTenaw?”

      “Gena alwesenkum.” He suddently halts with a screech at an unexpected red light. He quickly turns around, flashes me a grin, and looking me dead in the eye:

      “Eh. Yikebdal?”

      Pull over, you insane fool …
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        * * *

      

      Ethiopian wedding. The paragon of character analysis. This is where you’ll see every archetypal Ethiopian you can imagine. The music is playing, everyone is on the dancefloor. Ay Chiferra!

      On my left: the middle aged lady. Designer flowery dress with white high heels. A contemporary neTela over her shoulders, stating that she’s respectably old, but yet not old enough to lose the hip-ness. She claps coyly, lips pursed, eyes half-closed, with a half-smile across her face. An almost flirtatious look. Slowly swinging from side to side with decorum … until that Tilahun track from the seventies comes … yeah, you know it. The one with the swing and twist beat. That’s when the swinging becomes a bit more animated, the pursed lips ease up into a shy smile, while the eyes stare up into the ceiling.

      On my right: the tipsy gentleman in the very dregs of midlife crisis. And he always wears a brown suit, doesn’t he? With an open collar shirt … yeah, you’re right, the one with the vertical stripes, the buttons holding on for dear life as his belly jiggles around over his belt buckle. He instantly jumps into the middle of the circle and starts jerking and jolting around in fits that can only be induced by the powers of vodka and gin with a twist of home-brewed Tej. He looks around with a permanent grin plastered on his face, his face and shirt drenched with sweat, eyes wide open with an insane twinkle of excitement. And who does he pick on for a dancing partner? Yup, the lady on my left. The swinging decorum herself.

      I look around while my hands clap on to the rhythm, and notice that other one character that no wedding would miss: the seventy year old woman who’s constantly on the hunt for a strapping young dreadlocked or braided weTeTe to maCHafer her into memories of a youth long lost …oops, there she is. IgrE awCHign …

      I make my way over to the dining table. The cup of soda is kind of warm, but it’ll have to make do for now. I sit down on the abandoned table and loosen my tie. Someone makes themselves comfortable two seats away. I don’t pay them any mind.

      “Eh mamoush. Puh! Puh! Puh! TiliQ sew mesleh yele inde? Timihirt indet new?”

      I turn around, not quite sure if he was talking to me.

      The brown-suited aCHafari from the dancefloor was staring at me dead in the eyes, his coke-bottle glasses steamy from all the sweat and heat, his shirt drenched with perspiration. He takes a sip from a random cup of Tej, and turned to me. He almost looked like was in infantile bliss and sheer joy, prepping himself up for what he was about to say next.

      “Eh? Yikebdal aydel?”

      I turned around, and with full orchestra backing, the entire adarash broke out into a rendition of Handel’s “Hallelujah”:

      “Yiiiiiiiiiiiikebdal woy! Yiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiikebdal woy! Yikebdal’woy! Yikebdal’woy! Yikee-eee-eebdal woy!”

      Sopranos! Now altos! Tenors, come in now! And baritones! (Mr. Brown Suit, stay seated, you’re too drunk!) Bass section! From, the top! And again! “Yiiiiiiiiiiikebdal woy!”

      I’m losing it.

      Why Women Should be Priests

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Why Women Should be Priests

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      by Dawit B

      The road to her apartment had always been symbolically terrifying; a kind of maze that might trap her. Roads in her life were linked with being lost and trapped; her marriage to a man who is trapped by time into a cocoon-like prison constructed by devious synapses.

      Mulu had a conspicuous start in life. Her mother was a poor widow. She had bestowed Mulu to the church at the age of six; perhaps an act of love. The church, unable to give her proper care, transferred the young girl to an orphanage in Addis. The experience in the orphanage was a blur. It was a series of lessons in submission. The instruction was never enough to replace a mother’s role in the socialization of her daughter. Socialization of women is the carving of a mask worn by women for the fantasies of man. By the age of thirteen she had noticed her lack of mask, yet it was a sort of freedom. If one pays the price, one is able to live under a different rule. It was common for people to say of her, “Yamtal ende? Ich’lij tikekel adelichm!”

      Church was her constant solace. People played genteel characters in church, leaving the harshness of life behind as they entered the building, maybe an attempt to hide their true faces from God, or fully knowing that God expected such performance from them. She chose a life in this gentle play at the age of sixteen, exiling her flesh from its natural sins. A nun at sixteen, such a grand sacrifice seemed particularly logical to a child’s mind. Her sacrifice was rewarded. Missionaries who recognized her quiet pain decide to take her with them to Italy.

      Being in a different country had no real effect on her condition. She felt like an outsider in Italy, just like she had felt in Ethiopia. Adulthood, however, gave her a certain place, itself with a price. She met a lonely Ethiopian man more bewildered by the world than she was. He worked as a cleaner at the church. He had come from a small village, plucked out of a Middle Ages existence by a conspiring fate. He brought with him memories of country life and haunted mountains. Her vows to God seemed foolish. God after all had all of humanity, but this man had no companion in the world. She moved in with the man, adding her life to the crimes of fate. Her entry into his life signaled his exit from the world. He stopped working and she became his breadwinner. She also became a nursing assistant and professed to him the miracles of modern medicine. Intoxicated by her tales, he declared his intention of becoming a doctor. Prior schooling was not a detail he worried about. He simply went to different classes, sitting behind everybody on the last chair of those enormous lecture halls. He never registered.

      They had a little girl and seven years passed. His schooling hadn’t progressed a day. She was content in thinking of him as an undiscovered genius (a kind of modern-day memirE). The number of Ethiopians in Italy had steadily increased. Mulu and her husband became surrogate parents to many. Most who met them were overpowered by their generosity; nevertheless, they still found them a bit odd. They became involved in founding an Ethiopian Orthodox Church. For her the Church was the only thing she really understood. In church she took on a magnificent aura…an assured dignity.

      Money, however, was tight with her husband not working. Her two jobs were no longer sufficient. In order to solve the problem, she moved with her daughter to the USA. She started working and her daughter enrolled in school. This was the time she came into my life. I had noticed her around the neighborhood. She looked habesha yet her walk had a neurotic flair that suggested otherwise. She knocked on my door one Saturday morning and introduced herself. The other habesha in the building had told her about me. I invited her in and she told me her life story. In her long journey she had managed not to get bitten with that tragic habesha virus called pride. Her life was simple to her and she made no attempt to make it otherwise.

      We became friends. She would cook dinner for me when she could, and I would take her shopping. She was working in restaurant with a predominantly Mexican workforce. The employees, knowing little English, spoke Spanish. Her linguistic isolation at her workplace became a big problem. She told me that the employees at the restaurant were conspiring to get her fired. Ena simeTa zim ylalu. She was convinced of the need to learn Spanish. In the next eight months she became an adequate Spanish speaker. Language was a gift of hers: she spoke Amharic, English, Italian, and Spanish. Her mastery of Spanish solved her fear of workplace conspirators. She declared, “Ahun ema bEteseb hon’n.”

      Problems were always around the corner. After the ninety-two election she had a serious talk with me about moving back to Europe. She believed that America was no longer safe because Bush had lost the election and it was only a matter of time before he armed his forces in his home state for a civil war. I wasn’t surprised by her fears. She, like everybody else, had her own way of spinning events. Her spin was based on Ethiopian standards. We can only use the logic we know.

      Weeks after her civil war scare, she decided to get a roommate – an older Ethiopian woman whom she had meet in church. The arrangement was a failure within a few months after the woman moved in. Mulu was convinced that the woman was trying to poison her. She told me that the apartment had a strong sulfuric odor. I asked the woman about it and she explained that the odor was roach spray. This explanation held no relief for Mulu. She was convinced of the attempts on her life, “Esti wiCH ager meTtew ya’n medhanit neger aytewutm!” After much negotiation we were able to find the woman another apartment.

      Mulu’s husband came to the States after two years of separation. She had supported him back in Italy. She was neither delighted nor angry about his arrival. Somehow she had accepted her fate and he was a big part of it…maybe her eternal punishment for breaking her vows to God. Of his arrival she proclaimed, “Zim’blo and bota tmhrtu’n bimar Tru neber.” The husband told me that he would be attending a semester of classes at the local university. Mulu had told me not to ask her husband too many detailed questions, so I said nothing. She knew he wasn’t really a medical student. It was simply easier to pretend that he was. He came back from his first day of school with a paper that read campus visitor. Most of his time was spent wandering around the neighborhood yard sales. Their apartment was fast becoming a collection of junk. One of his purchases was a used answering machine. Mulu called me at home that night for our regular conversation. She sounded uneasy and she spoke in code. The next day she told me that we would have to speak in code because her husband had installed a recording device on her phone. “Yesu neger mn ytaweqal?” was the explanation.

      Around Easter she invited me to the newly constructed Ethiopian Church in town. She was again a founding member. As prayer services ended she was regal with song. She also placed the large church drum on her shoulders, igniting an enchanted rhythm, the rhythm giving way to a trance as she swayed along the pathway of history and divinity, finding peace and a place. That night at dinner I asked her why women were not allowed into the priesthood. She answered, “Discrimination newa.” She felt ambivalent about the Church. The church was her sanctuary, yet it gave a limited welcome. I don’t know if she would have become a priest if the Church had allowed it. Life is never that simple. What is in us is seldom what makes us happy.

      Mulu’s relationship to the world was a complex matter. It is alienation born out of individuality. An outsider lacks the comfort of knowing the continuity of community. A loner wants to tell you everything the minute he/she meets you because of the lack of a belief in the continuity of relationships. Mulu was like that. She had to always explain everything to me when we spoke; it was as if there were no tomorrow. Claudio Magris had described people like Mulu as haunted creatures who had not been granted that saving oblivion thanks to which one forgets that death is never far from one’s heels and, that before it catches up, there are other catastrophes.

      I moved away to another town, but never forgot Mulu’s magical world. She still calls me once in a while and we talk about her new fears and her old ones. The world is mostly oblivious to her struggle. She is also oblivious to humanity’s arbitrary norms. She is still unflinching about her truth. Her husband has yet to complete his studies. Mulu continues to work, raising a strikingly independent daughter.

      Life diaries
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      Imagine, if you will, two people: a man and a woman, sitting in a murky pool, toying with MUD. Stop that! We know where your mind just went…jeez, can’t a man and a woman slide together into a warm pool, with only Qumneger (no pun intended…indE!) on their minds? Isti s’nesrat!!! Actually, AlemE and Mandefro took weeks (molqaqoch!!) to finally conclude their discussions on Class. Did they find common ground, or did they give us (as we’d hoped) a good old-fashioned mud-wrestle? There’s only one way to find out…

      From: AlemE

      To: Mandefro

      Selam,

      So we’re supposed to be the diarists this month, right? How in the world did I get myself caught up in this? I thought being a diarist would be fun, but that was before I found out what this issue was on. Class. Class?!!?! Lord, what was I thinking!?

      For the past week, I’ve been thinking about the best way to start this exchange, since I also found out that I’m going first. :O( So how do I begin? How do I do this without making any brazen assumptions about you (which could get me into trouble), and without giving up too much information about me? Got any ideas!?

      Okay…let me try to begin. Come on … come on… there’s gotta be some angle. What the heck can I possibly have to say about this? And then it hit me…maybe that’s the whole point.

      I feel often that I have nothing to say, or if I did, that no one would be interested in hearing it. The Observer – that’s what they should call me; not the actor but the audience … not the doer, not even the done-unto, at least not directly. Just the one who watches and witnesses.

      Back home, it didn’t matter who was in charge; I always felt like an insider on the outside and maybe an outsider inside. I had barely registered that I was a thinking, feeling person in my own right when the revolution hit, and it whacked me around in its wake as it lay waste to so many lives around me. I had no claim either on its triumphant cadres or its devastated victims…no close member of my immediate family was elevated to such “greatness” or left riddled with bullet holes at the foot of some disdainful pawn. Nothing of value gained, little of value lost – or so I thought. There were so many around me whose pain was almost tangible in its severity that I felt ridiculous even thinking about the taste of fear that had become my constant companion as a young kid facing the world outside our gates every day. As an even younger child, the excesses of the rich and well-born were such an abomination when juxtaposed against the abject poverty of the people living on their doorsteps that I felt I was not entitled to feel set aside in the minute slights that those more privileged meted out thoughtlessly. My city – my country – my life – and all of it somehow belonged less to me than either the victors or the victims. The consequences of some group were felt most by those of another group, and I was left to survive with my sanity barely intact in the chaos they left behind.

      I am amazed – this is the first time I’ve been able to articulate something that has been on my mind for a long time. I have finally voiced why I feel simultaneous resentment and deep regret for what I’ve lived through during the last three decades. The privileged – be they the pedigreed, the revolutionaries, the rich negadE’s of today or simply those with guns – live as they live and leave those of us in the middle neither the financial nor the emotional resources with which to subsist, much less thrive. And their recriminations leave me so cold – their culpability downplayed (someone else always found to take the blame); their successes over-emphasized (joyous, magnanimous deeds they have done for their beloved country).

      I hope you know I don’t in any way belittle the very real horrors that many have had to live through. To you this may sound like the bellyaching of someone who should be thanking her stars that she was left unscathed – relatively, that is. I also take nothing away from those who have done wonders, but where are those wonders now? Is it relevant if it doesn’t last?

      Sorry! I am starting on a sour note, and I really apologize. But the harsh reality of living as an eternal observer in my own country, and then the unbearably high cost of having to leave MY beloved country, MY family, MY home all behind in order to finally be the master of my own destiny – all of this is uppermost in my mind these days as the next three decades loom ahead with no solution in sight.

      There is much that can be said and should be said about the lethargy of the middle class of which I count myself a marginal member – the middle class’s resistance to change of any kind, the belief in the status quo, the clinging to what is here for fear of what may come. Much of this contributes to the chaos, as well; and I am willing to take full responsibility for whatever it is that my 10 year-old self may have done to deserve the wrath of the revolution – or the scenes forever carved into my psyche of the years since. But I do know that being left out of life – being that damned observer who tastes nothing of the glorious manna nor of the bitterest 'rEt – that is a punishment unrecognized and unaccepted by those who suffer more. And there will always be those who suffer more.

      So if a middle class diarist screams in the forest, does anybody hear?

      How’s that for a jump start to the conversation? I bet you were expecting one of those “I come from a family of five and lived in Addis Abeba all my life” beginnings, right? Well, welcome to chaos.

      Regards,

      AlemE

      From: Mandefro

      To: Aleme

      Dear Alemé,

      I assure you, pleasantries shall follow. But first, allow me to grab the bull by the horns and respond to the central theme of your first entry: your alienation from what was happening around you–both from above and below–while our country was engulfed in a flame that charred most and drove many into exile.

      The unlucky ones who, during the Great Fire, found themselves on the hearth, by virtue of their pedigree, principles or pure bad luck, have been scorched, maimed and damaged for life. Yes, most have learned how to cope and to move on. Many have even excelled. However, some have lost their ability to feel, others to laugh, and most their enthusiasm.

      E’re…you exclaim, as you’re about to point out the evident contradiction in my claim. Is not hope a necessary ingredient for success? How can one excel if one does not believe in the sacrifices of today bearing fruit tomorrow? Can a despondent soul soar? Well, the aeronautical industry found a solution for that predicament a while back. The technical term for the discovery is “automatic pilot.” You can ascend, fly at different altitudes and land under any weather conditions if you operate on that mode. Those who survived and came out of the Great Fire with first-degree burns have amassed, over the years, an enormous amount of frequent flyer points using this method.

      Those who were exposed to “just the smoke” experienced varying degrees of discomfort but nonetheless managed to survive intact.

      But, it is at this point that you and I part ways. What binds both groups (in other words, you and I) to the same stump in the scorched forest is the loss of the mature tree that extended its branches over our heads, protecting those around and under it from the sun and the rain, and from desolation. Yes, its branches did not extend over the entire nation. Yes, dead twigs did occasionally fall and bump the heads of those that raised their clenched fists at it. Yes, its leaves had begun to wilt with negligence and yellow with age.

      But once our older siblings had completed their first lesson in botany, they confidently ran out of the classroom and performed the most primitive form of forest management on the old tree: the slash and burn technique. Before they knew how to collect and plant seeds, before they learnt the art of nurturing, and before they acquired the mature skill of pruning, they lit their matches and swung their axes. And, with one fell swoop, the cumulative experience of three generations was obliterated.

      The shock waves from that blow affected not only our parents and grandparents who resisted bequeathing our inheritance, but also our elder brothers and sisters who set fire to the will and the legacy, as well as those of us who were (take your pick) too young to carry axes or construct a fence around the tree; it affected, too, those who were born in the last 25 years around the stump.

      Then, of course, we have had to suffer under different forest (or desert?) administrators who try to convince you (using tactics that range from sweet-talking to hot oiling) that they’ve just invented the seed. Your only weapon against such buffoonery is of course memory. To illustrate: about a quarter of a century ago a government policymaker, attempting to tackle the stress on the education system wrought primarily by the population explosion, released a new plan entitled “Sector Review”. Our older brothers and sisters claimed that this plan would benefit the children of the elite and would keep the rest at a sub-literal level. As an “enemy of the people,” the policymaker was soon executed. Twenty-five years later, the same generation that tossed the policy and the policymaker on the stake whipped out a faded copy from the decaying archives and implemented it as a new solution to the old problem.

      How do our older siblings defend their acts? With two words: good intentions. What do they accuse our parents and grandparents of committing? Again, two words: bad deeds. What is the combination that has eluded us? Good deeds.

      Have I been harsh and unfair in my judgment? Have I oversimplified and reduced incredibly complicated situations and arguments to the size of a pinhead? Do I lack understanding and generosity of spirit? Did I make all of these facile judgements in order to get your observer self (ass?) down and dirty here in the pool, Alemé?

      Absolutely.

      Mandefro

      From: Aleme

      To: Mandefro

      Mandiye nefs-neger,

      Mnew chekolk!? You’ve already put us on opposite sides, hodE. Ere tew, yQr! Perhaps we’re not quite at the point of holding hands and singing the Internationale in harmony, but why not put our heads together to get through this incredibly complicated situation, to use your words? Besides, I didn’t even know we had to choose sides – did I miss the “ye bud’n-na ye bud’n abatoch” call while I was mellowing out with a glass of this excellent Shiraz? You HAVE to taste it – here…take a sip. Run your tongue around it – bemotE, take another sip. Yes, it may not have the pure genealogy cherished among its more snooty French competitors, but damn! it tastes good.

      Okay, back to your imagery of the tree, which was magnificent! I’ll even admit looking up above my head carefully as I was reading to see whether one of those dead twigs with kurkum on its mind was headed my way. But no tree in Ethiopia, or anywhere else for that matter (note to self: Self, remember to get into the lie behind the American claim that there are no class issues in the US)…no tree in Ethiopia would have its branches occupied randomly. Oh, no! There would be some diabolic hierarchy.

      There would be those above, stripping the smaller branches to fashion a well-shaped mefaQya or two – how else could they dislodge the tender remnants of the TrE sga they had so recently consumed? Their belches (subdued behind polite hands) would still be audible to those below who probably have some idea what that meal was like, having had a few occasions to partake of it themselves. They may even have been on one of those higher branches not too long ago. The savvy among them will have learned how to duck the flying mefaQyas and whatever else comes down from the upper reaches of that tree.

      And lowest on that pecking order are those who have no choice but to sit…how to say this delicately…in the ugly mess that comes from all things that have a way of flowing downstream, aided by that medebun-yalsheTe adhari called gravity. Mnabatu! Couldn’t it let things flow up for a change? Quite often, those at the bottom never really get to see the sunlight and fresh air enjoyed by those above; all they get to do is to watch the endless trapeze acts: Higher-Brancher deposed to lower level; Lower-Brancher shaking off higher one from coveted perch above – over and over again. Those observing in the middle just learn to do the artful dodge, sometimes reaching up to snag a li’l somethin’ for themselves. Oddly, though, it’s all in the name of those in the stinky mess at the bottom.

      Aselechehuh, aydele? Serves you right for the tree metaphor. I have one last comment on that before I move on. You do a grand disservice to our older siblings when you “credit” them with chopping down the tree. From my own personal conversations with some of the surviving revos, they were particularly concerned that the tree was rotting so quickly that it was going to fall anyway – their futile attempts were, therefore, to try to find a quick and dirty way to either aim its fall or avert it completely by cutting off the top. I agree with you that they were sadly misguided; what I disagree with vehemently is the implication that somehow the tree, aside from a few dead twigs and wilting leaves, was healthy at its roots.

      What to do!? I am a believer in many trees – with all of us free to frolic from one branch here to another branch there instead of trying to find a precarious foothold on an aging warka somewhere. Someone (say, you) might opt for the gnarly baobab, more roots than branches, majestic in its obvious preference for solid longevity over leafy cover. I, on the other hand, have always loved the thorny lemon tree…protective of its fruit, tart at the first bite but delicious to those who taste more intensely, with fragrant leaves able to reach across to sooth the most frazzled nerves. Why should any of us have to choose?

      Wiy! Even I’m all tree’d out. On to other things. (Before I move on, though, a little feta cheese on some crusty bread? Earthy and pungent, unlike its more genteel cousins the Camemberts, but ah! truly scrumptious, especially with some black olives and sun-dried tomatoes.) Ere yaz! As they say, nkwan feta’na Tfee’m ydegemal!)

      I was hoping you would help me understand what to do with this feeling of being marginalized – sadly, though, I sense you have little sympathy for my predicament. I haven’t been a Buddhist for very long (actually, not before I started this sentence), but suddenly I feel like taking the path of least resistance; maybe…who knows…you’ll see things my way in the end. But in the meantime, the challenge at the end of your letter intrigues me. I’m one of those AddisAbés who never had the Hilton membership, nor did I ever want to brave the Ghion pool’s legendary CHrt, so I never learned how to swim – my motto, therefore, was always “yemn swimming?! Ayyyyy! w’ha’na Tela bebrCHiQo.” But I am too tempted by your come-n-get-down-and-dirty T’ree, so move on over and let me slide into that murky pool with you. Hmmmm…it’s all squishy at the bottom…oddly liberating once you get over the shock of seeing your whiter-than-white whites all gooey with this mud. I could learn to like this. Those wealthy lily-white-folk are paying loads of money for this type of all-over treatment so, if nothing else, my skin will get all the exfoliating it needs.

      Shall we toast the demise of my Observer status with a chilled glass of Veuve Cliquot? What? You’re surprised by my choice? Hey, even I know there’s no substitute for good French champagne.

      Over to you…

      Alemé

      From: Mandefro

      To: Alemé

      Aleméwa,

      Your conciliatory splash into the murky pool has made the nature of this exchange a little more intricate. Since you are now right next to me, it is no longer possible for me to wag my forefinger at you from across the river or make declarations from the pulpit. All of a sudden, I understood what Emperor Haile Selassie must have felt when, in the early years of the restoration (early 1940s), he included members of the Resistance, former collaborators (a.k.a. bandas) and colleagues-in-exile on his cabinet. I understood the wisdom of cohabiting with individuals with extremely varied histories, ideologies and ethics. It buys you three and a half decades of relative tranquility.

      But I am not too happy with this adult world into which you’ve siphoned me. Yes, I know. I am the one who invited you to join me in the pool. But you were supposed to scoff at the challenge. You were not supposed to join willingly. If, according to my earlier plan, you had decided to join, it would have been-in my wonderfully smug and overbearing mind, at least-because of defeat, attrition or sycophancy. All of a sudden, I understood what post-war Addis Abeba planners must have felt when the city they planned for a million inhabitants became populated by five million. Yes, you have literally ruined the plan.

      You see, Alemitu, I wanted to revel in the adolescent world of pure ideals and moral righteousness. I wanted to virtually experience the binary universe that our older sisters and brothers sailed in before the mess that was the revolution. I wanted to provoke you into heated exchanges in order for me not reflect on the holes and inadequacies of my own position and lines of argument. In other words, I had amassed my troops for a showdown at the OK Corral.

      But you, Alemnesh (or should I call you-after all this is the Class issue-in the spirit of the revo years, ashaTreNa navigator?), dexterously uncoiled a rope and took the wind out of my sail.

      All right, I am ready. We can now both sweat it out in the doldrums.

      First, let me briefly rewind back to the tree. (Alie, do not take the tree metaphor lightly. Eve, nefswan yemarewina yeNa enat, messed with a teensy-weensy fruit on that tree and got the rest of us in trouble. Let’s get it right this time around.)

      Yes, (pray forgive this tired and overused allusion to Orwell’s Farm) some branches were better off than other branches. No doubt. But our elder siblings (“Enough already!” they exclaim from Purgatory. “Hold on, bro. Hold on, sis. Not so easily,” I reply from sidet in America) could not realize what, you, with one sweep of your practical wand, made manifest. One doesn’t improve one’s lot by chopping down the tree. In fact, our glorious history is plagued with the one-tree paradigm syndrome. Succeeding leaders/generations have been content only when they’ve destroyed the legacy of their predecessors. As you’ve already pointed out in our last entry, there is already a lot of belches and cacas to go around with one tree, but can you imagine growing one tree generation after generation when the population gets bigger and hungrier?

      It is now no longer wise or beneficial to cut any tree. Can you not see from the pool below? We have not improved our lot because of our obsession with a single tree. You are right. The warca for some of us was extremely comfortable. But, if the warca, alas, is no longer around, then- if it tickles our fancy-we could start planting baby warcettes. And, as you’ve noted, a wide range of trees is available to us. Yes, at times the land may be inhospitable or the reigning cactus may be rapacious and belligerent (a deadly combo) and not allow other trees to grow nearby. If that is the case, we should rent some space across the river and start planting in greenhouses. One of these days there will be abundant rainfall that will force the cactus to hibernate. Our willow, banyan, magnolia, deodar, fig tree, mimosa, hemlock, walnut, rubber tree, olive, mango, gum tree, acacia, cedar, pine, elm, lime, teak, redwood, and coconut saplings will be ready.

      Mandefro

      To: Mandefro

      From: Alemé

      Selam, Mandisha. Sorry it took me so long to respond, but life in sidet makes allowances for no one, not even Seleda. I’m glad the Editors were kind enough to let us take longer to deliver these LDs. Me, I was expecting one of those Qarya Tfi messages from their Mail Editor (isn’t s/he one of the scariest people you’ve ever been exposed to?! I pray daily that I don’t find one of my silly emails on the Mail Editor s/hit list!).

      So, now that we’ve spent a week together in the pool (my skin is getting rather wrinkled), have you changed your mind about us not being on opposite sides, or will I have to find yet another path of least resistance? Answer carefully, 'cuz those paths are getting hard to find. YlQun’s let’s find some classes we can both be part of, or better yet, ones we both don’t belong to, so that we can sit here and point fingers, and giggle senselessly – we’re not doing nearly enough of that.

      How about a swim across to the other side of the ocean to start the search process? Have you been to Addis Abeba lately? There is something beautiful about going home, so I thank my stars every time I am able to go. But there’s a part of me that dies every time I see how things have changed, and people with them, since when I was a kid. There is a certain voracious appetite for THINGS as opposed to ideas or goals, but then I look around here and we’re no different, either. So we can both be part of the QraQmbo class – having come of age in a time of deprivation makes all of us seek to accumulate stuff, as if to prove we still exist. And it can’t be just any stuff…no, it has to be stuff that will catch the eyes of others just like us. The car (lately, the four-by-four is the “must have” here and over yonder, too, but let’s not forget the old Honda/Toyota standbys), the clothes, the leather furniture, the right companion. Sadly, as you get older, it still continues … the right spouse, the house, the kids and even the household help. Some get it all; some have to be content with just some…others steal to get it…still others work around the clock to have it but then never enjoy it…there are those who get it only to pass it on to more voracious family members or in-laws or hangers-on. Tegebku yemil Tefa!

      No? Then how about something more upbeat? I don’t get an overwhelming sense that any of us is supremely happy. Tell me, is there a FindQdQ yalu Happy Class somewhere? Because God knows that’s the one I want to enroll in – even if it means I have to grow up and conform to some pre-determined norm. YIKES! Did I just say that? I plead that the court strike that last sentence on the grounds that it may come back to haunt me. Moving right along…

      Wanna be Class Alba? I first typed No Class and realized that may not be something we want to be known as: “Hey, there goes that No Class guy !” :-) Join me in this class-free life, where we somehow not only step outside the boundaries that society puts around us but also peek around the blinders that don’t allow us to see what’s out there – beyond the accepted and the acceptable. The silly Americans are no exception…aside from the No Class variety where their membership could be convincingly argued, they are as full of class as any other feudal system based on the toil of the disenfranchised and the downtrodd…oops, there’s that Ma-lE Tnat creeping in again. Disregard. So, being free of categories would be wonderful, wouldn’t it? Or will we be lost forever wandering around in the fog looking for some boundaries? Too risky. Next up…

      We could join the very well attended Le’nE Class of the superbly selfish – the membership is quite vibrant both here and back home. Very little is sacred except money – they’d sell their souls and yours, too, at a two-for-one sale if they thought they’d gain something for it. They are the parasites that have fattened up over the past two decades – who sneer at anything remotely resembling ideals or principles, and who’ll step on anyone to get where they want to go, even when it’s not necessary. This mercenary crowd scares the living daylights out of me – hey, maybe we can sic the Seleda Mail Editor on them!? Now that’s a warm, comforting thought…

      Oh, woe! None of this seems remotely fun! Where can I find a class to really inspire us? I don’t dare look to our elder brothers or sisters for this – poor lost souls, they’re even more lost than we are. Nor do I seek the help of our parents, still hankering for the glory days that have long since gone. Our grandparents would be the most realistic advisers having gone through a few upheavals themselves and survived relatively intact; unfortunately mine can’t help us much from the Beyond. If yours are still around, maybe they could send a few tips?

      Instead, my hope is in the younger generation that I see in the US…those in their late teens and twenties who seem to have gained little of the fatality of our parents, less of the depression of our older siblings, some of the cynicism of our crowd (may I include you in my crowd?) but few of our self-destructive tendencies. They mostly live in the moment – TODAY. Those who seem to have it figured out are striding along confidently, their love of the “home” country unhindered by mournful memories (and I’ll admit, often untainted by reality), their acceptance of life here untouched by bitterness or regret. They are masters of the new media, merging the confidence of knowing they come from proud origins but seeing no reason not to strive for great things here. They talk confidently of things they can do to help their people back home, and actually seem to believe they can make a difference. Maybe they have solutions for us – maybe it’s time to learn from the younger ones, huh?

      I leave it to you, my friend…and in the meantime, how about some tea? I take two sugars, thanks.

      Alemé

      To: Aleméwa

      From: Mandefro

      Tea (or coffee in my case) sounded like a good idea. However, after the taxonomic exercise that you did with “Class” in your last entry, the left part of my brain took over and started to break down everything in sight. Suddenly, your most courteous suggestion for us to take tea (I could tell that you believe yourself to be the middle class of tea drinkers as you didn’t ask for berad shaye or high tea) and your request for two sugars transformed itself into a rather complicated demand.

      Do you take powder, granulated or cube sugar? Brown or white sugar? Cane, corn, malt, fruit or beet sugar? Raw, bleached or processed sugar? Fake or real or? I began to think of the possible combinations of the types of sugar listed above. All of sudden, I thought it would be easier to select the winning lotto number (or for the camel to squeeze through the eye of the needle) rather than choose the kind of sugar you wanted to have with your tea.

      Unfortunately, tea may have to wait until we solve this Class thing.

      Now where to start? Of one thing I am sure. Unlike you, I am not as ready to accept the dulled Excalibur from my elders, nor am I ready to hand over my sharpened magic sword to the younger generation who have not yet sufficiently toned their arm muscles and spent the night alone in the forest.

      I am in my prime. My Excalibur sparkles and glistens as I wield it to and fro between the sunlight and moonbeam. As I turn and look back, I can chuckle at the folly of my younger siblings, flailing their arms and attempting to strike the hyena with a thousand and one blows. As I turn and look forward, I can empathize with the frustrations of my elders who know what to do with Excalibur but do not have the strength to make that one, efficient and effective lunge.

      Now, Alemina, let me make the much vaunted lunge to solve this class thing for once and for all.

      I don’t know about FindQdQ yalu (that maybe asking much, even from Excalibur) but I believe three things-Moderation, Understanding and Decisiveness [MUD]-need to be in place to secure the harmony that you sought in your last entry. All three have been missing from our collective lives for quite some time.

      Let you and I conduct the MUD test on the different types of classes that you mentioned. The QraQmbo class that you eloquently described have clearly slipped and received an “F” in the Moderation test. Let’s not bother to apply the other two tests.

      We’ll skip the FindQdQ yalu Happy Class for now. I, like you, do not know where to find them as a Class. I’ve come across random specimens but I have not been able to determine a pattern. Maybe, I’m approaching the search wrong. I wonder if it would help if we engaged a mechanical engineer? A TenQway? A neurologist? We’ll keep trying.

      Moving right along to the Class Alba. Ever since we stopped picking berries from the vines in Wendo Genet and spearing buffaloes in the Omo Valley in order to survive, some type of organization has been necessary to regulate the destructive parts of our wefefEnet. If we apply MUD on the Alba I think we’ll slip and trip all over the place. Most members of this class OD on Understanding & Decisiveness and have dangerously low levels of Moderation. That is definitely a problem. If a powerful member understands only him/herself and is decisive for his/her own needs the rest of the group won’t be Class Alba no mo’.

      The Le’nE Class is second cousin to the QraQmbo Class. Their difference? Members of the QraQmbo Class collect not just for themselves but also for their loved ones. Members of the Le’nE Class have mutated into collecting, no grabbing things, just for themselves. The former is an environmental hazard, the later a humanity TenQ. Should we move right along?

      Screeeeeeeeeeech!

      I just realized that you switched the categories from Class to Generation immediately after the Le’nE class.

      Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap…Hmmmm.

      It’s all right. We can still apply the MUD test on Generations just as we did on Classes.

      75+ Years Old: Most score A on the MUD test. They are seasoned survivors of the two most turbulent periods of our century (the Fascist Invasion & Occupation and the Revolution). We could definitely learn much from them about MUD and other sticky topics. However, it is too risky to put everything in their hands. Nature knows good things when she sees 'em. She could be a tad impatient and call them before the completion of our project.

      60-75 Years Old: The majority score B+ on Moderation and Understanding. However, their GPA is brought down to a C because of the D- they received in Decisiveness. Since they (I’m referring to the educated ones) received their privilege (education and good jobs) mostly on a silver plate they weren’t decisive enough with their seniors or juniors. They should have asserted themselves more and demanded greater responsibilities from their seniors while keeping their younger siblings in check. As they saying goes…ye isat lij amed. [I realize I am being harsh but some kind of reckoning need to take place.]

      45-60 Years Old: F in Moderation, C+ in Understanding and A+ on Decisiveness (In other words, the elixir of disaster). I’ve already ragged on them in my earlier entries so I will move on.

      30-45 Years Old: The mixture is boiling and bubbling in the caldron. I am in the concoction myself so I will wait for self-assessment until I move to the next phase (45 to 60), or will await judgement by other generations. Of one thing, I am sure. It is imperative for us to have a solid understanding of the successes and the failures of the generations that preceded us in order to score well on the MUD test. If we succeed, then the generation behind us (18-30 Year Olds) will not be naive enough to think (as our immediate predecessors) that they’ve invented the wheel.

      Over to you,

      Manlidefer

      To: Defar…yenE Defar

      From: AlemE

      I enjoyed the image of you as a 21st century arbeNa brandishing your sword as you wove around those groups: dismissing this one for an unconscionably low MUD-quotient, tapped the other on the shoulder for a job well done. En garde! Lunge, tap, parry, smack!..touché!

      But why’d you have choose Excalibur, Mandi jegnaw? It immediately derailed my own thinking…now I know the kind readers will condemn me for the sheer un-Ethiopian nature of my next reference, but how can I resist, given the Excalibur reference? Excuse me while I digress …

      Here’s an excerpt from one of my favorite Holy Grail scenes…King Arthur meets two of his “subjects”, Woman and Dennis:

      ARTHUR: How do you do, good lady. I am Arthur, King of the Britons. Who’s castle is that?

      WOMAN: King of the who?

      ARTHUR: The Britons.

      WOMAN: Who are the Britons?

      ARTHUR: Well, we all are. we’re all Britons and I am your king.

      WOMAN: I didn’t know we had a king. I thought we were an autonomous collective.

      DENNIS: You’re fooling yourself. We’re living in a dictatorship. A self-perpetuating autocracy in which the working classes⁠—

      WOMAN: Oh, there you go, bringing class into it again.

      DENNIS: That’s what it’s all about if only people would⁠—

      ARTHUR: Please, please good people. I am in haste. Who lives in that castle?

      WOMAN: No one live there.

      ARTHUR: Then who is your lord?

      WOMAN: We don’t have a lord.

      ARTHUR: What?

      DENNIS: I told you. We’re an anarcho-syndicalist commune. We take it in turns to act as a sort of executive officer for the week.

      ARTHUR: Yes.

      DENNIS: But all the decision of that officer have to be ratified at a special bi-weekly meeting.

      ARTHUR: Yes, I see.

      DENNIS: By a simple majority in the case of purely internal affairs,–

      ARTHUR: Be quiet!

      DENNIS: --but by a two-thirds majority in the case of more⁠—

      ARTHUR: Be quiet! I order you to be quiet!

      WOMAN: Order, eh – who does he think he is?

      ARTHUR: I am your king!

      WOMAN: Well, I didn’t vote for you.

      ARTHUR: You don’t vote for kings.

      WOMAN: Well, 'ow did you become king then?

      ARTHUR: The Lady of the Lake, [angels sing] her arm clad in the purest shimmering samite, held aloft Excalibur from the bosom of the water signifying by Divine Providence that I, Arthur, was to carry Excalibur. [singing stops] That is why I am your king!

      Mandeffie, are you paying attention? Here comes my favorite part…

      DENNIS: Listen – strange women lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government. Supreme executive power derives from a mandate from the masses, not from some farcical aquatic ceremony.

      ARTHUR: Be quiet!

      DENNIS: Well you can’t expect to wield supreme executive power just ‘cause some watery tart threw a sword at you!

      ARTHUR: Shut up!

      DENNIS: I mean, if I went around sayin’ I was an Emperor just because some moistened bint had lobbed a scimitar at me, they’d put me away!

      ARTHUR: Shut up! Will you shut up!

      DENNIS: Ah, now we see the violence inherent in the system.

      ARTHUR: Shut up!

      DENNIS: Oh! Come and see the violence inherent in the system! HELP! HELP! I’m being repressed!

      ARTHUR: Bloody peasant!

      DENNIS: Oh, what a give away! Did you here that, did you here that, eh? That’s what I’m on about – did you see him repressing me, you saw it didn’t you?

      Somehow, this little skit captures exactly what goes through my head anytime I think of our history. But enough said on that…and help me out of this pool, will you? I’m getting downright soggy. No fluffy, heated towels? Exactly what kind of a virtual mud-pit are you running here, anyway? Ah, never mind…on to other things…

      I recognize your evasive maneuvers regarding the tea as nothing other than a vain attempt to avoid serving it…demmo fruit sugar! Mnew wendm-alem?! All I wanted was a simple cup of tea! You can make it in a copper bottomed kettle, or one made of the purest, most stainless of steels, or a blistered enamel berad; even a saucepan would be fine as long as it is free of the overpowering smells of onions or garlic. Now throw in some good black tea from Addis Abeba and some good ol’ Wenji sugar, add yeshaï Qurs biTE, and we’re set. If you’re of the high tea persuasion, you can bring a plate of cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and some currant scones with some clotted cream and some preserves (orange marmalade, I presume?). The point, anteyE, is to sit together and share a quiet, reflective moment. Ah…it doesn’t seem like you’re going for that kettle anytime soon, and all this talk has made me thirsty – “hold” argeN isti while I go fix myself that cuppa.

      Ahhhh…that’s much better! Oh…did you want some? ☺

      Now for your MUD…an excellent analysis, bak’h. Unable to resist yet another of your temptations, here’s my own addition. When cher’net and habt go hand-in-hand and Qeld and astewaynet follow, CHQA becomes the ideal state for the new Ethiopian – and the implicit reference to the slime we started our conversation with in both your and my acronyms is a good way to show that we’ve come full circle (of course, it may also show that we haven’t progressed at all since those first entries more than a month ago. But let me stay somewhat optimistic).

      I wanted to echo your brilliant categories (you had me nodding to myself and even laughing out loud) by throwing in a few of my own. I offer you these as a compromise, wendm’y’ye, since neither age nor social or economic class nor pedigree have anything to do with where people end up in these categories. Clever, aren’t I?

      May I add an ambere CHQa category? These are the immature party-hard types who haven’t yet figured out where play ends and life begins – and some of them have seen 50 come and go, so it’s not about age. Irresponsible, irrational, irritating molQaQoch, they haven’t got an ounce of cher’net or astewaynet; thankfully, they rarely have the habt and sense of humor, either. So let’s leave them to play with their li’l friends…

      The taTbo CHQa are all around us, in the US but especially back home. These are the ones who have actually learned some harsh lessons in their various s’det locales all over the world, and they were able to return home, relieved at not having to live those lives any more. Yet, three months into their renewed lives, you find they have morphed into the worst that Addis Abeba has to offer…F- on cher’net although they often do well on the habt scale; a pathetic D on the Qeld (lamer than lame sense of humor) and an F- on astewaynet. If they had an album, it would be called the De-Education of ine-int’nye.

      Finally, the TQur CHQA: productive, practical people whose fertile minds and rich imaginations go a mile-a-minute. Straight A’s all around on the CHQa scale; add to that the fact that they have their feet firmly planted on the ground, and we may just have the winning “class” right here. Want to declare ourselves two of their charter members? It seems only fair…especially since this was a much harder topic than most that I’ve read about on Seleda. There are ilf possibilities for getting both political and too personal; the former would be a Seleda no-no, and the latter would do no good and possibly bring on much harm. Remind me to get even with the Seleda editor who suckered me into participating in this. [Qoy bcha!]

      My final view is that, like King Arthur and his alleged “subjects” in the Monty Python skit, no matter how society organizes itself around you, you have a big say in how you present yourself – ultimately, that is much more powerful than any so-called objective categorization by politicians or economists. And like the mud we’ve been sloshing around in, this issue is as slimy and murky as we can get. So, although it’s been great wallowing down here with you, I’m going back to my “climb your own tree” approach. Hey, I’ve been in your MUD, so how about you come with me this time – why don’t we both lift ourselves past this ooze? I’ll go first (hey, no looking under my virtual towel!)…

      Ah, up here on my hybrid bougainvillea oak tree (hey, my tree, my call), it’s safe and fragrant, and pleasing to the eye. There are lots of branches for those who want to join me, and some of those same branches overlap into other neighboring trees where I can visit – freely going back and forth. There’s even a vine for an express trip, Tarzana style (yemn Jane?!), to those branches beyond the reach of my tree. I don’t care about the other trees’ roots, or their occupants’…who has the time to keep track? If you came to visit, things like how many times you slammed into the tree before figuring out how to work the vine would be infinitely more important than the name of the designer who fashioned you that loin-cloth (and may I add as an aside that it is quite becoming?). I like that I can say what I want on my tree. Add that to the list.

      Once you leave your tree to go to another, you start over…no history, no baggage. You can be someone new if you like, or stick with what has worked in the past. Your choice.

      Have I been idealistic and naïve in my description? Have I oversimplified and reduced incredibly complicated situations and arguments to the size of a drop of water (no mud included)? Do I call on you for understanding and generosity of spirit? Yeah, Yeah, and Hell, Yeah! After all, nothing is impossible if a couple of people, a little muddier but perhaps a bit wiser, find some common ground.

      I made you a cup of coffee (I guess I should have noticed that it’s what you prefer). I think you’ll like the pan-dried QiTa – it’s my favorite.

      May all your future tea parties have coffee.

      With my warmest regards,

      AlemE

      … ~ ~ … ~ ~ … ~ ~ … ~ ~ … ~

      To: Alemé

      From: Mandefro

      Alemewa,

      When confronted with the four-megabyte Python extract [Note to Seleda editors: you should ban insertions that unjustly bloat a diarist’s page and a half entry], the jingle that sent shivers to my hamot kereTit’s enfeebled outer lining was the chorus from Tilahun Gessesse’s Alchalkum. But then, I remembered my name (Mandefro, in case you forgot) and leaped from my chair to execute a few Akaki Zerafs.

      Once my sense of self-eminence was restored (Itititititititit…Zeraf!) I re-read your response and understood that we have both been travelling in the same direction and on the same parallel hadid. But since the middle planks that linked, stabilized and familiarized one hadid to the other were missing throughout our exchanges, we careened to and fro in entries one, two and three.

      Your Monty Python excerpt made me realize the gap in our communication. First, I chuckled at your Pavlovian reaction against all things imperial. In my last entry, I had brandished Excalibur not as a weapon for domination or oppression but as a symbolic tool to help fulfill my destiny. I will clarify myself even further as the symbol itself can easily be misinterpreted, for after all, a sword is a weapon of singular destruction.

      Once young Arthur received the sword from the Lady of the Lake (do not feel excluded, Alemé, for the Lad of the Lagoon lies await on the sandbar with the weapon of your choice), he became confident and enthused to tackle what fate laid in store for him. After several difficult encounters he mastered the sword and became a proficient and efficient fencer. In the same way, I believe our generation has completed the trial runs and has learned to regulate (mind you, not to control) its self-destructive impulses. I do not then feel compelled that we should hand over the chalice to our younger siblings before we had taken our fill. Otherwise, we would be committing the same crime for which I had prosecuted 60 to 75 year olds in my last entry: early retirement.

      We both are interested in constructing, laying down and directing our own hadids. You, Rosie Yichalal, do not look back for inspiration, guidance or benediction. Not unlike the Huguenots or Quakers who fled from religious prosecution or central and southern Europeans (among others) who disentangled themselves from abject poverty to start anew in North America, you visualize a future where each individual can select, water, fertilize and prune his/her tree. Complete responsibility would then fall on the gardener for the condition of his/her tree. You opted for the bougainvillea oak hybrid tree.

      I, on the other hand, believe that we have run out of space and must stake our claim (or most probably reclaim) from the already overcrowded plots. In this environment, one must have a profound understanding of the past and a solid grasp of former power relations. Let me elaborate by recounting a story that I heard from an Indian friend.

      My friend’s family lives in a communist Indian State. They own five acres of land that is bordered by streams on three sides and a road on the fourth. The land has remained intact in the family’s possession for several generations. In former days, the land was located in a sleepy provincial town (much like Akaki or Bishoftu), adjacent to a bustling city. Population explosion has caused the city to encroach and gobble the Nifas Silk’s and the Qaliti’s and is now ready to do to the same to my friend’s hometown.

      His parents worked as functionaries in New Delhi for most of their adult lives. Now, they wish to live in relative solitude and tranquility on their five-acre lot, waking up to the sounds of birds nesting on branches that dangle over their corrugated iron roofs. Developers—in spite of a large “Not for Sale” sign on the front gate—knock on their doors regularly asking them to name a price for their sanctuary.

      My friend’s parents do not leave town for holidays for fear of squatters claiming some or all of their land. The communist courts frown upon “absentee” landlords and would assuredly rule in the squatters’ favor.

      You and I have to navigate in a world where the right to own property and the right to have a roof over one’s head are inextricably linked. Handing over the five-acre lot has not and will not be the solution. Clearly, rural land and urban property nationalization by the military junta or ethnic partitioning of the country by the present government did not and has not solved the food and housing shortage in our country.

      What is to be done?

      That, my dear Alemé is what our generation needs to figure out in order to address the widening rift between Bole and Tekle Haymanot, between Mekele and Ginir, between Limu and Debre Berhan. Of one thing I am certain. Solutions by proclamations, decrees and manifestos are over. We, accompanied by a few elderly sages, need to do some field work and talk to the owners of the five-acre lot, the developer, the conservationist, the squatter, and the judge.

      Why don’t we get together for tea once we’ve done that?

      Mandefro
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      Ordered Disorders
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      The Ethiopian Definitions

      Why do the ferenjie complicate things? Whoo-wai? eh-heh…passive aggressive… eh-heh… schizoaffective disorder…eh-heh… shared psychotic disorder. Yih albeQa silachew… wedih cyclothymic disorder megotet…wedia be-brief psychotic disorder metajeb!

      ECH-eCH-eCH! We Ethiopians? “Intina wefefE new!” Iriff. If you are PC, when Intina’s name is mentioned you exhale one long and one short “M’Ts” and then offer up one of many Amharic platitudes… “Ay ye sew neger” works for all occasions. AleQe. We leave the alphabetized and hyphenated disorders for the ferenjies to wade in. Abo!

      However, we at SELEDA, public servants that we are (ay ye sew neger!), have ventured to define some of these 'isims to you, our dear readers, so that when your co-worker decides to hurl something about the boss having a “histrionic personality”, you can do better than “M’Ts! Mechase esachew… dehnna sew nebeu” You can thank us later.

      · Adjustment Disorder:

      a) Qarria Tffi-ing your two-year old because he wet his bed. Back home: you get a “Gosh abat mallet.” In America: you get two-to-four.

      b) A.D. also occurs when, in trying to apply for a green card for your sister who is on a student visa, you realize you have to first divorce your cousin, marry your older brother and then claim your aunt EtEtE as your mother.

      · Agoraphobia: (Anxiety about being in places or situations from which escape might be difficult or embarrassing) When, as a grown man, you sit in silence as your mother tells a roomful of her idirteNoch the details of your debauched circumcision. (Acute Agoraphobia is when you don’t bolt out of the room when mom says, “Esti asayachew”.)

      · _Argo_phobia: Fear of the morning after. (a SELEDA in-house diagnosis).

      · Anorexia Nervosa: What your aunt 'TiyE BrQnesh bitterly accuses you of when you tell her that you’ll be passing on a seventh helping of the genfo-bulla-CH’CHbessa-frfr-QiTa buffet she prepped up for Qurss. "Mnew? AyTafiTm mallet new?"

      · Antisocial Personality: Is an Ethiopian man who does not hit on a woman at a leQso.

      · Attention Deficit Disorder: i.e “Esti antinQelQel” Syndrome: When you think 4:00 a.m. is a good time to go home after meeting your friends for a quick buna at 4 p.m.

      · Avoidant Personality: You accept Gash Indashaw’s proclamation that Ethiopia once encompassed half of Europe and all of Asia… “Hulum yeNa neber.”

      · Brief Psychotic Behavior: What half the Ethiopian Diaspora experiences when someone actually argues against Gash Indashaw’s argument.

      · Delusional Disorder: When you refuse to go back to Medihane Alem until they have a VIP section.

      · Dementia: What all waitresses at Ethiopian restaurants get when you ask for the check.

      · Dependent Personality: What you don’t suffer from when you go to a museum in DC instead of Bravo Bravo for the umpteenth time; also when yet another Ethiopian man buys a leather sofa.

      · General Anxiety Disorder: Default state of most Ethiopians in California.

      · Narcissistic Personality: Prerequisite for becoming a SELEDA editor.

      · Obsessive-Compulsive Behavior: (Also known as the Chiko Menchaka/ ye MuTiN Disorder’): What compels you to ask “Dehna neh?” seven times to be sure that your friend is alive and well.

      · Paranoia: When you go to a psychiatrist under the pseudonym “K. Abede”.

      · Schizophrenia: Better known by its contracted form, Schizo, which is a phonetic translation of the word “iskyizew”, a standard fret uttered by evil spirits in between jobs.

      · Separation Anxiety Disorder: What you feel as you hand your wallet over to ye QEra gangster.

      · Shared Psychotic Disorder: The leading source of bonding at Ethiopian discussion boards, other than obsessive-compulsive disorder.

      · Social Phobia: Debilitating fear of eating at public places.

      · Tourette’s Syndrome: St. Joseph students after one beer.

      Raining Fire
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      We asked Robel Mamo, professional photographer now based in Addis Abeba, and frequent Seleda contributor, to capture some images for the Neuroses and Tsebel issue…what follows is his account:

      I can’t make sense of this and I can’t stop thinking about it, so I’ll just tell you what I saw. And you write it up.

      We left the house at 5:30 am, and arrived at the EnToTo Mariam Tsebel at 6 am. Beyene, Tigist and me. Walked barefoot down into the gedel to where the Bahtawi exorcises demons. They say he was drawn there by a Raï he saw…a midaQua showed him the way.

      The crowd was gathering.

      Instructions were clear: no make-up, no nail polish, no perfume, no shoes. They didn’t tell me to wear a mateb. Maybe that’s why I can’t get the images out of my head. Or the screams.

      We got there before the Bahtawi so we witnessed the crescendo of screams from the gathered sufferers, all of them naked, when he arrived. Hell must sound like this. He wore his hair short, wore a plastic cover of some kind over his clothes.
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      I tried to take pictures, tried to stay focused. Tried to photograph from behind my gabi…but all I got was my foot and a few fuzzy pictures. My camera shook with the effort - I could do no more than capture a few images on film…but they are forever clear in my mind.

      … a woman by herself. In her 30s. She screamed with a frightening, other-worldly voice as the holy water hit her body. “Ileqalehu! Ileqalehu!” It went on and on. As she left the site, though, I heard that voice come again, “InE’ndehon s’rayen meqeTelE ayqerm.” They told me there was no guarantee you can be healed in one session. There are rooms to rent and you can stay as long as you need to. They said many have left healed after one or two weeks.
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      One worker would throw a jerry-can of Tsebel to the next, and the next…to finally pass it to the holy man as he sprayed it liberally over the contorted faces and bodies of those who came up…sometimes alone, sometimes in groups.

      …a group of 15 in three concentric circles around the Bahtawi. Infernal screams and garbled cries from everyone, especially one young man in his 20s…he is kept back for a second round with the Bahtawi. I have never heard anything like these sounds coming from human beings - I didn’t know we could sound like this. They are screaming as though they were in the most horrific pain, yet all that is touching them is the Tsebel.

      …two people with handcuffs on, so tightly bound they can barely move. One looked like what you imagined the Devil to be in your nightmares. Every one of their faces changed into that terrifying mask when the Bahtawi approached…but then, none of us looked the same. None of us are the same after that day.
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      …then a woman, around 45, tied with a big chain. Guarded very heavily, as though she were very dangerous, though she was very peaceful. Hoist up to stand on her feet, her arms above her head after they hung the chain she was tied with on a nail high up on a tree. Sang beautifully…like Mary Armdé but more beautifully. I’ve never heard anyone sing like that. She would look around and megTem for the people around her.

      …I could barely stand when I saw the two little boys who were also there…one held up by his father, the other restrained …both 4-5 years old. I thought of my son, though he or any other child could not possibly sound like that. The second boy fought as fiercely as an adult. An oppressive feeling weighed my head down. Or was it that I, too, had demons to face?
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      Tigist began to shake and could barely walk - she wanted to leave then, and we agreed, though we had to wait for her to recover sufficiently to walk out. I couldn’t feel my feet from the cold. Tigist went into the Mariam church on our way out to pray and get her bearings somewhat.

      The faces. I can’t describe to you their faces. I couldn’t manage to take many pictures. I thought of the violation it would be of their privacy. I also thought of the anger of the people who are already fighting their restraints. Frankly, I’m not sure I was in any shape to do a decent job, anyway.
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      I will go back, without my camera at first, and then once I have permission from the Bahtawi and the patients, with my camera to follow a few of them as they go through the healing process.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not often that you see something completely beyond your own imagination, or your understanding…completely beyond your ability to digest it all at once. I thought in the past that this was all fake, but how could someone orchestrate such a scene? I asked myself how far does one’s faith have to go, to believe in this…but how do you not believe?

      I asked what kind of insurance there was that this wouldn’t happen to me, that the exorcised demons would not find me here. Beyene smiled, being the most experienced among us in these matters. “Igziabher insurance yelew’m,” he said, “imnet’h yawTah.”

      Maybe that’s what they should put at the entrance. Imnet’h yawTah.
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      Ye Ibd Bet

      _
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      by: H. Teshome

      On the first night of my first day at Bible Academy, Techane* swaggered in and rudely interrupted our cowed conversations by rifling through everybody’s brand-spanking-new shanTas. He even went through the cleanly laid out pajamas and towels. He spied a brand new Afro meedo, picked it up, and after deliberate study, put it in his pocket and left. But not without taking someone’s extra-big towel with him.

      A sympathetic sophomore later told us that Techane was in the business of appropriating anything that tickled his fancy. The sophomore also told us that Techane’s specialty was hunting for that perfect meedo that could manage his Afro. He wasn’t getting anywhere with that mission. Techane was clearly proud of his appearance, even though we all thought he looked exactly like the old Janhoy, right after the Mekele rout-- shell shocked and drawn. But, Techane never walked more than a couple of steps without slowing down to pat down his Afro and looking around, as if expecting all those around him to admire his very unkempt hair. Most people just avoided his gaze, maybe because anything you do in front of him was liable to make him come right to your face and stare at you for a minute or two. It could be very unsettling, but the few bold ones, especially the ones with the muscle to back it up, would just crack up and laugh out loud. You wouldn’t see any facial reaction from Techane, but for a frightened young freshman, his face looked like a mental patient’s; busy making a mental list of who he wanted to kill the next chance he got…

      We learned to avoid Techane at all cost, but there was no running away from Bizu. Bizu was a roommate who had stopped using water on his body right after his Christening. He combed his curly hair sideways “just like Elvis”, he said, but we didn’t have the heart to remind him that Elvis had a jet black, greasy pompadour. The only thing he had in common with Elvis was the significant amount of grease permanently preserved on his clothes. And just to make things even more interesting, if not less smelly, he would work out vigorously every night before promptly jumping into his unmade bed. A very emboldened roommate of ours once wrote “Gm Shita” on Bizu’s mattress and wall, just to let him know that we weren’t too thrilled about his peculiarity, but Bizu ran away with it and made funky artwork out of the writings. Little did we know the resident Elvis was an accomplished artist!

      We failed to shame him into showering, though something in us stopped him from using our clean clothes to ‘launder’ his clothes. Bizu was a great believer in osmosis when it came to dirty clothes. He said that burying one’s dirty clothes in a basketful of clean laundry would clean the dirty clothes. We subtly nudged him to use the clean bunch in the many other bedrooms, and he complied, thank God. So, every now and then, he would ‘hide’ his clothes in somebody’s bunch of freshly laundered clothes and take his time retrieving the load. After about 24 hours or so, he would go and bring his clothes from the ‘dry cleaners’, as he put it.

      It was Alem’s job to play with our minds. Alem, for whatever reason, woke up one day and began conjecturing about how we were all in one big dream… we were all dreaming the lives we were living. Alem thought living, as we knew it, was all a figment of our imagination. I don’t think we quite got the immensity of his sudden revelation, but we were for anything that would distract us from the rigors of life at a boarding school. To the ‘True Christians’ of the student population this was blasphemous. They were, after all, the ‘True Christians’, living the good Christian life, while awaiting the Ambassador’s return. We joked of the coming of Jesus as the 'ambassador’s return, but I digress… Telling them that they were actually dreaming their ‘dreamy’ lives totally knocked them off kilter. The problem was, in our unconscious effort to piss them off, we started to believe in Alem’s theory. We became evangelizers of the dream theory.

      ‘Dreaming’ our day away would have been fine with us, if it wasn’t for Binyam and his merfE, which made real-time dreaming quite impossible. Binyam had a peculiar habit of waking up in the middle of the night, equipping himself with a very sharp merfE, and going around pricking everybody while they slept. That was all he did for about an hour or so every night. Alem and his new acolytes might have thought that we were just dreaming, but there was no getting away from Binyam’s merfE, and, trust me, the pain was real for those of us on the receiving end.

      But, even if you lucky to avoid Binyam’s merfE for one night, there was no getting away from Lakew. Lakew was the one who forced everybody up at 5:45 AM sharp every morning with his high-pitched singing voice. The cold showers-- there were no hot showers at the Academy-- made his voice even shriller, rendering any attempt at ignoring him futile. When it first happened, everybody ran to check out the ruckus and we were shocked to find out that Lakew was walking stark naked and trying out his foTa jraff on anybody stupid enough to get within ten feet of him. The Bee Gees were king then, and Lakew would sing a very bad version of the Bee Gee’s latest hit or piss off the zealots by knocking off their favorite mezmur. If he hadn’t already lined up one or two freshmen to give him a back rub, the singing/shower session might end after about ten minutes. After the refreshing shower, he would sun himself dry like a very full and satisfied zendo, still in his birthday suit. If that didn’t jolt you out of your sleepless haze, you didn’t have to fear Binyam’s merfE. Nothing would get to you, you lucky bastard.

      After such a shock wake-up session, we would wash up and head off for breakfast. ‘Man doesn’t live by bread alone…’: the sign at the door of the cafeteria would always remind you.

      In the cafeteria line, people would be complaining about the lack of sleep and who the culprits were for the previous night’s misery.

      …Techane would still be grooming his hair and looking around himself to make sure nobody was going to muss his Afro.

      …Bizu would pat down his very curly hair, making everybody wince from smelling all that stuff, on an empty stomach, no less.

      … Alem would talk himself hoarse explaining his ‘dreaming’ theory until he ‘wakes up’ to remember the day’s math exam and wishes he was really dreaming.

      … All the while, Lakew would be practicing the latest Bee Gee’s song under his breath.

      … Binyam would be making a mental list of his next nightly merfE victims.

      After a few seconds, each of them would be checking out the other crazy characters, and mutter, albeit to themselves, 'Mengst yalaweQachew Ibdoch’…

      _

      ________________________________________________________

      _

      * Names have been changed to protect the author from neurotic confrontations.
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      Traditional Coping Mechanisms from Ethiopia.

      Ten Ethiopian Tools and Techniques for Effective Stress Management.

      By Dr. Zergaw Nadew Shinabachew MD. CLG, PSf ,GP.

      Do you have stress at work? Are you tired of working in countries and offices where you are a cultural refugee with office friends and allies who all claim you as their own? Professional Blacks who look to you for racial inspiration; white upper management who rely on your high standards of performance; Latin Americans who recognize and identify with a lot of your cultural practices including religion etc, etc, etc… Do you feel torn on all sides and suffer from the “friend of the cat and keeper of the milk stress syndrome”? Do you find that the hospitable quality of Ethiopian culture; the flexible nature of the Ethiopian character and chameleon nature of Ethiopian features and color are hard to live with? Are you tired of working hard and being nice to everyone without having respite and without recourse to your own culture in the work place? If so, read on!

      The modern office is widely accepted to be a primary source of stress. Professional Ethiopians working in offices of the first world are particularly prone to stress for a number of reasons, not least those mentioned above and exiled from their cultural roots are left to deal with their problems without access to the wealth of traditional coping mechanisms of Ethiopia. While it is true that the adaptation of these systems may not be relevant to life in America, the techniques I have selected are easily transferable technologies designed to enable the professional Ethiopian get a modicum of relief from the stress of learning, living, and working outside his/her country.

      This life is lonely and hard. So, to make up the list below I have drawn from ancient change management and stress control techniques used by Ethiopians in days of old who were successful professionals operating in circumstances similar to the high pressure solitude felt by many Ethiopian professionals in America.

      This list has been drawn then from my years of researching the activities and experiences of solitary Ethiopian warriors who operated in the CHaka of Ethiopia in order to get independence. From examining the diaries/letters/articles and other references to the lives of these great men and women, I have made up this list. Before I start, however, I would like to share with you all two pieces of advice that have repeatedly shown up in research, regarding the PREVENTION of stress. As a Doctor, I believe of course that prevention is better than cure. I advise you all, then, to hear the admonition of Ethiopian professionals that have come before you and urge you to follow their only three rules for survival and success in preventing an individual from taking liberties with you and as result becoming a source of stress in your life:

      A. Never give your back to potential sources of stress

      B. When facing potential sources of stress, NEVER EVER give your teeth (i.e. smiling and grinning and other such silly ferenji practices).

      C. If there is blood on the ground/carpet, make sure it’s not yours.

      Thanks and Good Luck.

      Ten Ethiopian Tools and Techniques for Effective Stress Management.

      
        	G’lmiCHa: Drag and drop your eyes from the eye of the stress-giving beholder to his/her feet disdainfully and slide back up again to start again. Repeat once or twice and relax. Then later repeat once or twice then relax. Do this routine as many times a day at the office as necessary.

      

      2. QunT’CHa: The preferred method of stress management for women experiencing sexual harassment at the work place. More effective if maximum pressure is applied during the pinch of flesh held between index finger and thumb or even better, nails of said fingers. Push thumb forward and bring index finger to create what is known as a mzl’g effect. For maximum effect deliver the QunT’CHa in playful manner as if one is only joking. Note: this method does not work on masochistic men, in which case a good lawyer must be contacted immediately.

      3. “Waa!”: An Ethiopian mantra that creates a force field around you at work. To be uttered once only at least three times a day when stress giving office colleagues approach. Extend index finger at source of stress when doing this mantra through which protective energy flows.

      4. Shil’ela: An Ethiopian process of self-actualization achieved by verbalizing the positive aspects of ones self and delivered as poetry in motion. There is no preferred form or content and individuals are encouraged to make up their own verse as they walk up and down in their office. Recommended before an important meeting or presentation or negotiating a raise. Please refer to pages 46-48 to get the correct steps and positions for mengoraded during the Shil’ela.

      5. MeleGat: Confronting one’s source of anxiety with one’s leg. One can do this in the bathroom or when you and the source of anxiety are alone. Not a group activity. A one-on-one session preferred.

      6. Masbokat and AskonaN: Precedes MeleGat or Qarriya T’ffi and involves the acting out of one’s intention to physically confront ones source of anxiety in the presence of the source of stress. The Masbokat acting-out ends with the mantra which must be uttered in total disgust-- “AskonaN” (once) which enables the release of ones negative emotion and indicates the end of ones cognitive dissonance.

      7. Qarriya T’ffi: Perhaps the most satisfying of all the traditional techniques and already used in America although known by a different name. Confronting one’s source of anxiety with the back of the hand preferably when wearing a 20 gram gold Lion of Judah Ring, thus ensuring that the print of the lion is left behind on the cheek of the source of anxiety. Seeing this artistic expression of your anger being released brings great joy and relief from stress.

      8. Mezzerer: The victory of Body and Mind over things that do not matter. While it is up to each individual to discover and develop his/her own methods of mezzerer, the most important thing is that after the act, never to look behind.

      9. BerberE Steam Bath: Another method of coping with sexual harassment. Invite the protagonist home and give him one!!

      10. Mewzer/Belgique/AK-47: In Ethiopian culture there is no greater aromatherapy for the overstressed professional than the bouquet of barood that wafts to the nose after firing off a few rounds. It is said many an arbeNa woman preferred the scent of barood to the scent of a good perfume. While the Mewzer and Belgique were the last resort used to facilitate the independence of Ethiopia after the League of Nations failed her, this last method on my list is also a last resort, and not recommended except in extreme circumstances. With its little red light and thirty bullets, the AK-47 is light enough to be easily carried for target practice on the firing range. With its capacity to fire off thirty at a go, that’s enough aromatherapy to relieve a lot of stress.

      __________________________________________________________________________

      You can order Dr. Shinabachew’s books on these subjects or get a catalogue by writing to Ammanuel Hospital P.O.Box 5678 Addis Ababa Ethiopia.

      Memories or Neurosis
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      by Joaquin San Lorenzo

      “Memories are like a fist-full of sand, the more you try to grasp them, the more they slip through your fingers.” This is not so much an old saying in my family, as much as something said frequently among the old ones. I make the distinction as I can personally attest to this. I heard them say it. But now that they are all gone, even the younger ones of my own generation will have to merely take my word for it. For the old ones died off, sometimes one by one, sometimes one after the other. While others smiled quietly, content to watch the children play, not imagining for a second that their stories and wisdom could possibly compete with the lure of fast, exciting video games. And they were right.

      I was a just a tyke in the early 70’s when my father’s business brought him from Italy to Addis. At that young age, everything about this “new” land, Ethiopia, fascinated me. The creepy sounds of the jiboch at night when they wandered too near the city, the incredible smells and tastes of w’T and aliCHa, my akist playfully warning that if I wandered too far out of her sight “Ambessoch yibeluhal, lijé!” My family worked hard to make a life for all of us. I was too young to realize or even imagine the extent of what history had in store for Ethiopia. My biggest worry was to remember the fidel (ha… hu…) to impress our AmariNa astemari (he… ha…) at the Italian school on Belai Zeleke (hé… hih…) aka Mesfin Harar, or whatever the hell they’ve decided to call it now (hoooooooo!).

      Circumstances soon became too difficult for us, and my family left Addis for Italy, followed by most of our Abesha relatives. Unfortunately we were not alone. And while everyone who left had their own story of who they were, what they did, and why they left (even your very humble author), the weight of being forced to leave a place you called home was so heavy, it stifled any desire to talk about it. Meanwhile, all of us tried to re-acclimatize ourselves quickly. Although difficult at first, the resilience of youth soothed my transition back to the place of my birth. But my Abesha relatives tried especially hard, and in so doing, stopped speaking in Amharic to me, as well as to their children. To my parents, our years living in Ethiopia was merely reduced to the topic of a good after-dinner conversation when entertaining guests. To me, it was my childhood. Wisedew weyim tewew.

      During the passage of the many years since my youth, I witnessed the older generations of my family pass on. Among them, my closest relatives from Addis. Growing up in Southern Italy, I lived in the nebulous “2nd world,” where cameras and film were present, but camcorders and computers were still years to arrive. The only means most people had of communicating ideas, stories, feelings was the tried and true method of repeating it over and over, whereas now any moron from Memphis can put up a website detailing their family’s exotic vacation to Canada. Somewhere down the line, although in retrospect far too late in the game, I decided to write. I began to write down what I remembered the old ones telling me. I wrote about what I saw, what I heard.

      In my late teens, I moved to the US to attend Santa Clara University, and got in so much debt that Master Card wouldn’t allow me to leave. And now, like all immigrants here, I try to balance myself on the tightrope of assimilation without losing my identity. Since my soccer skills weren’t quite good enough for Juventus (who am I kidding…not even good enough for the US national team) I became more and more drawn to artistic expression. Yet somewhere during my University years, I realized the importance of having enough money to eat regularly. So, I sold my creative soul to the lure and stability of the corporate world. And I know I’m not alone; many far better had fallen before me (possibly even a few Seleda readers, hmm?).

      As the pressures found in modern life (success, appearance, family) increase, I find myself sacrificing memories for other priorities. It is my biggest fear, my biggest phobia, my neurosis if you will, that one day the memories will be gone. With them will be a piece of my personal history, my identity. And I will have to question myself, “Did they really say that? Was it really like that? Or did I just imagine all of it?” But even if my spells of introversion restrict me from passing stories on by oral tradition, my writing will at least guarantee that I can answer these questions, even if only to myself. Meanwhile, I sit at a local bunna-bet passing a leisurely afternoon with others from Addis, talking about life here, there, now, then. A few more grains of sand left to remember, to talk about…for now.

      - Joaquin San Lorenzo is the author of several feature-length screenplays he is currently trying to promote in Hollywood, including a story of Ethiopia during the revolution entitled, “The Jewels of the Lion.”

      Leba’nna Polees
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      by

      Enqoye DemamE

      A normal work day on the road…

      I was going to check on a project that’s been running for a few months. The kids had been on the road doing their qsqesa, stopping at a number of towns covering most of the country. Soon after I arrived and settled into my dingy hotel room, the group leader (the oldest among them) informed me that they have been having problems; Konjit, one of the girls, kept getting sick.

      I asked if it was anything serious – did she need to go back home for treatment? After much reluctance he told me the nature of the illness was not medically treatable, and that she had been seized by a buda in one of the towns popular for its abundance of such spirits. My first reaction was to laugh. Sure, I’ve heard enough stories of people bebuda ena beseitan yeteyazu. But although I find some of the stories amazing and amusing, I never really believed them or gave them much thought. Now do I have to deal with this as part of this job?

      I asked him for some details and was told it had started a few days ago. Once they found out what the problem was, it must have been the day before I arrived, they had taken her to Tsebel in the morning. The buda, bless him, had agreed to leave her. But they were going to take her to the church again tomorrow morning just to be on the safe side. He assured me, though, that she would be fine and there was no need to worry or send her back to Addis.

      I said, “Fine. Just call me when you get back and we’ll get to work.” Since I only had a couple of days, I wanted to spend as much time as possible watching them at work and assessing how effective our project was out in the real world.

      Next day started ordinarily enough. We had breakfast and packed into the land cruiser and headed out to town. Other than myself, there were 4 group members, a nurse, the supervisor and the driver. The first stop was eventless. On the way to our second stop I look back to see Konjit resting her head on a box next to her seat and looking worn out. Trying to encourage and lift their morale a bit, I suggested we stop for some cold drinks and rest since it was late morning and the heat was becoming unbearable.

      Some Ambo and Mirinda in the shade did us all some good, and we went off to our next stop, a busy marketplace. While we were momentarily stopped, and looking for the right spot to park, I looked to the backseat again and saw both Assefa and Konjit were not in the car – the rest of the gang were looking very grim. So I asked where they had gone and what was wrong. They tried to make light of things and said he took her out because she needed some air.

      Now I started to worry, I got out of the car and found her sitting under a tree with her head in her hands and Assefa ordering people around to bring this and that. The next two hours were something straight out of the twilight zone:

      A bottle full of Tsebel was brought from the car and they tried to pour it on her head while she screamed, kicked her arms and legs and tried to run, even with several people holding her down. The way she was resisting and struggling against the restraining hands, you would think they were setting her on fire, not pouring water on her. Our little circle was attracting a crowd of people sucking their teeth “mTs! mTs!” and throwing out suggestions of what to do.

      My suggestion was to get out of the market and go somewhere quiet to figure out our next step. The group suggested we go straight to church and get him while he’s still out. Who? The buda. I found out then that, in the last few days of attacks and attempts to exorcise, they had learned his name was Eskias - he had even told them “yet indayat’na endeyazat.” He had claimed he had fought with five other budas to get her because he was taken by her charm, and that he would leave her if they would just give him a little more time.

      The ride to the church was filled with a somber mood. Lemlem took out a small prayer book (one of them Lisane Mariam or Dirsane Mikael ones) and started reading out loud. Tekalign (the nurse), a man of science and not a religious man as far as I knew, also started going “Besmeab Wolde Menfes Qidus, Besmeab Wolde Menfes Qidus” over and over again…I guess because those were the only prayer words he could remember. The rest of us were mostly quiet.

      I was confused. I didn’t know what to think. A car full of grown people scared shitless of some buda, some of them trying to pray it away as we sped to church. It was absurdly comical. Konjit was resting her head on the box again and had gone to sleep…or seemed like it.

      Suddenly she awoke, sat up straight and asked “TeNahu ende? Yet nen?” and looked down at her wet t-shirt. touching it and looking puzzled. "Besbishalehu! Keyet meTa?’. No one answered her. She continued to touch her face and hair, looking at her friends’ faces for some explanation. She looked helpless. Lemlem whispered some things to her (words of comfort, I guess) and she went quiet after awhile.

      But only for awhile. When we arrived at the church she started screaming and menferageT again, desperate not to go inside. She became more talkative…“Mn’ale bt’tewuN?! Eleqatalehu alku eko! Tnsh gizE sTuN.” He must have seen our faces, so he adjusted, "Eshi tnsh deqiqa?’ and then went into a whole lot of other nonsense that I can’t remember now. Again they had to force her inside the compound and restrain her until the qEs was sent for and arrived. Since this was not a normal hour of Tsebel meTemekia, it took awhile for him to come. During the wait she had to be held to sit down and wait. She (or should I say he?) kept talking…

      …sometimes pleading, “EnEko laTefat ich’lalehu. S’lemwedat new enji!”

      …sometimes threatening, “Kas’chegerachihuN demo siiiiiiiT new’madergat!”

      …then wheedling, “Lemn tnnnnnsh gizE bchachn’n at’tewun’m? Eleqatalehu’ko!”

      She went limp and quiet once the priest came and took her in the Tsebel room and dunked her under the faucet. She didn’t resist much then. And she had that helpless, confused look when she came out. I got closer and asked the qEs how she was. He said that it was nothing and that she’d be fine. "YhE eko dekamaw new. Tnsh ezih btqoi yileqatal’ (I could almost hear Eskias’s voice, “Tnnnsh gizE sTuN.”)

      As an after-thought he added, “Bcha stweTu begebachbet ber atawTuat. BezaNaw ber hidu.” Intrigued, I asked him why – he didn’t answer me. But later I learned that it was because Eskias may be waiting by the gate, since he couldn’t really stay in the church.

      Wey gud! LEba’na polis kebuda ga!

      A Rant
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      by

      Birabiro

      Birabiro2000@yahoo.com

      This piece is not packed with humor, nor does it bear the hallmark of wit. It is as “sd” “nibab” as they come. This piece is written by an angry Ethiopian, who in typical considerate fashion has decided to spill some ink on paper, instead of throwing expensive china. You will forgive me if I come across as boorish, insulting, inconsiderate, an out-and out balegE . (but please leave my parents alone - inesu yebedeluN mnm neger yelem). This piece is not written so you can have your monthly fix of Seleda humor and walk away with a smile. If this piece leaves you with a smile, then I have utterly failed, and will gladly take your prescribed punishment. This piece is meant to make you angry.

      This piece is written to proclaim an ugly truth. And that truth is that Ethiopians do not believe in themselves. They do not believe in God. They do not believe in being human. They do not believe in looking in the mirror and seeing a miracle. They do not believe in the infinite possibilities that radiate out of their extended palm. They do not believe that the ancestral minds that have created and maintained a millennial Ethiopia also courses through the million billion neurons firing within their skull. Ethiopians do not believe that they, the beautiful people a mirror is so fortunate to be graced by, hold their destinies within them.

      qoy isti tinish bunna fut libel…“fuuuttt - ah!!”

      So where was I?

      Ah yes. So what do Ethiopians believe in?

      They believe in not being successful. They believe that they will not ultimately be happy. They believe that there is no point in stretching for an impossible dream because it will never be reached. They believe that some other entity/person/deity holds ultimate sway over the outcome of their lives.

      THEIR LIFE!!

      YOUR LIFE!!

      And so, they believe - why bother? We Ethiopians are a fatalistic people, (an English word that so elegantly captures what I want to say).

      We romanticize it as "yarba qen idl ". But there is no romance in it. And it certainly is not revealed to us on the fortieth day of our existence. That may have worked for Noah and his wooden ark, but trust me when I tell you that “it” - whatever it is - is not approved, boxed and packed away when you are still an uncomprehending bundle of joy to adoring parents.

      Speaking of yarba qen idl , do any of you join me in wondering about the person who receives theirs as a selasa-zeTeN qen idl , or the 41 day variety? Do you think one is still raw, while the other is overdone? How about you engineer types who wonder about the poor fellow whose fate falls at the plus three sigma extreme on the arba qen idl bell curve?

      isti qoyu iTanEn labunew…qETEmayEn lnesis…keberoyEn ldelq…

      Ok, I’m back.

      This is the thing about fatalism. It is not just you who is hobbled by it, but the other Ethiopian who has a dream that needs nurturing by your help and encouragement. You know them - the engineer who agonizes what to call the first Ethiopian Space Station, the artist who senses greatness just a brushstroke away, the doctor who dreams of the day when "moN bageN " is just a cool name for a fairy tale, and yes, even the irrepressible idealist who dreams of the day when our people are at peace with themselves.

      No, your demon takes hold, and says, “Why trust some other Ethiopian when he or she is seized by a vision of something that is not yet real? After all, they are nothing but agents of a tragedy that is bound to happen.”

      Editorial comment here: I remember Ato Haddis Alemayehu writing an article about his vision, or "ra’Iy ". The response, from a disbelieving reader started by saying "ye ato Haddis ra’Iy qZet honebN " What a sublime Ethiopian moment!!

      Back to the story…

      But you see, your fatalism takes pleasure in ripping apart somebody else’s dream for a simple existential reason. If someone can show the possibility that life without perpetual self-doubt is possible, then adios to “yarba qen idl”. “Ato desta newot? Tena ysTlN! Woizerit mNot? Nu ygbu!”

      So where did this come from - the iron belief that we do not control our own destiny? The historian in me wants to quote you millenia of control by omnipotent institutions like the church and nobility, and a not too pleasant recent history. The part in me interested in spiritual matters wants to lead you to the deeply ingrained beliefs in spirits beings that choose to live among us and extract harsh allegiance. The sociologist in me wants to say that it is part of our parent-child relationship. The economist in me wants to tell you it is a function of unrelenting poverty. I can put on many hats, wear many masks, dice using the finest of scalpels, gaze with the best microscope and deconstruct to the n-th degree.

      The point is not why, but this.

      It is nothing. It is only an illusion that slinks in through many subtle life experiences and gets reinforced through our language and behavior. But in the end, it is nothing. It is cast away as easily as one, hulet, selestu …

      One is for saying I have a dream, a destination, an ideal of fulfillment and happiness… Hulet is for making a decision that it WILL come true (I did not say it may, might, could, should or any other shodadawanna be asmesay qal…) Selestu is for knowing that there is a way and you, yes irsuwo tewezfew yhEn yemiyanebut , will find it.

      And now, you cannot say you have not read birabiro’s sellasie.

      gudayun salCers yemedhanit se’at indayders, slezih tolo tolo lbel…

      I am not a religious person, but let me leave you with a couple of thoughts. The Christian and Jewish bible says that we, humans, are created in the image of God (I take that as being a “spiritual” likeness if only because every time I look in the mirror, I cannot imagine God looking like goofy-ass me). The mystical wing of Islam, known as Sufism, tells you that every human being has an army of angels going ahead of him, and proclaiming “Make Way! Make Way.” Those religions that have multiple gods have these “omnipotent” beings so in need of human devotion that they wage war among themselves for your “soul”. The newsflash from SNN (Spiritual News Services) is that You matter. A great deal.

      Of course, if your cup of tea is defined more by financial success and babes galore, then that too is in your reach.

      After all, the word pre-destination means just that - having a destination in mind before starting the journey. And no one starts off on a journey without deciding that they will get there.

      Now please go and spread some happiness around…you are destined for it.

      AbEt doktor, beqa Ceresku… YhE amanuEl yemtlut hospitalacihu…

      Top ten
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      Top ten signs that Y8K ( _siminteNaw sheeh ) is and hamoos away

      10. When Abba declares you exorcised, you ask, “Could I have the the qebelE and KefteNa of the one who just left?”

      9. Preaching goes Digital : assisted by Power Point

      8. You ask the church usher to lead you to the qEs in charge of exorcising ye ferenj seyTan.

      7. Exciting new service for the congregation - Confession On line! www.abbaconfess.com/heavenorhell.

      6. Mass cancels for next sunday. Reason : Abba is a Knick’s fan . Sorry can’t afford to miss the playoffs.[ check ur e mails for spritual guidance]

      5. When taken to InToTo Mariam for exorcism, you ask which qEs has the warm Tebel.

      4. Today’s qiddasE is sponsored by : Sprite!Obey your thirst and trust your God!

      3. Whenevr you have somethign pressing- Page Abba @ 666 6666 leave a brief message. For marriage ceremony, press #1, for baptism, press #2, for divorce #3, for billing and initiation fee[non refundable], press #4. To go back to inToroTos, press #0.

      2 .The new spritual song by the choir group : “Who let the Devils out!? Who-Who-Who?”

      1. Abba’s favorite means of transportation – kooChnetta. [since Abba is a Green Peace Activist]

      *This month’s Top 10 was made possible by contribution from Henok G. Michael.

      Do the Right Thing
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      Just as we prepared to solicit donations to revive our “Do The Right Thing” forum which had slumped in the wake of a heated argument over the meaning of “The” in its title, there came an enthusiastic lifeline in the form Senayt Getachew. Inspired by our feature article of the past month, “Mekasha’s Mother”, Senayt brings to our attention: SOOM – Support Organization Of the Mentally-Handicapped.
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        * * *

      

      Thank You, Fasil, the writer of April’s article “Mekasha’s Mother”, for letting us all see a glimpse of what’s reality for so many in Ethiopia, and for bringing into the eyes of the world our not-so-obvious heroes. You have painted a picture in my mind, -one of tenderness despite sadness, appreciation after loss, and unconditional love even as fear overwhelms.

      I can only begin to imagine what Ayalnesh and Mekesha, and undoubtedly many, many others have gone through and still continue to go through today in Ethiopia simply because of the lack of awareness and understanding of mental retardation. It’s human nature to be afraid of the unknown, often resisting acknowledgement and/or acceptance of situations that may be different from the norm. Added to that, we have a culture so intimately coupled with religion and accustomed to regarding what seems mysterious as one extreme or another, siTota or IrgimaN. If we can’t explain it, it’s either a gift or a curse, and that’s the end of that. It’s not at all unimaginable that many, much like Ayalnesh, have been accused of being the owner of that “…ill-fated womb…” and their children shunned from society as if they, the forever young and quite possibly the purest souls in society, would harm it simply by being in it.

      Some have hidden their children from the world, shamed to have given birth to such an “imperfect” creation… The children have ended up back in the g’uAda or closed in their room, never to come in contact with anyone, save the hands that feed them…

      When Tsebel couldn’t make the child “normal”, some have felt defeated, and accepted their fate as a sign of Yalemebarek… Some have traveled halfway across the world in anticipation of finding the medhaniet that would make this curse ebb…

      When the retardation is not so sever, some have opted to suffer in silence and feign that their child is normal as can be…

      Some have been sent to school only to be told that they are pitifully dedeB and yemaygebachew, never passing a grade and always available as the easy target for anyone so inclined to have a quick laugh…

      Some, after having gone through their own share of shock, denial, guilt, and perhaps even a sense of loss when discovering their child’s impairment, have come together to start what the children, and the country, so desperately needed, an organization that would recognize their disability, help and protect them.

      Support Organization Of the Mentally-Handicapped (SOOM) is a non-profit humanitarian organization in Ethiopia, founded in 1994 by parents and concerned individuals to help those who are mentally handicapped. The organization’s main objectives are to provide 1) health-care, legal protection and general well-being, 2) functional literacy and vocational training, 3) to upgrade awareness through seminars, workshops, and discussion forums, 4) to educate parents as well as the community at large on the causes and ways of helping the mentally-handicapped.

      SOOM currently provides a school-type setting for the mentally-handicapped in Addis Ababa, where they learn various skills ranging from the often taken for granted and seemingly simple task of self-sufficiency (libs melbes, CHama madreg, meblat…) to playing and relating with other people in general (be it their peers or those older and/or younger than they), to creative works such as sifEt, yegabi/neTela sirawoch and carpet weaving. The organization highly encourages mothers of the children to take part in these activities, that being as much a part of the educational process.

      This is a big step from where we were less than a decade back; however, we’re still far from having reached that sense of comfort we hope will come when Ethiopia’s mentally-handicapped are being given the proper care they require. The organization needs to, and is working on expanding their facility from what is right now simply one average-size rented house serving a small minority of the affected in Addis Ababa, to reaching all communities within and outside of the city. They also plan on starting much needed day-care centers for the younger mentally handicapped children, where speech therapy and physical therapy will be provided.

      Although SOOM receives some assistance from Radda Barnen (Save the Children, Sweden), its main and significant source of income is donations, and much of the work done by volunteers and the children’s parents.

      To support SOOM, donations can be sent to:

      **Support Organization Of the Mentally-Handicapped (SOOM)

      P.O.Box 14457

      Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

      Tel. 18-73-70
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        * * *

      

      Donations can also be directly wired to:

      Commercial Bank of Ethiopia, Bole Branch

      AC# 10053

      There are also opportunities for individuals and organizations to sponsor and assist with development of specific projects. (Please contact SOOM for more information on this).

      More information can also be received by sending an e-mail to sgetachew@yahoo.com.

      SOOM appreciates any contribution in kind. Volunteers are always welcome.
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      Past DTRT

      Seleda Fundraiser
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      The SELEDA Fun-Fun Raiser

      We know that the only way we can get anyone of you out there to go around wearing something with our logo plastered on it is if we told you it was for a good cause. Yes. Lenegeroo… we, too, scoff at the words “good cause” and “SELEDA” being mentioned in the same breath.

      Esti… sine s’rat!

      We have been great fans of the Integrated Holistic Approach/Urban Development Project run by Sister Jember Teferra ever since… well, ever since… YanE… ke-d’ro. Thus, we inaugurate the first SELEDA Fundraiser with a little “do unto others” to benefit the IHA/UDP.

      How much would you pay for this T-shirt? Huh? Noooooooooooo. What do you mean “not a damn thing!”?

      We’ll ask again… How much would you pay for a first edition, once-they-are-gone-they-are-gone! , hawk-'em-off-on-eBay, use-'em-as-a-pot-holder T-shirt? Mn aynEt chgr new!

      Oh. That much. Then read on.

      Here’s the deal… read carefully and sign, date and initial after each paragraph so that we have none o’ dat famous ET “whaaaa… didn’t get me a T-shirt”…. “whaaaaaaa they bamboozled me…”… “wha… whaa… esti wuha aQebiluN, inante… be dereQ guroroyE atasCHuhuN…. whaaaaaaaaaaaaaa” gini-guzguwaz. The “No Whining” clause has been officially resurrected.

      Pay attention…The first 100 people who send a check or (better yet) a money order for $35.00 made out to the IHA/UDP will receive this fabulous T-shirt. Geddid? The first 100 people. Send checks to: SELEDA Fundraiser for IHA/UDP, 26 South Oxford Street #5A, Brooklyn, NY 11217

      Now, let’s say you were hemming and hawing (wegebeN… ehhh… hodEn…ehhh) and you are NOT one of the first 100 sra fets and we run out of T-shirts? What happens? Well, we can EITHER send your contribution to the IHA/UDP anyway, and thank you for your graciousness… OR, we can send your check back to you… maybe uncashed… and maybe without the IHA/UDP name scratched off and “Sakis Fid Avenue” scrawled above it. Kidding! We’ll send you back your check… uncashed…. But maybe add you to our ashmoor list. Kidding! Abo. Please, MAKE SURE and indicate if you want yer check back… 'coz if you don’t… Bye-bye! Gone! Adios! It’s goner that gone.

      Now, there’s more legal mumbo jumbo. With your check/money order (maximum two T-shirts per paying customer, please… demmo’ko as if anyone would want multiples… wegu bcha indayQeribN), please include $3.00 worth of U.S. stamps. Not Ukrainian stamps… not Chechnian stamps… good ol’ U.S. of A stamps. This is known as the “handling fee.” If you live outside these United States, a) why? b) we’ll cover your shipping costs, and c) why?

      So… to recap… in the US-include $3.00 worth of stamps (not cash, not mastishh, but stamps) with your 35 bucks. Outside the US… we got you covered on the postage because we’re nice like that. Let’s all say it together… “haaandling, eh? hannnndling fee-e-e-e.” You want a “feeling” fee, that’ll cost ya… huh? Mn? Ma?

      Where were we…? So… in an envelope, stuff in a check or (the preferred method of payment) a money order made out to The International Holistic Approach/Urban Development Program for… how mach? Too mach? $35.00 AND a series of stamps equaling but not exceeding $3.00 (for US residents) and send it all to: SELEDA Fundraiser for IHA/UDP, 26 South Oxford Street #5A, Brooklyn, NY 11217

      Incidentally, you can, of course, send in more than $35 per T-shirt, and we would be happy to pass on the goodwill to the IHA/UDP… and we’ll not even take a cut! (Wait!…. OK. We won’t take a cut!)

      Now, what is the IHA/UDP? No, it’s not the secret account of SELEDA upper management! And unless you have been living in complete isolation (or you live in one of them gawd awful states that starts with an M… Meeezooooreee…Minnnnisoootta… Miiiisiiisiipiiii….), you would know that the IHA/UDP is probably one of the most worthy and effective charitable organizations focusing on poverty eradication in Ethiopia. For more information, check out our SELEDA Salutes to them, and/or ask all your Qolo guwadenNoch.

      Soooooo… we would be terribly remiss if we did not thank the good people of Gap, Inc. who donated all these wonderful T-shirts. We love their commercials, we love their T-shirts and we just love their civic mindedness! Go… buy Gap stuff and be cool like them cool people.

      And, yes, despite our gut feeling to divert some of the funds to pad our “Starbucks Fund”, we will forward EVERY CENT… every last Qei ferengga of the $35 (or more) directly to IHA/UDP (it shall not pass “Go”… it shall not collect $200…)

      The Humble Editors, in an act of magnanimity that shall not be repeated in this century, coughed up the mabQaQia monies to cover printing and such costs. Gobez editors! Gosh gosh gosh gosh! Entuff! Entuff! Aaaaaaack entuff! Okay that was just unnecessary roughness…

      To recap the recap:

      Step one: Write check to IHA/UDP for $35.00 (more if you are nice) for each T-shirt. TWO T-shirts max.

      Step two: Indicate whether or not you want your money back if you are not one of the first 100.

      Step three: Include $3.00 worth of stamps if you live in the U.S. If you live outside the U.S., include a perfumey handkerchief.

      Step four: Go to your post office.

      Step five: Mail envelope.

      Step six: Congratulate yourself on a job well done.

      Rinse and repeat.

      If all the above was not in any way clear a) you must be one of them rocket scientist valedictorians from that l’il German School (ish bin ein how mach for a T-schient? Nein…? ) b) you may ask nicely via email, editors@seleda.com. (Please put “Duh!” in the subject line.)

      We want to start a SELEDA Scrap Book, to chronicle all over underachievements, so, if you are so inclined, send us a picture of you and yours enjoying the T-shirt.

      We hope to be able to hawk off more SELEDA stuff atchya in the near future, where all proceeds go to charity. Let’s us flex our bego adragot muscle and pick up those who’d pick us up if circumstances were different.

      We wait with bated breath.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Seleda Chat Log
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      The FIRST SELEDA Chat

      Speaking of madness, here are some excerpts from last month’s chat. And, really, isn’t it a great thing that we will never actually be in a real time room all together?

      *** Daedalus has joined #Lobby

      [RKD] damn, been a while since i saw that nick :)

      [Daedalus] hehe

      [Daedalus] which one d’you prefer?

      [misqilqil] L… where is L…

      [RKD] L is Daedalus

      [Daedalus] L is performing “assisted suicide” on WebTyrant RKD

      [Daedalus] RKD, i resent you bossing me around and stuff.

      [misqilqil] assist away…

      [RKD] resent is such a strong word

      [Daedalus] hmm…

      [Daedalus] well, did it touch a nerve or two goshdarnit?

      [misqilqil] r… mechase yante wuleta…

      [Daedalus] damn, i haven’t used that word in a while!!! “goshdarnit”

      [Daedalus] back in the day when we substituted sh*t w/ shooting stars

      [Daedalus] ah…

      [misqilqil] i used gabdarnit once

      [Daedalus] haha

      _And then God said… “Let there be silence”…

      _

      [Daedalus] ah, i excuse them for being late

      [Daedalus] it’s the natural order of things

      [misqilqil] not that seleda is a different breed

      [Daedalus] well, they might conform to the western paradigm, u know

      [Daedalus] seeing how they act all snobbish and stuff

      [Daedalus] in which case they should have been here at 19.00:00:00

      [Daedalus] aight, i ramble

      [Daedalus] RKD, i think i should bizounce

      [misqilqil] snobbishness is a virtue…

      [Daedalus] uhm, and exactly which Psalm is that stated in?

      [misqilqil] 99.1

      [Daedalus] ah

      [Daedalus] 1/2 truth, Mis (can i call u mis?)

      * [RKD] sings jeneganamana adina yekechey hey, …

      [Daedalus] snobbishness is a virtue to snobs. the righteous are humble.

      [Daedalus] didn’t read the whole thing

      [Daedalus] lied by omission

      [Daedalus] i like, i like. u a lawyer?

      [misqilqil] me?

      [Daedalus] ok RKD, where is errr’bady?

      And then there were three… and four… and five…

      *** Yeneta has joined #Lobby

      [Daedalus] wow, ppl really *did* mark their social calenders for this thing

      [RKD] one more to add to ze pyle

      [misqilqil] Red… sorry… rkd ameleNa neger new

      [Daedalus] i’m not sure if that’s a good thing.

      [RKD] lol, D

      [Daedalus] for real, RKD

      [misqilqil] welcome Yeneta… did u have trouble loggin on? if so, i can tell you WHO TO BLAME.

      [Red] Thank you Misqil

      [Red] Nor blenal yeneta!

      [Daedalus] welcome Yeneta

      *** Guest30 has joined #Lobby

      [RKD] technical problem?

      [Daedalus] what’s the technical problem?

      [RKD] Guest30: you might wanna change your nick from the creative one this dimbajam server gave you

      [Daedalus] nice excuse for not gathering a small crowd

      [misqilqil] it is… er, technical…as in things that go ka-bloom.

      [RKD] type in “/nick ******” where ****** will be up to you.

      [Red] what is the problem…are you running this site from CA… is this a rolling block-out or something?

      [misqilqil] heh heh… ehem… dadi… mneeeeeeeewwwwww

      [Daedalus] i mean, for gathering a small crowd

      [Red] Is the chat room sponsored by Eth. Telecom?

      hi guys

      [Red] Hi Guest30

      And just as the fun was going to star… da-raaaaaaaaaa… TseTita askebari…

      *** Seledama has joined #Lobby

      [Seledama] Selam…Selam … SELAM!

      [RKD] uh-oh … i see a crowd in the making

      [Red] selam seledama

      [misqilqil] meCHoh tikil new indE?

      [Daedalus] selem seledama

      [misqilqil] Seledama… eTan’nunn Qenessssssssssss

      [Red] I thought the article was very discriptive

      [misqilqil] Red… what else did you think about the article

      *** selamBilenal is now known as Bruck

      We talked about Mekasha’s Mother…

      [Red] It reminded me the very thing of libs mateb or masateb. I thought the greyish water desciription was interesting

      [misqilqil] Yeneta… what about u? did u read the article?

      [Seledama] I admit the thing I liked most about the article was that it forced me, contiuously, to face up to things i’d rather not think about. and it did it in a non-judgemental way

      [misqilqil] Yep. same here… especially the desciption of the mother being derided by her neighbor.

      [Bruck] abet abet selam bilenal

      [RKD] see now you got ‘em thinkin, seledama

      [Red] Misq., the article touches upon so many social issues. You have a drunken father, who is described as irresponsible. You have a very loving and selfless mother…

      [misqilqil] I love Fasil’s style… i like the anachy of making her the hero

      * Seledama spanks herself…and RKD…just cuz

      [misqilqil] anarchy. sorry

      [Seledama] guest 30 you there?

      [Yeneta] the man thinks raising a retarded son is the mother’s responsibility

      [Yeneta] and the woman accepts her fate

      [misqilqil] Right. and she is the “cursed” one… so he "tries his luck somewhere else.

      [Seledama] Yeneta, that brings up all kinds of questions doesn’t it…and not only about disabled children

      *** Guest38 has joined #Lobby

      [Yeneta] I found the part where she worries what would happen to her son if she dies first, very poignant

      [misqilqil] such as, seleda-mama

      [Red] May be Yared was thinking of Ethiopia…?

      [Seledama] misq…let me ask you about his style. at first i found it rather intimidating…

      *** Guest80 has joined #Lobby

      [misqilqil] Fasil has such incredible way of writing … so much so that, like Red said, you can actually remember the ritual of libs maTebing

      [Yeneta] and I wanted to give that woman who verbally abuses her, a good spanking

      * Seledama is in favor of spankings

      [misqilqil] ooooooohhh… spanking… :-)

      [Yeneta] hehe

      [misqilqil] ehem

      *** Guest38 is now known as wub

      [Seledama] hi Wub…your thoughts?

      [misqilqil] rkd, what did you think of the piece?

      [misqilqil] “Ga ga ga chirrrrrut! he he he he gagli gagaligligli!” he gurgle joyfully flailing his arms. He beams drooling

      [misqilqil] I love the ending…

      [Seledama] me too, misq…no happy Hollywood tying up of loose ends

      [misqilqil] "Mekasha, Ayalnesh’s consolation, is happy because

      [Seledama] exactly, Red. and that’s both what probably keeps her going but torments her the most. and the author really brings that out.

      [misqilqil] Seleda will adopt him

      [Daedalus] dang, must we be so morbid, Red. :)

      [Seledama] dunno if that’s not worse than eating flies, misq

      [Seledama] Yeneta, i’m thinking Mekasha would end up on the street…like so many do

      [Yeneta] I guess so too

      [misqilqil] bad, bad, Daed. i think Yeneta was doling out spankings earlier.

      [Red] the reality of the article…i know its a novel… but Yared

      * Seledama mababel’s Daed…‘sokay.

      [Seledama] who’s Yared?

      [Bruck] yared is king of the hill

      [Daedalus] and like Seledama said, it’s emotionally charged … suggestive of things like what would happen if Mekasha died

      [Seledama] uh…okay. i thought that was the Titanic guy…or was that the world?

      [Daedalus] but w/out dramatic language and what not

      [Red] i meant to say Fasil, forgive me

      [Seledama] RKD, doesn’t Daedalus’ answer smack of that getting-over thing we’d do in class…repeat what was said and nod convincingly?

      *** Guest30 has quit IRC (Web Browser left the chat web page )

      [Daedalus] and the tone, seemingly singy-song like, casual

      [Bruck] daedalus take time to digest

      [misqilqil] Seledama… mnnnew???

      [Daedalus] but the undercurrents

      [Bruck] no need to rush

      [Bruck] take it easy daedalus

      [Daedalus] Bruck :) just making due.

      [Seledama] sorry, misq

      [misqilqil] No, she’s right… i like the understated potency of the writer.

      [Daedalus] honestly tho, it’s great

      [Red] Daedus, I agree with you his style was very nonchalant…sort of as a matter of factish

      [Daedalus] misq, exactly

      [Yeneta] I think a writing style that presents a story without telling the reader what to feel , is effective

      [Daedalus] Yeneta, well put

      [Bruck] yeneta : is that why i didn’t feel anything after skimming through it?

      [Seledama] bruck … you didn’t feel anything? really?

      [Bruck] maybe because i was on crack when i read it

      [Red] Bruck, thanks

      [Yeneta] hehe

      [Daedalus] bruck, re-read it. it deserves an attentive read.

      [Seledama] ohh…crack. wow, seleda on crack is like…out of this world.

      [Daedalus] as do all articles of course

      [misqilqil] Yeneta, do you write?

      [Seledama] Red, do YOU write?

      [Yeneta] not me

      [Red] yes

      [Yeneta] I wish I could

      [Bruck] Daedalus: do you write?

      [Yeneta] but I enjoy reading good writing

      [Red] I actually wrote a couple of pieces to seleda before

      [misqilqil] Red, may I ask which ones?

      [Red] one in education piece and another in exile

      [Daedalus] Red, what did u write?

      [Bruck] seriously, i started reading the mekasha piece and after like a few sentences it was kinda depressing so i skimmed through it

      [Seledama] cool…red. i’m duly impressed.

      [Daedalus] Bruck, ya once in a a while.

      [Seledama] bruck, that’s exactly why i made myself read it more closely.

      [Red] Let’s talk about Fasil now

      [Seledama] as a culture i think we turn away or ridicule things that don’t fit our vision of reality.

      [Bruck] seledama: you like reading depressing stuff?

      [Red] would you mind explaining “as a culture” Seledama

      [Daedalus] or perfectly actuality, for that matter

      [Bruck] good question red

      [Daedalus] anything excessively realistic or unrealistic is not cool to think about

      [Daedalus] we find the happy medium

      [Seledama] in a way, that’s why everyone’s presence here makes me all warm and fuzzy – you’re all just freaks like me !

      [Bruck] daedalus: not when you are on crack!

      [Daedalus] but i’m not sure if that’s a unique to habeshas.

      [Seledama] i don’t think as Ethiopians we’re that different from other “cultures” but i have to admit i find our need to conform or make others conform overwhelming

      [wub] that

      [Bruck] seledama: is this based on hard evidence?

      [RKD] seledama, i think you hit the mismar gimbaru lai

      [Bruck] RKD: i think seledama got it all wrong

      [RKD] Bruck, is “when you are on crack” based on hard evidence?

      [Bruck] rkd: lilakilish indae?

      *** wub is now known as sew

      [Red] I think in any culture such out of the ordinary nature tends to attract “attention” partly because we don’t know how to handle it.

      [Red] I love you wub

      [Seledama] ere fqr b’ adebabay. i love it!

      * Daedalus is lost … this thing is taking philosophical twist

      [Bruck] let’s reform our culture then!

      * Daedalus brushes up on BS’ing skillz, prompto

      [Bruck] this depressing culture of ours

      [misqilqil] Red… you love me too?

      [Red] yes

      [Seledama] daed, you crack me up. what other articles have made you say hmmmm…or…are there some neurosis you can share with us?

      And after all of that, we took a break… a reality break…

      [Seledama] Daed, you’re a woman?!

      [misqilqil] i too was intimidated by amariNa poetry until i read some of solomon deressa’s stuff.

      * Daedalus flashes …Female, indeed

      [Seledama] wow…i really like Solomon Deressa’s book

      * Daedalus thinks, perhaps that wasn’t kosher

      [Bruck] tsegaye [gebre medhin] is like GOD

      * Seledama says what’s kosher…and it is!

      [wub] no he isn’t like God

      [Yeneta] I must confess, I tried solomon deressas poems, but most of them bounced off my thick skulls

      [Yeneta] skull

      [Red] he has two

      [Seledama] really, yeneta? some of them are a bit racy which i also like. to go back ot the culture thing, i also think we’re extraordinarily repressed.

      [Bruck] ok ok tsegaye is beyong god

      [wub] no he isn’t beyond God either

      [Bruck] seleda: nice

      [misqilqil] Seledama wins “Best Generalizer Award” of the evening.

      [Bruck] say more seledama

      [Seledama] i think he’s great, but i can think of greater people, like Britney Spears. now SHE rules.

      * Seledama is sooooo just kidding.

      [Yeneta] so seledawoch, how do you manage to get in touch with writers?

      [Seledama] misq, you think? i would happily engage you in some discussion on the repression of ethiopians.

      [Red] To like Solomon or Tsegaye, you must be patient first

      [Daedalus] hey if Bush can be prezident, why can’t Britney be poet laureate

      [misqilqil] Solomon Deressa is the quintessential poet… even his very RAUNCHY stuff… i read it twice and aloud until i realize “hello”!

      [Bruck] tsegaye is like god

      [Bruck] he’s like god’s god man

      [Bruck] c’mon

      [RKD] Seledama, that Britney joke wasn’t funny … i just boiled my keyboard in my yefela demm :-)

      [Red] bruck take it easy

      [Seledama] oh daed…don’t even joke about that!

      [Bruck] no, no you don’t get it… tsegaye is GOD

      [Bruck] he is the man!

      [Bruck] tiweraredaleh?

      [Seledama] RKD, my bad. Kozmo will deliver one to you in a…oops…they went belly up so you’re on your own…

      [Red] yes he is the man

      * Seledama to RKD

      [Bruck] thank you

      [Red] Seledama, I’m planning to contribute soon. I’m just too tied up with stuff

      [Seledama] REd, when when when!

      [Bruck] qoy qoy who is RED?

      [Red] soon soon soon

      [Bruck] commie minamin nech indae?

      [Red] no, no, no, bruck

      [Bruck] Red: how was quebec?

      [Seledama] bruck, who are your heroes à la Mekasha’s Mom?

      * Seledama will get Bruck to do more than nitpick if it kills her!

      [Bruck] my hero number one: the retarded boy

      [misqilqil] why?

      [Bruck] my hero number 2: the dead sister

      [RKD] he’s thinking outside the box

      [Red] are you still on crack…just asking

      * [RKD] grinz

      [Seledama] what box, rkd?

      [Red] I think he is in the box

      * Seledama is a nouvelle ireNa for organic virtual cattle

      * Seledama embwwwwwwaaaaaaa

      [misqilqil] Seledama, is this chat going to stay?

      [Seledama] i’d like to think so although the turnout hasn’t been that encouraging today

      [Yeneta] endih aynet neger limedugn yilal

      [misqilqil] i am on chat Tsom and i still came.

      [Red] embwa bey lamitu, lamitu…korma weladitu…may be in time more people would join us

      [Yeneta] besides, there are still some technical glitches

      [Yeneta] the window darts up and down everytime someone sends a message

      [misqilqil] Yeneta, is Java messed up?

      [Yeneta] it is not easy to log in

      [RKD] i can’t see why this chat can’t put on it’s gilgel suri and settle down :)

      [Yeneta] I guess so

      [RKD] gilgel suri is like underwear ;)

      [misqilqil] yeneta, how did u come across seleda?

      [Yeneta] people told me about it

      [Yeneta] like a year ago or so

      [Yeneta] and I have been checking you out since then

      [Seledama] guest80 how did you hear about seleda?

      [Yeneta] and loving you

      [misqilqil] guest 80 is mulling tings over

      * Seledama and the other Seleda interns are loving Yeneta too. the editors would love you too if they weren’t in Monte Carlo…

      [misqilqil] Yeneta, u have good taste. ;-)

      [Yeneta] :)

      [Seledama] how slow does guest80 mull

      [Seledama] bruck, stop private-messaging and get back in here…

      [RKD] so slow that Bush can spell strategery faster!

      [RKD] ha ha ha!

      [misqilqil] guest80 is in mull remedial classes.

      [Yeneta] hehe

      [Yeneta] I didn’t know you could do that here

      [Yeneta] thanks for telling me

      * Seledama giggles at RKD

      [Seledama] yeneta, you are of course in AP mull

      [misqilqil] is Red on private message macking someone?

      [Seledama] dunno, misq…probably chatting with Bruck who is being very quiet

      [Red] no I’m listening

      * Seledama ij mensat’s Daed

      [Daedalus] i’ll be back

      And we waited and waited and waited for guest80 to speak…

      [Seledama] guest80, still mulling?

      [Bruck] seledama: how about some talk on politics

      [Bruck] and sex

      [Bruck] like the illegal stuff

      [misqilqil] political sex is SO overrated.

      [RKD] SO last millennium

      [Seledama] bruck, you know the rule about politics…

      [misqilqil] SO 15 mins ago.

      * Seledama giggles at RKD

      And we waited…

      [Red] I think one of the reason Seleda is successful is because of the combination of too articulation and flexibility of putting Amharic for words we don’t know how to articulate.

      [Bruck] rkd: i guess yimechih nnew mibal

      [Bruck] Red now that’s serious stuff

      [Bruck] Red, mao lenin minamin negger nnew astesabish… i like red

      [Bruck] WHO IS RED?

      [Seledama] red, do you think that Seleda is too articulate? some do say the words are too big but i find they are rarely inappropriate. but that’s me…

      [misqilqil] Seleda uses words nicely. but sometimes… je june

      [Seledama] je who?

      [RKD] Red’s redness is a little sickle and hammerish kinda redness ;-)

      [misqilqil] je shewanQoChew.

      * Seledama likes a little commie now and then…

      [Seledama] if i ever have a son, that’s going to be his name…poor sod. ShewanQoChew Seledama

      [Red] They are too articulate, for good. It’s totally okay. But, I’m sure writers who write accept that “challenge”

      [misqilqil] RKD… Hammerish and sickleish… tee hee.

      [Red] I AM NOT A COMMI, seriously

      We thought talk of liquor would intice guest80… but, nooooo…

      [misqilqil] did you guys know that there was areQE called “innant inna lij”.

      [Seledama] oh puhleeze, misq. that is the government issue areQE.

      [misqilqil] am i the only alki in here?

      [Red] Seledama, thank you

      [Seledama] welcome, dear Red.

      [Seledama] yep, misq, you da likkered up one

      [Red] Seledama, try it. you don’t know what you are missin

      [Red] of course, misq.

      [Seledama] red, you like inat’na lij, or you mean the qurT. cuz i’ve had both and ewwww…

      [Red] everyone knows that misq., what is the matter with you

      [misqilqil] what does innat inna lij taste like?

      [Seledama] like sambucca but so very not italian

      [Seledama] like cheap ouzo more

      *** qelebeleb has joined #Lobby

      [Seledama] hello qelebeleb…what would you like to drink with your NO POLITICS chat?

      [misqilqil] qelebleb and misqilqil would make a great couple.

      [Seledama] tying up my fingers trying to type it already

      [Red] it rhymes to

      Gin!!!

      [Red] straight?

      * Seledama serves up a good Tanqueray with tonic, i assume?

      always

      [Seledama] ooops…take away the tonic

      [Seledama] so qelb…heh heh…what is on your mind tonight?

      * Seledama reminds everyone that she can boot whoever whenever wherever…i love power!

      seleda is elitist that is what makes it so good

      [Seledama] qeleb…have some more gin…talk to us some more

      [Red] no, it’s not bad if you have goal of making it “accessible” to a wider reader

      [Seledama] red, i know that’s what some people would like. but really to operationalize that, what would it mean?

      [Seledama] on the narrowest end of the spectrum, it might mean finding smaller words for big ones and substituting.

      At least God senr us Guest90…

      *** Guest90 has joined #Lobby

      [Guest90] deeep ij mensat yeneger new

      [Seledama] guest90,…ere ndaw’m! so did you read the article? did you find something noteworthy on seleda? do you write? breathe?

      [misqilqil] he hee gust90.

      * Cagedbird_singing checks g90’s pulse

      [Cagedbird_singing] let’s bid money on this!

      [Seledama] hi guest86…welcome! can we serve you a refreshing drink, preferably with an umbrella in it?

      yeah… why not?

      [misqilqil] guest90’s pulse rate: dm-dm-dddddddmmmm-dmmmmmmmmmmmmmm

      [Seledama] i’m a gamblin’ babe. what are we betting?

      [Guest90] does this room have a private thingie

      [Guest90] ?

      [misqilqil] private thinggy. don’t we all have private thinggys?

      [Cagedbird_singing] i bet g90 is actually still in here, but busy being entertained by RKD hitting on him

      [Seledama] guest90 if you want to private message anyone, right click on their name and choose p2p

      [Bruck] seledama: yinfesibih

      [Guest90] to tell you the truth, I don’t know which one of the guests I am

      [Seledama] misq, you are bad!

      [Guest90] there is no highlighted nick

      [Guest90] in the list

      [Cagedbird_singing] i put a solid DOLLAR on that

      [Seledama] you are guest90…in the duh category

      any discussion of the article?

      [Guest90] hehehe

      [Seledama] yeah, it was pretty good, 86… what did you want to add?

      [Guest90] loved it loved it loved it

      [Seledama] oooh, i think i’m gonna like 90. what exactly did you love about it?

      [Guest90] endih new enji metsaf

      [misqilqil] Guest zeTena… did u figure out the thinggy.

      okay this is pretty boring… goodbye and good luck!!

      *** Guest86 has quit IRC (Guest86 )

      [Guest90] the descriptions, the picture painting with words

      [Guest90] the woman who almost brought tears out of my ever dry eyes

      [Seledama] the zmbs…the washing water

      [Seledama] more more more 90

      i noticed that the writing on seleda is becoming a bit sentimental

      [Guest90] and the netela, how she cleans his face

      [Guest90] and how he feels she loves him

      [Seledama] qelb, is that bad? we’re a sentimental, melancholy people, no? yeah yeah i’m generalizing. jeez, i’m gonna get a complex.

      [misqilqil] i think i like guest 90

      [Guest90] and the funeral procession

      [misqilqil] i was saying about the ending… i died when i read the ending…

      [Seledama] guest90 read the stuff! wowee

      [Seledama] and yet resurrected, misq.

      [Guest90] howthe father carried the corpse of his duaghter

      [Guest90] you wouldn’t think he would ever desert his wife

      [Guest90] but he does

      [Guest90] men!

      [Seledama] oh that was wonderful, 90. i also was in awe over the non-judging tone. you don’t hate the father, just pity his lack of depth.

      [Guest90] but honestly, I loved the matter of fact style of the story

      [Seledama] a woman, 90? or just an agent provocateur?

      [Guest90] hehe

      [misqilqil] is guest90 still drinking expensive seleda drinks?

      [Guest90] hehe

      [Seledama] i think so…i’m keeping him plied with likker

      [Seledama] more gin?

      [misqilqil] i think guest 90 is a girl.

      [Guest90] you don’t have dagim?

      [Guest90] and didn’t I say I am a woman, thank god

      [Seledama] yaw’m yegojam

      * Seledama orders dagm for Guest90…ere ydegem!

      [Guest90] sekemekim madere new

      *** sefanit has joined #Lobby

      [misqilqil] biissssss

      [Guest90] ena bachiru

      [Seledama] hello sefanit! welcome! can i get you something smooth and delicious while you chat (that would be a drink, ere!)

      [Guest90] seleda is about to become

      [Guest90] indispensable

      [sefanit] ah, you are too kind…actually a nice cafe latte for the late nighter wuld be sweeet

      * Seledama serves up another inat’na lij for misq

      [Guest90] or has become I might say

      * Seledama goes through a super-speedy coffee ceremony and gets a delicious seenee of abol for sefanit.

      [Guest90] dagim for guest 90 and abol for sefanit

      [Seledama] guest90, i like where you’re going with this. are you a writer, by any chance?

      [Guest90] i have a q

      [Seledama] go, 90

      [misqilqil] guest910 HAS to be a writer… indE, Seledama. use the woman’s intuition.

      [Guest90] do you have difficulty publishing amharic pieces

      [Guest90] ?

      [Seledama] my intuition is out of the night…

      [Seledama] difficulty how?

      [Seledama] putting them up means someone has to type them up, and then they go up as an image usually. right?

      *** Cagedbird_singing is now known as Com-mon

      [Guest90] because you might not have the software that the writer used to print the piexe

      [Guest90] piece

      *** Com-mon is now known as FreeVerser

      Does it make sense to talk about literature AFTER getting all likkered up?

      [Seledama] caged, welcome back as the new you. identity crisis?

      Seledama, it’s clinical

      [Seledama] oops…i meant to say my intuition is out for the night. thanks for catching the typo.

      [Seledama] hi Freeverser…didn’t see you come in. what would you like to drink (and are you a hacker?)

      [misqilqil] Guest90… i don’t think there is difficulty unless someone uses… wordperfect or nuthin’

      [Guest90] hehe

      Seldama, i told u, i’d rather take the cash equivalent

      [misqilqil] :-)

      [Seledama] oh. duh. sorry com-mon freeverser

      misq, funny

      [Guest90] because I have heard people complaining that they were unable to get their amharic pieces published

      [Guest90] at seleda

      *** FreeVerser is now known as FreeVersePoet

      [misqilqil] wait… can someone offer ME a drink. Yemin parching me new ityE!

      [Guest90] I love free verse poet

      [Guest90] I mean poem

      guest90, u like free verse poetry?

      [Guest90] uh huh

      kewl, kewl …

      [Seledama] really, 90? it’s true that some pieces are turned down for a number of reasons…but not because they’re in amharic.

      any favorites?

      [sefanit] and now i’m waiting for free verse poetry to let free verse poetry happen!

      [Guest90] because poetry is not just a mere contriving of meters and rhymes

      [Seledama] didn’t i just give misq another drink. yemn mooching off the chatroom bar, new.

      awlright, lay it down 90 … please continue

      * Seledama pours Misqlql some Mad Dog 20/20

      [Guest90] it is the depth of the thought, unrestricted by antiquated conventions

      [Guest90] when you worry about the package, the content suffers

      [Seledama] guest90 do you go to/perform at slams?

      haha

      well put

      but sometimes the package embodies the content

      [misqilqil] the amharic poetry so far has been great. they are not … gimme my mofer and Qenber and lets us go a maressing" kind. amharic poetry has a tendency to do that. or should i say, people have a tendency to do that with amariNa poetry.

      [sefanit] should not poetry be felt and not measured…?

      [Seledama] if seleda came in a siddd-nbab package with no images, cool fonts, would you still visit as often? like if that Seleda Berenda with the images and poetry had just been lines of text, would you have read it?

      i mean, don’t u think there are a lot of pseudo-poets/free verses nowadays?

      [Guest90] amharic poetry has been maferia, except a couple of giants

      who think anything esoteric is ART?

      i mean, esoteric verse that is …

      [sefanit] esoteric…big word for tired minds…

      [Guest90] I am sure there are charlatans in every field

      true true

      [Guest90] but it is for the enlightened reader to separate the wheat from the chaff

      [Guest90] so to speak

      truth, heard that

      the good apples, from the bad ones

      [misqilqil] especially in amariNa… i think because amariNa is so laden with double meanings… people try to hide behind that… my, er, hulet santm.

      misq, i didn’t know that.

      [Guest90] so free verser do you write poetry?

      interesting

      [misqilqil] just mabeTers the mofer from the Qenber.

      [Guest90] I do

      [Guest90] I like poetry that uses simple language but conveys a really deep thought

      [Guest90] poetry that doesn’t masquerade murky thoughts in the opacity of high flying language

      g90, hmmm …

      [Guest90] cause I read some poems written for the people

      [Guest90] and I find them really difficult to understand

      d’you know this contemporary called saul?

      [Guest90] and I say to myself, if I, as a well read literature lover,(and modest) fail to get it

      [Guest90] how will the sefi hizb?

      [sefanit] err…errr…er…

      [Guest90] hehe

      [sefanit] enough said.

      g90, ur too modest

      doncha luv humility

      [misqilqil] hehe Guest90. i love snobbery.

      * Seledama throws out the buna and makes another pot of just abol for sefanit

      [Guest90] humility

      [Guest90] is a good thing

      [sefanit] hehe. not much admit love of snobbery. so nice to finally hear somebody say it.

      [Seledama] i’m still thinkin’ guest90 is a guy.

      [Guest90] beliku

      but i mean, since poetry, as sefanit said, is a combination of sounds, why not be manipulative w/ language?

      [RKD] nobody made me any angol coffee when i stepped in :-(

      [Seledama] 90, more gin?

      [Guest90] what makes you think so. seledama

      crafty w/ rhetoric?

      [Seledama] you wuz here, hodE.

      [misqilqil] guest90… do u get stuff written on seleda?

      [Seledama] dunno…as i said, my intuition is an outie tonite

      [RKD] “why’d you kill everybody in the house?” … “they wuz there”

      [Seledama] RKD you are my hero! i love that joke.

      [Seledama] or did i tell it to you?

      [Seledama] hmmmm

      [sefanit] sometimes words can be an elitist weapon of obscurity and snobberyy…but at times, we can own the words…

      [Seledama] go’head sefanit

      [Guest90] and freeverser

      [RKD] heard it on some standup thing i think …

      * Seledama serves RKD whatever he wants. how about some of that AddisAbeba-gureNa drink Johnny Walker Blue Label?

      [misqilqil] what is snobbish literature, anyway?

      [Guest90] the best poems that I have read are written in hat they call free verse

      [Guest90] what

      [Guest90] so my advise to you is

      [Guest90] keep freeversing

      [Seledama]guest90, do you consider rap to be an example of free verse?

      [misqilqil] Seledama inna RKD… esti Qenesssssssssssssssssssssss.

      i dunno whether to be impressed or disappointed at ur beverage collection

      then again, it puts a lotta things in perspective.

      * Seledama sticks her tongue out at misq

      [sefanit] rap…when its freestyling can be a beautiful creation…

      [Guest90] don’t let yourself be entangled in the mire of measuring up words

      [sefanit] ere, respect. yehae tongue sticking out menden new!

      [sefanit] sene sereAt!

      [sefanit] measuring up by syllables or making them elite or of the masses?

      [Guest90] seledama is a woman

      [Guest90] hmm

      [Guest90] why did I think it was a man

      [Seledama] touché, guest90!

      [Guest90] I guess free verser is scribblng some freeverse about seleda chatroom

      Seledama, evian … it’s been a while. if that’s not asking too

      * FreeVersePoet tries to remember the last time she had a mud bath w/ Evian water … actually, make that 30 bottles

      [sefanit] wouldn’t it be nice if there was such a unifier amongst ethiopia’s up and coming artists…

      [sefanit] collection collaboration with beautiful production…

      [Guest90] and there are lots of them blooming

      sefanit, visionary

      [sefanit] and package pretty also.

      [Guest90] hehe

      [sefanit] i like cause you like… all the places you will go said dr. seuss…

      [Guest90] funny

      [Guest90] but hey, do something with this chatroom to make it user friendly

      * Seledama has a jerry-can of evian ready for FreeVersePoet anytime she’d like…it’s being warmed along with this fresh sifted gonder clay for your mudbath.

      [misqilqil] brb

      [Guest90] haha

      [sefanit] brb? is this computolingo?

      [Guest90] I had difficulty logging in

      [Guest90] and using the jave version

      But back to guest80…

      [Seledama] guest80, haven’t you mulled enough? can’t i tempt you with a nice shot of single malt…my fave?

      [Guest90] when there is a crowd, there won’t be shortage of ideas

      [Guest90] seleda rules

      [misqilqil] i am back.

      [misqilqil] have we determined if g90 is a man?

      [Guest90] as if

      [Seledama] yeah, it’s a guy

      * Seledama goes to guest90 to make sure

      [Seledama] guest90, drop 'em

      [Guest90] gibi gibi, bet lengida

      [Seledama] see? told you it was a man?

      [sefanit] eewwww…

      [Guest90] hehehe

      [misqilqil] er… who dat guest 80?

      *** FreeVersePoet is now known as Ditz

      [Seledama] shhh…i’m thinking that’s the management plant.

      Maybe Shenkorit can will guest80 to speak…

      *** Shenkorit has joined #Lobby

      [Shenkorit] wow…this thing lasted for 3 hrs?

      [Shenkorit] i’m impressed

      [Seledama] hello shenkorit! welcome to the chat. what can i tempt you with … in the drink category, that is?

      [sefanit] one who is lost is better silent and watching by observing…

      [sefanit] who is zmb mekasha?

      bye ppl

      [misqilqil] sefanit is getting loopy.

      [Shenkorit] Seledama lite birz…

      * Seledama gently pours out the Birz Lite from the dembejan for Shenkorit

      [RKD] ciao ditziye

      [misqilqil] Shenkorit, we are playing a game of “is guest 90 a man or a woman”/

      < [Guest90] hehe

      [Guest90] she can tell by the sound of my laughter

      [sefanit] ahhhh!!! now it comes back to me!

      [sefanit] but of course…

      [sefanit] the zmb…

      [Shenkorit] Seledama …hmm…so what’s a nice aselafi like you doing in a place like this?

      [Seledama] good save, sefanit. now say something to prove you’ve actually read it

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil a man…naturally.

      [sefanit] and the children would tease and make him eat it and the balebet would vent out her anger on mekasha’s mother and he was the son that survived!

      [misqilqil] Sefanit… you have read it!

      [misqilqil] good girl.

      * Seledama grins at sefanit…

      [Shenkorit] ene emlew…endet RKD sew selam atilim?

      [Shenkorit] well my good people, if you don’t mind, i’d rather we discuss an article from last months issue

      [Shenkorit] that piece by the nazreth school (mamateb-ing) girl.

      *** Moi has joined #Lobby

      After Moi gets in the picture… BeQa… aleQe…

      [Seledama] moi! welcome to the berCha(t). would you like some coke with your leafy greens?

      [Moi] no, miss piggy don’t do that, m’dear!

      [Guest90] shenkorit, wants to discuss an article from last months issue

      [Guest90] go ahead shenk

      [misqilqil] Shenkorit… go ahead.

      [Guest90] we are all ears

      [Guest90] me at least

      [Shenkorit] *sigh*…i’m too tired to be mean…and that just disqualifies me from reviewing any article.

      misq must be a guy :)

      decidedly

      [misqilqil] other than dangelo… who i don’t know what that is.

      [RKD] shenkorit … do i know thee?

      [Guest90] Moi

      [Shenkorit] RKD well…in every way but the biblical sense mon cheri

      [RKD] ok, now i’m REALLY paranoid

      [misqilqil] RKD is “the most wanted baby daddy.”

      [Shenkorit] RKD…u’r cute when ur paranoid

      [misqilqil] Shenkorit… spill it sister.

      [misqilqil] i wanna hear the shenkorit gmgema on the Nazret school girl’s article.

      [Moi] gasp!!

      [Moi] please NO!!

      [misqilqil] heh heh… is guest 90 out macking someone?

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil… well… it brought tears to my eyes…

      [RKD] is that the equivalent of ak-ing someone?

      [RKD] mack 10s … ak47s … how come flirting took after a gun? hmm

      [misqilqil] :-) me too. i thought… “THIS is why i need to read seleda.”

      [misqilqil] anchi qum negereNa.

      [misqilqil] ye Qalat aderaderu… Shenkorit… i said to myself, i am a nothing.

      [sefanit] which wan waz nazret school article?

      * Seledama reminds all parties that Seleda Incorporated has agreed not to mention certain single-sex catholic establishments in vain.

      [Moi] lol

      [Guest90] or badmouth them to be exact

      [Moi] but nobody ever talks about katedral

      [sefanit] gud new…you go to inner ring of ‘hellinos’ for that one!

      * Seledama joins RKD on said-jelba and beats off the other wannabe’s

      [Moi] don’t it rate a mention??

      [Seledama] Moi bemotkut…may i say that the blue uniforms y’all wore just rocked?

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil & Seledama you too?? enem i was humbled new yemilachihu… i couldn’t leave my house for days… lemin?..

      [Guest90] hehe

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil… it was like so…entin… beqa… so deep and meaningful…you know… if mother theresa had the milk of goodness flowing through her veins…our nazereth awaQi had the CREAM of human goodness flowing through…and the the the…*wait let me catch my breath*…ere argebgibulign…i’m getting excited here…besmeab… min yibalal…just … pa pa pa…

      But somehow we always manage to veer away from Qum neger…why is that???

      [Moi] my sister used her darmar sendel as a launchable weapon

      [misqilqil] my darmar sendel Chama is now a plant holder at my grandma’s. talk about recycle.

      [RKD] what, Darmar merged with Fubu?

      [Seledama] Fubu’s chinese? man…

      [Moi] STOP THE MADNESS!!!

      [Moi] REIGN IT IN, PEEPS!!

      [Moi] CAN WE GO TO THE GHINDU

      [sefanit] hahahahohohoohheehheoehaifheoifheiah

      [Moi] ER…IS THERE A GHIND ANYMORE???

      [sefanit] this is such fertile ground for rumors of the most absurd kind!

      [RKD] ghindu? any relation to ghandi?

      [sefanit] i like i like!

      [misqilqil] is guest 90 around?

      [RKD] or that diabilos-ashkeroch at that miserable hospital?

      [Guest90] alehu alehu

      [misqilqil] zeTena… ration kardon yizew hibert suq nu.

      [Moi] row, row, row your boat

      [Moi] gently down the stream

      [Moi] merrily merrily merrily

      [Shenkorit] how do u say row in amharic

      [Moi] life is but a dream

      [RKD] Qizef Qizef Qizef jelbahin

      [Shenkorit] hahahaha

      [RKD] Qess bileh wenzu laiiiii

      [Moi] qizefu, qizefu jelbawin

      [Moi] qes bilachihu wenzu lai

      [Shenkorit] u all iz crazy

      [Moi] bedesita, bedesita, bedesita

      [RKD] beDestea beDesta beDesta

      [Seledama] what did you all think of the Headliners in last month’s seleda?

      [Moi] nuro hilm newaaaaaaaa

      [sefanit] nuro helm new!

      [RKD] nuro hilm silehoneeeeee

      [Shenkorit] Seledama it was good to get a new list of people to stalk

      [sefanit] life is BUT a dream. the but is very important.

      [Seledama] sheko, you a stalker?! me too! we gotta hang together!

      [RKD] hiwot meQemeCHa ena hilm newwwww

      [RKD] better, sefanit?

      [misqilqil] nuro inde hilm aydelem?

      [Seledama] lmao at RKD…irreverent

      [sefanit] ooh. you tickle my funny bone and my spleen will burst.\

      [Moi] but the but is not a conjunction in this case

      [sefanit] lmao? le mao tse dung? ere lmao menden new?

      [Moi] so the but does not translate to a Ghin, 'kay

      [RKD] laugh my a-dollar sign-dollar sign off

      [Seledama] nuro kale hlm mnm aydelemn’a

      [sefanit] ewww. okay gramma teacha number one!

      [Moi] sefanitiyE it’s laughing my ass off

      [Seledama] sefanity…is that like sanity north of boston?

      [sefanit] what is?

      [Seledama] sefanity

      [misqilqil] i think this is all too low brow for guest90.

      [sefanit] what’s laughing your ass off?

      [sefanit] is what like sanity?

      [Seledama] lmao = Laughing My Ass Off

      [Shenkorit] ayee neger raqutun kalmeta…

      [sefanit] ohhhh!! hehe. i knew thaatt!

      [Moi] wiy, tankew!

      [Guest90] guest 90 is keeping guest 80 company in pvt

      [misqilqil] *Extra Extra… guest 90 is breathing now.

      [Shenkorit] so what did you guys think about the VOA interview

      * Seledama slides two 40s to RKD

      [Seledama] shenkorit, more importantly, what did YOU think of the interview?

      [Moi] this is way too lowenbrau for moi

      [Seledama] mais, reste alors.

      [misqilqil] WHY are there so many men on the Seleda board… on the VOA interview.

      [Moi] maybe i just need some lowenbrau

      [Seledama] tadya lowenbrau atlm neber?

      [Moi] alesh?

      [Seledama] misq, good question…

      [Shenkorit] and why do they insist on talking about washint and the whole wind insturments trend is like so ten minuites ago

      [Moi] amCHiwa!

      [sefanit] is lowenbrau like out worldlye energetic nervous brother rolling a unicorn?

      * Seledama slides three lowenbraus and one saint pauli’s girl (gotta diversify) down the bar at Moi. Not me…but Moi.

      [Seledama] 0uh oh…sefanit on a roll.

      [Moi] mais, merci, ma chere!

      [sefanit] mais merci ma cherie, aussi!;)

      [Moi] glug…glug…Ahhhhhhhh!!

      [Seledama] je t’en prie. alors…no burping.

      [Moi] urp!

      [Moi] eeps, too late

      [sefanit] mais pourquoi!?

      [Seledama] ;o)

      [sefanit] c’est degolace ca…

      [misqilqil] I like the washint part, actually. i liked the concept of it when i read it on LDs first.

      [sefanit] degoutant!

      [Seledama] i’m a verrrry well-brought up gentlewoman…in a frrrrrrench accent

      [misqilqil] why don’t u like it Shenkorit?

      [misqilqil] inante TaTewech

      [Moi] wa! shinte meTa

      [Seledama] ere sefanit with ze français…tu etais au lycée?

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil well, keep in mind that i don’t like anything…

      [Moi] maybe dats why shenko don’t like it

      [misqilqil] Shenkorit… lijE… awrii

      [Moi] what am i still doing here?!

      *** Moi has quit IRC

      [misqilqil] heh heh… you anarchist, shenko. i thought it was sweet.

      [Seledama] Shenkorit, had you heard the Washnt example before? i admit it was music to my ears when i first read it, and it seems like a good motto for our “kind” if there’s such a thing

      [Shenkorit] it was so serious…for a moment there the person discussing it sounded like a character out of ‘As Bole Turns

      [Seledama] wiy…so Moi left?

      [Shenkorit] ohh…i’m being mean again…someone kick me out…

      [misqilqil] :-)

      * Seledama slaps Shenkorit…we don’t deport in this chatroom…we punish!

      [Shenkorit] eshi getaye…can i have a fresh one

      [sefanit] mais non, je n’etais pas au lycee…mais il y a quelques autre Lugares(en espanol…places…) ou je peux apprendre le langue, no?

      [misqilqil] i can see that… “INa… hulanchim indeminawQew… Washint inwedaleN…”

      [Seledama] hey, did you all read As Bole Turns?!

      [RKD] was Moi any relation to Arap?

      * Seledama tries to remember what Shenkorit would like to drink…brz neber? Lite brz?

      [sefanit] hehe. you would think that.

      [sefanit] as bole turns…is that real?

      [misqilqil] i think it was birz frappe.

      [Shenkorit] seledama i log on every month for that…

      [Seledama] mais oui, sefanit, mais je te trouve tres sympa – mais tu as raison. je m’excuse

      [Shenkorit] the rest is miriqat

      [Seledama] ugh…hope not.

      [misqilqil] As bole turns… ahhhh… i miss those people.

      [RKD] ah bon! tout le everybody speaking le francais up in ici, abo!

      [sefanit] as bole turns…are people serious? it existing…?>

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil miss them?..minew? *paranoid…looks around*… it is not getting canceled is it?

      [misqilqil] RKD reminds me of someone on Bole Turns.

      [Seledama] mixin’ it all up in ici. afE QurrrrrrrrrT ybel’lh!

      [RKD] mechEEEEE? :)

      [Seledama] shenkorit, when is a good thing too much of a good thing?

      [sefanit] eh porque tu vas a couper ta bouche? ere teyiw!!

      [Seledama] misq, if i send you a private message, would you know how to read it?

      [misqilqil] i thought the finale was like two months ago? did i miss a bole 5?

      [Shenkorit] Seledama when the kebele tries to make it a kefetegna-wide program

      [sefanit] ere tewu. chelema west atetewugn. what is as bole turns?

      [RKD] misqilqil? who do i remind you of?

      * Seledama lobs sefanit-bcha grin her way

      [misqilqil] yes, seledama… Sefanit… mnew?

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil but Docterinetachew kibur Dr Raselas has been making guest appearances…

      [Seledama] lmao at shenkorit

      [misqilqil] ay sefanit! ferencaii bcha mehon mn yaregal?

      [RKD] it’s what happens when ayorplannn takes off and all the chuchewoch in thier ghibi’s in bole look up and turn thier heads in sync to the movement of the plane

      [RKD] used to happen everyday at 6:12pm … almost a ritual

      [misqilqil] LOL RK… hoo hoo… ehem. Sefanit… As Bole Turns was a cyber “soap opera” on Seleda.

      [sefanit] lmaofleijsldfmah!

      [Seledama] lEla new lEla lEla new…tesafari new (an ode to Abonesh Adinew’s great album)

      [RKD] is that the woman who sings the CHefiri-bireri-cherQishin-Tilesh-QiliTTT-bilesh-ibejiii-yilegnal song?

      [sefanit] but who is french becha? i am also dominicano!

      [Seledama] mais falu portugues? o habla espanol?

      [Shenkorit] ere be hig amalk

      [sefanit] hablo el espanol pero puedo bailar el samba!:)

      [RKD] parla italiano?

      [sefanit] ante TRAITOR TO THE CAUSE!

      [misqilqil] ere sile mariam! abo!

      [sefanit] pastam ebelalehu endatelegn! menew!

      [misqilqil] the arrivistes are so annoying.

      [Shenkorit] lol

      [RKD] lol

      * [RKD] squirms in shame. … yes, yes, i’ve crossed over. *sniff*

      [sefanit] arrivites? ohoh. word unknown. may day may day…

      [misqilqil] arrivisties.

      [Seledama] misqilqil, do you speak wefff…mizisiziqiziliziqizilizi

      [misqilqil] arrivists

      [Shenkorit] lololol

      [Shenkorit] uffffey

      [misqilqil] :-)

      [Seledama] arrivistes, please

      [sefanit] uhh…arrival? like plane arrival? a river?

      [sefanit] arrivistees?

      [misqilqil] ya!

      [Shenkorit] e

      [RKD] azabozo!

      [sefanit] people that have arrived?

      [misqilqil] danka, baby.

      *** Guest90 has quit IRC (Ping timeout )

      And not a peep from guest80…

      [misqilqil] guest80… what did u do to guest 90?

      [Shenkorit] not me

      [misqilqil] shenkorit… are we done with that article par excellence?

      [Shenkorit] misqilqil i think u should dedicate an entire issue to her…

      [misqilqil] i liked guest 90. VERY funny… until guest 80 maffened him.

      [sefanit] seledama, thank you for the reassurance. i thought i was losing my sight!

      [sefanit] is guest 90 gone?

      [Seledama] i guess so. wiy guest80 bcha nachew yeQerut.

      [misqilqil] antu guest 80!

      [sefanit] so much respect. so beautiful.

      [Seledama] misq, not so fast. are you sending me qwanTa anytime soon? cuz that’s REAL love.

      [misqilqil] Real love is… overrated.

      [Seledama] misq…if you were a foTa, i’d hang you up at the Shola fooool bEt.

      [misqilqil] the QuanTa that i have, however, is not!

      [Seledama] misq, if you were a kalsee, i’d put you on a St.Joe temari’s foot until you could stand up all by yo lonesome

      [Shenkorit] my effort to make quanta firfir with beef jerky…yuck…didn’t turn out so good

      [misqilqil] i sense hostility.

      [sefanit] that’s just straight up cruelty…

      [Seledama] misq, if you were a darmar sendel, i’d send you to Asko to be ridiculed by your betters

      [sefanit] go get 'em!

      [Seledama] misq, if you were a Qebeto, i’d put you on that guy who can’t see his feet for his borCH.

      [sefanit] fight fight fight!

      [RKD] third foot? ayeeee …

      [RKD] aside: does darmar make condoms?

      [sefanit] BCUDE=blood curdling upto dread ends!

      [misqilqil] did i tell you that now i have all this quanTa with CHoma on it that i don’t know what to do with? did i just end a sentence with a pre.?

      [Seledama] rkd, not that i know of.

      [Seledama] shoulda been “with which i didn’t know what to do”, and the answer is “ew…don’t send it to me”

      [misqilqil] Darmar condom…now there is a condom that will never break.

      [Seledama] but who would want to be the condom-wearer’s object of …iyyyyy…yQr.

      [Shenkorit] there’s a condom ad in addis…and there is a picture of a guy on it…his name is mike…he moved back from here…anyway…now in conversation if his name comes up…mike? …mike condom?

      [Shenkorit] it would be sad if it wasn’t so funny

      * Seledama scream

      [RKD] LMAO

      [RKD] ROTFFLMFAFOOOOOOOOOOO

      [misqilqil] oh my God… can u imagine his dad’s mortified look??

      * sefanit squeeze you until tenfas eskiyater!

      [Seledama] y’all, i’m giving a two minute warning…but RKD will likely stay and chat awhile…

      [misqilqil] the directions on a condom in Addis starts like this: “Mejemeria biliton yawTu”. which i thought was so polite.

      [Shenkorit] lol

      [sefanit] ewww…

      [sefanit] there’s something so…RAW…about that word.

      [Seledama] damn…this woulda been the best test for guest90

      [misqilqil] it is faradize.

      And one last tug at guest80 …

      [Seledama] guest80, bemotE, mn lamTa. mnm sayTeTu ndew CHlT malet?

      [Shenkorit] lrotf

      [misqilqil] ciao. shenkorit. i like your style.

      [Shenkorit] ciao misqilqil not as much as i like yours…and i don’t like anything so…

      * Seledama splat

      [RKD] ere Telatish yisplat

      [Shenkorit] eshi belu… melkam mishit

      [Seledama] ciao shenkorit…great chatting with you

      [Shenkorit] stay abesha…keep it real

      [sefanit] ere good night from this end also. there is work yet to be finished. it has been extremeley…esniff esniff…

      [sefanit] what can i say…

      [RKD] oh no … “keep it real”?

      [Shenkorit] seledama ciao dear

      * Seledama does the abesha-black-power salute thing (fist raised high but knees together

      [Shenkorit] RKD yes…that’s what i heard in DC…he made a fist and told me to stay abesha…and keep it real

      [RKD] mindinew sinibit? koi gena werewun berenda lai mewsed alebn eko

      [Shenkorit] as if i had a choice

      [RKD] i hate that tired expression … keeeep eeeet reeeeeeeeeeeeel.

      [Seledama] you could try being japanese a bit

      [sefanit] berendaw ly kehaeden seraeyen techeresaleh?

      * [RKD] grumbles

      [Shenkorit] Seledama i tried…then the yen took a dive and …

      * Seledama mababel’s RKD

      [Seledama] hee hee shenkorit…ain’t that a bit**?

      [Seledama] memotE new…rabeN…dekemeN…sra alebN…indEt Tyach’hu liheed? wiy wiy yenuro seqeqenE!

      [Seledama] 6,0now that there is some good down home irrrorrro.

      [Shenkorit] ere kemir ciao

      [Seledama] inEm ciao

      [sefanit] ciao then to alll…

      [Shenkorit] ciao RKD, misqilqil, sefanit, seledama…

      [Seledama] RKD keep hope alive…

      *** Shenkorit has quit IRC (Web Browser left the chat web page )

      [Seledama] guest80…i guess my hospitality was not up to your standards. yhoon…meches…next time i’ll have to try harder.

      [sefanit] alKasha!

      *** Seledama has joined #Lobby

      *** Seledama has quit IRC (Seledama)
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      Things Ethiopians say to their shrink

      … New immigrant: “No sir, this is NOT manifestation of split personality – There’s age, and there’s passport age; there’s name and there’s passport name; there’s your childhood and then there’s the childhood your immigration lawyer knows about.”

      … Victim of chronic Depression from Menz: “These Prozac tablets… er… am i to roast and sprinkle them under the adbar shade or am I just to slip them into the leeT buhaqa of my nemesis?”

      … Disgruntled husband of a nymphomaniac: “Doctor, I think my wife is possessed. She disagrees with me vehemently on every silly topic. Except when we make love. Then, she agrees vehemently with things I haven’t even voiced.”

      … Dysfunctional male from Wello: “What does my growing up near Afar land have to do with my current impotence?”

      … Paranoid schizophrenic from Dessie: “It doesn’t marry you what my childhood was like. I KNOW a budha ate me. And ever since, I don’t speak, I don’t get baked. I’ve lost knee.”

      … Disgruntled wife of a control freak: “He keeps reminding me that I am NOT the one wearing the pants, especially when neither of us is wearing anything.”

      … Disgruntled father: "The only kind of ADD my daughter manifests is of the ‘AnCh Dimbazham Dedeb’ specimen.

      … Victim of the Agaffari Indeshaw syndrome: “I hit the life expectancy for my region of the world six months back, and I’ve lived in constant terror since.”

      … A moody Harvard student: “According to my self-diagnosis, the level of serotoninergic neurotransmission in my cranial cavity shows a sinusoidal variation. Therefore, it suggests to me a cotail treatment consisting of a specific sertonin reuptake inhibitor such as Celexa, Zoloft, and Paxil, with a whiff of Luvox, and a sprinkle of Prozac. Would you sign this approval of prescription…”

      … A chronic manic-depressive: “Some days, I feel like a regal eagle perched atop the tallest zaff on the Ras Dashen peak. Other days, I feel like a wingless bird crawling along the salt bed of the Dallol Depression. Right now, however, I feel like I’ve been trapped in the exhuast pipe of the qEra gimat… and you say that’s normal?”

      … Mengistu Lemma: “You are taping the voices in my head, aren’t you!”

      … Megistu Hailemariam: “It was when repeated attempts at growing my afro into a shurubba left me with a serious complex, that I put in an order to have every image of Atse Tewodros reworked. And my people lovvvvvvved me. They did. Mn? They did too! Yes, the DID…DID…DID. Shut up. No, YOU shut up. Ato Marx… Ato Ingles… esti aref beluuu.”

      … Mary Armde: “It started right around the time I discovered that, owing to my voice, I was developing a reputation as the first ethiopian gay male singer.”

      … Qiddus Yared: “Er… sorry, attention WHAT?”

      … Aster Aweke: “First, they said I was alqasha. Then, they said I was giggly. And now, they’re saying… hold on a minute, doctor, I need to step out to the restroom… (blow kisses and exits room. ‘I love youuuu all, dokterishkn’)”

      … Paulos NoNo: “Wait, doctor, what do you mean a freaky obsession with freaks of nature?”

      … Fatuma Roba: “Before, they used to stand at the top of heartbreak hill and wave a sign that said ‘yiChalal’. This year, they stood at the finish line holding a sign that threatend, 'yisharal.”

      … Ephraim Tamiru: “Narcissistic? No, doctor. I’ve been the epitome of humbleness since the release of MY latest album, which you must’ve heard of. It sold 1, 234, 567 copies in 52 states and 213 countries and brought me much acclaim as the best Ethiopian singer living in the DC area and answering to the name ‘Ephraim’.”

      … Wegayehu Nigatu: “I’m all for moderation – one drink per ego. But you see, I inherit the ego of every character I take on. Now, I’ve even taken on characters that had multiple personalities. So, every night, I have one drink for each (burp) of my alter (hic) egoes…”

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      June 2001: Food & Drink

      July/August 2001: Open Theme

      Food and Drinks.

      You could never figure out the recipe behind your great-grandmother’s second cousin’s notorious gubet-be’ambazza short-cake? Or was it the atela-infested Tela at Emmama Kuribachew’s ceremonial irkuss-menfes eradication dinners that insisted on giving your lanQa inflammatory rashes? Maybe you were confused the first time you saw that molQaQa poking the injera with a fork. Better yet, remember that time you were elevated to knee-wobbling levels of g’lete-fenTezia after your run-in with what you later found out was an oriental delicacy derived from monkey brain?

      Anyway, June is the month to let your gastric and creative juices flow: The Food and Drinks Issue. Esti, bemotE, humor us … your adventures and misadventures with our most primal needs. Two beets or not two beets, that is the question. To eat, to chew, perchance to bloat … ahem yeah, ok, our insides are itching for a little meQuadesha with buTiCHa and mooQ.

      Ere contribute, be’hodachin amlak!

      Open Theme.

      Define “open”. Define “theme”, and while you’re at it, define “.”
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            The Food and Drinks issue - June 2001
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      The Food and Drinks issue

      June, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      You will have to forgive us, dear readers. Yes, we are late but not because of some lopsided ye innatE meQenet TelfoN new excuse. Nah. It just happens that the aberrantly frolicsome ye semmonu SELEDA upper management, in an ultimate tribute to love and commitment, (and influenced by that magical Ethiopian wedding fever season) decided to get married this past week… to itself.

      Frightening? Yes. Uncalled for? Yep. Creepy in a Dr. Raselas kind of way? You betcha! Surprising? 'Ta! Innate demo!

      So… there we all were at the Church of the Can’t Be Redeemed, some of us flower girls, but most of us unofficial kenfer meTach tazabiis. We had hoped this would be a quick soiree and were aghast that the pre-nup cocktail hour actually ran five hours, as upper management divvied up SELEDA right in front of us. As if, ladies and gentlemen, as if this union is in any danger of matrimonial medefress. The unsubstantiated rumor du-moment was that the pastor does divorces as well (specializing in ke ras yeteTalu cases)… and we thought we heard someone chortle about a “two-for-one” deal. Whoo-wai people have to mesheQeb cupid?

      It was a disorienting affair, what with all the multi personalities of all our multi personalities congregated in one place, it took us a little while to recalibrate. We apologize for the delay in bringing out this issue.

      Dehna senebetachiulN, SELEDAwiyan?

      Welcome to the Food and Drink Issue! For those of us who feed on words, this has been a gluttonous buffet thanks to our contributors. AbEt QunTan… abet QunTan. Once again, we are humbled by they who can make us dribble incoherently. There is us, recalcitrant n’er do wells, and then the Great Glacier Divide, and then the perfection that are our contributors. Frozen in the middle is common sense as to why we ever thought we were worthy of their words. May they accept our ye weferE gratitude. Amen… amen…

      Next month will be our first No Theme Issue since the whole theme thing started. All of you who have stashed articles away in your cranial Qum saT’n, hoping that we run out of them damn themes, well, here’s your chance. Carpe this rare moment of control un-freakishness, and let it rip. No holds barred, 'cept 'oletika, of course, and help us make the July/August issue a true double issue. Deadline for submitting articles is June 15 except for those who insist on being brazenly impudent…and in that case June 15 ½ is OK.

      So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      Well, how delighted were we when Editor #XXRNb, freshly off a seventh 12-step program, came up with a proper way of archiving past SELEDA articles! You see? Never underestimate the power of boredom and/or superlative addictions. Check out the link at the end of your favorite feature, let’s say My Story, and, gud of all guds, here comes a list of all past My Stories! Tadiyamma indEt yihonal? And, thus, SELEDA pries open yet another cyber door that has always been tebergio open.

      SELEDA Chat, the unbridled ibdet be ibret (©Szaninetitu) that it has become will be back with a vengeance on Tuesday, June 19, at 7:00 p.m. East Coast Time. We hope to see you there, and this time we hope to steer clear from trying to translate “sperm bank” in Amharic (final consensus: Ye HaTyat Goterra.) Our banner article this month will be The Taste. We’ll discuss it thoroughly before we inevitably digress into something laudably inconsequential. Join us.

      What else is new?

      Ere Qoi…

      We have a major bone to pick with you, you Washint Generation!! Yes, we may think we are all literate and cool like that, but ostensibly we are also too damn lazy to go to the post office and send in a check and some stamps to help a good cause. The humanity! How could it be that after dismissing our counterparts in Awropa as charlatans with Green Card Envy, that it is them who have ended up as showing clear support for the first SELEDA Fun-Fun raiser! Huh? Huh? We owe AwroPawii SELEDAwiis a great deep apology (damn, we hate doing that) and urge the good ol’ US of A SELEDAwiis to join the fray!! Besmeab! Maybe we should just move ourselves to Awropa–upper management will be happy to learn about the “open marriage” rules they have down there. Incidentally, we would like to thank profusely Meseret Taye for being the first person to get in her donation. Mesu… beQa… Meseret is now the official SELEDA Queen until one of them cyber-abiots comes along. So, in with the Zemene B’rhan and let’s all do the right thing. We promise that next time we have something like this to make it easier for you to pay through the Internet. Until then, show your love. We need you.

      What else?

      SELEDA Editors Retreat will be happing in July where we hope that one of the main goals we accomplish (besides trying to convince Editor Xxna “Left Eye” VVM that nifTam and nefTeNa are two different things) is mapping out themes for the next several months. You are, of course, welcome to chime in and put forth your ideas for themes. And, no, there ain’t going to be the Sex issue, because, you shall remember, we are still er, struggling with that stuff. Besides, we have yet to see Quills as was recommended. Nope. No hope for us.

      Again, nothing makes us happier than a bottle of cheap likker and reading your reactions to articles. (Cheap likker while reading your letters…. Ahhh…. Don’t toy with us!) Write to us at editors@seleda.com, or go to our comment box. We not only look forward to your comments but to your articles. Guidelines for writers can be found here.

      With that we bid you adieu. We have to attend the Melss for the society wedding of the century. All of us have been invited to say something about it, and we are trying to say “Do you people not get the execrable crappiness of this?” without sounding so…mean.

      Upper management is registered at Bergdorf’s.

      Cher ygTemen.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Drought
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      By: Debrewerq

      1984 was the Year of the Rat in the Chinese calendar. It wasn’t much better in Ethiopia, I imagine.

      Those of us who were in the States then saw the story of the drought in Ethiopia “break” on NBC News. Along with it our spirits. A few counties away, another Ethiopian student was watching the same news, but unlike me, she decided it was her duty to go back home and do something. She joined an NGO and retuned home and found herself right smack in the middle of insanity.

      Her stories haunt me.

      Every morning we would wake up at the camp to the smell of smoke… It usually signaled that someone had died and they would smoke a few twigs to ward off evil spirits and the miasma of death. When I first saw the smoke I thought it was from midijas that conjured up images of barbeque. But the only thing burning in Wello that year was the land.

      The land…I can see the land still. The only colors around the camp were ugly shades of brown. The land that has newly been scorched was a certain shade of black brown. And land that has been dead a while turned ashy brown, and eventually it would mix with the smoke and the wind would blow it wherever the wind blew dead things. The land was so thirsty that it drank our sweat and their tears. While waiting for the next FD (feed drop) people would take turns sitting under one wretched tree… its leaves so thorny and brown and inedible. It was a polite, esoteric system. People knew when to get up when a more indigent person came along. Brown skin, brown clothes, brown eyes. They are very many shades of ugly in the color brown.

      The smells… Death doesn’t smell like The Bath and Body Shop. It smells worse. Especially when the able-bodied men cannot keep track of the dead and bury them quickly. The dead would exact revenge by unleashing furious smells. The women would take turns crying for the dead and letting them know that someone was paying homage to their lives. Sometimes the women would cry all day. Non stop. Only the volunteers and the ferenjis smelled nice.

      The sights…There are two lasting memories I will always remember. One morning, I woke up to the noise of something being rolling on the dead ground by the wind. It was a white box just rolling on along as if it had not a worry in the world. A little boy started chasing the box as it came toward me. I thought it was an empty carton of medical supplies. It turned out to be a Styrofoam take out container. The little boy caught up with the box and sat down to investigate it further. When he opened it, I saw the inscribed gold logo of the Addis Ababa Hilton in the center… the two “Aas” fidels adorning the elongated “hee” in the center. The boy closed the empty box and tucked it under his arms. The Resident Representatives from the World Bank had flown in to the camp a couple of days ago to assess the situation. People got paid a lot of money to assess that drought was not a pleasant affair. The next time I saw the Styrofoam box, a mother was trying to make her child’s head comfortable on it.

      … We finally got a shipment of shots of vitamin A, I believe. They cost about 10 cents a shot in the U.S. But the assessors and the government people didn’t send us enough shots for all the children at the camp. So my job was to now assess who needed the shot real bad, who was healthy to wait for the next drop, and who was too far gone. It was a tall order for a 19-year-old who took pains deciding whether to take lacrosse or crew the semester before. By the time I stuttered I couldn’t, my Team Leader was already barking orders at someone else, bitter that his paperwork of how much shots he needed was ignored. A woman, well into her last trimester shuffled towards me. The thin shurubba lines on her small head were drenched with sweat. She dragged her emaciated son along with her and shoved him in front of me. She begged me with the little strength that she had but with the ferocity of a mother begging for her child’s life. She opened both her palms up to the sky and waved them up and down, occasionally wiping her tears with her brown clothes. Her eyes pushed out rolls of tears. I knew what she was asking me. But there was also a little orphan who was in contention for the ten cents shot. He had no mother to plead his case for him. But his eyes. His eyes pleaded for his life.

      I had chosen lacrosse.

      The sounds… when the planes making the drops rumbled from long distances, we would all look to the sky hoping it was thunder. We all knew it would never rain at the camp. It had not for so long. But something made us always check the dusty brown sky to make sure.

      It was always so quiet at the camp. Nearly 400 people and it was deafeningly quiet. Especially in the afternoons. At high noon the Moslems would pray and you could hear the rustling of their clothes against the omnipresent wind. The soft murmurs of “Allah Akbar” would slowly give way to more silence. I used to wonder what people prayed for at the feeding camps. I tried to prioritize my prayers. But I usually ended up cursing at God.

      Journalists would often come to the camp until the Ethiopian drought fell out of favor with news producers in New York. When they came to the camp they would break the silence with sound and camera equipment and news slang and curses. Most were shell-shocked and only the cameras would make noises. Brrrrrrzzzzzz…. Whirrrrrrrrrrrr. And then the clicking. Doctors flown in that day who wore lily-white coats would opine about “the situation”. “The situation is desperate”. We were sometimes asked to stay out of a shot so that the camera can capture the desperation. Thank God the camera never lies. But I wondered often if it really adds 10 pounds.

      It was always a desperate situation.

      How are you the same after that? You just are because you know just how useless you were in the camp. So, really, you are the same. A little jaded, maybe, because like the camera, the truth in you never lies. 1984 in many ways stunted my growth.

      I look back at my own day today…

      $32.00 for brunch

      $14.50 for popcorn at the movies

      $1.19 for a Coke

      $6.50 for ice cream

      $9.80 for cappuccinos

      $16.00 for take out kitfo and Tbs.

      I wish my truth lied.

      Culinary Mestewadid
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      by: Fasil

      I don’t know why I call her “Muffin”. She doesn’t resemble one except that she is plump and she fits her dresses, or rather her dresses fit her, as snugly as a muffin in its paper cup. It may be because she is soft, tender and comforting like a breakfast of a fat, golden-crusted corn muffin next to a cup of steaming coffee on a dismal Sunday morning. It could also be that the sensation of peeling the corrugated wax paper off the muffin and hungrily sinking my teeth into its moist pith is perhaps like undressing my own Muffin on a bitterly cold winter night and snuggling into the warmth of her delicious ample bosom. Call me what you will: carnal, hedonist, epicure. I am all that, and as a result, my Muffin has me wrapped around her little finger because she is a matchless cook and a lover who holds her own.

      I fell for her over two years ago. We met when I was possessed by a fickle demon that had me hoping from bed to bed, quickly finding fault with every partner that came along. Muffin would have been one of a bunch of women with whom I had whirled briefly in the frenzied dance of infatuation until the blaze turned to ash. She would have been just a recollection fading into the misty horizon of my past; an instance of feminine form, texture and character in the growing repertory of my encounters with the fair sex, had it not been for her culinary might.

      Three months into our romance, when the demon in me awoke once again baring its fangs and I began squirting at her the repelling spoor of out-and-out meanness, Muffin unveiled her own weapon, more potent than a legion of fastidious demons: she assumed absolute control of my kitchen. Armed with a pile of cookbooks, a cabinet packed with exotic spices and a full measure of unflinching tenacity, she transformed my kitchen into a conveyer belt of out-of-this-world dishes whose mouthwatering redolence pervaded the hallways and caused my less fortunate neighbors to steal envious glances in the direction of my home.

      Muffin has always known about my weakness. Try as hard as I did, I haven’t been able to hide from her my deep attachment to the delights of hearty food. She has witnessed how a short spell of hunger robbed me of a good portion of my sanity and turned me into an unsmiling, foul-tempered swine ready to kill for a bowl of soup. She has been with me at many such moments of crises and watched me sitting over a plate of one of my favorite dishes, such as lamb stew, and observed how I trembled greedily like a ravenous calf thrusting its muzzle to its mother’s udder; she has seen me scooping up chunks of lamb with a flimsy piece of injera and shoveling it into my mouth, chewing it with lustful fervor like one sucking the sap of a life-saving fruit, and swallowing it to the spasmodic twitch of my Adam’s apple. Horrified, astonished, amused, she has seen me communing in munching silence with the intensely sensual pleasure of lamb stew juice tingling my taste buds; she has seen the serenity of relief returning to my eyes as partially chewed gristle hurtled down a chute of cartilage into the sac of my stomach. She has noticed how every mouthful chipped away at the dark cloud of bitterness and hostility that hunger had cast over me; how satiety banished the rapacious monster and a gentler, kinder side of me came shining through. It must have been at one such moment that she realized I would always be hers as long as she cared to keep me around. Seeing me shamelessly baring my soul of a glutton before her, she resolved to bide her time and to spring a foolproof trap at me if and when I get it into my head to wriggle out of her clutches.

      Now the table is turned, and she is the one that holds the strings. Don’t get me wrong. She loves me; I know that. She wouldn’t have bothered to tame me by bartering her culinary gifts for love and to hold me by the scruff of my gourmand’s neck. I love her too, although I was not aware of it till she anointed herself as the undisputed queen of my kitchen. In the process of holding me captive by tending to my dietary needs, she has mastered the art of cookery so marvelously that I have lately begun to suspect she might even have figured out ways to manipulate my behavior with the magical craft of her cuisine. When I grow lethargic, she injects energy into my limbs through what I ingest into my belly. When she feels the need for excessive attention, she knows what spices to throw in the stews to fill my head with thoughts of her. When I smother her with copious affection and she longs for a breathing space, she garnishes the steak with the relish of indifference. I believe she knows what herbs to infuse in my tea to bind me in apathetic torpor when her carnal appetite is at its lowest. When she senses the rudiments of rebellion feebly simmering in my chest, she peppers my salad with the condiments of submissiveness and turns me into a spineless lambkin weakly whimpering at her feet. When my diet abounds in zesty lentil paste sprinkled with pieces of spiced sausage, I brace myself up for nights of erotic storm.

      They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. To Muffin, my stomach has surrendered the keys not only to my heart, but also to my mind, my soul and my will, for she had discovered early on that one who chooses “Muffin” out of all endearments for the woman he loves, is an incurable hod amlaku.

      Gbzha

      **_
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      by Yetinayet

      “Qrebu!”

      She looked very good - not a hair out of place, manicured and stylish. Her resentment warred with that ingrained hospitality as she invited us to the table; there would be just the three of us for dinner. As was the custom, she served the dulet first. The quirky part of my brain…the part given to the oddest flights of fancy…marveled at how this was probably the most ironically appropriate of dishes for us to eat, together.

      CHegwara, the locus of all that is repressed anger and suffering, chopped up into little pieces.

      Although she had been the one who had extended the invitation, and had persisted, perhaps having me witness their marital bliss had been sweeter in the anticipation. The air vibrated with the tension that was sure to be unleashed in many little ways for days to come. After tonight, I would be spared its sting.

      Gubet, patience personified, able to withstand years of neglect, meticulously minced.

      I had stayed on the move for years, as he waited for some indication that I was done with the wandering…and as she waited for him to give up hope. I was now here to be taught a lesson about patience. And I had been feeling lost enough to accept the invitation, and do my penance.

      Kulaleet, necessary for washing away toxins daily, which would otherwise remain to tarnish and poison.

      That old, tired joke sprang immediately to mind and I thought, absurdly, of yelling out “Alecha, kulaleet!” Mine could have warned me to think about the idiocy of this. Hers could have warned her about the double-edged qurTet that comes with resurrecting old ghosts.

      I spooned a heaping portion of dulet on my plate and waited for my hostess to be seated. Her eyes darted back and forth, vigilant and restless. She ate very little.

      The meal continued, each dish in the lengthy parade a testament to the formidable talents of the lady of the house, though nothing came close to the first course in both flavor and impact. I ate with great appreciation, returning again and again to that dulet, and pretended not to notice the stilted conversation and forced laughter.

      “Mn yCHemer?”

      “Nothing, thanks. I’ve had enough.”

      “Duletu’n wededshw?”

      “It’s delicious…it was all delicious.”

      _

      Perhaps it could have used a little less hamot?

      _

      I could have said more, but it would have gone beyond the accepted niceties. I came to pay homage to the wedding memories, the house ground-breaking video, and the children’s birthday pictures. With your gebeta as complete as it is, I hope you won’t miss the extra pound of flesh you had planned for.

      I love dulet - have I mentioned that? I may have little taste for the individual ingredients in this most magical mix, but somehow the combination was irresistible, especially when it’s made with anjet-yemyarss qbE and issat-yelase qaria, and the mouth-watering mix of shnkurt, miTmiTa, korerima. And salt.

      I had come tonight expecting to open up new wounds for myself; it came as no surprise that she’d expected the same thing. We both had had a surprise.

      I left, replete.

      Chocolat: (unrequited)
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      (unrequited)

      everytime eyesteal a glimpse into:

      the hazlenut of your iris

      smiling inside the flaky folds and wrinkles of your lids,

      shimmering against your cocoa dusted complexion,

      the caramel of your charisma

      and

      milk of my mindless infatuation

      fuse

      into a sweet

      Nothing.

      Food for Thought
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      by: ShanQo

      she had her baby cradled in one arm, clad with nothing but a dirty pair of shorts. the scorching sun was ruthless on his infant skin, burning it to a dark, crusty, scaly brown. his eyes almost exiting the comforting cradle of their sockets roamed in languid desperation. he pawed at his face with his coarse palms, lazily wiping away the dried mix of mucus and tears from his face, which left permanent ridges of poverty on his cheeks and around the corners of his mouth.

      igziabher yisTilign

      she didn’t say a word, as she routinely stuck out her hand at me, palms etched with scars of pain and struggle, nails stained with dirt from a lifetime of digging for gold, only to be confronted with the miserable clunk of hard, cold rock. her eyes tried their hardest to don an uncompromising stare, but they faltered, as they often did. she quickly looked at the ground, and adjusted her grasp around the baby. my hands were itching to roll up my windows and turn up the volume on my stereo (Hey, didn’t I put in Aster’s new album in the CD changer this morning?)

      igziabher yisTilign

      she bites her lips brutally. i couldn’t figure out if it were desperation, shame, hunger … or all three. she pulled back her hand and re-adjusted the rags around the baby, covering up some of his bare back from the cruel glares of the sun.

      igziabher yisTilign

      she gave me one last wistful look before turning away, while sucking on her lips. with both arms around her baby, she kissed the poor soul on his scorched forehead and said, “m’Ts! Igziabher’ima minim alseTeNim. Why do you think I’m turning to you people?”

      The Taste

      by: Birabiro

      I am a journalist, a watcher and chronicler of events that tie Ethiopia and technology together. I have the looks of a healthy middle aged man, the unhurried and confident air of someone who is perfectly familiar and perfectly comfortable with his strengths and weaknesses, his achievements and failures.

      The sign says “Mojo Injera Company”. I am to meet its president. I try to count the number of floors this building has, and I lose interest after 20. Perhaps “Mojo Injera” is just one of the tenants here. As I step through the main entrance and into the sleek lobby, I stare up at the huge company logo. The designer of the logo has morphed a few specks of Teff grain into what has become the global symbol for Injera, a dimpled circle. The size of the logo does not compromise space for any other corporate entity.

      The president is a snappily dressed man. He has the jowls of someone used to indulging his appetite. He also has the calculating eyes of a hard-nosed businessman.

      “Let me begin by thanking you for this opportunity,” I say, “but I must say that it was some of your help wanted ads that piqued my interest.”

      “Oh, yes”, he says, “we are a very big business, and we need a lot of people.”

      “Perhaps I should make clear that it was more, ah, the types of positions you are advertising, than the quantity, which has made me curious. I hope you know that I specialize in science and technology stories.”

      The president nods with Confucian understanding.

      “I see. Why don’t I give you a tour of this facility first, and in the process, we will see if we can answer any questions you may have.”

      “Very well”, I say, and take out my digital recorder from my coat pocket. This is going to be a visual record. I detach the camera from the recorder tablet, pull out the tripods from my other coat pocket, and I am ready in two minutes flat. The camera will adjust for contrast, brightness and focus and give me transmission quality motion pictures.

      “First of all, how come an Injera company is so big?” I ask, knowing how amateurish my question sounds. The size and opulence of the building has impressed me.

      “Well, we are a global company now. The eighties and nineties of the twentieth century has exiled many, many Ethiopians. They have spread out all over the globe - America, Europe, Australia, the Middle East, the Far East. And where they have gone they have taken their taste and affinity for Injera with them, and they have been successful in transplanting that into the cultures they ended up in. So our customers today are not just Ethiopians or those of Ethiopian descent.”

      “So, how much do you do in sales a year?”

      He smiles, and says, “Enough.” He has the self-satisfied smirk of someone who knows he has something one up on you. Business info was not going to be forthcoming. I decide to stick to what I have originally come for.

      “What does your company need electronics engineers for?” I ask.

      “All in good time,” he says, and takes me through a door marked “Marketing Research.”

      “OK, what happens here is that we study what the customer wants in their Injera. The taste first of all, and then the optimum sizes, thicknesses, softness, tensile strength.”

      “Tensile strength?” I ask.

      “Yes, we have found that the amount of resistance the Injera gives to the person trying to tear a piece of it might be a factor on whether they will be long term customers, or go to our competition.”

      “You must be joking!” I say, incredulous.

      He does not miss a beat.

      “No. This is a serious business. We have tough competition. That is one of the metrics we have identified that can differentiate one company from another.”

      “OK, what else,” I say, with visions of weight lifting just to eat my Injera coming to mind.

      “We also look at soakability. We do not want the Injera to break apart just because of the sauce seeping into it. We also do not want the customer to end up with Injera that is only surface wetted.”

      “What is that?” I ask, pointing to a room labeled “Visual Aesthetics Research.”

      “Well, over there they study any feature of the Injera that makes it look attractive. We are talking color, dimpling, edge crispness - that sort of thing.”

      “What do you mean by ‘dimpling’?”

      “I mean the dimples - or the pitting, if you prefer - that you see on any Injera. We look at dimple density, things like how many dimples per square centimeter. We also investigate what the average dimple size should be - we try to establish a average and some acceptable high and low dimple size limits. Then there is the issue of dimple morphology - you would assume that all dimples are perfect circles, but that is not necessarily the case. You would be surprised how tough it is to quantify all that.”

      We are heading to a room labeled “Suspension Analysis.”

      “The stuff we do here is very important,” he says. “Here we study what the average size of the flour particle should be, the optimum delay between mixing and pouring, the viscosity of the mix. Ultimately it helps us to quantify the thickness of the mix and the best time and method of pouring.”

      “Don’t flour mills give you fairly standard powder sizes, and what is wrong with those?” I ask.

      “Well, we want to create the best solution of water and flour minimizing mixing energy and time. The best solution is one that gives us the characteristics we have been talking about.”

      “Oh, yes - the dimples and all that.”

      “Yes.” He has a tone of displeasure. I suspect he senses a note of sarcasm in my voice.

      We look in the thermal sciences room, where the heating temperature and moisture drive-off rates are being studied. The chemistry lab is filled with people earnestly trying to break down the constituent chemicals of injera. The geneticists are trying to splice genes between grain species.

      As we go room to room, it is obvious to me that this company is investing a lot of resources in trying to understand Injera. I ask my question.

      “All right. This is all very impressive. But it is also very expensive, why are you spending so much money on understanding Injera when in fact you already have a superior product out there. Many people love your Injera over everybody else’s.”

      “Well, I have only shown you one section. Let me show you something here.” He is leading me to another door. He stops in front of a table that has a black cloth draped over a boxy item. As he grabs hold of a corner of the cloth, I can tell a proud gleam in his eyes. He pulls the cloth back to reveal a box about half the size of a microwave oven.

      “This is why we have been hiring programmers and finite element analysts, among others.” The pride in his voice is unmistakeable. “We call this the Mojo Gojjo. It is going to be the first fully automatic Injera machine. And it is designed for individual families.”

      “What do you mean by fully automatic?”

      “If you have one of those, all you need to do is buy our premixed packets of flour, and pour it into this machine here, pour water in this container here, and two minutes later you start getting the perfect Injera.”

      I slowly start to understand what his company is about to do. Once Mojo starts selling these machines, they are no longer manufacturers of perishable goods. These machines, once patented, will give them much higher profit margins - almost all of it exclusively theirs. They will not get ruined on the shelf. Selling proprietary mixes as opposed to Injera already made gives them long shelf life. That, in turn, eases logistics and allows them to better satisfy demand as it actually is, as opposed to anticipating it. They can also customize the mixes for the market. Or sell mixes that are nutritionally or genetically enhanced.

      He shows me a flour packet and points out some white and black stripes and dots on its bottom.

      “We anticipate that some of our non-standard mixes may require slight changes in preparation, and hence in the way the machine makes Injera. These are instructions for the machine to change its program accordingly.”

      I do not understand. “Give me an example.”

      “Well, if we added, say, ground soy, to our standard grain mix, then the oil from the soybean will affect how well the mixture can be suspended in water. So we have to tell the machine to increase the amount of water used, to agitate and stir for a longer period of time, and perhaps to remove from the hot plate later or sooner - depending on the circumstance.”

      I stand in awe in front of that little machine. The Gojjo is engineered to embody everything Mojo has learned about the perfect Injera. Its soury taste. Its soft touch. Its thin suppleness. Its innumerable little pits and dimples, perfectly sized and distributed. Its neutral whitish-gray color.

      “Before I leave”, I ask the President, “Can you tell me what was in the VI room?”

      He hesitates. After a moment, he says, “Will you promise to keep this to yourself?”

      “Of, course!!”

      “That room is where we are formulating what we call virtual injera.”

      “Please explain. I can understand how you can have virtual sound or images. But food is tangible, and must be in its physical form if it is to be of any use.”

      “Let me start by taking the example of color. Any color is ultimately the combination of the three primary colors. As long as you can specify the realtive quantity of one with another you can save or transmit color in any communication medium. We believe that ultimately taste will also be captured in the same fashion. What we do in that room is then to try and break down the taste of injera into its most basic constituent elements. Once we become the first to do so, we can legitimately claim intellectual property rights on its taste.”

      I look at him skeptically. “How can you ‘own’ taste?”

      He laughs. “Look, in this day and age, the world does not eat Injera – or any other type of food for that matter – because it is the only thing available, or because it is a necessity. There is enough nourishment to go around. But people pay for the taste of something different. We will be moving into an age where even our brand new Gojjo will become irrelevant, and every home will have a universal food dispenser. You just select what you want from the digitally stored ‘recipe’ list in the machine’s memory, and the machine will prepare it for you. If it is not listed in your machine, you will be able to download the digital recipe from the internet.”

      “That still does not tell me how you can profit from it”

      “Think of it as a per use fee. Right now, for example, you can pay to use something, or to experience something over the internet – let’s say, music, or running an application, or accessing a private database. We think unique recipes will be like that in the near future. A chef can have his masterpiece immortalized in digital form, and sell it over the net. I will grant you that we are not there yet, but we are convinced it is going to happen, and not in the too distant future either.”

      As I bid him farewell, I cannot help but envision my own injera experiences. The Teff market at Mojo. Old Man Sahelu’s donkeys and the trip to the mill. Warm Teff powder gently falling into hands. “My” first engocha, qatenya, aflenya. My friend Negash and our recipe disputes.

      I suddenly realize the President has not even uttered the word “Teff”. It seems the further along I ago in years from my youth, and in physical distance from the land of my birth, the further Injera gets from Teff and the human touch. It is well on its way to being distilled into its basic essence.

      Its look. And its taste.

      It’s an Allergy, Ok?

      _**

      by Y. Medhin

      To be born Ethiopian and with an acute sensitivity to all things hot and spicy is akin to being born with a clubfoot in a family of marathoners.

      Allow me to expound…

      As a young child, I found my grandmother’s excellent spaghetti with her phenomenal sigo much more to my liking than the TrE sga my sister would pinch from the mektefia, dip in a bowl of lava-red awazE before she popped it in her mouth and closed her eyes with sublime pleasure.

      My father used to recount with unbecoming (to me) relish one of his favorite "got one over on the ferenj stories, usually after his second or third melekia of brandy, surrounded by other Ethiopians who snickered with an obvious sense of superiority over the poor nameless ferenj. It’s a brief but painful story: overwhelmed (misled?) by a prankish sense of humor, my father fed the curious ferenj a qaria which may well have been a live electric wire by the way the ferenj’s face glowed an alarming shade of purple-red, before he was galvanized into trying to drown himself with glass after glass of water. To melewes my feline metaphors, curiosity got his tongue. In a roomful of merciless revelers, I kept my empathy for the punishment-by-qaria guy to myself and pretended to find the story just as amusing as my awazE-licking family.

      Whenever people asked, “What’s your favorite food?” for the longest time, I really couldn’t say - out loud. My adolescent peers (nearly exclusively ferenj) rattled off a long list of junk-food: pizza, McDonald’s, and hotdogs usually topped their list. Driven by a sense of die-hard nationalism, I wanted to say doro weT! but apart from the blank stares (this was the mid 80s) I imagined my selection would elicit, I was really torn by the fact that my pallet honestly, truly, embarrassingly preferred a well prepared selaTa over any doro weT.

      Then, in my 20s, I discovered the wonderful world of gomen. While my ferenj friends lamented the appalling amount of vegetables one was required to consume in order to ward off cancerous cells, I secretly reveled in the exquisite flavor of y’abesha gomen cooked within an inch of its life, wrapped inside a light piece of Tef injera and dropped inside my salivating mouth with a lover’s care…mmm-mmm-mmm!! Is there anything more tasty? Well, I’m glad you asked, because the fasolia-Tiqil gomen-carrot mix with a smattering of siga dropped in there for flavoring is just this side of heaven, sautéed in nothing but oil and turmeric.

      Faced with gebeta after gebeta of Ethiopian cuisine laden with be’miTmiTa-na-qibE yetelewese kitfo, the shimmering (to me frightening) red of doro weT and siga weT and y’beg Tibs surrounded by yetesenege qaria, I would invariably fill my plate with all the other dishes, mostly yellow and green in nature, and leave the “red” stuff to those with tongues of steel. It’s not that I don’t like all the red stuff. Frankly, I love it. Unfortunately, though, I think it hates me.

      For the longest time, I thought that I must have been born with the tongue of a ferenj. Why else would my eyes begin to water at the mere sight of miTmiTa? But even this little fantasy of mine was unceremoniously done away with by an Irish (Irish!! for sobbing out loud!) friend who put away injera after injera wrapped around doro weT then dipped his siga Tibs in some awazE and downed it without batting an eyelash. I was floored, astounded…jealous, really, but I told him I was truly impressed by his ability to eat the spicy stuff with such (damn him!) ease. He said (and I’m grinding my teeth as I write this, even after all this time), “It’s really not that spicy.” Yes, ladies and gentlemen, I was being metaphorically slapped around by the Karma of the ferenj my father’s qaria trick had nearly sent into cardiac arrest. Laughingly, I told him that there was something even better (will we never learn?) called miTmiTa. But, I told him with expert certitude, that that stuff would singe off all his taste buds and leave him gastronomically handicapped for the rest of his natural life. Bring it on, he said. Let me give it a try.

      Our waitress looked from him to me, and assuming that I was either the Ethiopian descendant of the Marquis de Sade de gastronome or severely retarded, offered her soft opinion: “irgiTeNa new? isu’ko beTam yaqaTilal.” Dutifully, I translated for him, echoed by our waitress’s, “Yessss, verrrry hot!” Then, determined, I’m sure, to prove to me that he was indeed a man of steel, he shrugged carelessly and insisted on trying it - and ended up liking it…and eating it…right before my offended eyes! Oh, ye gods! How is it possible that this white man, probably raised on a strict diet of meat and potatoes, is able to maTaTam, without even shedding a bead of sweat, miTmiTa, the powdered fire of my ancestors, while I sat there and gaped at him with equal measures of ire and (dammit all!!) admiration? Was there no justice in this world? Trying to salvage what little pride I had left, I told him with sniffing indignation, “Yeah, I’m like…um…allergic to that stuff.” Okay!?

      So now, when we go out to one of the veritable smorgasbord of Ethiopian restaurants in the area, I no longer hide my disli…er…allergy for all things spicy. While the rest of my family peruses the qey part of the menu, I go straight (unapologetically and unashamedly) for the green and yellow selection. One day, I even gave in to the impulse to order ye shrimp aliCHa and only laughed when my brother insisted that it come on a separate tray while my grandmother’s lips turned up in disgust as she asked, none too subtly, “min? min? Ya ye til neger? Ayeeeee, mebelashet!!”

      ishi! Okay!! beqa!! min TaTa new!? If I were allergic to say…pasta, would you all be rolling your eyes at me like that? I didn’t think so! So what if the three-year-old ferenj baby sitting with her awazE-loving family at the table next to us was licking qey weT off her chubby fingers!? I don’t care. I’ll bet you anything she won’t eat her gomen, though…

      _

      Er…hey, little girl, wanna trade me your gomen for my minchetabish? Mmmm…mmm…MMM!!

      _

      Cafe Paradiso
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      by: Yoftahe

      In the dark alleys behind the hustle and bustle of Harvard Square hangs a blue neon sign that beckons evening stragglers into a coffee paradise. Getting to it from the heart of Harvard Square, on a breezy Spring night, requires artful maneuvers around scattered semi-circles of rowdy spectators. On warm Spring nights, when daylight hovers longer, and when the last snowfall has melted into a distant memory, when the lilacs haven’t yet bloomed, but the street bums, punks and panhandlers have returned to signal the coming of Spring, Harvard Square explodes into an outdoor circus. Street performers sprout along shop fronts, mark out semi-circular territories, and re-channel the crowd flow into scattered island clusters.

      The tune of Peruvian flutes greets you as you emerge from the subway tunnel. A square-evangelist donning a cardboard vest calls out to you to accept Jesus. A pre-teen solo drummer captures his way into your wallet. A morose looking old man, with a campers’ bag at his feet, stands motionless a few feet away hugging a cardboard sign that promises recitals at 50 cents apiece. Further back, armies of disheveled chess junkies combat it out on the expansive patio of the Au Bon Pain café. To the right, The Out of Town News store, favored mostly for its repertoire of porn magazines stands like the quiet epicenter of the swirling commotion. The tune of a solo guitarist draws you across the street to a belly-buttoned young blonde with high-rise platform shoes. Another circle of spectators suckers you further to the black-suited magician who tap-taps the bottoms of empty metal cups and gets coins, lemons and tennis balls to drop out. Then you move on to the torch and machete juggler balanced on a rope suspension, and just when you’re through and teetering on the edge of tourist-worthy Harvard Square, you come to the blue neon sign.

      Caffè Paradiso, it says. And just in case you are blue-blind, it beckons you again with a white neon sign that hangs right above the glass door. Caffè Paradiso. In the dark, it looks like a trapezoidal capsule of light soldered to the side of a cruiser. In daylight, with outward-facing sides entirely in glass, it looks more like a greenhouse sheltering vegetating social drinkers and pathetic pastry junkies.

      As you stand at the register at the tail end of a long line, you steal a casual glance at the revolving dessert stand, and you’re taunted by the ‘Paradiso torte’ that flashes past every five seconds. But it is not the sinful dessert selection that draws you in. It is not the potent smell of gourmet Italian coffee. It’s the look of the clientele that draws you in. In a city where cafés tend to be study joints for laptop-hugging and mobile-library-hauling grad students from the multitude of local universities, in a city where most cafés are characterized by the institutional affiliation of their favored clientele, Caffè Paradiso is a rarity – what draws you in is the scattered islands of unmistakable habesha faces spilled over adjacent tables.

      If you’ve ever noticed the unlikelihood of meeting habeshas in the touristy sections of western cities, you’re puzzled out of your wits at the coincidence. A coincidence, you’ll soon come to learn, it isn’t. Despite its location away from enclaves of habesha residence, Caffè Paradiso serves as the hub of the Horn – A routing center for the social network of young folks from Eritrea, Ethiopia, and, lately, even Somalia. An Italian coffee store, run by Brazilian barristas, and loyally frequented by clientele from the Horn of Africa.

      People of the Horn straggle to Paradiso in tuples, driven by the cliquish impulse of their cultures, and their prideful hunger for the company of other compatriots. Here, they congregate to trade stock tips, to exchange dating wisdoms, to weave tales of past lives in the boondocks and in the refugee camps, with drama accentuated by the whooshing and humming of the cappuccino machine. Here, they raise and drop national politics. Exchange risqué jokes with much brouhaha. Here, amid sips of fuming Americano and Earl Grey, the idealism of those who left Ethiopia at the twilight of their teenage years is cross-hatched with the pragmatism of those who left Ethiopia with the bitter taste of adulthood stunted by kowtowing, back-biting and corrupt protocols of the work place. Here, envigorated by a serving of tiramisu or a gulp of black espresso, those with F-1 and H-1B visas who camp out in dreary labs and cubicles and who’ve always kept one eye homeward preach to those with green cards and US passports who own property in affluent suburbs and who’ve vowed never to reach back except with helping hands.

      Caffeine is merely the catalyst, and Paradiso merely the backdrop. The smell of coffee brew hovers like a cap of wisdom above every head. There it merges with the hot air spewed from all the jinjenna and all the subdued romantic whispers and all the loud, animated, condescending lectures offered by bespectacled self-declared scholars to sucker companions, and creates a warm and hazy embrace that gives Paradiso a sublime and uplifting ambiance as though it were the brightly lit interior of a lonely vessel afloat on the high seas on a moonless night.

      True that not everybody knows your name at Paradiso. But it’s a homey joint where many will know your face. It’s the trading floor for mergers and acquisitions of habesha friendship. Here, strands of habesha networks are woven into mega connections. You, a habesha friend of mine, pop in with two of your cousins while I, having gratified my Caffeine craving more than an hour before, linger around in a circle of three other habeshoch. By the time we’ve pulled together two adjacent tables and several neighboring chairs and plop down to mingle and schmooze, we will have triggered 12 distinct handshakes. If your name is Marta and your cousins are female, the greetings will have given way to a whopping total of 36 distinct mPuwa’s to the cheeks. If, instead, you were the Marta who thinks of me as a perverted, gutless, slime to be avoided at all cost, you probably would not walk in in the first place, because you would know about the free preview feature that Paradiso affords. One long sweeping scan inward through the glass exterior will, when appropriate, set off your Undesired-Persons-Present (UPP) alarm or your Desired-Persons-Not-Present (DPNP) alarm, and you turn away gracefully under the camouflage of darkness, and make do with a lesser paradise.

      In the absence of Amanuel Hospital, EnToTo Mariam, and Hibret Meredaja Iddir, Paradiso fills multiple social voids. It’s the iddir to those who have mishaps to share, the iqub to those who wish to cross-fertilize business ideas, the Tej bEt to those who need that sublime, embracing, warmth of being transported to distant memories of home. It is the mender coffee commune of home to those who come for the caffeine and stay for the company, the shrink central to those who need the services of verbal therapy, a secular shrine to those who seek sermons on worldly wisdom.

      Above all, Caffè Paradiso is just the watering hole you wish you could find when the ever burning fire beneath your seat launches you off, again, to a new career in a strange city.

      Ummm, Birz

      ummm, birz

      by Senayt

      “Indesachew balemoya yelem,” I’d hear people say. It made me smile. It was, and still is, one of those things that gives me pride and a sense of elation - that she chose a career which she not only does to perfection, but one she does with such an intense pleasure. I can’t think of many people blessed with such a combination. itiyE has run a restaurant for as long as I could remember, always involved in every aspect of the work, from shinkurt aqulualto weT mesrat to gEsho Tilo Teg meTmeK, from gebeya w’to TEf megzat to checking on the guests when she felt the need to do so.

      We loved spending Saturdays at her house. There never had to be a special occasion for the house to fill with people, making us feel like life was forever in the midst of a’nd moK yale digis. We would follow her around from the weT bEt to the m’ad bEt, from the Teg yemiTemekibet bEt to lamochu yemitalebubet bEt … Somehow, we seemed to have found the time to escort her all over the place, play, fall, laugh, cry, get dirty, and get bored (even if for only a moment) all in the same day, and still found the time to go with whoever was ready to deliver whatever has been cooked at the house to the restaurant, and come back with whoever was coming back to the house for more of this or that - sometimes, several times a day.

      “Inante ligoch, aydekmachihum?” itiyE would say to us, knowing very well that the answer would never be yes. Of course, later in the afternoon, when she decided that we were tired, she would find a way to make us all get in the house and rest. She would have a glass of birz for each of us, and she would stretch on the couch to take her nap. We would sit there during her nap and talk to her, - I think our noisy chatter must’ve been like a lullaby because if we stopped talking thinking she was asleep, she’d open one eye and say, “minew zm alachihu, ligoch, teCHawtu ingI”. This never failed to make us laugh, and we would sometimes fall silent on purpose. Any initial annoyance at having been interrupted from whatever game we were in the middle of would soon be replaced by a silly giggle session.

      This was a Saturday that started out like many others. We had arrived at itiyE’s in the morning, and as usual, followed her around telling her our week’s worth of life story as she went about her work with a nod and a smile and an occasional question or reply. Although she seemed busier than most other days, we didn’t leave her side until we were satisfied that she heard all we had to say. And then we went outside to play.

      As usual, later in the afternoon, we were summoned into the house, away from the dust and keTerara Sehai, megemeria belimena and then beKuTa, - only this time, itiyE continued working and wasn’t going to take her nap because she was expecting guests. It was a routine that rarely changed and we didn’t know what to do with ourselves - the concept of ireft itiyEn keben sanawera was completely foreign to us.

      Needless to say, we became restless.

      ItiyE, well aware of our restiveness, decided to send one of our older cousins with us to keep us out of trouble and make sure we weren’t sneaking outside. He was a joker, and kept us entertained for a while, until, we remembered, we hadn’t had our birz that day. And at that point, already goaded because we were having to go through this without itiyE, and having spent a busy day eza Sehai lai, we were just tired enough meneCHaneCH lemegemer.

      “InE birz ifeligalehu”, became every other sentence, and in an effort to keep us calm, our dear cousin went to get some birz for us.

      He came back in a little while, only to announce that everyone in the kitchen was busy, and “lik sirachewin endeCHeresu, yimeTalachihual”. What? And just how sweet did he think we were, anyway? For all those days he called us “y’tiyE molKaKoch”, he was about to witness some true molKaKinet in action.

      Timat was no longer quenched with water. “Mirinda lamTalachu?”, he tried.

      C’mon now, there’s a time and a place for everything, and we’ll ask for mirinda when we know we can’t get it. Right now, however, we want birz. But wait a minute, ok, a’nd mirinda, just one. But the rest of us still want birz.

      He himself didn’t care for birz, so he couldn’t quite grasp our obsession over it. Not that we liked it all that much - we drunk it usually because it was given to us as a “better” substitute for the other sugary stuff we couldn’t have. At this moment, however, we simply want it because we sense complexity in trying to get to it…

      As predicted unable to get to the birz, he came back with a couple of bottles of mirinda, a couple of bottles of pepsi, and a box of cookies, for all of which we would’ve loved him - any other day -, but not this day. The one who had agreed to go for the mirinda earlier changed her mind. “birz n’ew yemifeligew”, she said shaking her head when he handed her what she had asked for just minutes before. He stared at her with disbelief and what I now think may have been disgust until he heard another girl say, “pepsi ina mirinda sidebaleK iko yiTaf’Tal”. Well, anything to shut them up is I’m sure what went through his head, so he quickly opened one of each and mixed in a glass a’nd Kushasha yemesele meTeT. Assuming our momentary silence to be one of joy, and obviously proud of his concoction, he looked at the girl who had come up with the idea, one colossal grin on his face. It was like watching a slow motion movie, as he turned looking at all of our this isn’t what we wanted faces one by one, his smile turning into an expression of anguish as if some unknown force was pulling out his hair.

      Looking back, I’m now absolutely sure that at time moment, he wanted to give each one of us a’nd a’nd yeKarya T’fi…

      We wanted birz - indE, how difficult could it be to just get us a glass each and get it over with? “iNa hEden inamTaw,” we suggested, to which he quickly shook his head and told us not to dare leave the room. Fine, then, “ante amTalin”.

      He gathered the bottles and glasses he had just carried in and left again, muttering something under his breath that we couldn’t really hear but understood perfectly well. From the window, we could see him in the kitchen explaining to the others and no doubt telling itiyE, “anchi batamolaKiKyachew noro…”.

      They were still busy in the kitchen. “ingidih yeteKeda yelem” one of the women said. “Koy, istii, manesh - Belaynesh, birz Kigiina amCHi leligochu. bezaw’m l’weizro almaz yetesenadawin yizesh ney”. And with a look of relief, he sat down to wait for Belaynesh to come back with this liquid jewel.

      Belaynesh came back shortly, set the two trays on the small table and left, with a brief “yeligochun birz wised, Tariku” as she waked away.

      Oh, how he ran up with a tray of glasses to make us guzzle e-v-e-r-y drop in each one! He set the tray down by the window and handed each one of us a glass. “TeTu,” he said, wegebUn yizo.

      After one sip, “yaak,” I said. “ayTafiTim”. The rest of them echoed me. “yimeral”.

      He kept staring down at us. This is unbelievable. His eyes opened wide and his veins looked like they were ready to pop. He took a deep breath to compose himself and sat down slowly on the edge of the table. He spoke very calmly. “inezi birCHiKowoch a’nd Tebita indayterfachew!” He crossed his arms. He took his time looking into each one of our eyes, making sure we knew he meant what he said. No one dared a reply.

      We knew we were in trouble. None of the grown ups would save us now - they’re too busy. And he was, after all, bigger than us. Fear set in, along with confusion, and of course, good old ilih. itiyE came into the room at that moment, hurrying to the phone but not without noticing the tension. “minew, ligoch, min honachihu?” she said as she passed us, for which she received several replies all at once…

      “itiyE, ayTafiTim…”

      “ayesh, itiyE, keza hUulu behuala, birzun liabakinu new…”

      “yimeral…”

      She signaled us to stay quite until she was done talking on the phone, but then on her way out, she must have felt Tariku’s frustration - she said, “birz, birz, bilachihu asmeTitachihu yelem? belu tolo TeTu.”

      Didn’t look like we were gonna win this one. Before we could counter her decision, she was out and gone and the door closed. Tariku was now looking at us with a satisfaction of a child who’s just been granted his biggest wish.

      Fiitachinin akosatren, Quaq iyalen, CHeresnat. And we all stared at each other, wanting to throw up, but not quite sure, tears in our eyes, watching him collect the glasses with a look of victory written all over him. Then he opened the door and, HUH?, WHAT are they saying salon bEt?

      “…indEt Tiru birz new, itiyE…”

      And then came itiyE’s dengeT yale dimS, “birz new indE yameTachiu… ay Belaynesh, Teg biyat?..”

      And then came Belaynesh… “Teg iko new yameTahUt, itiyE… birzUn ima leligochu Tariku wesede…”

      And then came itiyE running to the bedroom… “wiy, bemotkUt, ligochun…”

      It all gets fuzzy after that point. I remember a few things, like trying to go to the bathroom and not quite… trying to laugh but what was funny? Loud - everything was loud and funny… my stomach too, it was feeeeeling fu-unny…

      And I do remember Tariku having the last laugh… even today…

      “birz yimTa, ligoch?” he says whenever he sees us, “ummm… ymiTafiT birz…”

      Yigebawal: Scenes from a Lukwuanda Bet
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      1. So many brlEs, so little time… 2. Two for the price of one: a tej bEt izbar laundry 3. Is it me, or is the room getting fuzzy? 4. Ere leq!! 5. Think I should order more meat? 6. This could be heaven. 7. Watch those fingers!

      A trio of adventurers, such intrepid souls!, agreed to take on the Herculean task of visiting their neighborhood tej bEt in Addis Abeba and sampling the honeyed offerings. A few of the challenges they faced, and conquered, at Yigebawal tej bEt are captured here…

      By Robel Mamo. Reprinted here with permission.

      Top ten
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      Top ten most frequent ferenj remarks overheard at Ethiopian restaurants

      10. “I’d love to hang that beautiful topless tribal woman in my bedroom.”

      9. “Noooo, Richard, that is not a napkin.”

      8. “Doro what?”

      7. “Look hun, they give colored injera to the colored folks.”

      6. “The chicken or the egg?”

      5. “Don’t mind what the menu says, Bob; behind every ‘authentic’ ethnic cuisine in America is a hispanic cook.”

      4. “If you thought it was hot going in…”

      3. “WATER! For the love of God, Gimme some WATER!”

      2. “What do you mean ‘you eat the silverware’?”

      1. “We have a vegetatrian who loves exotic seasonings, a meat-lover who can’t stand hot spices, a spice-lover who can’t stop picking his nose… and you say we have to have a communal tray?”

      Life diaries
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      - Gulp! -

      Where do these people come from, and why can’t we be like theme? We so escare of them. but, you, SELEDA reader, don’t afraid. Read twice and call us in the morning.
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      FROM: Lin & CO.

      TO: QoraTa Goomaj

      SUBJECT: Subject-less at 3:32 am, Chapter I

      Disclaimer: Bear in mind the sinful hour this was written. Then judge its incoherence.

      Is there really no hour like the pressing 13th hour? The hour where Procrastinators Anonymous unleash their hostage? Whatever the secret may be, it definitely rings true in the Seleda cellars where, rumor has it, editors are munching on imported quanta and Syrian dates dipped in whipped cream.

      Where does that leave us?

      In the mean time, in between time, and since the Editors are too tipsy imbibing Gouder, I’ll take the opportunity to introduce myself. My life really doesn’t revolve around much. I spend most of my days and nights trying to stay awake. The end goal being? So I’m able to withstand the wild weathers of academia, and later, realize what I really want to do. Until then you’d probably find me in the confines of a think-box (library) or you-better-not-blink-box (my computer – Lin, for Lindt).

      Which brings us to the topic at hand, food. Glorious food. On, around, and underneath my computer, where I slave away with nonsensical things, is littered with one of the finest things in life. The “food for Gods,” the divine delicacy:

      *drum roll, please*

      Chocolate.

      I am, admittedly and unabashedly, a chocolate lover. Some chose the label “addict” but those are simply the haters who insist on admitting me to Cocoa-Feens Anonymous. Now they need to control themselves. Being a lover and obsessor are distinctly different traits (but let’s not split hairs just yet). The most unfortunate thing is that people belittle this appreciation. They equate it to being a Skittles or Gummy Bears or Hershey’s Kiss lover, as though it was a puppy love of sorts. Ah, what to say! In an era where everything from sex to spirituality has been commercialized, it doesn’t come as a surprise that something as divine as chocolate has been reduced to such blasphemy. It’s quite daunting. But Lin and I are bearing with the scarcity (on campus). Thank God for Master Card and FedEx.

      My ego and addiction (oops, Freudian typo) are getting their refills since I fled to the Eternal City. Eternally blessed with the finest things in life: chocolate, cappuccini, korerima, fettuccini and family. You lengthen the list.

      And did I mention the olive oil of restless minds…

      What would that be?

      - Weyra -

      FROM: QoraTa Goomaj

      TO: YeCHelema Mebrat

      Diarrhea.

      From drinking tap water in Addisaba. Pain, of the abdominal kind. Odd muscular contractions where the hot liquid exits the squirming body. The almost comical nature of it all. Splashes of the brownish ooze all over the white surface of the bathroom. And then a torrent of sweat as the body heats up to obscene temperature. “All I’ve done is drink tap water” says a voice within her. “Why does the universe work in such twisted ways?” Then she cries.

      But the universe also works in other ways. Which was why she took to drinking bottled water after the diarrhea incident. The bottled stuff was a guarantee that she wouldn’t get sick from drinking the harmless substance. She won’t be reduced to sweat and tears and hot brownish thick liquids escaping from pores she didn’t know existed on her.

      I met her after the diarrhea incident and wasn’t aware that the obsession with bottled water was about painful lessons learned after gallons of goo found its way out of her perfect form. Later she related the story to me, describing in her own exotic way how degrading the whole experience was, how she couldn’t sleep for more than 20 minutes because the nightmares about dirty liquids flowing out of her were merging with smelly liquids flowing out of her. Like rain on a sunny day. Only painful in its own way.

      Perhaps it’s a healthy thing to obsess about bottled water and consider it the savior of one’s soul. Perhaps your love of chocolate is something not to worry about too much. Life is full of details about water and chocolate that we wish didn’t exist. All the more so because we come from a nation where self sufficiency in food provision to the citizens is an elusive goal which everyone setting the agenda professes is their top priority.

      In the meantime, the kids will die because there is nothing to eat. Father is hard working and full of love but the rains didn’t come this year. And there is no money to buy Teff with. And the wells have dried up and last week, the oldest sister went all the way to the village on the other side of the mountain to fetch water and her masero broke on her back on the third day while she was making her way back to the thirsty kids at home. A thirsty monkey suspected there was something valuable in the masero and conspired with his gang of juvenile monkey friends to see what was in it. The monkey, this god-awful creature who couldn’t stand the dry times himself, threw a rock at her masero and it broke on her back. And the hard-earned water was liberated from the masero. Only to find itself being soaked into the dry, broken earth which was even more thirsty than the mammals.

      It might as well have been blood because, in the meantime, the kids had made the transition to the next stop on the path we call existence. The young ones could not take it for more than four days. The heat, the absence of water. Their bodies couldn’t take it and their minds suffered through it before they gave up. It all happened in a corner of north Wollo called Desta. Everyone was unhappy that year in Desta. And my friend was in Addisaba with her bottled Ambo as a guarantee against unhappiness. Unhappiness from diarrhea.

      I like bread. I also like chocolate. And sometimes I can’t sleep because I think about the older sister losing the masero of water to the monkeys who didn’t get it. Sometimes the thought of having to ingest food into my mouth every day for the rest of my existence creeps me out. It’s like a job you never get fired from. Worse than a trip to the fridge looking for a bottle of Ambo after another session of mediocre sexual intercourse leaves her dry and wanting for more. Why did she trust him in the first place? After all, existence is not all about food and water. Or is it?
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      FROM: Evian

      TO: QoraTa Goomaj

      Subject: Like water for chocolate?

      Now that, my friend, is the infinite dollar question. Infinitely mysterious. So mysterious that even powers-that-be-with-bottled-water trample on and still overlook the thirsty clay and shattered essence of older sister’s masero, overlook the smile-less faces of Fathers’ soils, the soulless soils of their own (supine) back!

      (yards)

      Backyards (of those who clutch on bottled water as life’s guarantee, that is) where diamonds itch…

      And meanwhile, sister’s masero wishfully itches for Father’s rain.

      Oh, the dichotomy!

      (I don’t mean to ramble. Really, I don’t. It’s just my way of thanking you for striking a sudden rightness!)

      Here’s what I’m struggling to articulate. Coming back to the scene with the lady in perfect form, decked in diamonds (ok, I added the diamonds) and older sister with the broken masero: is existence really all about food and water? I think you answered your own question in that muddled scene juxtaposing the two realities. After all, that’s what they are, aren’t they? Different realities. Food, water, and every other beautiful, mega and minute detail about life’s existence is relative. A proverb reads that “with bread, sorrow becomes less”. The subjective question remains: what kind of bread? For some people, bread is ye dorro dabo; water can be Evian (and Twix can be Toblerone? Bad analogy. Couldn’t resist. Sorry). Some can take for granted the milk that trickles down from their vast, wealthy skies.

      The earthbound, on the other hand, can only pray to the godly. Or, when Father’s rains fail to come and monkeys and nature play mean to older sister, they turn to the milkofhumankindness to bless them.

      Different realities.

      So the question now becomes, is there a dearth of milkofhumankindness?

      On a lighter note, while you’re busy figuring that out, I’d like to skip back to life’s plethora of details manifested in sweet subtleties like in water and chocolate. Do you really wish they didn’t exist? I used to think that the only delicacy in seafood in the world was our own Nile perch, simply fried with corn oil and served with a dash of lemon. No bread crumbs. Then I discovered that fufu with fish in groundnut sauce was a clever embellishment. That was until my appetite was introduced to my favorite spaghetti with clams cooked in olive oil, perhaps a hint of cream and white wine. Point being, from the Nile to the West African Atlantic rim, to the Mediterranean, even seafood is elegantly detailed, and with the right touch, easily diversified.

      So isn’t it a beautiful thing that details exist?

      Or am I beginning to sound like the lady in diamonds and bottled water?

      Humbled,

      - Evian -
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        * * *

      

      FROM: QoraTa Goomaj

      TO: Evian

      In her mid-thirties. My fourth grade Mathematics teacher, a stable woman. Lecturing the class from a far corner of the room. Incapable of lies in the eyes of her disciplined students who listen to every word she utters in class. All fifty of us captivated by what she was telling us about percentages.

      “Your body is seventy-five percent water,” she says in Amharic. “Yessew sewinet kemeto sebamstoo wooha nnew.” She writes “75% = 75/100” in huge letters on the black board. “It doesn’t make sense,” I tell her after class, approaching her desk by the blackboard as the 75 and the % grow bigger with every step I take towards her. “Here, shake my hand, touch me! Do I feel 75% water to you?”

      I have to wait another three years for the seventh grade science teacher to tell me that we are made of cells, that each cell is mostly made of water. The long forgotten 75% story suddenly makes sense. But the news about how all living creatures are made of cells baffles me. I confront Ato Science Teacher with my dreaded question of how it is possible for hair and nails and liver to be made of the same thing called cells. He mentions something about microscopes and magnification and leaves the room in a hurry. In the next class, the religion teacher, Weizerit Moral Astemari politely asks me to leave the room in the interest of the moral education of the rest of my peers after I raise my hand to ask if angels are also made of cells.

      Between percentages, cells and sensitive moral instructors who helped their students master the art of praying between classes while passing candy across the room with eyes closed, it occurs to me that I have almost never paid much attention to the food I ate, always sitting down to eat out of a nameless obligation to entities with invisible powers. In my ever expanding small universe, there is not much place for the professor of Food Studies who has scores of seniors flocking to his office hours in search of advice on how to start a career in wine testing. I pay even less attention to the kids who make a hobby of ordering black caviar over the internet from Iran. It’s all reducible to water. The rest is a show, something tells me.

      And this whole Seleda thing is a show, too. As are your entries, and mine. Milkofhumankindness??? (Have you considered reading a little less literature and taking a stroll outside with the dog?)

      I’ll just go to sleep now. After a glass of water. Mildly cold wooha. And in my next entry I’ll tell you about how dreams dreamt after a glass of cold wooha are free of the poisonous stuff which fills everyday dreams with doses of desperation.

      Looks are deceiving! They come after you in the guise of a beautiful woman. And it’s too late when you discover that you’ve been had. And instead of reading this off the bright screen of your monitor, have you considered printing it out and lying down on your bed to look for the hidden messages?
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        * * *
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      FROM: Evian

      TO: QoraTa Goomaj

      SUBJECT: woooo-(waw)-ha! aha! sparkling, spooky, show-cased…

      Mildly cold wooha. Would that be sparkling or mildly sparkling or just plain? If sparkling, with or without lemon? Or else, would that be spring or rust-and-chemical-ridden tap water? Bottled or otherwise?

      Details, please.

      If Seleda is a show, and your friends who order caviar and exotic animals from e-bay are also pulling a show, and your colleagues striving to turn their BS in Food Science into a BS in Wine Tasting (pun unintended) are show-casters, then what does that make you? The audience? It seems like the stage is larger than the audience. Maybe everyone on stage is insane and the audience, content drinking cool wooha bottled from the spirited springs of non-desperation, is the sensible one. Who said sanity was statistical in the first place? Who? Who? Who? Who?

      (“the milkofhumankindness must be mindful/ must be mega/ must be main”)

      I confess, I belong on stage where the common creed, conviction, whatever you wish to call it is that: life cannot be simply distilled to water. No, we’re not Dualists or Epiphenomenalists! We promise! We just think that there’s more to existence than thirsty cells, more to imagination than neuron networking, and more to dreams than the pH or temperature of the substance you consume. That’s all.

      (aside: ever tried Chamomile before bed?)

      I was too young to understand, but old enough to remember. I remember my bare black body, naked as the day I was born, being plunged into the cold, cold body of water. Plunged, not once, not twice, but enough times that my insides thawed. Thawed by the cold. God only knows how. Meanwhile the room reverberated with a cacophony of foreign Tongues and infantile, infernal screams. The theatrical thing of it all was that not even my parents understood what the Priests were saying. They spoke Greek. None of us understood anything. And to this day, the only thing I got out of it is that even the water can be spooky sometimes.

      So now, tell me about your poison-free dreams. If you need me, I’ll be rehearsing backstage.
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        * * *

      

      FROM: Baboor

      TO: Evian

      I almost forgot that I was supposed to write to you! When I remembered, it meant traveling for twenty minutes to get to a computer with an internet connection. Then I realized that I had less to say than before. It’s been a while since I read a Seleda piece in its entirety. The Seleda show has not been interesting lately.

      Perhaps it’s me. Perhaps the food for thought that was once Seleda has lost its appeal for my mind for reasons that will only be clear in retrospect. The messages are repetitive. It doesn’t feel nourishing to read most of the pieces anymore. Scanning through the words of the folks who are the editors, it becomes obvious that, for now at least, they have lost the tools needed to explore the limits of their ambition. It’s probably the case that I’m not their target audience. Could it be that I’m sitting on the wrong table with the wrong kind of mankia to feast on their tasty asharo?

      The truth might lie elsewhere. Seleda.com now competes with ethioindex.com for my attention. Entirely different from each other, I agree. But how much more of yeSeleda alasfelagi hateta can my thirsty mind tolerate? The mooq wooha that is Seleda was once good enough to wash our hands with and sit at the table waiting for the real meal to arrive. That meal is not coming! The cook fell asleep and all we have for qoors is asharo. Misa asharo. Rat asharo. Asharo b’asharo!

      Ok, Ok. I’m exaggerating. Why can’t I just admit that Seleda is too deep for me and mind my own business? Why can’t I just remain content with what little I understand from Seleda’s far and wide offerings of mind food? :-) “Arfeh billa,” says a voice within. “Quaq alegn,” says another. “Astawk,” says a third.

      There’s my tewket for you. I imagine the editors licking it off their screen. And puking out more asharo of their own.

      Firja!
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      FROM: Evian

      TO: Baboor

      SUBJECT: Technicolor dreams?

      Errr… *ehem*. I’m not sure how well, if at all, the First Amendment holds sound in Seledocracy. But I guess we’ll find out by how many bruises you have on your shins. *smirk*

      Baboor, why didn’t you tell me about your poison-free dream? As absurd as I thought it was, I was really looking forward to reading something groundbreaking along the lines of: “You Dream What You Drink”. Startle me, damn it.

      Speaking of dreams, today is going to be one living nightmare. I’m supposed to meet my pseudo and pedantic high school “friends” for a reunion. How untimely. You know those things where you to pretend to be thrilled out of your wits to see them, yet conversation is as dry as it was n years ago. Actually, even emptier since we can’t communally talk about that unruly assignment or that midterm that raped us.

      The only redeeming thing about these unfriendly folk is that they have a very refined taste in food. Well, refined enough for me, that is. We’re going Greek. Cheap Greek food. Ah, nothing more delightful in the dining arena than a cheap and good restaurant. Do you have any idea what that means? It means that while they’re busy getting cuddly over how juiceless and laborious their nth year in college has been, I’ll be intimately maCHemaleqing my fingers with a juicy gyros, coupled with a rich salad sprinkled with some feta cheese, and followed by a sweet, soggy serving of baqlava to seal my appetite. And somewhere in between that show I’ll try and squeeze in meaningful, heartfelt gibberish. But I won’t promise you anything.

      There’s nothing like the Habesha ethos when it comes to dining. I hope that every meal I spend with my future family preserves a ceremonial and cultured dialogue. I hope the dining room never sees that god-awful TV chanting in the background, averting our attention to where it’s not supposed to be (even college cafeterias are equipped with those idiot-boxes). I hope we *have* a dining room. I hope that we never re-live that “pass-me-the-asparagus” scene in “American Beauty”. I hope.

      But who knows. The universe is frighteningly unpredictable like that. For now, this scene must go on. Meanwhile, dreams… drinks. Connect the dots!

      Always,

      Steam-for-your-baboor-of-thought
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        * * *

      

      FROM: Baboor

      TO: Evian

      This time it really felt like I had very little to say to you. In the history of humanity, you are the first woman to ask me to startle you. Reflecting on that, I forgot to feed the birds today. Better than anyone I have met so far, these birds of mine know a good deal about the frailty of their bodies and the fickleness of love. They told me so once, when I asked them why they found it difficult to drink orange juice when they turned to the water I was giving them, and the conversation soon dived into their personal philosophies and methods of setting priorities in life.

      Why do you suppose so many men and women bother to sit in front of their computers and read our nonsensical exchanges about nothing in particular? Some even go so far as to print it out and take it to bed with them, where they fall asleep reading it out loud to no one in particular.

      I see darkness. I see even more kids dying for lack of food to eat. Yet even more for lack of water to drink. More confusion on what to do. More loss and yet even more unhappiness. The truth remains simple: you eat, you drink, you sleep, fart and dispose of all that is smelly in you. You do this everyday from birth until the sun sets on the chapter called your life. To what end, you don’t ask. You remain a skeptic and miss on the opportunity to board the baboor and find out to what end.

      There is little in the world that is impossible to understand. While I have no doubt that these words will make it to Seleda’s domain with parenthesized “editors say this” and “editors respond to that” (The Editors are amazed, “How did he know?”) until it becomes impossible to read any of it without thinking about what the editors are thinking, I would like to remind you that in less than twenty years, there will be over a hundred million Ethiopians, a few of whom are forward looking enough to do all the background hacking now, with a determined sense of purpose, knowing that it’s not about Nile perch, nor has it ever been about Toblerones.

      It is about water. It will be about water for a long time to come.

      While you spend time reflecting on the redeeming qualities of folks with refined tastes in food, you miss the baboor. If you dared to board it in time, you would have had the chance to look out its window and admire nature as she shows you the path to all that seems elusive. A chance to see what miracle can be done by paying less attention to coconut and a little more to Marcel Proust and Mex the Sengatera durooyae.

      Mex: “Ere inawoon shoofew… QiTiro argo lillewis nnew iko. Yimechhew. Yimechhew…”

      Tenesa,

      **_Babooroo

      _**
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      Dear ImEt Moya Bizu,

      I consider myself to be the luckiest of fellows. Which man on this side of the Atlantic can boast of finding the two things he loves most right smack in his own house? No, I am not referring to the 47 inch television in the living room nor to Mechal, my best friend in the kennel. I am talking about 1) my girlfriend’s bejeweled and synthetic fingernails and 2) her gursha. When she molds that moist ye beg alCHa fitfit into a soft and soggy ball between her two-inch rostrate nails and then proceeds to drop the fusion into my mouth…

      …let me just say I mistake the glitter on her nails for aurora borealis. But often times I am rudely awakened from my celestial torpor when I choke on my beloved’s chipped fingernail polish or asphyxiate on an errant fingernail ring mixed in with the gursha. My life would be without meaning were I to live without her gursha or her nails. But my doctor has repeatedly warned me about the dangerous levels of toxin and iron in my system. What ought I to do?

      Flaked Out.

      Dear Flaked Out,

      The headmistress of Ye Baltet Qonjo School and my mentor and teacher, Woiz. Romanworq, used to say: “You can’t have your nails and eat them, too.” Apparently, her beau, reclined on her divan, used to grumble about the chipped fingernail polish lodged in his finchit after her gurshas.

      Had fingernail rings been in vogue in those days, I am certain the ever-fashionable Woiz. Romi (as she was affectionately called by the inner circle of her dedicated and bright disciples) would have had them dangling from eight of her fingernails. “Why eight?” you may ask. She did indeed have all ten of her fingers. But, madly in love AS SHE WAS with the “Finchit Rake” (as he was secretly called by the wider circle of her indolent and moronic apprentices), she SOLVED THE PROBLEM AND ingeniously retained her suitor’s straying gaze by trimming the fingernails on her right index finger and thumb and leaving them without polish. But what they lacked in color they regained in sparkle from the rings she wore on just those two fingers.

      Baltets from Goré to Jijiga and from Keren to Moyalé attempted to duplicate her two-fingered gursha in vain, but she copyrighted the steps and revealed them only in her Saturday morning graduate seminars. It was rumored, though never proven, that the Registrar of Ye Baltet Qonjo School built her villa in Kolfé from the gubo that she received from students desperate to enroll.

      Woiz. Romi would always start those famed seminars by exclaiming, “You can’t have your nails and eat them, too.” Immediately, she would wink and smile at her smug students who exchanged knowing glances.

      Many years later, Finchit Rake was found dead on Woiz. Romi’s divan (apparently he didn’t pay sufficient attention to that darned cholesterol thing).
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        * * *

      

      Kbur ImEt-hoy,

      Ere gudE fela! For weeks I’ve been seeing this wonderful guy, and things have been going great. In fact, lately he’s been coming over for dinner a lot and – I’ll be honest – I’ve been stopping by Woiz. Achamyelesh’s zgubN in my building to pick up the delicious “home-cooked” meals I’ve been serving him. Now he says he loves me and can’t stop raving about my cooking! Yesterday, he even asked me to move in with him! Of course, I said yes, but gud gud gud!! What happens when he finds out I can’t boil water? Once he asks me to marry him, I won’t have to worry about this any more, but what to do until then?

      YenE lij,

      By my calculations, and if you do as I say, he should be begging you to marry him in about four months. That translates into 80 “home-cooked” dinners, factoring in wining and dining out on weekends. (If you’ve got one of those modern “let me cook you dinner” men, subtract another 10 dinners).

      To make this work, you’ll have to tempt Woiz. Achamyelesh to move to his building ASAP by offering her free rent (you won’t be paying yours anymore, right?). You will also need to buy several items from my new line of Meaza products, available at www.weTmed.com. I suggest that you spray on some Eau de Tdar, a pheromone-rich perfume, every night before going to bed; you should also keep on hand a can of QulEt, an air freshener that comes in doro-weT, Tbs, and shro flavors – spray liberally around the kitchen right before he comes home for dinner. Finally, I think you would do well with some of my Abol hair pomade – a whiff of the buna scent and he’ll be addicted for life.

      Don’t forget to send me pictures of your wedding!
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      Dear ImEt Moya Bizu,

      In a recent article that appeared on Qebena Unified Libertines Association’s quarterly journal, Tigel BefiQad, the anonymous author claimed that during Lent, ET couples snuggled close to one another, sat together at social gatherings, and constantly looked into each other’s eyes. He attributed this extraordinary phenomenon to the increased amount of misir and qaria in their diet. Pray tell, ImEt, hoy. Is there any truth to this fantastic assertion?

      Alichaw.

      Yené Alicha,

      I do not want to get into trouble with any of our clergymen by attributing the enhanced libido among couples during Lent to cereals and vegetables. However, science must prevail in spite of the wrath I may incur. Recent experiments conducted on mice at the Pasteur Institute in Gulelé have shown the entire body of the male mouse becoming rigid for several hours after being fed two and a half milligrams of misir wot. Repeated trial

      examinations using the newly imported aura meter have also shown that injecting seven milligrams of diced qaria and shenkurt transformed the multi-color aura surrounding male and female dogs into one color: red. Need I say more?

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      July/August 2001: Open Theme

      Open Theme.

      We’ve come a looooong way, baby. We’ve spun tales of family and diaspora…beat you over the head with class and science…wooed you with love, and love again, and then with neuroses. all this to give you a skeleton to flesh out with your voluptuous stories and bodacious antics.

      This issue, this double July/August issue, we release you…to speak as you wish without limitations. Pick your subject…name your theme…point out your demons…sing praises to your saints. Regale us with your tales and humble us with your imagery.

      Give us all something that will last us till September.
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      The Open Theme issue

      July/August, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      Summer ushers in longer days, the flowers, and always, at SELEDA, an insurrection from our summer interns (Immm-uunnnd-ineshhhhiiiyyyeee!). All, of course, impelled and shabbily financed by staff writers, who believe in embarrassingly passive resistance, unless unpaid interns can be utilized to incite the unrest.

      It has sort of become a routine… Come summer, our staff writers realize they have not seen a paycheck in… like, never… which regurgitates the question why they have to always play the “starving” in the “starving artist” routine, and, belew!… all of a sudden they are part of the CHQun “we have nothing to lose but our pencils” hzb.

      It’s what our elders used to call alemeQoTeb.

      Not that there’s ever been a CHQun we’ve met we haven’t liked, and not that we want to be known as inQifats to any e-abiyot, but, really, what does it mean to have a selamawi self in front of upper management’s office when they have not set foot in the SELEDA sefer in… like, never!? 'Ta! Abo! Why can’t we have just one fabulous uprising which we can gossip about at cocktail parties???

      And so, another SELEDA ritual passes (we’ve dubbed it “The Season of Restful Unrest”) where writers inkoko yet another “cyber magazine le cyber magazine Tsehafiew” Intifada; interns act all “we are worth something”-like; and upper management calls in from Switzerland to have Balducci Biscotti emergency FedEx-ed to them.

      And you wonder why we drink? Heavily.

      Indemn senebetachihulN Seledamoch?

      Welcome to the Open Theme Issue! A double issue, which means you have to ration-read SELEDA until September. It is our favorite issue because right about this time is when we start looking at each other with acute meselechachet and wonder if it’s not time to move to Alaska. Oh, wait. We wonder that every month. Ahhh, well.

      WegEshas from all corners of the world had to be summoned to attend to our “inde aknbalo yegobeTe wegeb” (which is a medical term, we found out) from all the bowing we had to do to thank this month’s contributors. When, we have asked ourselves…once, will we ever feel the pangs of yiluNta and “sew mn ylal” for taking credit for the genius that are our contributors? Answer: half past NEVER! Inanten eko new…. Hey, contributors, tenks, eshi? Siyammmmrrruuu!

      Ehem.

      What’s new at SELEDA?

      We are delighted to have paired up with the exceptionally cool people at www.visualmorph.com and it’s offshoot t-shirt design division, Meddab-Powered by Injera (we love these guys!) during the annual Ethiopian football fest in California this July 4th week. For those of you who are heading to the wrong coast for a right cause and would like to support our first SELEDA fundraiser, look for the Meddab Logo on the football field, stride on over there, say hi to David Mesfin (creative Director at Visualmorph) … (discounts might be available for those of you who squeal “Davvvuuu… na esti tesam” and agelabTo kissing him like yeTefa zemed), and say, “Eski gimme a SELEDA T-shirt”. If you want to look extra cool, get a couple of them fabulous Meddab T-shirts too, and stand out from the crowd, make your parents proud and your friends respect you. We extend deep gratitude to our new best friends at Meddab and Visualmorph for letting us stand so close to them.

      What else?

      Words cannot express how elated we are to announce the return of our Mail Editor. (Re-hab took longer than we expected.) Starting in September, The Mail will return to being a regular feature… as long as you all keep writing to us. We assure you, Mail Editor is positively salivating at some of the stuff we have gotten these past months, and we urge you to keep M.E. busy so that we shan’t have no relapses. Your comments are always welcome.

      Our next Issue (September) will be the “YiluNta and MisTr” Issue. Ahhh… so many secrets, so little yiluNta…huh? Well, you get the point. SELEDA will transform into a virtual confessional booth in the Addis Amet. No medebabess-ing (except if it entails medabessing) our secrets, no coddling our yiluNta… speak up! Articles are due on August 15th at the latest, except if you have NO yiluNta, in which case you can tack on an extra day. (Besmeab!)

      Speaking of NO, NADA, ZIP yiluNta, er… were we remiss in having SELEDA Chat last month? Hell yes we were! Why? Ok… we won’t sebeb mekorkom here and eza mado. We, er… slight miscommunication… and we use slight in the most un-slight sense here. To prove that we have not cornered the market on flakiness, we promise to behave this time, and show up for our own party… TUESDAY JULY 17, at 7:00 p.m. East Coast time… let’s meet at www.seleda.com/chat. You show us yours, we’ll show you ours. The banner article will be this month’s Life Diaries. Gulp! Is that a good idea? As if we need the slightest impetus to descend into bawdy talk. Enter at your own risk.

      Whoowat else?

      If there is no SELEDA next month, you will know that our first ever retreat went werrrry weerrry badly. Frankly, all of us being confined to one area for more than 24 hours might just push Armageddon up by a couple of weeks, but, heck, the world was coming to an end anyway. Since we will be mapping out SELEDA themes, let us know if there is an angegebgabi theme you’d like us to cover.

      With that, we leave you in peace to have the mother of all summers. Remember to visit Meddab Designs if you are cavorting in San Fran pretending to be a soccer fan.

      Until September,

      Ij nestenal. Selam inhun.

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      Addis Lullabies
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      Addis Lullabies

      by: Dawit B.

      Getting acquainted… again

      The afternoon sun is overwhelming, fiercer than my memory of it. The gate of our home ignites a train of memory, disconnected and a bit hazy. My mind drifts back to summertime and the games we played with neighborhood kids outside, and my attempts at befriending the rough boys who played soccer. They’d hit our door numerous times until the guard chased them with his cane.

      The early eighties were a peculiar time in Addis. For our parents, it was a dangerous time coming after Ethiopia’s own Holocaust. They no longer had any doubts about people’s propensity for evil. For my generation, the Red Terror was a mysterious word used by the grown ups in discussing the missing brother or sister. War was, of course, a constant. Nothing to worry too much about in Addis.

      Our childhood was normal by Ethiopian standards, until we reached our teenage years and our parents refused to let us go outside the house even for a burger at BolE Mini. We never associated the lack of personal freedom with the daily affessas and the ever-encroaching war. We hated our parents’ irrational rules, hence we were only too happy when they decided to send us into exile.

      The overnight farewell parties became a sort of coming-of-age. We would jump out of our bedroom windows dressed in Michael Jackson jackets and Madonna inspired headbands into cold Addis nights to home parties. All the parties were the same. Houses full of kids waiting to get out, and at each party, inevitably, one would announce one’s departure the coming week… “so party next week at my house”. Frivolously and without much fanfare, many of my generation from Addis left Ethiopia without understanding ourselves, our country and our place in relation to Ethiopia.

      Now, as I stand in the old neighborhood thirteen years after leaving it, a sense of emptiness surrounds my comeback.

      Today’s Addis seems like a foreign city. It is like getting to know a lover from the past. There are memories that tie me to this city, however I have changed and so has the city. The first few weeks, I walked around in a daze overwhelmed by everything. The overcrowding, pollution, and the sheer enormity of people’s suffering is daunting. At times hopeless. My cousin has remained in Addis as most of us fled. He is the consummate player, fully integrated into the life of the city; he does the right kind of work, he knows all the right people, and most importantly, he knows all the right places to hang out in Addis. After hearing my constant lectures on the ills of our country, he fired back at me " Do you work for the IMF or the World Bank?" I answered no. “Then stop acting like one! You’re here after thirteen years; you left when you were thirteen, so you have no right prescribe answers here. The best you can do is just understand what people go through, and for fuck’s sake enjoy yourself!”

      He was right. I had come home for six months and it was time to feel at home. I needed a communion of the senses.

      That afternoon, my cousin took me to his favorite bar. A rustic place with a courtyard as labyrinth as Lalibela. It was 4 p.m. and already the place was teaming with people. As we walked in, every crevice was crammed with professionally dressed clientele. Draft beer was flowing abundantly. My cousin and I sat at a corner, happy to feel the coolness emanating from the stone walls. A friend of my cousin’s who had come right after us, approached our table, gave my cousin a nod and without saying another word emptied his glass of cold d’eeraft while silently thanking forty four Gods for the privilege. He ordered a second glass and emptied the contents with the same look of grace, after which he proceeded with customary hellos. He was a young man in his early thirties; a pleasant guy with a voice that complemented his rather shy mannerism. I liked him instantly (a man who knows the importance of the first drink of the day). The night came slowly and the drinks went fast. The conversation was quintessentially Ethiopian-- every person professing expert knowledge in all things. Ironically, a number of the men present were actual professors at AAU, hence the level of ego seemed beyond the heights of EnToTo.

      _~~~~~_

      Establishing a Routine

      The knowledge of being home gives me a sense of bi-polar euphoria-- a series of highs intermingled with fear. Fear that comes from a lack of routine. Such apprehension soon evaporated after starting work. My primary reason for my trip was to help my Dad with his business. My father was having health problems and I wanted to take over until he fully recovered. Working in Ethiopia has its traditions. America instills in us a certain way of looking at efficiency. Different from the norms in Ethiopia. I quickly became aware of this discrepancy; thus, this will not be another Hellhole Diaries. I actually kind of liked the quirky clerks in the many government offices who had a rule about not making eye contact or speaking in inaudible volumes.

      I fast immersed myself into Addis’s business routine. By eight in the morning I was at the office. Around 10.00 a.m. I would drive to La Parisian for some macchiato and croissant. Right around that time the beautiful people make their way to La Parisian. La Parisian is a small café with a large parking lot. The attraction is that you can show your new arrat b’arrat to the relevant crowd. The croissants are great too. It is an elaborate game. Beautiful people driving beautiful cars sipping buna, and speaking with an accent. They mingle and pose. People walk out of their cars with orchestration-- gliding like leopards cruising for other panthers.

      After all the drama at La Parisian, it is already time for lunch. Lunch is usually at Addis Golf Club or at Top View, the new restaurant with the best view of Addis’ skyline. The Golf Club has a beautiful restaurant in the middle of the grass. After lunch, it’s back to work. At 5 p.m. another cup of coffee at London café.

      Such a routine gives Addis a cosmopolitan feel.
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        * * *

      

      An era revisited

      Early Sunday mornings have a universal charm. The air has ease about it, and in Addis the light is particularly magnificent. As a kid I use to love sitting on the porch on Sunday mornings. On this particular morning, the city had the usual Sunday morning glow. I was out 'till early morning and had only a few hours of sleep. I had promised my dad I would accompany him to the reburial of Emperor Haile Sellassie. I got myself ready with much difficulty (hangover is a bitch, especially when it is three days straight).

      My dad was meeting a group of his friends at a bole café in order to follow the funeral procession. The roads were almost serene. The usual madness of Addis streets gives way to tranquility come Sundays. People for the most part are at home or out of town. The café was full of Addis’ business elite. Men in their fifties who, a quarter of a century ago, toppled a monarchy. They had been young visionaries ignited by the fire of a revolution. They had believed themselves " independently salvageable". Twenty-seven years later, they had become everything they’d fought against. They are rich capitalists in a poor country. The funeral would be a cathartic event-- a sort of apology to the old man.

      They had gathered at the café in order to follow the funeral procession in a procession of SUV’s. They thought that a row of new SUVs would give gravitas to the event. They talked and reminisced about the revolution, justice and equality. When the time came to proceed, they summoned their chauffeurs via cell phones; they left their Mercedes parked at the café and got in the chauffeured SUVs. The line on SUVs made its way up to the Menelik Mausoleum. The Emperor’s cortège, however, had already reached Mesqel Square. We had to make a U- turn.

      A sizable crowd was already there including many foreign journalists and diplomats. Seated in front was the Imperial family, together in Ethiopia after twenty-seven years. They sat in stoic silence. The family still had glimpses of its old majesty with that quiet reserve of royalty. The princes and princess had aged. The younger members of the family seemed out of place-- beautiful and regal in a western sense. They fixed their gaze upon the Emperor’s casket.

      The road behind the ceremony was not closed off, so the usual traffic of taxis and buses passed by. Many in the capital hadn’t known about the event. As the buses buzzed by, onlookers looked at the ceremony from afar. Ethiopia was burying one of her most important leaders, however, the country was by in large indifferent. A few weeks before, more than a million people had spontaneously erupted into the streets to greet the returning Olympic heroes, yet only a few thousand people had gathered to fare the Emperor good bye.

      It was a testament to change. It was especially interesting to note the absence of the young. Today’s Ethiopia is a place without pomp, ceremony or slogans. It seems people are weary of public dramas because they know the real cost of such exercises.

      After the Meqel Square ceremony the cortège made it way up to Piassa. People along the route stood witnessing history not knowing how to rationalize the event. The next stop was Giorgiss, the church where Haile Sellasie had been crowned Emperor. It had made him king, and it was to be the final witness. After that, it was off to Sellassie, a cathedral built by the Emperor. The gathering crowed was not only weeping for Haile Sellassie, but for those uncountable millions who were consumed by the flames of revolution. The casket was placed into a crypt next to the one housing the remains of his wife.

      The ceremony was an appropriate end to an era. For my generation and for myself, it was a glimpse into another Ethiopia.

      Facing Up

      Public mood in Addis is sober and serious as the AIDS conference approaches. The disease is no longer a hidden fact in Ethiopia. It is a Holocaust unfolding within every family. An uncle, aunt, sister, brother, mother, father…everywhere, the disease has left a mark of sorrow.

      Ethiopians have yet to formulate a mourning culture for this unwelcome reality. Every afternoon one sees a column of woman fight cars for a piece of the street, dressed in their customary neTela with its embroidery tied around their waists on their way to funerals.

      Yosef’s plots are fast over-filling. To be buried in Yosef, you need connections. Accordingly, every afternoon the traffic around Yosef is enormous (AIDS has knocked the doors of the rich and powerful too). Funerals are so common that it has turned into a routine. I had to attend a funeral of a family friend-- a beautiful young woman, elegant and smart, dead before her time. It is especially sad to see a young person die. It disturbs some kind of natural balance.

      The funeral was customarily at 1 p.m. We stand waiting for the ceremony to end; I notice the face of the dead girl’s mother drowning in untold grief. After the Red Terror and everything that it encompassed, people in Ethiopia had thought that the slaughter of the young was over. AIDS is proving them wrong. The fires are burning and the young continue to be fuel.

      The funeral is soon over and we leave rejoining a city where resilience is prevalent as air. Three weeks later, I heard that the brother of the dead girl had also died-- more fuel for the fire. I think of the parents and I hate the fact that they will be forced to accept this. Sometimes when life conspires against us, it should be unacceptable. Alas, no such justice.

      The Addis AIDS conference is a big event. Everybody in the world of AIDS is here. Four African Presidents, numerous ministers, researchers, head of the UN, musicians and famous personalities had arrived in the capital. The Sheraton is Ground Central. Limos and bodyguards are everywhere. It appears that African governments are attempting to tackle AIDS.

      On the final night there is a big bash. The evening, proclaimed Artists against AIDS, gathers the cream of African artistry. In the chilly Addis night, in the magnificent Sheraton gardens, one can observe a sense of urgency. The night is a great triumph with the likes of Femi Kuti taking stage.

      At the end of the night, I remember back to day of the young girl’s funeral, and somehow the night’s hope seemed tragically naïve.
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        * * *

      

      Playing Spring Break

      Me and four friends from the States are planning an excursion to Langano (nothing to do in Addis). We start off customarily abesha (late). By the time all the liquor is purchased from Abrico (the only grocery store which carries Bombay Sapphire and is open twenty-four hours), it is 2 p.m. We drive off enjoying the wubet that is Ethiopia. The mountains are losing the deep green of kremt, yet they still retain the majesty of their creator. The clouds seemed humbled to appear in the same frame as the mountains.

      We get to Mojo and buy some Wendogenet CHat . The rest of the trip is tremendously more enjoyable. We are playing John Coltrain’s A Love Supreme, high on CHat and peanuts, exposed to the unforgiving beauty of Ethiopia. One of my friends who had just graduated from medical school says something about CHat not being “that” bad for one’s health. Not that we needed such professional guarantees, but it helped.

      The new road to Langano is a beautiful stretch. Possibly the only road in Ethiopia without flaws. It is dusk when we get to Langano. We had reserved bungalows at Beqele Molla. Most people going back home find that most places from their childhood seem smaller and less shiny. Langano is different. It has retained its former glory. The place is packed. I love how everybody gets away from it together. We soon join a big group from Seattle. They have come for a wedding and it seems the entire wedding party is here. The hotel has prepared a nice buffet right on the beach. As it gets darker we all go back to bungalows to get ready. Getting ready Langano style means mixing your drink in a 1.5 litter water bottle (disguised because you can’t bring in your own alcohol and it eliminates the need for cups).

      Drinks in hand, we go to the beach joining another group. This crowd is the pure Addis version of the Rat Pack: young professionals (“ye abatE suQ” counts as professional) with money to spend and with an unquenchable thirst for fun. The music is loud.

      My friend is having what seems like a deeply heartfelt conversation with a beautiful girl–the kind of ET girl that makes you wake up every morning thanking God He created you Ethiopian. In an attempt to appear sincere, my friend is asking her all kinds of questions. She is a bit annoyed at the interrogation and a bit impatient with his fake sincerity. As the alcohol takes a hold of her, she faces him directly and shouts, “Qess b’leh demmo, T’wat Qurssichin mn belash litileN new!” He is a bit embarrassed. After a short silence they walk away from us, her hands firmly clutching his waist. Who said an honest outburst was bad?

      I run into an old friend from junior high. He is one of the few who stayed. He’d changed over the years. He’s an architect now. We talk almost all night long about Ethiopian history, architecture and our lives. Intoxicated from alcohol and beautiful company, we greet a brilliant morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      New Year

      The approach of western New Year, Ethiopian Christmas, and the T’rr wedding season combine to give Addis an added exuberance. Ethiopians are arriving from all corners of the world. Parisian ET’s with immaculately pressed shirts and exotic cigarettes chat in French at La Petti; ET’s from England looking Nordic (minus the blue-eyed-blond thing) with gray wool turtle necks do lunch at the Golf Club; ET’s from Amsterdam and Rome, always the rebels with majestic dreads, chill at CHat meQammia bEts around town; and the crowd from the States dressed in jeans and T-shirts, get their grub at any place with good Tbs or Kitfo. . The number of visitors is surprisingly large. The end of the two year war has given added impetuous for the tourist boom. Ethiopians from the States seem determined to top each other with huge wedding parities.

      A famous meto aleQa in the Derg era had just started her own Azmari bEt. In the past she had belted out war songs in a futile attempt to galvanize Mengistu’s soldiers. Nowadays she stands behind a bar in a converted villa singing of love, and late at night of war. The bar is small and the group I am with fills it completely. Another group of Ethiopians from Vancouver sway to music sprayed with nostalgia. It was a group of four couples in their late forties. Their first visit home in thirty years. They have three open bottles of Black Label Whisky on their table. These couples are your average, responsible ET couples from North America (with a fondness for middle class norms), however, here, for a single night, they revel with gusto. One of the women overcome by emotion stands up and proceeds to misalE around the bar. Seeing her bravado and pure ecstasy makes me feel joy. It is not often you see a person unlock the proverbial door into the joy that is their past.

      The last night in Addis, old friends and new friends gathered at SoHo to bid us farewell. The place is packed as usual, and I notice for the first time that I know most everybody there. This is the magic of Ethiopia. The creation of friendships is a beautifully simple organic affair. Companionship is found in abundance in Ethiopia. Everywhere you look among the bliss and the misery one thing remains a constant: no one is alone here. Part of me had always longed for the communal immersion, yet the part of me that is tainted with the Western concept of personal space is a bit apprehensive.

      It is a constant struggle of exile. Reinaldo Arenas described it appropriately… "An exile has no place anywhere, because there is no place, because the place where we started to dream, where we discovered the natural world around us, read our first book, loved for the first time, is always the world of our dreams. In exile one is nothing but a ghost, the shadows of someone who never achieves full reality."

      Revelation
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      Church Unbidden: Revelation for an Adulterous

      by Delilah

      “If those who lead you say, ‘See, the Kingdom is in the sky,’ then the birds of the sky will precede you. If they say to you, ‘It is in the sea,’ then the fish will precede you. Rather, the Kingdom is inside of you, and it is outside of you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will become known…Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will find me there.”

      – Jesus Christ, Gospel of St. Thomas –

      It wasn’t even a Sunday. It rarely ever is. My “religious” clock has been out of synch since childhood. I go to the institution that is my neighborhood church when it pleases me, when my spiritual stars are aligned, or when I’m afraid. There, I frequently and inconveniently run into a lascivious “religious orderly,” a middle-aged woman who many a times draws me into belabored conversations about why I don’t come to sermons, or Sunday school. I’m convinced she was just trying to find a medium to hit on me.

      Regardless, this was one too many times.

      “You, the Lord has blessed with potential,” she leaned over and uttered carefully so that her words didn’t echo too far and beyond the marble walls of the church. “You’re a good child, unadulterated by the ways of the world.” I felt very uneasy, shrugged in shame. “Yet I see you come in and leave and come in and leave again, intermittently. Why don’t I see you at mass, or during my teachings?” My eyes wondered, glanced at my watch, and I got off the oak plank and prepare to leave. “You’re a blessed, innocent child, I can see it in you, in your eyes, huge and white like your soul.”

      Snap. This time, she plucked wrong chords, opened the wrong small door. And my conscience was shoved into a big, scary room.

      Whoever said eyes are the window of one’s soul was either a moron or philosopher who lives his life spinning more adages, and proverbs and psalms and still no Revelation. What would a “religious orderly” or anyone else know about my soul? Know what I’m so afraid of unveiling before myself, let alone before a common, bawdy mortal?

      Innocent?

      Surely there was a time when I wore my innocence, my huge, “white” innocence like a virtue, like a silver anklet with links and charms, clinking and caroling with every sinless step. There was that time. But God and I know I’ve “matured” since then, walked too far, stepped in the wrong places, trespassed forbidden temples, tripped in potholes . I don’t know where or how I lost the charms. But I know why, and that notion pains me like splinters in my soul. What’s left now is a resounding gong that cries regret, madness and fear.

      It’s during tumultuous times like this when God humbles me and anxiety begs my soul to return to church. It’s not my first time here. I pay visits to this institution whenever I’m too frail to weather the storms of my own self-inflicted adversity. You know the feeling. Haven’t you ever gone to church, knelt down on the plank, drank the tsebel, prayed, and still didn’t feel forgiven or like you’d absorbed Truth? And like a mad man, you faithlessly prescribe the same routine of returning to its cold, marble walls.

      I knew I had been going to the wrong church. I knew it all the while.

      So, this time, I found myself in the Room I’ve been haunted by ever since I was de_innocentized_. Church. I met the Relics of my Bible pointing fingers at this formerly spotless entity. Betrayal like Judas’, surreptitiousness like Delilah, immorality like Sodom and Gomorrah and an entire roster of related wrong-doings separated by pages of pardons, of “I’ll never do this agains,” of adulterous lessons learnt and lost and forgotten. The psalms of my misfortunes and proverbs condemning my mistakes fill pages in my Bible that I was scared and cowardly and too damn institutionalized to confront. My Kingdom was not adorned with frescoes and marble and mosaics, but by a Truth, exposed in all its adulterous ugliness.

      I couldn’t read further. It was all too overwhelming. I snapped back out of it.

      “Delilah, Delilah! Are you….alright, was it something I said? Where did you go? Why are you panting?”

      I centered my emotions.

      With a sigh, and blatant cynicism, “The same reason why your temple pants every time I walk in here. Me, you - we’re all institutionalized, and stuck in the wrong sin-sick church. Don’t you get it?”

      I never went back there again. That’s not to say that I’ve become strong enough. I am yet to return to my Church and muster the courage to reread the Relics inside me, confront them, and come right. I’ll keep on keeping on, until the plank that I kneel on splits, until the tsebel with which I anoint myself to drive out my “devils” evaporates, until the suffocating mansion of marble that pretends to be religion, dissolves. And beneath the residues, which make up my Fears, maybe, just maybe, I will find…

      Revelation.

      1 Corinthians 6:18-20 Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who sins sexually sins against his own body. Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.

      1 Corinthians 13:1 If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.

      Life diaries
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      i tell you, never had there been such ditsy excitement at Seleda. the two friends who brought our two diarists (kicking and screaming, i hear) to our doors were beside themselves with glee. we were quite enthused ourselves, and keen to get started…

      more frighteningly, the two friends had also threatened the editors with loss of life, limb and body parts (not necessarily in that order) if we:

      * didn’t kiss up to Their Kboornets our Diarists in a continuous and committed manner; or

      * didn’t protect with our lives any identifying information we may get about either of them.

      so even as we affixed our lips adroitly to their virtual…heineys…we vowed to be discreet, and the diarists began.

      Let’s introduce you to our dueling diarists:

      * Dagmawi (no relation to the web-talking-head Dagmawi) started this off:

      his short bio —

      Single, Ethiopian male living in DC

      Height: 5 ft 8 inches

      Weight: 194 lbs

      Works at high tech company. Literate and self-deprecating individual looking forward to the opportunity to exchange witty repartee with same

      Hobbies: reading poetry, knitting, romantic novels, and low-fat wok cooking

      Seble’s profile was equally …er…intriguing

      Single (tho’ could be easily be talked into polygamy) Ethiopian woman.

      Living in Fargo, SD.

      4 feet 2. 189 pounds (182 when not retaining water.)

      Likes to… like.

      Nurse’s Assistant at Fundamentalist Moslem Hospital.

      Loves long walks on the beach as long as some other person is doing the walking.

      they got started, and life as we know it changed.

      not three, four, or five entries for these two…nooooo! they bulldozed over us and came up with…SEVEN.

      but not just any ol’ entries, either, but the snappiest, snazziest and, in places, the most mouth-watering ones we ever did see. don’t believe us? read on…betcha you’ll be reading these all in one go…ineho

      Comments on Life Diaries and feeble attempts at Tebessa may be sent to life_diarists@seleda.com

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, June 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      Subject: Life Diaries — Primary Thrust

      Dear Seble,

      I noticed from your choice of email addresses that you were as sick and tired of being pestered to do this damn LD exchange. On my part, a certain editor had harangued me about this exchange for coming on what seems an eternity (I exaggerate, of course, it has only been one or two lifetimes!) that I had no option but to agree (if for no other reason but to force her to cease threatening to reveal deep, dark childhood secrets).

      I don’t seem to recall exactly what our entire exchange is to be about (these things seem to have a preordained life — I believe this series was to be about food and drink), but that is not a bad thing altogether. If you would like to stick to that subject, I have no objection waxing poetically about sustenance. If not, I get the distinct impression that we will not be at a loss for subjects on which to exchange strong ideas.

      Some alternative topics you may wish to dissect:

      · Work ( and all of its associated pains)

      · Books (I am an eclectic reader, but I have a certain affection/affliction for historical non-fiction and espionage novels. Incidentally, the book I am currently reading falls a little outside of this category. It is titled, “The Evil That Men Do”, and it’s a series of real-life case studies from the files of the FBI’s principal Sexual Crimes Profilers. I must tell you, I got some strange reactions the other day from fellow passengers on a flight to Dallas when I was totally engrossed in this interesting, graphic, and quite disturbing book.)

      · Love/Sex/Marriage (need I say more….)

      · Films

      · Music (Amharic, Jazz, Blues, Classical)

      · Food

      · Travel

      · …. and the list goes on.

      Eagerly awaiting your response, I remain,

      Cordially,

      Dagmawi

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: Rhythmic LDs: I see your Primary Thrust and raise you a Secondary Plunge

      Dear Dagmawi-not to be confused with the Webmaster-

      It must be the water they drink at Seleda. You see, my friend, editrix pal of mine roped me into this using highly sophisticated, morally corrupt tactics which could make the sex crimes stories you are reading seem like a Broadway musical. Zmm new. Plus, as she has made it painfully obvious on many an occasion, she will actually hesitate not more than a few seconds before airing MY skeletal past.

      Lenegeroo, I was expressly told that this was NOT about Food or Drink. It takes so little to confuse me, Dag. Is it? And can you really wax poetic about eating for FIVE entries? Wait a minute. Of course you can. You are reading “The Evil Men Do”.

      That said, if you don’t mind, maybe we could wing our entries. Don’t function well under captivity. Let’s leave the subject(s) open— although the morbid fascination with the book you are reading might just be my unraveling.

      My only other request is that we get this baby rolling soon. I am in the middle of getting ready for a long overdue vacation, and the sooner I get Editrix off my back, the sooner I will be able to concentrate on trying to plan the darn thing. (we allowed to say “darn”, Dag?)

      Seble
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      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      Subject: I respond to your Secondary Plunge with a Tertiary Parry

      Dear Seble,

      Far be it from me to hold you back from planning a much-needed vacation. I am actually envious — I truly feel a vacation is called for myself.

      I just came back from spending an obscene amount of time in the mother country, so I do get a few raised eyebrows when I mention the fact that I am in need of a vacation from those people in the know (I believe that that is a Pavlovian response — ABET QINAT!) Honestly, though, all of that joie-de-vivre and enthusiasm that I had accumulated during my travels has totally evaporated. Hence, my need for an extended vacation, and my morbid fascination with sexual crime profilers (actually, there is no connection but I needed a segue…)

      The book I mentioned (The Evil That Men Do) is a little outside of my normal reading genre, but it has turned out to be quite a good read (if I may be so bold as to appeal to your prurient sense of curiosity, do pick up a copy). While at times a bit graphic and disturbing, it is an excellent collection of case studies. One resounding take-away — nearly all (but one)sexual crimes are committed by white males. The only exception (at least that is known of) was the character in Atlanta who kidnapped and killed 30+ young black boys.

      The morbid fascination that I have had with the book has primarily been from the perspective of an objective third-party observer (trust me…) — What drives an individual to such depths of depravity? Is it more of a socio-economic adaptation, or is it a vestige of our more savage, prehistoric existence? I am totally lost when I attempt to put these psychopaths’ actions in the context of my own upbringing and culture (and, I assume, yours). I have yet to hear about an Ethiopian sexual deviant of this magnitude — Christ, we have serious reservations about fellatio, let alone S&M, sexual asphyxia, sexual mutilation, hard-core fetishes, etc. (If you have any insight on this anomaly, please share…)

      Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate and salute an individual’s right to experiment, but some of these characters really cross the boundary. What are your thoughts on the subject???

      By the by, I apologize if this turned out a bit heavier than you expected. I was taking a break from doing some financial analysis at work, and my mind was in a pent-up state. I hope I haven’t scared you off — my impression was that you would be the sort to retaliate in full!

      Regards.

      Dagmawi

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: Is the fourth prodding the charm?

      Dagmawi–

      I was in the middle of reading an inexcusably dreary work-related document, so, trust me, your treatise on sexual deviants was a welcome distraction— although, I am not sure if it was a twinge of disappointment or relief that I felt when you mentioned that this kinda reading is “outside of [your] normal reading genre”. :) The problem with a lot of us is that we don’t venture out of our intellectual shells, so, bravo.

      Coincidentally, Dagmawi, I have been recently asking myself questions like “how much evil am I capable of?” (You and me, Dagi… we thrust to the same music.) I have been thinking about this in the Ethiopian context-yes, my upbringing. A relative of mine is doing a bio on one of the more famous revolutionaries of 1974, and some of the tidbits she has uncovered about this man have been sending her into spirals of depression and shock. Seemingly, he was from a normal background-- decent education, cute wife, cuter children-but then the pebbled path of a conventional life capriciously (or is it?) breaks into this 6-lane highway of murder and mayhem. How? Why?

      Dagmawi, when all’s said and done, do I have the potential to buy into the same evil franchise? Sweet little me? Do you? Sweet little you. What exigency could trigger it? Poverty? Politics? Love? Obsession? Survival? Revenge?

      Granted, I might not have the wherewithal to hack off anyone’s extremities-if for naught, the CHewa in me might leave a note of apology on the victim’s bed, “Sorry I went a little off kilter about hacking off more than a decorous length of your wrist. No hard feelings, I am sure you know. Cocktails tomorrow at 7? Love, Seble.”-- but I wonder if the little every-day cruelties we immunize ourselves against do not furtively plant seeds of deeper depravity in our souls, and eventually someone will write about us, and we end up in someone’s lap on a flight to Dallas being read about in morbid fascination.

      Hmm. I just hope it’s a nice lap.

      Or, is evil and the potential to be evil an affliction of those who are weak, therefore, and thereby preemptively exempting those of us who believe we are strong?

      …“When the weak want to give an impression of strength they hint menacingly at their capacity for evil. It is by its promise of a sense of power that evil often attracts the weak.” - Eric Hoffer

      I like that better.

      “I have yet to hear about an Ethiopian sexual deviant of this magnitude…” I have. All the men and women in the motherland who mutilate their little girls by circumcising them… all the fallout of baby girls being wed off and left to labor 3-4 days alone while their premature, 11-year old wombs refuse to oblige… the honor associated with meTelfing a girl child… the innumerable cases of rape we take for granted. It’s just that no one has written about them… yet.

      Dag… I need a back rub.

      Seble.

      p.s. I love the way you say, “cordially yours”. I have not heard that in a while. Pedigreed?
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      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      Subject: If the fourth is a prod, is the fifth a jolt…

      Dearest Seble,

      “It has been a fortnight since last I penned a note to you, and I have been anxiously awaiting a response…” Sorry, I momentarily lapsed into an alternate state — right medium, wrong exchange.

      Greetings. I apologize for the delay in responding to your last message. I have been tied up (figuratively speaking, that is) in moving my place of abode. This is the fourth or fifth time I have moved in and out of a place recently and frankly I tire of the ritual!!! The entire experience got me thinking about the transitory nature of our existence in the Diaspora. To the best of my recollection, most Ethiopians back home moved at most three times in their entire lives — when they married, when they divorced, and when they died. Otherwise, their existence was pretty much bounded by the perimeter of the house they were born in. There is a certain amount of stability and continuity to that concept which we have lost since we have emigrated to this country.

      I was delighted to hear that you found my bedside reading material to your liking. Incidentally, I misspoke when I told you that the subject was outside my usual reading genre — I should have added the qualifier “lately”, since my reading tastes do tend to be somewhat eclectic (I am currently reading a novel titled “La Cucina” about the sensual impact of cooking on a large Italian family — wonderful book, along the same lines as “Like Water for Chocolate”). Recently, I have not indulged in personal/exploratory reading to the extent that I used to, as my daily work-related reading (emails, reports, business periodicals) leave me too exhausted to entertain any thoughts of actually reading for pleasure. I am making a concerted effort, however, to reestablish my reading ritual, as it is one of the activities which brings me the greatest pleasures (right up there with wine, women, song, good food,…).

      Back to the subject of our last exchange… You surprised me by taking my statement about the absence(at least publicly) of Ethiopian sexual deviants of any magnitude in a completely unexpected direction. I had not really considered the issue of “institutionalized deviancy” (I don’t know if I just coined a phrase — if so, you have my permission to use it at any of your social functions as long as you credit me and pay royalties). I suppose one can look at the issues of female genital mutilation/circumcision, forced/arranged pre-teen marriages, etc. as sexual deviancy, but I think that would be offering a facile explanation for a very complex phenomena. As I am sure you are aware, the practice of female circumcision and fixed marriages serve distinct purposes in the minds of the practitioners (misguided, true, but there nonetheless) — chastity in the case of the former, and economic gain in the case of the latter. I do not condone these practices by any stretch of the imagination, but I believe that it is misguided to believe that this practice exists due to some overwhelming deviant drive.

      From the point of view of the parents, I believe it is an issue of potential economic gain — the reality is that a chaste, young wife has more value than one that is not. This is still a harsh reality in many parts of the world even in the 21st century. From the viewpoint of the older male who is involved in the transaction (for, base as it sounds, that is really what it is) I assume that he is compensating for some void or sense of inadequacy by showing the world that he merits a pure young mate. As you well know, there is much cachet attached to a man’s potential to attract/retain a woman much younger than he is. It is an inevitable by-product of aging in a man, I suppose, and it is driven by a very strong visceral drive to retain some of the allure of youth.

      – " A woman is a woman until the day she dies, but a man is a man only as long as he can." Moms Mabley

      – “The shame of aging is not that Desire should fail (who mourns for something he no longer needs?); it is that someone else must be told.” W.H. Auden

      I do not believe that there is anything fundamentally wrong with the issue of older man/younger woman (sounds self-serving, doesn’t it?), as long as the woman is of age and comes to the relationship willingly. Otherwise, if it is forced, I am with you and believe that it is an abominable practice and tantamount to underage rape. It is, however, more than likely going to prevail for quite some time due to the economic and social factors surrounding the issue.

      In closing, I did give some thought about your theory that some exigency may potentially force us all “to buy into the same evil franchise”. I was hard-pressed to think of any catalyst that would drive me to such levels of depravity. That is, however, what these same depraved individuals I am reading about probably felt before they went on their “chopping” spree, so who is to say.

      CAUTION… FOLLOWING MATERIAL MAY BE CONSTRUED AS POLITICAL IN NATURE, AND THEREFORE MAY BE EDITED OUT BY EDITORS OR OFFEND THE READER. PROCEED AT YOUR OWN RISK. [Editors shrug…“hey, nice shrug”]

      By the by, you mention that one of your cousins is doing a bio on one of the “famous revolutionaries of 1974”. Fundamentally, I am surprised that she is depressed and shocked by what she is finding about this individual (I do not who he is, so I am making a general judgmental statement). The so-called “revolution” of 1974 was fundamentally nothing more than a coup-d’etat carried out by misguided Western-educated (pseudo-) intellectuals and a cadre of disgruntled petty military officers. Mind you, I am not totally relieving the pre-1974 government from its share of mistakes, but I am pre-disposed to believe that it was far more progressive (be it at a snail’s pace) than the Derg that replaced it. The PMRC/Derg started out with highfalutin ideals, serenading the public with military marches and blasting the former government for its ills and misdeeds, promising change and a rosy future. The Derg quickly showed its true colors, however, and descended into the abyss of genocidal destruction, the after-effects of which will be felt well into the 21st century. Enough of my stint at “Speakers’ Corner”… I leave with you a thought…

      - “Nothing is clearer in history than the adoption by successful rebels of the methods they were accustomed to condemning in the forces they deposed.” Will and Ariel Durant

      … or said another way:

      - “Every successful revolution puts on in time the robes of the tyrant it has deposed.” Barbara Tuchman

      (Enough with the political diatribe — you just touched on a pet peeve of mine, and I had to vent. Thanks for accommodating — no response required.)

      Eagerly awaiting your reply, I remain,

      Your dutiful correspondent Dagmawi.

      PS: Thanks for the compliment re: writing style. Pedigreed? No, no, it is just a vestige of the days when I actually used to write real letters— I enjoyed it so. That style of correspondence is such a dying art, alas, and has been relegated to the rubbish heap, to be replaced by email, two-way beepers, etc. Such a pity, don’t you think???..

      D

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: You Prod, I Push

      Dagmawinetu:

      I should quote something by Twain just to show you I can, but… it’s 5:00 p.m. and I am drawing a blank.

      Your last entry reminded me of a story though… I was about seven accompanying my mother on an excursion to Merkato. While she was ardently arguing with some shopkeeper, andu duriyE slithered past me. “Anchi!” he called out menacingly as all duriyEs do. I turned around. “Libdash!” he said very matter-of-factly. (Do you know what that does to a bona fide ye’bEt lij? Infra dignitatem!) After a little debate with myself, I decided my mother should be made privy to this encounter. I bravely took her aside and told her what that duri-sniff-yE had said to me, fully expecting an “Ayzosh yenE lij” and/or at least a perfunctory right-left look over her shoulders for the urchin and an exclamation of “YetiNaw? Ere yet abatu!” in staunch defense of her daughter. Not my mother. She squinted her eyes at me. What was I doing answering to “Anchi!”?

      So… I’m wondering if I should take your bait and jump into the pool of female genital mutilation discussion. Ah… what the hell. I have a weakness for guys who can knit.

      I often wonder if the world would be a better place, Daggieye, if more women thought like men, or if more men thought like women. I did delight that you at least allowed that they who practice female genital mutilation are “misguided”. But I can’t say I am “misguided” (how fabulously diplomatic of you…) in thinking that this is not “institutional sexual deviancy.” © Dagamwi. ;)

      Without getting into a heated back-and-forth on the primal need of men needing younger women to feel, well, like men… I find the concept of *mutilating* a woman to keep her pure very interesting.

      “Sire… the women of the land… how can we keep them chaste for the men of the land?”

      “Don’t I pay you people a lot of money so that I don’t have to think about these kind of things?”

      “Well, we could educate them on the values of chastity…”

      “Whatever. As long as my next wife is young and pure.”

      “Or we could chop off their clits.”

      “Hmm… But how will that affect *me*?”

      “It won’t, Sire. It just guarantees that she will not desire another.”

      “What else?”

      “Well, for Sire’s extreme sexual satisfaction, we could sew up “the hole” for tighter accommodation.”

      “Go… start chopping.”

      And thus, in a land far away, Institutionalized Deviancy began. And in a land further away, two people far removed from it all, discuss it with dispassion and try to work out the “potential economic gain” of keeping your daughter chaste and valuable.

      At some point, Daggisha, yene geta, does the reason matter? The men in the book you are reading, if they pointed out horrendous neglected childhoods which lead to their chronicled debauchery, would you have been as legass in your rationale and say, “The reality is that…”

      So… tell me how this is not deviancy again?

      >> As you well know, there is much cachet attached to a man’s potential to attract/retain a woman much younger than he is. It is an inevitable by-product of aging in a man, I suppose, and it is driven by a very strong visceral drive to retain some of the allure of youth.<<

      Ahh… the “How does this affect me?” syndrome again. Soooo cute. And so last century. But still cute. If only women could be so smitten with it.

      Dag, I think I would rather talk about fellatio. Wouldn’t you?

      I was watching TV last night and came across that annoying commercial for AOL Version 6.0 or 6.02… whatever. The tag line was something to the effect “So simple it can’t get any simpler… So simple anyone can use it.” (Gosh, I would make a terrible copywriter.)

      Point being, that there is my life these days. Simple. Exhilaratingly so. Do you remember the angst of chasing a career, the obsession with 2% body fat, going down the next black double diamond (huh? We back to fellatio?), the right mutual funds, an apartment on the right side of town, the right vacation? Where did all of it go? How did all of the addiction to chaos evaporate? I was so drunk on life in my twenties (thank God) and here I am now, sobering up (thank God). I am the human version of AOL 6.0. All the kinks worked out.

      No longer do I feel fixated with hiding the skeletons of my past. Instead, I find I’ve wrapped them in velvet brd libss (just like Elvis) and getting ready to give them proper burial. It is a beautiful thing, not apologizing for yourself (your failures OR your successes). Dolly Parton said it well: “Do you know how expensive it is to look this cheap?” It is so complex finding simplicity.

      Life, Dagmawi, is great. Turning 30… did it do that to you?

      Nafaqih,

      _seble.

      p.s. Despite myself, I am enjoying this. Esti dgemeN.
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      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      Subject: You Push, I Poke … Again, Again, and Again

      Seble… hodE,

      (Note: A woman I once dated asked me why Ethiopians always associate their terms of affection with either food or a body part — anjetE, libE, birtukanE, etc. I tried to explain, but gave up since it always proves difficult to explain the intricacies of Amharic to a non-believer. Aye, antchi Amarigna, indabejush tibe**lesh (I had to excise a few characters, you understand, this is a family-oriented tabloid, after all).

      Indemin keremsh? Semonoon sitiTefi yeteqeyemsh meslogn neber. Basib baselasel, min biyE indasqeyemkush ligebagn alchalem. Lemanignawm, wanaw memelesish new, “prodigal daughter”…

      Your last passage left me with so many places to go, I was a bit flummoxed about where to begin. I especially enjoyed the Merkato anecdote, and it reminded me of a similar encounter that I had had in Addis. I was with a group of friends visiting one of the many “azmari betoch” a few years ago when the proprietress, in the midst of doing her rounds, approached our merry group. Although I had not been to her place in a few years, we used to frequent her establishment in the past, so I guess we were what you might call “denbegnotch”. She came by, gave a warm hug and kiss to a few of the locals in our group whom she immediately recognized, and was then informed by one of our party that I was her long-lost denbegna “D” who just came back from the States after a long absence. After the perfunctory “oohs”, “ahs”, and “wey guds”, she continued to inquire at the top of her lungs (over the din of the out-of-tune masinqo and the equally out-of-tune male singer) where I had disappeared to after “deflowering” her oh-so long ago (the term she actually used was “dis-verge”). My mind immediately raced at the implications of this loudly voiced accusation, and started to question the veracity of her statement :

      - REACTION 1: Judging from her vocal pitch and active iskista talents, one could only assume that her indoctrination into the mysteries of womanhood must have been a memorable encounter. I therefore chided myself for not recalling the adventurous coupling.

      - REACTION 2: By my calculation, at the time of her deflowering, I was probably just on the brink of my overly-reactive teens, when even a shift in the direction of the wind was sufficient stimulus to initiate a complex physical reaction. I therefore congratulated myself on the abundant restraint and stamina it must have taken to have actually pulled off the above-mentioned arduous task. Ay jebdu, ay jegna…

      - REACTION 3: What the fKaTeX parse error: Expected 'EOF', got '#' at position 1: #̲%?!!k is she ta…$##%?!@@?k did she have to say it so loud? While fighting the strongest “fight/flight” impulse ever recorded, I decided to show restraint and defuse the tension through humor. I glibly professed my undying admiration for her, and reassured her that I have never been the same since last departing from her presence. This guaranteed me some peace, since this reaction only prodded her to sing 2-3 songs in my “honor”, with the usual innuendoes and flirtatious banter interspersed between lyrics.

      LESSON TO BE LEARNED: At times, it is best to resist the impulse to jump at the bait being offered, and to just deflect the confrontation. On the other hand, if you did that all the time, what a bland vanilla existence you would lead…

      To the subject matter at hand…

      Whilst I thoroughly enjoyed your short skit on the benefits of absolute power, I must say that I found it a somewhat simplistic and, in fact, detached assessment of a long-standing phenomena that (although by any measure absolutely barbaric and primitive) has withstood innumerable attempts at eradication. My explanation may have appeared to have been somewhat clinical, but I was attempting to attach some cultural relativity to my assessment. You, on the other hand, seem to have taken the absolutely compassionate tree-hugging liberal approach to the issue. From a practical perspective, it is true that I am little affected by a barbaric practice that occurs several continents away. That is not to imply that I do not empathize with the victims’ predicament. What I do try to avoid, however, is painting all issues in such broad black/white strokes without appreciating the underlying nuances. Whether you want to admit it or not, such practices have powerful socio-economic drivers, and unless those are countered/eradicated, you are dealing with the symptom and not the disease. If you believe otherwise, Seble my dear, then you have definitely fallen prey to the hypnotic chants of the self-help camp. Oh, how so this century of you…

      Seb, much like you, I would rather talk about fellatio, but I couldn’t figure out how to segue to the subject. Additionally, such talk initiates a set of physical reactions that would not be appropriate at work. So here goes…

      I find myself in the same position (now, now!! qes, qes!) you are in with regards to life and expectations. There was a time that I did feel the unending urge to go for that next raise, that next promotion, that next girl, that next drink, etc. What complexity, what bullshit! It isn’t that I am losing the drive to succeed or excel, to take an abundant gulp from the gourd of life, but rather that I am looking for simpler pleasures. I have understood for some time that life is quite fleeting, and one must take advantage of all the breaks that one is offered. Our existence in the Diaspora, however, does not really afford us that luxury — the mortgage, the credit cards, the work, the car, etc. It is probably time to step back and re-evaluate priorities — especially given the preponderance of people my own age that have passed away recently. There is nothing like that to give you perspective, and to force you to inquire, “Is this all there is?”

      Seb, ready to drop everything and join Gilligan on his island? Or, if preferred, Abiy in Bahir Dar? I will join you as soon as I have sold my house, sold my SUV, closed my credit card accounts, rolled-over my 401K, transferred my mail, dropped off my Blockbuster card, etc. etc. etc.

      Yanchew tazaj,

      Dagmawi

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: Every Poke you Poke… every push you push, I’ll be watching you

      Daggi–

      BeffeTereh…! Tell me you were not this trite when you were de-flowering that poor (lucky?) woman! (Aside: I am envious of your frequent trips back home. How often do you… come and go?)

      Not unlike your very apropos characterization of AmariNa, antem logic’n indabejeh tibejaleh (I keep forgetting this is a family friendly forum). But, at the risk of initiating a … “complex physical reaction”, and because I have unresolved issues with leading a vanilla existence, I will bite your bait again. Besides, if you knew what I did for a living, you would understand that deflecting confrontation would have gotten me an apartment on the wrong side of the park.

      Incidentally, “tree-hugging liberal” IS last century, not that I would want to confuse you any more than is exactingly called for. The new century has hailed in “compassionate conservatism”. Yes… grimmer than “the enlightened male”.

      I think you might be the first person alive who is trying to sneak “cultural relativity” into what is admittedly a barbaric act. (Is it me or do not only Barbarians act barbaric?) So… does that make THEM (the silly practitioners), the CULTURE (uh-oh!) or just the ACT (as if it exists in a vacuum!) barbaric? “Nice people, in general. A little preoccupied with cutting off essential body parts on little girls, but otherwise, nice people.”

      The “underlying nuance” you speak of, I assume, is economic depravity-- that unless we battle that, all other layers are just…undesirable consequences. If it were any other issue, I would think you generous. (I wonder if you would be as sanguine and clinical if the practice involved cutting off essential male parts.) Do you find it at all curious, Dagiyye, that economic conditions have not changed WITH this practice? If it brought prosperity to the land, heck, I might even sacrifice… no I would not! But if it does not alleviate poverty, but sustains it, thank you very much, I would rather keep *all* my parts. Belto maderin yemeselE neger…

      Besides, while economics has a role in this, albeit not as prominently or as de facto as you are trying to hawk, the fact is men DO have that visceral need to “attract and retain” young things-- some do it by buying Corvettes, others take more drastic measures. Ingrained in the minds of practitioners of barbaric acts is… barbarism. Plain and simple. A friend of mine and Editrix’s is on a field trip in the Middle East… rich Arab countries where charming acts such as stoning and killing of women is part and parcel of societal mores. Now, can you CONFIDENTLY and unequivocally assure me that if I turned into the good witch of the North and curried wealth into these villages back in our homeland, that female genital mutilation would poof! disappear? Will men not want chaste women because they have high definition TVs? Will there no longer be a lot of cachet attached to getting the youngest and purest thing in town?

      So, maybe it is PSYCHOLOGICAL deviancy. The kind that is sexual. Does that make you feel better? Is it more palatable? Besides, *not* treating the symptom, doesn’t it make the disease worse? (I prefer the more folksy saying “You are scratching the wrong itch, baby”.) By prescribing that, “It is, however, more than likely going to prevail for quite some time due to the economic and social factors surrounding the Issue” you condemn a thousand more little girls to ClitoAuschwitz. Like the revos of 1974, who got annoyed by the snail pace change of the Empire, God save us from the hell, fury and wrath of women who have no stake in an orgasm. And THEN you will see just how fast things can change.

      Why is it so hard for you to stop at “it is a barbaric act. It should stop. Period!” You know why? Because men want their chaste and eat it too. I don’t begrudge you that. InnE limoot, I don’t. I just want you to admit it and beg for my forgiveness.

      OK… the first person to find a great segue into fellatio talk wins a brand new car.

      The problem, Daggisha, is that people have bought into the myth that there are no broad strokes (hey, I win!) of black and white. In Simplicity 101, I learnt that I deliberately painted in shades of gray so that my psyche could continue lounging on a goose-down comforter. Ah… the extents we go to not to feel discomfiture. “It depends on what your definition of sex/cheating/institutional sexual deviancy is”. At some point black is black, and white is white, and gray is wussy. No underlying nuances… no economic gravitas. Wrong is wrong. Barbaric is barbaric. Trying out wooly theories of symptoms of poverty and circumcising women on me, well, that’s just nuts (ooooh. I win *again*!), Daggiye anjetE. Not that it is still not cute, mind you.

      So….

      Hey, if Gilligan or (better yet, *and*) Abiy can somehow get a waterbed on the island, I am so dropping everything and moving. I am done with the rat race. It’s been a long ride (I win again!) and I am determined to sit back and savor the view from my window. No second car, no second home, a much needed vacation doing nada. I do wholeheartedly agree with you that it ain’t for lack of ambition, but that there is a certain maturity and expertise in knowing when to stop writhing.

      I know I am inviting trouble, but Dag, I have to tell you how much I love Seleda. (Note to Editors: NO, YOU MAY NOT!) On what other forum could you and I have vented about this? It speaks to me on so many levels. All those dying embers for Ethiopia and Itypiawinet have sparked back to life in me through the words I have been reading. How do I interpret that? The conjecture that words do heal is the truest truism I have learnt to venerate. And just for that, the neznaza editors have my utmost respect [Editors: iNam ij nestenal]. Talk about simpler pleasures. I have never felt more that sense of belonging. Art, Dag, and a sense of art, is what will make this a better world to live in. (Besides Abiy and Gilligan giving me a pedicure, that is.)

      I await your response.

      Fidgetedly yours,

      _seble.

      p.s. I have a feeling that the aphorism “… ibete kristian Qomo aydegmim yiluhal” does not apply to you. Why?
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      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      No subject

      Stop all the clocks, cut off the

      telephone.

      Prevent the dog from barking

      with a juicy bone.

      Silence the pianos and with

      muffled

      drum Bring

      out the coffin, let the

      mourners come. - Auden

      Dearest Seb-Seb,

      Alas, it is with very heavy heart and somber verse that I sit to pen my last entry in this engaging exchange. I was on my way out of the office, when I received your latest message, and I had to fight (no, repulse) the urge to let my response wait until the morrow. I confess, although the urge nearly overpowered my sensibilities, I am staying at work a little longer to respond to you.

      For starters, my anecdote was meant to illustrate that I too had been baited, not that I had 'dis-verged" an azmari. If it did happen (which it did not to the best of my recollections), I must not have been that “trite” for she remembered the experience, didn’t she (although I do not)?

      You will have to forgive me for my presumption, but from the tone and cadence of your writings, I would have assessed you to have been more of a liberal Democrat than a reformed Republican. “Compassionate Conservatism” is a sly word-play used by Republicans to camouflage their ever-growing tendencies/attempts at becoming less right-leaning and appear more to the center. Your treatises on the protection of humankind and the abolition of despotism/female subjugation are more befitting a left-leaning 21st century revolutionary than a reformed conservative (Al Gore rather than Dubya). That would be, however, an oversimplified view of the broad political spectrum, and would obviously be unjustly pigeonholing a worldly intellectual of your caliber.

      I am perplexed that you would assume that I am even remotely in favor of any barbaric act that inflicts unnecessary pain/alteration on one of my favorite parts of the female anatomy. Yes, the act is barbaric; yes, the practitioners are barbaric; admittedly, even the culture is barbaric. That is, however, a strongly held view that would probably not be shared by those that have been actively practicing this mutilation for centuries. I don’t disagree that, from any “civilized” individual’s viewpoint, this is a totally unnecessary act of deprivation that cannot be justified. However, it is somewhat naive, in my view, to assume that someone in the nether regions of East Africa is going to just up and stop this practice because a few UN/World Bank/Greenpeace/WHO/whatever “compassionate conservatives” suddenly decide that this is their “issue du jour”. Incidentally, the same could be said about male circumcision — some cultures view it as de rigueur, while others frown on it. The medical benefits are questionable, and yet the debate continues. Whilst I was very young when I was “practitioned” upon, I must assume that it hurt and probably did not serve any practical purpose. And yet, I have to evaluate the action vis-a-vis the culture I was born into, and arrive at the conclusion that under the circumstances, there could not have been any recourse.

      Beka – ere yetabatachew? Qooretoo bibaloo bebila man’alechew? Yachin yemeselech ye desta minch minqoreten bilew new yeminekuat? You have just won a life-long disciple to the eradication of Ginsu-toting circumcisers (sic?). And with regards to “begging for your forgiveness”, I will be the first to say that if I have ever (advertently or inadvertently) clipped/scratched/bitten any individual and caused irreparable harm, I apologize from the bottom of my generous heart. 'Nuff said.

      Wede quoom negeru — could you have actually missed any opportunity to slip in a double-entendre in your last missive? How you could actually bridge from lambasting me about my sanguine assessment to “nuts” and “long ride” was beyond me. Nonetheless, I did thoroughly enjoy reading your passages and must admit that this exercise was not as bad as I thought it would be. This by no stretch of the imagination is meant to be construed as either admiration of the editors/editorial content or permission to ask me to do is again.

      My one regret is that we got stuck on the mutilation theme and did not explore your oral fixation to any large degree. That is probably best left to another medium…

      Best of luck to you, my dear pen pal, and do understand that all views expressed on this station are meant for entertainment purposes only. If you ever do make it to that island with Gilligan and Abiy, please inquire if Ginger, Amaretch, or any of the lassies will be there and I may make a short trip out to see you.

      Ke’ifoyta gar,

      Dagmawi

      PS: By the by, I am still deciphering your last aphorism and attempting to understand whether I have been complimented or slighted. Once I have made that determination, the appropriate response is guaranteed to follow. As the male ahiya said to the female ahiya, “Yeqerew yiqeral inji, irgCHaw mindinew?”

      D

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: The Hushed Sigh of a Contented Woman

      Dearest Dag-Dag⁠—

      I am sure you have had more compelling indiscretions than having, maybe-maybe-not, “dis-verged” an azmari. (There is that wafer thin pedigree in you rearing its head again.) I did get the point of the story, by the way, but I appreciate you hammering it in nonetheless. I have learnt the hard way, Dagisha, not to mess with what a man thinks about his virility, so, the main thing is that she remembered yours after all those years. Makes a woman wonder…

      I would like to think of my political bent more as a Liberated Democrat. Come tax season I transform into a right-of-Ralph Reed republican… and then when my new allies try to legislate what I do to whom in the privacy of my bedroom/bathroom/kitchen floor, I swing to left of an ACLU bed-wetting liberal. Sintun wedo, Daggiye? (You would be surprised at the number of States which still consider fellatio illegal. Trust me… in many States you would be a fellow fellatio felon.) But I find over-simplistic talk of political parties boring, so I will move on.

      I was trying to figure out what my favorite part of your epistles has been, and I found it! Hands down, your “*I* was circumcised and you don’t hear ME whining about it!” argument about the parity of male and female circumcision rendered me motionless for several minutes (and you KNOW how fidgety I am!). You, my dear, are too precious, and I am loving your bait with every bite I take. Like the miskin/lucky azmari, I hope you at least remember me when, years later, I write to you reminding you how, in one clean swipe, YOU dis-verged ME with that argument! Aahhh, the “How does that affect ME?” syndrome. Credo quia absurdum est.

      While you were scouring azmari houses in Addis, dusting off dossiers of women whom you might/might not have de-or-re-flowered, I, on my last trip, took a quick excursion to the west with some friends who, although not with Greenpeace, work for a similarly lefty organization you frown upon. They were on a project/study regarding female genital mutilation. Dag, once you see how many medium sized Qils of blood a little girl bleeds after circumcision, you, too, would not care if it was Hitler/UNESCO/UN/World Bank who is making this an issue du jour. What we didn’t talk about is the culpability of the matrons in these villages who strap their daughters’ and sisters’ hands to the misesso of a hastily-converted circumcising hut, and scream out obscenities at screaming girls in excruciating pain. Now, who has blood on their hands? Literally and figuratively?

      I realize I have a pen in my mouth as I am writing you this entry, so you might just be right that I harbor fixations that are oral. Astute, Dag, very astute of you, even through this obscure medium. Man, no wonder azmari woman remembered YOU! Iness, I can attribute it to having stopped smoking three months ago. What’s your excuse for *your* fixation?

      Unlike you, my dear ET-style afegfagi, MY views expressed on this forum are NOT just for the express use of entertainment. Why do we Ethiopians add caveats and apologize for our thoughts? Heck no. Not this ET. I meant every word. If I weren’t so lazy I would go back to read and then conjecture on what you said was in jest and what was sincere. You, my dear Dagmawi, would be in the Time-Out Corner at Simplicity 101 class (you may or may not be wearing the Dunce Cap depending on how charming you are in real life). The AOL 6.0 package is all-inclusive… it doesn’t just refer to simplifying life materially, but also mentally. The only exception to the rule is the license to double entendre to one’s heart’s content. Flirtation, Dag, is a dying art. Another thing I blame on men…. Youse either don’t get it, or take it too seriously. Oh, I could speak volumes on that “dooldoom edge” flirtation saber of ET men.

      Have we really come to an end or is this a case of you finishing early? Tish, tosh. Don’t worry, Daggie, it happens to all men… or so I have heard.

      Yours truly,

      _seble.

      p.s. “Best of luck to you, my dear pen pal”??? Look into my big, brown, dibul-bul eyes and tell me that was not trite.
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      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      Subject: Altegeb baye sitefa yaderal

      “An infallible method of conciliating a tiger(ess) is to allow oneself to be devoured” Konrad Adenauer

      Seb-seb,

      I had been informed by the editors that we were to be limited to five submissions, and that you were to have the privilege of closing the exchange. That explains the conciliatory and diplomatic tone of my last correspondence. However, after having read some of the contrived opinions in your last piece, I had to respond with just one last volley.

      Although you keep insisting quite vociferously that you have understood the figurative point of my last anecdote, you continuously illustrate with your references that you have not. The point being made, yet again, is not about the deflowering of an azmari, but about the potential ways of deflecting a confrontational/baiting situation. The issue, furthermore, had nothing to do with male insecurities about virility (or female insecurities about sensuality) — that is a messier subject that is definitely best left for another Seleda issue. I tire of the topic, however, and therefore have hopefully said the last word.

      I was quite perplexed that you would have the “moxie” to call me an “afegfagi”. This from a person, by her own admission, who swings from the “Ralph Reed” far right of the spectrum to the “bed-wetting liberal” far left based on the whims of the season or the quixotic legislative agenda? That is the height of hypocrisy, and I had assumed (from our brief exchanges) that you were an individual of more conviction. While I agree that sticking to one side of the spectrum or the other may prove difficult due to the self-serving nature of the politicians setting the agenda, I find your vicissitude to be quite contrary to the persona that you have created in the past few weeks. Physician, heal thyself!!

      Even more incredulous were your thoughts on male/female circumcision. Yet again, I must say my dear Seb, you missed the boat. I fully admit that the act of female circumcision (ok, let’s call it mutilation since that is what it really is) is quite different in technique and severity than male circumcision. The point, which you totally missed, is that an argument could be made that male circumcision is also a totally useless, culturally reinforced/sustained practice which should be eradicated. The fact that most male circumcisions happen during infancy, in somewhat sterile environments, and do not entail the same level of unnecessary disfigurement obviously would render them to lower levels of urgency than their female counterparts. Regardless, the point to be made is that the practice is arguably unnecessary and a relic of past cultural heritages, and under modern circumstances, should be discontinued. And yet the practice still continues… primarily because of the cultural context associated with it.

      You yourself mention the fact that female family members were implicated in the barbaric act alongside their male counterparts. The fact that they are right there, participating and screaming obscenities at the writhing young girls, speaks volumes to me — it confirms my thesis that there is an issue of cultural relativity which has to be understood and addressed before any progress can be made in eradicating this horrible practice. In deference to your own lofty positioning on that pedestal of worldly virtue/concern, the question I am asking is less “How does it affect me?” and more “How does it look from their perspective?” (Right, wrong, or indifferent)

      I am glad to hear that you at least have no questions about the source of your oral fixation. I attribute mine to having been weaned off of my dear mother’s teat at too early an age — I am in constant conflict, searching for that care-free, embryonic/cocoon feeling of security which I seemed to have only found whilst embracing a woman. As the man once said, “All the things I really like to do are either immoral, illegal, or fattening”. (Incidentally, with regards to fellatio, I assume that laws which consider the act illegal only pertain to the performance of the act, and not the receipt of it. In which case, I would assume that I would not be a fellow fellatio felon, but a prurient penile participant.)

      The only reason I added a disclaimer re: comments being for the express use of entertainment were more to ensure that I had not offended you/readers with some of the more frank statements that had been made during the course of this correspondence. Your overly generalizing statement about Ethiopians adding caveats to any of our expressions also was a bit ---- over-generalized and condescending. I have never made any apologies for my thoughts and opinions, and I definitely see no reason whatsoever to change that stance this late in the juncture. I had believed that this was being written mostly for entertainment purposes. Whether or not that belief still holds, I stand by my comments.

      Finally, the reason we are coming to the end of this exchange has less to do with coitus interruptus, and more to do with the fact that if we go much longer, we will both end up with chafed organs. Although there are probably a million other issues to be dissected, they will have to wait until another time. Pleasure delayed is pleasure prolonged, no??

      Flirting to my heart’s content, I remain

      Dagmawi

      PS: I did not mean to sound trite (or condescending) when I referred to you as a “pen pal”. It was actually a compliment. As I mentioned in one of my earlier messages, I used to be practitioner of the dying art of letter writing, and this has been the closest I have come to engaging in it in years. So much for that…

      D

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: Ante indet tiTegebaleh?

      Dagiye…

      Uuuu! Uuuu! Uuuu! Man, when you bite on a girl’s bait you REALLY bite! Your teeth marks… so sunk deep in my flesh. Ouccchhh! I will cease on my “moxie” to include myself in the people you apologized to in an earlier entry… “I will be the first to say that if I have ever (advertently or inadvertently) clipped/scratched/bitten any individual and caused irreparable harm, I apologize from the bottom of my generous heart.” I’ll take comfort I may have devoured you, and that you may have tamed me.

      Give me a kiss to build a dream on

      and my imagination will thrive upon that kiss

      sweetheart, I ask no more than this

      a kiss to build a dream on

      Dag— what I would not give to have heard Louis sing those words live.

      Although you are not the first man I have managed to flummox and perplex all in the same breath (did I vex you, too? I vex occasionally), I want to give you assurances that I got your point about the azmari story. But, how come you didn’t handle my bait with the same finesse you did Miss Wannabe-Dis-Verged-by-Dagmawi? I was looking forward to your skilful dodging of my arrows while aiming some of your own at, shall we say, key parts of my body. Oh, well. Me and my contrived opinions.

      Which reminds me, I suppose I owe an apology to my accountant, whom I conscientiously hound come tax season. No matter how many loopholes he finds me… histrionics. But then, the good old boys want to arm everyone, hate the gov’ment and love legislating fellatio, and I am like eeesssh. Hmm. I still wouldn’t exactly estimate my politics as the “height of hypocrisy”, but who can prove you wrong? The point was… “sintun wedo”? Get it?

      I wanted you to have the last word on the whole female genital mutilation issue, but as “incredulous” as my point seems, qibiTbiT yaregeNal. So, here goes. The reason I mentioned the matrons who sustain this barbarism is because I did not want to dichotomize the argument-- men being for, women against. As you pointed out, I am not a dualist. I hope you got that point. The issue is as complex as the solution is simple. (Back to AOL 6.0.) The “cultural context” card is always a trump card. It is hard to argue against it, let alone win against it. (Someone says “ke qdm ayatochachin siwerd siwared” and that’s the end. The argument stagnates right there. End of story.) So, what I suggest is that we de"cultural contextualize" this issue. That, if we all actually *personally* witness how much blood it takes, how chilling the screams are, and the way FGM breaks a little girl’s spirit, we can deem “the issue of cultural relatively” a non-issue. A posteriori versus a priori knowledge. I am not advocating cultural nihilism. Just tempering it. Besides, don’t you believe in transmigration of souls? What if you come back as, er, that part of the female anatomy? (Pythagoras would then conclude that you would fall in love with yourself.)

      You asked, “How does it look from their perspective?” “Their” as in the practitioners or “their” as in the girls?

      So, how does one pilot back this sermon on teleological ethics back to fellatio *without* wrestling with your persistent (petulant?) brainchild about male circumcision? That’s a bait I ain’t biting!

      Not that I have done extensive research on this or nothin’, but in States which still have anti-fellatio laws, you would also be found culpable, my prurient penile participant. What, you can’t give as well as you take?

      The rawness of your explanation for your oral fixation had me wilting. The way you wrote it, the unsullied furor and meaning in it left me gasping. I read your words again and again, and each time they whispered volumes. I’m not sure I know too many men who could quite express it the way you did.

      I’ve been thinking a lot about the art of letter writing, Dag. I tried to remember the last time I wrote one was, and I think I drifted back to the 80’s. How did that happen? It is such a personal and cathartic way to set life’s pace, and we have collectively run that art into the ground. I never thought about it until you mentioned it. And, in retrospect, I am honored that you rendered me your pen pal. I see now that it is an honor.

      I heard that Jack Kerouac’s girlfriend, the one he was dating while penning “On the Road”, just published a book of their love letters. I know one is supposed to know a writer through his work, but can you imagine being privy to his thoughts AND thought *process*? Letter writing might just be the other window to our souls. Why do we kill so much art, Daggie? Ars longa, vita brevis (Art is long, life is short). After we die, will our great grandchildren decipher our thoughts through the trail of pithy emails we’ve left behind…? Maybe after you finish reading “The Evil Men Do” and contemplated the philosophical validation of sexual asphyxiation, (make one up if you have to, and I will take your word), you can pick up a copy. I’ll get you the title.

      Gosh, I wish we had time to discuss the “messier” (I am assuming you meant that figuratively) subject of male insecurities about virility and female insecurities with sensuality. Now there is bait I could sink my teeth and nails in. (No, I have not read “The Evil Men Do” either! Yet.) Man, could I willingly suffer through THAT dialogue! Vicissitude or no vicissitude, I would be straddling both sides of that argument!

      On loftier matters, I’ve also been thinking about the Island. Abiy and Gilligan notwithstanding, I wonder if I would be substituting a new addiction for the old? Can one get addicted to AOL 6.0? And is that necessarily a predicament? Dag, only I can complicate the AOL 6.0 state of mind.

      Chafed organs aside, I enjoyed this exchange immensely. OK. I also enjoyed the process of *getting* the chafed organs.

      I’ll see you on the Island. It might just be the last embryonic cocoon for all of us in mental and physical exile who have spent a lifetime seeking it.

      Cordially,

      _seble.

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, June 2001. All Rights Reserved.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      From: Dagmawi

      To: Seble

      Subject: LibE balsale bilewa sitgezegzhew…

      Seb-seb,

      Bey ingdi, min ladrig, liqeyemsh feligE neber gin yelak’shilign melikt libEn sewerew. Degmo, “I may have devoured you”!!! Qes, qes, idmEyE iyegefa silehone libEn bizu batifetategnew yishal yimeselegnal!

      I especially liked the lyrics from Satchmo. He was great, wasn’t he? Whatever has happened to all that raw talent? I understand that tastes in music change, and that the fickle music-buying public crowns a new phenom every other minute, but can anyone really really argue convincingly that 10 years from now (nay, say even 5) anyone will really remember such non-talent flash-in- the-pans like “Capone 'n Noriega” (or whatever the hell they call themselves— take your pick)? Conversely, 60-70 years after a performance, we still remember (and are moved by the evocative power) of something like the song by Satchmo, or Billie Holliday’s “Don’t Explain”, or Ellington’s “In a Sentimental Mood”. Much of what passes for music today is nothing more than deconstructed factory noise, which these no-talent musicians/performers embellish with “samplings” from works created by the more adventurous and creative among them. Admittedly, there are a few gems among the rabble whose creativity just floors me and whose erudition and word-play cut me to the quick(Tupac, Lauren Hill, and Sting immediately come to mind), but alas musicians/performers like these are a rarity indeed. Consider these lyrics from Sting’s “Moon Over Bourbon Street”:

      It was many years ago

      that I became what I am

      I was trapped in this life

      like an innocent lamb

      Now I can never show my face at noon

      And you’ll only see me walking by the light of the moon

      The brim of my hat hides the eye of a beast

      I’ve the face of a sinner but the hands of a priest

      Can’t you just envision the scene???

      I’ll do you one better. From Billie Holiday’s “Don’t Explain”:

      Try to hear folks chatter

      And I know you cheat

      Right or wrong, don’t matter

      When you’re with me, sweet

      What I wouldn’t have done to have heard her (or Nina Simone) sing that!!!

      I had thought my previous entry was my last, so I had tried to make my peace and do the usual “parting is such sweet sorrow” routine. I now have risen like a phoenix from the ashes, however, and I live another day to flummox, perplex… and dare I say, vex YOU!!!

      Not wanting to dwell on the FGM issue (and fully believing that your previous sermon has touched on all the right points and made me a believer), I would like to circle (hmmmm) back on the “transmigration of souls” issue that you raised. Would that I be so lucky to come back as that delicate part of the vulva!!! Ahh, what bliss!!! Pythagorean principles aside, I would have no problems with the associated narcissistic predicament— mechess, kewededu ayqer…

      I am moved that you were moved by my oral fixation’s genesis. I personally have tried to deal with the issue through persistent application of my home-made remedy — constant suckling at the source of my affliction when given any opportunity. This may be one of those cases where the cure is almost surely worth the pain of the affliction. Then again, this may just be another variation on the “hair of the dog that bit you” philosophy…

      I am in total agreement with you about the cathartic quality of letter writing. As I stated before, I used to do it a lot, until I got caught up in the convenience of quick calls and short notes. There is really nothing, in my mind, like receiving a well-drafted and heartfelt piece of correspondence that, by its very nature, conveys over and over the sentiments of one you value. What is infinitely more gratifying is finding the correspondence after the passage of a great deal of time, and feeling a new wave of interpretational reactions and emotions wash over you. I hope you feel inspired to pick up the pen again, and get back to writing letters after your lengthy hiatus. Maybe after we have had time to recoup what little vestige of sanity we have left after this LD debacle, we could actually pick another topic and exchange sermons and diatribes… just a thought. (NOTE: Seleda editors should not interpret the above as an invitation to conscript said LD diarist to future non-commissioned pieces…) [Editors : iNa’tE!]

      I believe it was Yogi Berra who said, “When all is said and done, there is nothing left to say or do”. On that note, I bid you adieu (really, really I do this time), and will look for you on the Island. You will recognize me — I will be the one with the “Victim of Soul Transmigration” t-shirt!

      Ij iyenesaw,

      Dagmawi

      From: Seble

      To: Dagmawi

      Subject: The Theory of P.P

      Daggiye–

      I was intrigued by two songs you chose to quote to me… I had deep suspicions you possessed vampire-ish tendencies as evidenced by the deep bite marks you left on my…, er, neck? last time around. But now, nefsu, you confirmed it. You are that vampire on Bourbon Street… heading to kill the woman he loves because he fell in love with her.

      To me, the most important quote in “Moon Over Bourbon Street” is, … “I must love what I destroy and destroy the thing I love”. So, what does that say about us that we love this song? What I would not give to have a conversation with the skeletons in your closet! And then, Billie. You have been a bad boy, D. Verryyyy bad.

      As chastisement for all your sins (biting innocent little girls like me? Well, I never!), I think the gods of Transmigration might bring you back as the knife–and then your pleasure will be so ephemeral… so painfully taunting, so close yet, at the blink of an eye… gone. The sweet taste of the forbidden. And you will continue your inclination to kill what you love most.

      IF you confess though, you might just come back to be loved and adored by men who know what they’re doing. You shall be put upon a pedestal and worshipped. You will have power beyond your dreams. You will abuse that power to get what you want. You shall rule your kingdom with sweetness, passion and ferocity… you will vex, flummox and perplex the best of them with power that is confounding even to you. You can bring them to their knees, make them bequeath their soul for a glimpse, a touch, a caress. You shall have power to make them rise and fall twofold.

      So, what route would you choose, I wonder? The challenge… oh, the challenge. (Hey, I’m just the messenger from the gods.)

      One day, you will have to tell me what “hair on the dog that bit you” means. I feel I am missing a huge chunk of your double entendre. But whatever you have to do to ease your oral fixation that has ME now fixated, I am all for. Now THERE is a subject you and I can sermonize about. Privately. Why do you need “time to recoup”, by the way? DAGMAWI yetebalkew tadiya lemindinnew? Incidentally, my p.s. from a while back was a compliment, in case you were still wondering. :)

      Speaking of yetedegageme bliss, the overwhelming sensation and crescendo of dolce far niente keeps flooding my mind as the time for my vacation draws near. Three and a half weeks of… nothing. It’s been a long time since I’ve done nothing–not because of exotic peripheral/tangential reasons like no time, no this… no that. But, I think I have always been afraid of doing nothing. It makes you think and contemplate, and there was a time I was afraid of spending too much time with myself… “Ke ahiya gar yewalech gider…”

      So now, at the southern edge of civilization, I get to think.

      Speaking of music… can we all appeal to the guy who runs the Bati Music Page to fix it? I need a fix. Fix it!!! Please, Mr. Bati Man, yene qonjo?

      I was a bit distressed by your analysis of music. It was too conventionally conventional for a man with your savoir faire. That we won’t remember any of the boy bands compared to Thelonious Monk…!? Daggieye, esti tew.

      Daggie… yene anbessa, was it good for you? Because it was great for me. Thank you for spending some time with me. I will await your arrival on the Island with exhilaration. I’m the one wearing a fig leaf.

      Until then,

      I remain,

      Yours in Seleda,

      _seble

      p.s. Seleda Editors…you cognoscenti of all things literary… I could not go without thanking you for making me do this. Ave atque vale!!! [Editors grin foolishly "we don’t know what it means, either. but we think we like it!]

      Comments to and/or about our Life Diarists, including feeble attempts at Tebessa, may be sent to life_diarists@seleda.com
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      by: Moona Monet

      GREEN is the land in Wendo Genet. Millions of shades of green all overlapping each other in forests and foliage of every possible shape and size that stud the rolling hills. Forests on fire, their smoke mixes with the morning mist and rises with the lush humidity and temperature. The heat, the forest fires, the refugee monkeys are bringing out the worst in the women who are waiting lined up in an orderly queue. No gossip today. The only question was, WHERE IS THE WATER MAN? Recycled green and plastic drums are waiting for the padlocked pipe to be opened. Patience wearing thinner than the clothes on the backs of the women who wait.

      YELLOW is the color of the recycled plastic drums near Dekhamare and the bright, bright sunshine that is busy beating down on shade-less, shrouded women, also waiting for their water. It is a meeting point where the tanker will offload the weekly ration and it’s late. Probably, the driver, high on CHat as usual, lost all track of time. But for the waiting women every second in the sun is carefully scored as a century. The women are squinting from the sun, their teeth bared in grim anticipation of what the dust of an approaching air-conditioned car will leave them. They are also grimacing at the new disaster specialist (donated to Dekhamare by Denmark), driving by in the air-conditioned car. It looks to him like the women are smiling a friendly hello. He waves at them as his driver speeds away.

      RED is the Sea said Ahmed Ali, sighing before his usual evening bath. So far away from his home in Dupti and the loyal Awash River he grew up next to, he figures that an empty bottle of coke should do the trick. He fills the Coke bottle from the muddy waterhole, careful not to stir up the silt as he draws it. The Gods must be crazy! Why on earth can’t he have a hump like his camels, he thinks, before seeking forgiveness instantly from the Lord he is about to pray to. He pours the water from the bottle of Coke into his cupped hand and slides it up and down his body. His folded fingers forming his palm into a tiny spout, the tiny trickle poured slowly out, drop by drop, from his hand to his body for the “bath” taken standing up. He makes sure his entire body is wet and cleaned with the hand that holds the water-- first left, then right, the body sectioned off and washed with exactly one coke bottle of water. Needless to say, in the searing heat, no towel needed and Ali proceeds to pray.

      WHITE snow piled up outside his window, Alex dreams of heat and turns up the radiator as he heads for a hot shower. He turns it on and leaves it running as he leaves to turn on the kettle for tea. Later he opens the freezer to make up an ice pack required for his raging knee, injured after his sauna and steam bath in a swimming accident at his the new gym he joined because of its Olympic-sized swimming pool. Alex holds the icepack firmly on the inflamed muscle and watches the angels swimming around in his newly acquired wall-to-wall aquarium. His mother calls and asks about the accident, telling him to drink eight glasses of water a day.

      BLUE skies over Bahr Dar where day begins with Belaynesh reaching down to the river to bring up the big, big Tassa. Eight large Tassas fills the clay insrra and she raises the rope over her head and round her shoulders to hoist the Nile water on her back. Crocodiles watch her from a distance, but she doesn’t care. This river is hers not theirs, and though the officials have come round her house and told her Tiss Abbay is hydroelectricity not a tourist attraction, she doesn’t really care either way. Abbay will be hers because she is the one who has to carry it home and drink it and use it. Who are these crocodiles to scare her and the officials to tell her she’ll lose it if she doesn’t use it? Ereg wediya! Belaynesh looks back and sees water, water everywhere…she’ll have to come back and get some more…

      God Dog It
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      by: MT

      “For (land) is the only thing in the world that lasts!. . .'Tis the only thing worth working for, fighting for, dying for . . .!” So reverberated Mr. O’Hara’s words through Scarlett’s mind, as they do through mine today. It’s always been about land; . . . and I have an old score to settle.

      The last time someone got the bright idea to fool around with God’s 5-billion year old Earth to redistribute land to improve the lot of the CHiessNa, my father (and I by rights of inheritance) ended up losing all of hulet kurman meret in Alleltu to the half-baked scheme of merEt larashu.

      What the Derg, in its myopia, had failed to realize was that Regassa was a happy CHisseNa, who got to reap what he sowed, keeping all of the 10% of his crops thanks to my father’s boundless generosity. As long as he and his family refrained from indulging in pointless luxuries such as three meals a day, life was better than tolerable.

      The proof, of course, was in the eleven children Mr. Regassa had fathered; . . .quite a remarkable feat and one which he could not possibly have accomplished on an empty stomach, considering the stealthy maneuvers he must have had to execute in the dead of night, just to locate the right woman in the smoke-filled one-room studio that was the gojo, what with six other females, his daughters, spread-eagled every which way.

      It spoke to Mr. Regassa’s sharp sense of orientation, his viagric strength and his Tigab that he megenaNet-ed the right woman at least eleven times, . . . for sure! It would have helped, of course, that finding his wife was all the foreplay Mr. Regassa would have had to worry about, and that the missus, free of that modern-day mebeshaQet about headaches and romance, would have readily accommodated him no questions asked upon his triumphant landing!. . . Ahhhhhhhh! Love-making at its purest. No ostentatious display of affection, no brazen staring in each other’s eyes, no exploring the depth of each other’s soul, . . .and certainly no gilgel-suri in the way! . . .Regassa got there? Regassa got it, beQa! A lesson for foreplay-bound zebenai-lovers, who get there, but don’t get it, because they just don’t get it!

      And so it was that, when merEt larashu was proclaimed, the theretofore contented Regassa held the Negarit GazeTa upside down, fixed his stare at the general vicinity of the new merEt larashu clause and declared:EregeN, kedehnaw getayE aleyayuN." The meleyayet from his beloved sharecropper hit my father equally hard. He tearfully said:“EregeN, kedehnaw meretE aleyayuN!”

      Nearly a quarter of a century later, my father’s words, like Mr. O’Hara’s to Scarlett, resound with a strong echo defying the effects of time. I now feel his pain more than I ever did, as I find myself locking horns with another beast in a ceaseless land feud out here, where man’s right to personal property is supposedly inviolable.

      Granted, it’s not exactly miles of wind-tossed yebaQEla 'shet massa; . . . the back-yard, that is. That, I figure, is more a reason to fight for every square inch of space. The yard’s outer reaches are exactly twenty-five feet from the rear door before you come face to face with the snarling neighbor; . . Mechal, a vicious Doberman Pinscher, which has pinched itself deep into my gut, eating away at me day and night. Sometimes I wonder if Mechal is really a cat endowed with the proverbial nine lives, because this son-of-a-bitch is living proof that rat poison doesn’t kill.

      Yes, . . . Mechal has become my preoccupation. Every day brings renewed vigor and intensity to my obsession with reclaiming our land from this racially insensitive rodent, which is on a hell-bent mission to Jim Crow our movement in our own yard to within, at least, ten feet of the“Whites Only” white picket fence that separates us. Take away ten feet from twenty-five, and you’ll understand my fixation with this dogged dog doggedly restricting our movement in our own doggone yard. Unable to reach the outer limits of this terribly limited yard because of Mechal, we are just inches away from claustrophobia.

      All attempts to put the miserable creature out of its hateful existence seem to backfire as with every botched dogicide, Mechal only gets angrier and angrier, drools from the corners of his snout and g-r-o-w-l-s, . . sort of mimicking the sister-in-law, whose third “round” of teeth in the same lifetime have finally succumbed to progressively weakening gums, and . . . with barely anything to keep them in place, have taken to carrying on in a curious clicking and grinding entirely on their own, causing the owner to g-r-o-w-l without intending to! . . .besm’ab!

      At least, with Mechal, there is no mistaking his jubilation when he knows he’s gotten your goat, nor his anger when he writhes in excruciating pain from being inadvertently stabbed in the snout with a l-o-n-g, pointed object; . . more than you could say for the sister-in-law, I’m afraid. One is very likely to try and comfort her when she smiles (pleeease, don’t) and laugh out loud when she’s distressed. Poor devil! Hard as she tries, with only a handful of foreign teeth to work with, which, kenesum aQm, go into a no-holds-barred rebellion with every single encounter with a sound-wave, she is liable to be misunderstood. Add to that the fact that one does take sadistic pleasure in misunderstanding her, and there is practically no communication possible with her.

      I say, you don’t know a thing about “tooth-induced” speech-impairment until you’ve heard the wrong word ricochet off of the wrong tooth and come out all garbled, because the right tooth for the right word to bounce off of, was no longer in the right place when the right word looked for it. I’ll take my chances with Mechal, if y’all don’t mind!

      Of course, thanks to Mechal, I can’t even cut the overgrown bushes (dogwood) along the periphery, without him hurling himself against the fence with such brute force that self-preservation dictates that I watch from a safe distance. He means to make a point, and I am inclined to take his bark for it! . . .And then, as the blood gushes out of his self-inflicted point-making, he gleefully laps it up and g-r-i-n-s spitefully in my face, . . absolutely convinced it’s my blood! To add insult to injury, Mechal’s owners too have a point of their own to make; . . they look at the overgrown bushes along the off-limit fence in our yard, shake their heads with utter disgust and say: “Um, um, um,. . .this neighborhood’s sure gone to the dogs !” The nerve!

      Hard to say who the idiot is here! Mechal’s owners, who, having transformed our yard into the “killing fields” in cahoots with an undomesticated animal, bitch about our overrun yard, or Mechal, who celebrates the spilling of his own dem all over dog-dom? . . In all fairness to Mechal, he does have an excuse, and it’s in his name: inssessa! In fact, he may be the epitome of brilliance compared to other inssessat like them stupid cows in Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon Days. (In the dog-days of summer out in the cornfields of Minnesota, it once got s-o-o-o hot that the corn started popping; . . .when the cows out in pasture looked up and saw this white, fluffy popcorn fall back to down to earth, they thought it was snow, . . and so froze to death! . . . miskeeeen! )

      Mechal wasn’t even there the day we moved in, but the neighbors, the last hold-outs in a fast-changing proletarian community, had darted a sneaky glance over the fence just as I had been bringing in the mesob, wearing it like a gargantuan sombrero in which my entire body had disappeared;. . . they had seen this colorful object sort of f-l-o-o-o-a-t into the house, which might have raised an eyebrow, but probably not much more. After all, the sighting of an UFO alone is never as alarming as the sighting of the alien that would emerge from it later on! . . . . . .That was it! They had seen enough!

      And so, . . .exactly three days later, voila! There was this full-grown guard dog threatening to tear down the fence trying to get to the Coloreds; . . .and then came the ADT-truck. In my quintessentially ItyoPiawi meekness, it crossed my mind to go over there and allay the fears of these ashafereN-IMBY (Not In My Back Yard) warriors, but I kept having recurrent nightmares of Mechal having a dream-moment chasing my immigrant behind down the American scene, while I chased the American Dream.

      So, the verdict was that Mechal had to go, unless, of course, I learned to mechal the sleep-deprivation from his incessant barking and the loss of a hundred square feet of landmass that was legally deeded (did it) to us. (“Loss-of-use” coverage in the policy? Don’t bet on it! Half a page of what is covered followed by fifteen pages of fine print enumerating 1200 different scenarios that render even that lonely half a page null and void.)

      As my father, God bless him, still bemoans the loss of that hulet kurman merEt in Alleltu, darn if I’ll let some stupid beast cheat us out of a hundred square feet of rst, which is nothing to sneeze at in this neck of the woods. Woods? . . . figuratively, of course, and in the strictest sense, 'cause there ain’t no woods around here. Thus, the closest thing we have to a herd of deer, are the dearly departed laid out across a sprawling meadow less than half a mile away, headstones skillfully and deceptively hidden by a rolling hill up front and a beautifully ornamented wrought-iron fence embracing the splendid grounds. (What a waste, because no one on the outside is exactly dying to break in and those on the inside are done with their dying and couldn’t break out to save their souls.) The august entry gate that punctuates the fence on one side is crowned by a sign that arches from post to post:

      “. . .he that seeketh, findeth; and to him that knocketh, it shall be opened.”

      Hmmmmmmmm! . . . .and, in a slightly larger lettering below it: Oakwood Cemetery

      We had, indeed, caught a passing glimpse of that yeteregeme sign on our way to see our future yeteregeme home that yeteregeme Qen, but of course, we had misread it as “Oakwood Seminary” and had gone on to marvel at the beauty of this, er, “Seminary”, . . its enigmatic presence and the tranquility that engulfed it. That very evening, we had sat across from each other and had launched into a profoundly philosophical discussion of the Thornbirds, . .the heart-rending story of Father Ralph de Bricassart and Meggie, and we had contemplated the extreme sacrifices expected of those young “Seminarians” behind the rolling hill_._

      BalebetE-ma? Ayy yeswa neger, . . she had been particularly elated and had given thanks for having found a spot just a stone-throw away from this heavenly place where the Q’dussan dwelt: “Ediaw yegzE sra, ayyyy yesu sra, . . ,” she had testified. As for me, being within ear-shot of some “Seminarian” QdassE had not exactly been the most magical thing in the world, but, sensing her euphoria, I had thought it the height of cruelty to cut her off from whatever gratification there was to be derived from it.

      And so, as is only fitting a tale born of that random violence called " selfless fQr " that so many perfectly domesticated husbands must endure so very often, . . we ended up in Necropolis, where her “seminary” would necromantically transform itself into a cemetery overnight; and where Mechal, a negrophobic nemesis would not rest until I rested (in peace) behind that rolling hill!

      None of this would have happened, of course, if something unorthodox (literally) hadn’t happened to my wife’s family long, long ago; . .something that was bound to come back generations later to haunt somebody! . . . ME! . . .Her people accepted the Kotelik faith! Unfortunately, there is no way to tell what thoughts, if any, went through her forefathers’ minds when they became Kotelik and passed it down to their descendants as if it were the most natural thing in the world to do.

      OK! Maybe the elders didn’t know any better, but what about her? In this day of enlightenment and religious-correctness, the woman still is . . .a Kotelik! And you thought you had heard it all, . .hah! . . . Nothing against the Kotelik faith of course, indiaw negeru new inji! Negeruma-a-a-a? . .It is such an egregious anachronism that flies in the face of propriety, defying the natural order of things in good-old-ItyoPiawinet! . . It s-i-m-p-l-y- d-o-e-s n-o-t fit!. . .And, if it don’t fit, one must, . . .what? . . . t-h-e-r-e-y-o-u-g-o , . . . . . q-u-i-t!

      Grimmmmm new mileN yesetiyowa narrow-mindedness, which I find nothing less than abhorrent. Esti mn mehonwa new benatachhu ? . . . Me, it is precisely because I am so broad-minded and tolerant of others’ beliefs that I make a point of being nice to her Kotelik-self, . . . however little she may deserve it! SEE? . . .And, it is precisely because of my liberalism in such matters that I got excited right along with her (dess ybelat biyE) when we found our seffer by the “seminary,” where cool Father de Bricassart in his dog-collar would nurture her soul, while a cruel color-guard-dog across the color-bar would torture mine.

      At the risk of digressing (hey, this IS a carte blanche Issue, remember?) I would like to issue a disclaimer here (just for the record) to MemrE Kebede, my nissiha abat, who might be reading this online. Far be it for me to proselytize, but, as nice as I am to my Kotelik over here, I remain a Kiristian through and through!. . . . . .That’s it! I don’t fool around with nothin’ but the tried and true faith of Orthodox, which God Himself created before He created Himself, so that He could create Himself an Orthodox! (Huh?) I ain’t takin’ no chances with some religion that advocates the blessing of canine, because that type of a religion is liable to show up on somebody’s recall-list some day when it’s too late. No one, and I mean no one, could ever recall Orthodox, because it’s all in Ge’ez (the Lingua Franca of the Orthodox Church), which no one understands well enough to fu…, er, tamper with;. . and that is a built-in safe-guard that suits me just fine, thank you!

      Furthermore, as any true Orthodoxawi, who grew up in GulelE, a typical Orthodox-neighborhood, will testify, there prevails an understanding among Orthodoxawian, presupposed by experience, that animals (burakEw Qerto)do not cross over into the realm of humanity. The very sighting of a dog, for instance, yezarEn ayargew’na, would do just the right thing for the followers of the faith by uniting them in the ecclesiastical exercise of tormenting it. It takes all of the willpower of an Orthodox not to join in as a volley of rocks are hurled at the animal from all directions by every passer-by. “Beleeeew, beleeeew, ereee beleeew!” (Mechal wouldn’t have malageT-ed on me like this in GulelE! I’ll tell you that!)

      Better yet, in Orthodox, very little reproof, if any, is given for killing a dog, much less for tormenting it! And, if, for some strange reason, one were to feel guilty about such an act, one would get over it in time entirely on one’s own, because the Orthodox faith does not require one to go to confession but once a year; . . .another attractive feature, because it provides an additional measure of protection against self-incrimination. And, even on that one single afternoon of s’Qlet, where an Orthodox really, really cleanses his/her soul through an all-out confession, he/she is permitted to speak in tongues; . . vague euphemistic expressions that provide considerable latitude for plausible deniability later on, should the need arise.

      When admitting to adultery, for instance, an Orthodox would say: " 'Scuse me, MemrE Kebede, kalga wediQealehu " and leave it at that. Not to worry! MemrE Kebede would know exactly what was meant. It was with his blessing that the husbands of Alleltu had ridden off into the battle of MaiCHew some decades back and, . . .while they had fallen off of their horses to preserve the way-of-life, MemrE Kebede had fallen off their beds having had his way with their wives.

      And, to the heathens, who had the temerity to question his loving treatment of the women-folk in Alleltu, MemrE Kebede had later responded: “Be not hasty in thy spirit to be angry: for anger resteth in the bosom of fools!” . . . Alleltu’s wives, of course, had nodded in collective agreement, had looked at their husbands with out-and-out contempt, and had followed MemrE’s lead in calling them: “Fools!” (Ah, MemrE Kebebe, Lover . . . . .of God!). . . Say what you may about him, the good-QEss knew how to wiggle out of a sticky situation; . . .he knew his Bible, and words of wisdom flowed from his lips inde mar-wolelea.

      He, unlike my Kotelik wife, who, in strict adherence to the dogma, believes in blessing dogs at a special mass, would have understood my indignation with Mechal. If MemrE were around, in one fell swoop, he would have put my manic fixation with a menacing mad dog in the right perspective. He would have said it was “preordained,” and he would have explained to me how it all came down to the issue of faith; . . . that there was very little secular about my shikucha with Mechal!

      My manifest destiny! To spend the rest of my days in canine hell, . . .ALONE, . . . for choosing a life of religious dualism, where God and His blessed name in reverse, . . . Good and Evil are constantly at loggerheads. The Good: I want to kill the dog! . . .The Evil: She wants to bless it! . . . " EregeN," MemrE would have observed: "Eessuma wusha mibariku? BeNa haimanot, dmet enna mesenQo inji, wusha enna krarima irkuss aydel?” . . Unlike my blessed wife, on whose account I put myself in this blessed mess in the first place, MemrE would have strengthened my resolve to persist in my struggle with Mechal, and thus, against all the SerE-Orthodoxawi Evil that has befallen the land; . . ah, back to the land, my land,. . the only thing worth dying for!

      “Mechal’nima mechal deg aydolem, dog-amed mareg neyi-i-i-i-i,” MemrE would have urged and, true to his word, he would have been there for me to the bitter end. Moreover, l’merEtu, l’haimanotu, . . . if I were to fall in my brawl with Mechal, MemrE would be there again, . . . to comfort my survivor; . . .to fall off of my bed ???

      God-dog-it! Can’t win for losing!

      Worklog
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      by: J.M.

      What follows is an abridged story of a few Ethiopians who meet every Tuesday to try and figure out how they can extend their fortunes and blessings to others. It would have been great if all of them could write this story with me, but I am only giving you my perspective. Yet, I am sure that their stories will also be told, if not through an article, then through stories shared to their children and grandchildren.

      Our first Tuesday:

      We find ourselves in a room as big as someone else’s walk-in closet. Sitting thigh-to-thigh, knocking knees, we all try to share with each other what in the world we are doing sitting in the office of a large US city’s Ethiopian Community Association office. Most of us have never exchanged more than a few words, yet we sit there contemplating a commitment that would have us work together for the next two years as the elected officials of the Community Association.

      Actually, when I come to think of it, to some of us the positions were handed out more in an auction-styled showcase than an election in the strictest definition of the word. Let me explain. The election day also happened to be Super Bowl Sunday, so the turnout of eighty of the expected 300 was not too shabby. The outgoing president applauded those who came to the meeting, shared past years’ progress/regress, and then the stage was opened for the actual voting-in of new officials who could volunteer their time. The invitation for volunteering having borne no fruit, the tone of the meeting was then tactfully transformed into open imploring for volunteers to step up and take on the new leadership of the association.

      “Ere tewu gd yelachihum! Enanten yemselu sewoch eyalun? Esti, let me see a show of hands for those who would like to humble themselves in service to others?”

      HUGE silence…half the room starts droop their heads looking for keys they have not lost yet. Finally, someone yells, “I nominate Ato. EkelE EkelE.” Ato EkelE’s eyes bulge out of their sockets and look at the nominator with a mixture of anguish and “esti mn bedelku?” The entire audience suddenly jerks its head up, apparently having realized that the missing keys had mysteriously reappeared. They shift themselves in their seats to a vantage point where they can all collectively stare down Ato EkelE, smirking because their name was not called. Eyes still bulging, Ato EkelE slowly stands up, the expression of anguish giving way to a forced smile.

      “Ahem…eh._.b’iwnetu…eh…b’rgi_T, this position holds great honor and kbr in my eyes, gn…blah,blah blah, children, family, blah blah…someone else more qualified…blah, blah….ENDYIAWUM…I think W/o Ekelit would be great…because, blah, blah…so, I nominate W/o EKELIT!”

      Ato EkelE sits down. The room is once again filled with a harmony of rustles as folk shift in their seats to zoom in on another pair of bulging eyes. W/o Ekelit recovers her composure a bit faster than Ato EkelE, and just shakes her head, “Amesegenalu, gn yiQribiN.”

      Disappointed for being left without a new drive-by nomination victim, the audience drops its head again as if on cue and starts looking for the keys, just incase… .

      So the nominations and rebuttals continued until our seven names were collected on a piece of paper under a heading, New Ethiopian Community Association Elected. Somehow, some of us were able to subdue our little voices, and in my case, I knew that I had locked my keys in my car and so had nothing to look for on the floor. So back to the office… .

      Two ladies and five men sat there waiting turns to share what our vision for the Community Association would be, and what we would bring to the table. A few minutes into the sharing, I found my ears open, but my heart and mind alarmingly busy with a brand new case of polite surveillance of my new office mates that I rarely experience.

      Searching, searching…Keyword: Ulterior Motives. Hits: 27…

      New search… Keyword: Difficult Personality…Hits: 18…

      New search…Keyword: Escape Route…hits: ZERO!!!

      Yet, as the meeting progressed, my surveillance work subsided, and I started warming up to the great passion and humor that emanated from my newly crowned colleagues. Fear gave way to a new search with the keyword “commitment.” Hits: Seven!

      Tuesday No.7

      Seven weeks into our new roles, signs of great friendships sprout from underneath the uncertainty. But, our communication skills still needed some polishing. Can anyone tell me how seven people in a room discussing one single issue, can have six different conversations in groups of three, at the same time? Well, we managed to! Most of the time the discussions are filled with excitement about the possibilities we can create for the organization and the people we now are committed to serve. Yet there have been times where probably each one of us has fought back rage, tears, or even an insult. But, seven weeks later, there are still seven of us working towards a vision of a stronger community of Ethiopians. I leave the meeting telling my little voice, “Shutttup!”

      Tuesday No. 13

      I woke up two hours past our scheduled meeting time (7:00 p.m.) a week ago. So as I open the door and walk into the office, I am greeted with unanimous smiles that beam the message “You are skipping your nappy-nap for us. Oh! You poor thing!” But, I have started to truly enjoy my Tuesday night company. Today we discuss balancing the demands and perceived needs of the outside community with what we feel needs to be done from the inside. Between last Tuesday and today, I was approached by five individuals with plenty of advice. From:

      Advisor 1: “If you don’t open a day-care center as soon as possible, you might as well close the office. Without a day-care center, we have nothing”

      Advisor 2: “What do you mean you still don’t have a lawyer? You think this an eQa-eQa session from second grade?”

      Advisor 3: “Esti, Asian-ochun, eh… Vietnamese-ochun, besemab, Jew-ochun ema tewiliN! EndEt enersu mederajet yechaluten yaQitenal? It has been three whole months…and you have done gone slept on us! You mean you have not written any grants?”

      Advisor 4: “Hang in there, man you are doing great! Things don’t come easy with our people. Just don’t give up.”

      Advisor 5: (Doesn’t know what I do on Tuesday nights!) It is so sad, that in a city with so many Ethiopians, there isn’t a decent association that blah, blah, blah….identity…blah, blah, children don’t speak their language…blah, blah…s.hould do this, do that, didn’t do this….blah, blah politics…inEma binoribet noro, glbiTbiTun neber yemaweTaw!"

      Tuesday No. (lost count)

      No jokes today. A homeless Ethiopian left a note on our office door. Episodes of mental illness, life-threatening illness with no caretakers, domestic violence, jail sentences, children with warring parents all trickle into our office through the grapevine or our voicemail system. Sometimes, I am afraid to check the voicemail because I don’t want to face another situation to which I cannot bring about an immediate and complete solution, and woe is me, somehow all the issues we deal with seem to have no complete and immediate resolutions.

      I leave the office feeling powerless, and feeling like a fraud for having locked the serious problems of my fellow Ethiopians behind a door only two inches wide. My life is jealous and needs my attention, and I can only come back to them next Tuesday. Tuesdays have started tasting of defeat.

      Tuesday No. (lost count + 1)

      I am not too keen on the word, concept or mechanics of “committees”. Yet next to “tadias,” it is the most commonly heard word in our little office. SELEDA editors at some point had poked fun at the whole concept with their “Why the Chicken Crossed the Road” spiel:

      Why did the chicken cross the road?

      Chairman of an Ethiopian Community Association:

      “Bewnitu kehone…yaw indeminawQew… before we start this meeting, we will set up a committee to set up a sub-committee to investigate which committee should handle what roads the chicken had intended to cross before it crossed that particular road.”

      I have words for the editors: “Metachihu bemokerachihutina endezih bafEzachuh Tru neber!” So we have the committee on Immigration and Legal Affairs…Youth and Education…and so on and so forth ad nauseam…The reality is, committees have to be discussed in detail and created if we are to see any progress. Committee formation is over. Whew! On to sub-sub-committees.

      Today (Tuesday, a week after article was due for SELEDA)

      A somber realization is lurking in my heart. In a matter of four months, three Ethiopians were murdered in our city. Heartbreaking and hard to swallow. After each incident, the newscaster of the evening news reads the name of the murdered brother, and without missing a beat goes on to discuss the pollen count of the day. Yet, each Ethiopian who hears the news feels a part of him/her killed. Our awareness of the immigrant life creates a common thread that weaves through our seemingly disjointed lives. Many of us are today dreaming, imagining and praying for what each of the victims imagined, aspired, dreamt and prayed for before their lives were snuffed out so mercilessly. We hardly matter to the media and we are merely increasing their ratings with our loss. We only matter to each other. It could be that I live in a more violent city than others, but I doubt it. It could also be that our numbers are growing to the point that chance events such as random drive-by shootings and robberies could randomly steal the life of an Ethiopian. But either way, the reality is that there is no guarantee for a tomorrow, a better future, a final exodus home, or a cozy family life in the US. This is true whether any of us has yet to visit our local immigration office, or we voted during the last US elections. All we have is today to live our lives meaningfully. We only matter to each other first, and we might as well start living our daily lives keeping that close to our hearts and our actions. Our individual successes and stability in our respective careers, goals etc., might appear as major prerequisites before we start extending our hands and hearts to the betterment of lives that seem unrelated to ours. But no life is unrelated to another if we open our hearts with love.

      Wherever you might be reading this, I ask you to give a prayer for the families that have lost so much. “Work done in the spirit of service is the highest form of worship.”

      AltegenaNto
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      Soul Food
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      by Diplobrat

      politikin’ with a boy of ours

      who was so swift to spit

      on the faces of my Muses

      and the musings on my lips:

      _i see how you dig poetry

      since your life’s been but a script

      free-verse and freedom

      ad infinitum

      to see the world in licks

      i’ve never seen the world in flicks

      Abaye peeps your world in fancy cars

      that he chauffeurs part-time

      while ironing your daddy’s shirts to match his Fendi tie

      and Emaye - dengay teshekami - for ECA to launch on time

      that temple of diplomacy where empty rhetoric chimes

      and Mamo reads in kuraz light

      for night school to dawn bright dreams

      while you toy with incense and lava lamps for inspiration, it seems?

      Club X, Club Z, Tebesa Zones galore for all you “willing and able”

      still Mimi “works” at Buna Bets to bring dinner to our table.

      so don’t mind me if from time to time i crush “diplomacy” to shreds

      i’m drunk with power at my position of keeping your goldfish fed

      and forgive me if your poetry ignites my rubbing fists like coal

      i’d just rather feed my family

      than feign to “feed my soul.”

      _

      What Am I?
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      by: Fasil

      When did I become me?

      Is my identity born of

      A unique union

      Of genetic seeds

      Which transpired

      Following the erotic storm

      That swept up my begetters

      At that unique hour?

      Would it have been me

      If another month had passed

      While the unblessed life crumbled

      And was chased out of the womb

      By a rhythmic purging rite,

      And the masculine half

      Of another moment

      Happened to melt into

      The maternal seed

      Of a month later?

      Is my being

      A purely coincidental affair

      That had miraculously survived

      The onslaught of non-being,

      In whose maw had perished

      Hundreds of my siblings?

      If that is so

      Why did my parents pretend

      The sole purpose

      Of their matrimonial unity

      Was to perpetuate their essence

      In no one else but me?

      Why did they nurture my life

      With the prime of theirs

      Till I became convinced

      I alone had won their heart

      Out of the rebuffed hundreds?

      Why do I feel

      The presence of something

      Much more than

      A chance aggregate of matter;

      A being that emanated

      Not as a byproduct

      In the making of flesh and blood,

      But one that was meant to be

      And whose inauguration

      Called for all the events

      That had taken place

      Till I was born?

      It Would be Nice
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      Musho for Mother’s Day

      by: Hanna A.T.

      IT would be nice, if I had only cut a little lock of hair before he left

      Not that I did not raise him to be ready and be deft

      Oh, he was ready! Always ready to be called, ready to leave,

      To die for something in which we did all believe.

      But in the end I found that I was not prepared

      Wei innE, AYEEEEEE!!!

      To see him taken before me.

      It would be nice if I had given him his final cup of tea.

      It would be nice if I had something more than just my photographs and memories

      Not that I’ll forget, what with the roro of my reveries

      I won’t forget! But to have something from the ever present death of his,

      his uniform his bones. His bones I’d know them anywhere, could separate

      them

      anytime

      from quiet fields of rows and rows

      of crushed and hushed broken heroes

      It would be nice if I could have taken off his last, the army boots and

      clothes.

      It would be nice if I had said goodbye for longer, this one seems so

      short

      and dry

      Not that I didn’t cry! I cry!

      For all the days that I gave birth to my own death

      It would be nice if I did not imagine his last breath

      In all my dreams my sunsets and my every dawn

      I hear my soldier son who slept without a yawn.

      He does not snore and yet I hear him still

      It would be nice if all I had to do was pay a bill

      And write and write on this and that Internet site

      and be absolved

      By contributing cash whenever the mewaCHo is revolved

      By sacrificing time alone

      to talk and talk how problems of the country will be solved

      It would be nice if my poor, poor son did not have die

      So others could so splendidly be living out the lie.

      Setting the Table
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      by: Yodit G.

      ““I love you,”” my father said proud of his English. Never in my twenty years have I heard those words----not that I cared so much. Or maybe I was just not used to and never expected it, but it came as a surprise. A smile took hold of my lips slanting them upwards. I controlled it with a calm response, ““I love you, too.”” I don’‘t think my father heard it or probably didn’‘t really wait for it. He just yawned and looked around at the empty dining room table waiting for his dinner in the late hours of America’'s night. I looked over at him from the kitchen counter ----studied him in his collared gray and black shirt and gray boxers. I quickly put injeraon a plate for him. He sat there not noticing. I noticed.

      This particular night I was glad my mother was over in the living room just nodding off into the mysterious (English) sounds of Dateline. The TV was on and she was off! I took my respectful self to the table and set Abaye’‘s plate, rushing back for the qeyeh tsebhi (qey weT) and shiro. On the first day of his arrival a week or so ago, he called it ““nay qol-ut migbi"” (”“ye-lijoch migib"”). He referred to any food my sisters and I cooked as that. I figured a hungry stomach doesn’‘t complain. I didn’‘t say anything about the food or the fact that I was a rushing genie fulfilling his every three or more wishes. All I knew was that the VERY ““normal”” acts- such as my mother walking a cup of tea to my father- made me (ooooof!) stop and stare. It was nothing eko! I mean really, this didn’‘t hurt anybody right? Nor did it make a big difference in anybody’'s day!

      We, the children, better serve our parents. That will never be my (serious) complaint. The simple fact that I never have or probably never will see my father steadily holding a cup of tea and walking to the living room where my mother lounged, and serving her is what made the ball of thought roll downhill this particular starless night. That’‘s just the way it is! Not even once will I see him getting her tea. It’‘d probably not feel ““natural””. I know this is probably not a surprise to most of you. ""What’'s the big deal?""

      The big deal is my family=my life. I see them and see me and wonder what type of man I’‘m going to marry. The lovely traits that I adore and respect my father for are almost evenly balanced with and exceed unacceptable behaviors that I surely don’'t expect in my other half.

      A few summers back, my father came to visit without my mother. He tore up the kitchen in order to find oil----yes oil, and completely opened up every possible cupboard, drawer, box. He never found it. My sister found my father totally confused and hungry when she came home from school. He had had a taste for some eggs and to his surprise, the oil was right under the oven. This summer more of the same stuff, and I was left awed. Like him pushing his way into an airport shuttle ahead of my mother was hilarious! He had and has no sense of courtesy for a lady.

      Scratch that!

      That’'s asking too much.

      Correction: “”……no sense of courtesy at least for my mother!"" I was shocked and shook it off seeing how my mother didn’'t even notice. Did it not bother her? Boy, they sent the wrong girl out of the country!

      I joined my father at the table after all his requests were met. My mother is strong. I knew that----always have----but little incidents reinforce my knowledge of what she is all about. (She’‘s the best cook but we’‘ll leave that one alone) She is love, patience, wisdom, etc. This night, I remembered the other word that fell under the category called my Emaye: set. Everything was without choice……or so it seems. I sit amazed at how I can be a part of her (looks and some behaviors aside) yet so different. And every time I get to see her, I will sit still in thought as if our obvious natures have never crossed my mind. Different generations? Maybe. Different environments? Maybe. All I know is that I’‘m thankful for where ever I’‘ve been and whoever I’‘ve met that helped in making me my mother’‘s and father’'s daughter.

      On a beautiful sunny summer morning, my father asked me why I’‘m choosing journalism over math or science. He slowly tried to convince me to check out med-school or pharmacy or…… I am grateful for our differences. I told him it wasn’'t for me----none of them were.

      ““Ohhhh……gazETeNa!”” he tried to take it in slowly but I saw it hit him hard. He stared down at the wet green grass. After a good half hour I think he realized that the conversation wasn’‘t going anywhere and he convinced himself that he ““Okayed”” my choice. ““Eshi yhunilish…….”” ! (Whaaaaaaaaat?!) Well, I laughed to myself, let him ““win”” and thanked him for ““allowing”” me to continue my interest in journalism or photojournalism or photography or……(see Abaye, don’‘t hold your breath. I’'m STILL undecided!)

      Look, the tables may have been set for individuals like my parents, but most of us aren’‘t aware of the kind of life that’'s been laid out on red carpet for us. Take advantage, explore, and be grateful! Ye dig?

      Beace outside! (Must be said w/ Ethio accent)

      I Love my Father
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      by: “S”

      I love my father. He has more than his fair share of that unique characteristic known to Ethiopian parents, where sacrificing an arm and a leg for one’s child is the minimum requirement for raising a kid. If only our poor ferenj counterparts knew the delights of a mother smothering her child with love. Forget about moving out of the house when you are eighteen. Heck, you along with cousin Alemitu, nephew Mamo, and those two kids that belong to your father’s friend’s uncle, who died and left them orphans (only they ended up with you because your dad’s friend had 20 people in his household, while yours had only a measly 15), all of you were staying put until you got married. It’s the truest form of communal living. But I digress.

      I love my father. He came from nothing…correction (that’s the ferenj mentality, where the measure of everything is material, soiling my thoughts), he came from a family rich in love. Everything else he has, he has sweated and toiled for, and what he has achieved is no small feat for the son of a poor farmer. I am here because of him. There are so many of us here in the USA living lives that our grandfathers can’t even begin to comprehend, and all because our fathers got us here. No, we didn’t get tortured during the red terror fleeing for our lives, not knowing if we were going to get out alive or not, and no we didn’t cross through the Sudan or Kenya during the big drought or the years that followed, and no we didn’t marry our poor cousin and come here as the dutiful spouse to wait for that heavenly piece of paper called the Green Card, nor were we the lucky recipients of DV, nope none of this. We are the proud accomplishments of our fathers who made it big, and sent their kids to the US of A…where else could they study?

      Ah, and now the sad part. Most of us got hooked on life here, and the dreams of our fathers…dreams where one day we would come back with pomp and glory, displaying our hard-earned diplomas, riding in chariots to go and take up the responsibilities of running that family business (into which our father’s blood has gone for the better part of his life)…well that’s what they remained - dreams. So are we to blame that we got so assimilated into a culture, one that we partially felt like we already knew (all credits go to all those American movies that our fathers rented every Friday afternoon), that it no longer made sense to us to go back to a place that we felt would never understand us? Are we to blame, or is this partially our fathers’ doing, in their quest to create the perfect scholar who had all the advantages that they never had growing up?

      Again I digress.

      My beef isn’t with why we stayed, or that we are the lucky ones that live the good life; my beef is with those who forget who got them there. Let’s just say my beef is with their denial of everything that might somehow connect them to a not so glamorous part of their life. That poor relative, who did cross through the Sudan, they swear is no relative of theirs, how could she be with all that neqisat on her neck, not understanding that tattoos are all the craze in the US. The mother, who they don’t introduce to their Sunday brunch friends because she can’t put two words of English together (they forget that even heads of states have translators). Pretending that an ox is something they’ve seen on discovery channel, when all those visits to grandfather’s house had given them ample opportunity to get acquainted with the ox the cow and everything else that was on the farm. And the Amharic that they can’t seem to remember, not understanding that knowing a different language is an advantage.

      That gleaming Porsche summarizes life for them with the compulsory white girlfriend in the passenger seat, driving to their moderately big house up on the hill. Oh, and who could forget our own group of anorexic Ethiopian women, waiting for that modeling contract that they are sure their beautiful Ethiopian face (shhhh, don’t say it too loudly, I’m an American), and their perfect 10 bodies, (that being bones sticking out from every angle of vision), is going to get them. You can’t complete the picture without mentioning those poor disillusioned kids running around with stockings on their heads, I wonder if the dumbness that oozes from them is partially due to irreversible brain damage caused by…oh, those darn stockings again! If not that, then it must definitely be all the bleaching agents for their hair.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not criticizing success, nor living the good life. There are a lot of exemplary Ethiopians who are extremely successful and living it big, and more power to them because they stay connected to who they are. I criticize the denial of the root of your success. Especially when so much has been sacrificed for you, and me, to get where we are. Embrace your ityoPiawinet; you will be the better for it. Go ahead and drive that Porsche, even have your white girlfriend, but don’t be scared to put Aster on in your CD player and let your girlfriend experience a part of you. Better yet, get yourself a real habesha sister, so if you have a sudden relapse of ferenjitis, she’ll kick your ass back in gear. And by all means go to Sunday brunch at the Ritz, but for Chrissakes, take your moms along, she didn’t come just to mamoq your bet all the way from Addis. As for all of you running around with stockings on your head, I’m sorry, but I have no words…., just, don’t you have mirrors at home???

      Seriously though, for all of you out there pretending that Ethiopia is a country you discovered on a map during geography class, remember that the blood coursing through your veins is the same Ethiopian blood that coursed through your ancestors’. Your great, great grandfathers’, who kicked some Italian butt, and gave us something to be proud of, your grandfather who farmed the earth with an ox that resembled more an anorexic dog than any member of the cattle family, and still managed to feed his family. And your father, who went barefoot to school, and against all odds, achieved everything he dreamed of and more. And it is the same love of family and dedication that your father got from his family and bestowed upon you that got you here. Think of that and let it add a bit more shine to that beautiful Ethiopian smile, and be proud. I think of these things and thank my father and my grandfather and everyone who got me here, and know how truly blessed I am. I love my father.

      DC Epilogue
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      The “HiStory” of Inka Selatiia…DC Style

      By Raphael

      Indemn nachiu yagere goremsoch (and koredas)? My favorite Seleda editors have “volunteered” me out again to write about a topic that has vexed and intrigued Ethi-Americans for 20 years…”going-out DC-style”…(Or to use a favorite “Englishmaric” word: “MewTat-ing”)…

      Now, it is not clear how I got the honor…I suspect it has more to do with my longevity (i.e. Almot bai tegadayinet), than my hipness for I am now in my mid 30’s – A time when your youngest of nephews threatens to call you “GashE” if he see you in his favorite club…

      No matter, I will try my best to give a bit of “HiStory” (as Michael J would say), and some more recent observations…

      In the Beginning

      Once upon a time back in the early 80’s “DCee Ethees” had limited options to go out…Sheba Kitfo Bet and Imama Desta had just closed, Axum was on it’s last legs, and Fassika and Meskerem where a store and post office respectively…A few hardy fools, and college kids, (yours truly included), would occasionally venture to Red Sea and try to dance to the rhythms of a few young musicians - while trying to dodge the hustling staff…Not exactly an ideal place to strike-up a conversation and gather prized “digits”…

      If you were really brave (and had money), you went to a cool club on Georgia Avenue which was owned by an Ethiopian but which catered to the populace in general…It was one of those weird juxtaposed scenes where a song by Grandmaster Flash or Chuck Brown would be followed by a few bootlegged Ethiopian songs – to the delight of the Ethees, and the bewilderment of everyone else…

      You could always – I mean always – start you conversation by saying “MechE new ye meTachiew?" …And continue on the same theme for 45 minutes – thereby buying time to figure out something cool to say…That’s the beauty of being new to a place…There was no cynicism. Only “wide-eyed” optimism…

      …The attire… Left-over jeans from Addis, with some cheap stuff thrown-in…some folks also forgot to cut their ‘70’s Afros…

      …None of that mattered…what was important was who was going to drive…(We quickly figured out that the non-drivers – while looking Chista, got to drink the most)…

      And Then Came…

      Things changed when Asmara, Fassika and Meskerem, Trax, Kilimanjaro, and “Club X” came on the scene (I really forgot Club X’s name…That’s gratitude for you)…Many pages could be written on the first 3 clubs, but on order not to bore the younger folk, I’ll keep it short-‘n-sweet…

      You went to Asmara to listen to Aster Aweke…The music was so good (and loud) that you didn’t feel obligated to talk (OK, OK, I know that’s not something the women want to hear, but us guys really feel pressured to talk on dates when we don’t want to)…BTW, this was before Aster’s “modern” phase, so please don’t visual a scene with a lot of screaming and “BeTam new yemiwedachiu”'s…

      …When you got bored, you went to Fassika and Meskerem to listen to whatever – or whomever – might show up…This was the period when Ethiopian musicians finally were let out of the country (or defected), so you never knew who was going to sing…

      …Next stop on the hip scene was Kilimanjaro – a converted garage with a Somali DJ…You had to be on good terms with the DJ – otherwise you would be stuck listening to West African music all night long (Something about that ukulele bugs me after 5 hours)…The other problem with Kilimanjaro was that it was so big you spent half the night trying to find that one lady you saw on the dance floor earlier in the evening…When you finally found her, “Yet nebersh?” was not a good way of starting the conversation…(“Ye mn poliss TyaQE tabezaleh!!)”

      …. If you were seriously “in-the-scene”, (or wanted to try things without the ensuing gossip), you went to Trax - a wild multi-dance floor club in the ghetto where shootings were quite common…(Or you went to the tamer Ibex)…

      I still remember the awkwardness of the initial conversations there: “Waz your name??”… "Raf”… "You’re trying to pass for a skinny Mexican or something?” "No no, I’m Ethiopian”…”Hmmm…Whatever”…

      What Waz That You Said About The Women???

      …Uhhh…Nothin’…But in retrospect, I am struck by how polite everyone was to each to the fairer sex…(Yes, I know that rarely exists in our culture, but it did in DC)…There were weekly fights in the clubs, but there were no guns, and rarely was there any talk of “disrespecting” as a cause for a fight…(How did that awful word make it into our lexicon??)…

      Looking back, I am also struck by how much less fashion conscious people were…Don’t get me wrong, you did spend money on decent threads, but my nephew’s $200 sneakers would have been inconceivable and would have looked stupid…

      What was also fascinating (and still true today), was the love-hate relationship we had with out -of-towners…Folks would show and always say… "Innante ye DeeCee sewetch… CHferra bcha new m’tawQoot ‘Serious’ athonum??”…This would invariably piss us off, because nobody was putting a gun to their head to have some fun…”Go back to Iowa if you what to be alone…ya know what I mean???”, would be our retort…

      So Sparky, What Was Next???

      The ‘90’s of course…A time where my peers and I accepted the magic “30” rather ungraciously and faced the consequences…

      … “MechE new Senjo yeCHererskew?” … "Uhhh…Yezare amist Amet… “Ingdiaw Joni’n tawQewale’ha?” … “Jonnni?? HuletE wedQo iNa gar neber”…

      This exercise in “time travel” was not limited to the men…I personally know a friend who would get pissed off when ex-classmates would announce infront of her that they were only 28…(She would gently remind them that she was the youngest person in the class and that 28 meant that they were 14 when they graduated high school)…

      Eventually the wild-eyed optimism was – of course – long gone…In fact, I can still remembered the time when my friend and I got cussed-out for asking some women “Tmhrt keCHeresh behuwala mn mareg jemersh?" …Since I worked in a parking lot at night, I didn’t see the problem with this question, but apparently a lot of folks were developing some serious “Complex”…(Funny how THAT word has made it into our lexicon)…

      On the bright side, Kilimanjaro was replaced by the smaller Boukem and the cool Zanzibar…Zanzibar brought back a lot of the fun from the ‘80’s…A lot of relationships were made and broken in that place…The nay sayers were back too… ("Kezia behuwala ke abesha gar aligafam!!!)…No matter. We had fun…

      However the simple one-liners were long gone as well…Leaving folks a bit bewildered an to how to approach each other…(“Esti astewwawQeN…” became a favorite plea by guys)…

      Enter the Millenium…

      2000 was when I should have given up DC clubbin’…As Chris Rock always says, “You don’t want to be the oldest person in a club…”

      Yet, I’ve hung in there, so let me give you some of my thoughts…

      For one thing, when Ethee’s who grew up here began clubbin’ the generation gap began to get readily apparent…There seems to be little respect for each other…(All that gangsta rap seems to have really worked)…

      On the bright side, young Ethee’s still love jamming to Ethiopian music, (screamin’ Aster being their favorite), and are equally cool fitting in around town…(Republic Garden and Boukum being fine examples)…

      As I prepare to hang-up my DC dancing shoes, (sorry, but I really can’t dance in Air Jordans), I must say that being around the DC scene for about 20 years has allowed me a peek into a truly cross-cultural experience…

      …Regrettably, (as I am finding out), you can’t find this experience in California or even other cities like Atlanta and Dallas…For that alone, I am grateful…

      ‘Til next time…

      Raf

      Seleda Salutes
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      My Soul to Keep- The Movie

      Movies based on books, as far as we are concerned here at SELEDA, are the best inventions since them easily forgeable QebellE mastaweQia cards. Taddiyama, when the book/soon-to-be movie is partially set in Ethiopia… a moment please while we thank Qulibiew Mike for this unearthly blessing… ay yante neger…

      First Endurance and now My Soul to Keep… it seems that Hollywood is taking notice of Ethiopia… and soon there shall be plenty, as our well-placed Hollywood sources tell us. (Ok… we got no sources… but it sounded imposing, no?)

      Blair (“hold us tight and never let go”) Underwood brings Tananarive Due’s much-acclaimed book to the big screen. My Soul to Keep, “part love story, part supernatural thriller”, is about a wife in America who discovers her husband is part of a 500-year-old sect of Ethiopian intellectuals who traded their souls for immortality. (Unlike us who would trade our souls for a fabulous l’il rekebot… but that’s why no one is doing a movie about us!)

      Mr. (“wui! Toppiyawii aymeslm?”) Underwood had the fortitude to film part of My Soul to Keep in Ethiopia with Ethiopian filmmaker Yemane “we are ga-ga for Gr-Gr” Demissie in tow as Line Producer, which explains the killer scenes of Ethiopia in the trailer. Slated to come out this fall, this is one movie worth shelling $9.50 for.

      Check out the trailer and synopsis of My Soul to Keep. And here’s to more of our own filmmakers telling our stories in our voices.

      Mesob.org

      Finally feeling like you should actually do something worthwhile than spending interminable nights at Bravo! Bravo! trying to read lips and drown out sorrows? Well, you are way ahead of us already. Here, wake up the deadened nerves connecting us to back home… pick a cause, any cause. You can’t find a cause? Here comes Mesob.org to the rescue. You an ET tree hugger looking for same? Right there… Mesob has listed environmental NGOs and groups where all y’all can deliberate hibiscus meniscus. Education issues? AIDS awareness issues? Support group for SELEDAwiyan? There, there, not there but understandable.

      The point is, and God knows we try to make one once in a while, this devastatingly organized page has gobs of informative information on where you can get information about doing the right thing. The rest is up to you.

      Check out Mesob.org. Change your life.

      KIDMIA

      We have to have meetings at SELEDA in groups no bigger than three people because… well, that minor incident a few months back… “accidental stabbing”… yadda… yadda… “disturbing the peace”… Ye ferenjie neger…. Hulu neger “felony” hono indEt yhonal??? ECH!

      Unlike us, though, the people at Kidmia.com, a group of Ethiopian parents in Arlington, Texas, have set up what seems like a peaceful organization to help their American-born children retain an Ethiopian identity. WOW.

      Mission: “Our goal is to help our children grow into exemplary individuals who are able to identify themselves with their motherland Ethiopia.”

      And we ain’t talking about “identity” as in parents dressing their kids in Gap-like abesha lbss and taking them to church once a week either! (“Sweetie… you feel like going to that place filled with smoke? The place with the drums? Do you, sweetie?”) NO! The kids at Kidmia study Ethiopian geography and history; learn language and the cultural relevance of holidays (er… do they know that TnsaE is not “that Spring Midnight Ball” as upper management refers to it?)

      We are impressed and humbled and inspired… and as soon as SELEDA chil’rens are born, we are moving to Arlington, Texas to be close to people who are serious of leaving a lasting legacy.

      Learn more about Kidmia.com.

      East African Fine Coffee Association- EAFCA

      We have long believed that Juan Valdez, the dorky ‘spokesperson’ (he don’t speak… he just has that goofy smile) for Colombian coffee is the anti-Christ. Just a little conclusion we came to after drinking libations that did not contain caffeine. How is it that Colombian coffee makers can get their product to the American market, and we can’t?

      Well, finally, the people at EAFCA are righting this egregious wrong. EAFCA is a promotion group set up by East African coffee growers (member countries are Kenya, Tanzania, Burundi, Ethiopia, Rwanda and Uganda) to auction off gourmet coffee beans on the Internet. Selling coffee futures to greedy Wall Streeters? Out! Being at the mercy of world coffee prices? Sooooo out! Being known as a second tier market? Outer than out!

      More exciting is the formation of appellations (just like the French wine regions) for coffee. Right up there is Ethiopia’s own YirgaCHeffE, slated to be one of the first regions promoted.

      We love the EAFCA, and we would love it even more if it had a SELEDA brand coffee-catchy promo: “Guaranteed to make you dizzy and bouncy. Proven to kill 100 brain cells per microsecond.”

      Here is a great article on this… Also check out www.eafca.org. May it live long and prosper.

      Seleda fundraiser

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The SELEDA Fun-Fun Raiser

      We know that the only way we can get anyone of you out there to go around wearing something with our logo plastered on it is if we told you it was for a good cause. Yes. Lenegeroo… we, too, scoff at the words “good cause” and “SELEDA” being mentioned in the same breath.

      Esti… sine s’rat!

      We have been great fans of the Integrated Holistic Approach/Urban Development Project run by Sister Jember Teferra ever since… well, ever since… YanE… ke-d’ro. Thus, we inaugurate the first SELEDA Fundraiser with a little “do unto others” to benefit the IHA/UDP.

      How much would you pay for this T-shirt? Huh? Noooooooooooo. What do you mean “not a damn thing!”?

      We’ll ask again… How much would you pay for a first edition, once-they-are-gone-they-are-gone! , hawk-'em-off-on-eBay, use-'em-as-a-pot-holder T-shirt? Mn aynEt chgr new!

      Oh. That much. Then read on.

      Here’s the deal… read carefully and sign, date and initial after each paragraph so that we have none o’ dat famous ET “whaaaa… didn’t get me a T-shirt”…. “whaaaaaaa they bamboozled me…”… “wha… whaa… esti wuha aQebiluN, inante… be dereQ guroroyE atasCHuhuN…. whaaaaaaaaaaaaaa” gini-guzguwaz. The “No Whining” clause has been officially resurrected.

      Pay attention…The first 100 people who send a check or (better yet) a money order for $35.00 made out to the IHA/UDP will receive this fabulous T-shirt. Geddid? The first 100 people. Send checks to: SELEDA Fundraiser for IHA/UDP, 26 South Oxford Street #5A, Brooklyn, NY 11217

      Now, let’s say you were hemming and hawing (wegebeN… ehhh… hodEn…ehhh) and you are NOT one of the first 100 sra fets and we run out of T-shirts? What happens? Well, we can EITHER send your contribution to the IHA/UDP anyway, and thank you for your graciousness… OR, we can send your check back to you… maybe uncashed… and maybe without the IHA/UDP name scratched off and “Sakis Fid Avenue” scrawled above it. Kidding! We’ll send you back your check… uncashed…. But maybe add you to our ashmoor list. Kidding! Abo. Please, MAKE SURE and indicate if you want yer check back… 'coz if you don’t… Bye-bye! Gone! Adios! It’s goner that gone.

      Now, there’s more legal mumbo jumbo. With your check/money order (maximum two T-shirts per paying customer, please… demmo’ko as if anyone would want multiples… wegu bcha indayQeribN), please include $3.00 worth of U.S. stamps. Not Ukrainian stamps… not Chechnian stamps… good ol’ U.S. of A stamps. This is known as the “handling fee.” If you live outside these United States, a) why? b) we’ll cover your shipping costs, and c) why?

      So… to recap… in the US-include $3.00 worth of stamps (not cash, not mastishh, but stamps) with your 35 bucks. Outside the US… we got you covered on the postage because we’re nice like that. Let’s all say it together… “haaandling, eh? hannnndling fee-e-e-e.” You want a “feeling” fee, that’ll cost ya… huh? Mn? Ma?

      Where were we…? So… in an envelope, stuff in a check or (the preferred method of payment) a money order made out to The International Holistic Approach/Urban Development Program for… how mach? Too mach? $35.00 AND a series of stamps equaling but not exceeding $3.00 (for US residents) and send it all to: SELEDA Fundraiser for IHA/UDP, 26 South Oxford Street #5A, Brooklyn, NY 11217

      Incidentally, you can, of course, send in more than $35 per T-shirt, and we would be happy to pass on the goodwill to the IHA/UDP… and we’ll not even take a cut! (Wait!…. OK. We won’t take a cut!)

      Now, what is the IHA/UDP? No, it’s not the secret account of SELEDA upper management! And unless you have been living in complete isolation (or you live in one of them gawd awful states that starts with an M… Meeezooooreee…Minnnnisoootta… Miiiisiiisiipiiii….), you would know that the IHA/UDP is probably one of the most worthy and effective charitable organizations focusing on poverty eradication in Ethiopia. For more information, check out our SELEDA Salutes to them, and/or ask all your Qolo guwadenNoch.

      Soooooo… we would be terribly remiss if we did not thank the good people of Gap, Inc. who donated all these wonderful T-shirts. We love their commercials, we love their T-shirts and we just love their civic mindedness! Go… buy Gap stuff and be cool like them cool people.

      And, yes, despite our gut feeling to divert some of the funds to pad our “Starbucks Fund”, we will forward EVERY CENT… every last Qei ferengga of the $35 (or more) directly to IHA/UDP (it shall not pass “Go”… it shall not collect $200…)

      The Humble Editors, in an act of magnanimity that shall not be repeated in this century, coughed up the mabQaQia monies to cover printing and such costs. Gobez editors! Gosh gosh gosh gosh! Entuff! Entuff! Aaaaaaack entuff! Okay that was just unnecessary roughness…

      To recap the recap:

      Step one: Write check to IHA/UDP for $35.00 (more if you are nice) for each T-shirt. TWO T-shirts max.

      Step two: Indicate whether or not you want your money back if you are not one of the first 100.

      Step three: Include $3.00 worth of stamps if you live in the U.S. If you live outside the U.S., include a perfumey handkerchief.

      Step four: Go to your post office.

      Step five: Mail envelope.

      Step six: Congratulate yourself on a job well done.

      Rinse and repeat.

      If all the above was not in any way clear a) you must be one of them rocket scientist valedictorians from that l’il German School (ish bin ein how mach for a T-schient? Nein…? ) b) you may ask nicely via email, editors@seleda.com. (Please put “Duh!” in the subject line.)

      We want to start a SELEDA Scrap Book, to chronicle all over underachievements, so, if you are so inclined, send us a picture of you and yours enjoying the T-shirt.

      We hope to be able to hawk off more SELEDA stuff atchya in the near future, where all proceeds go to charity. Let’s us flex our bego adragot muscle and pick up those who’d pick us up if circumstances were different.

      We wait with bated breath.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Top ten
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      Top ten Ethiopian Equivalents for Hallmark Greeting Cards

      10. Birthday:

      Outside: Wishing you a happy 35th ( passport 26th )…

      Inside: As I have for the past five years.

      9. Graduation:

      Outside: Welcome to the real world, new graduate!

      Inside: If you thought the frash was bad, wait till you feel the berenda.

      8. Graduation:

      Outside: Good luck out in the wide hungry world…

      Inside: Where a laddle full of wattery sauce sprinkled with three pieces of meat is no longer called “therefore”, but rather “gourmet meal”.

      7. SenE Selassa:

      Outside: It’s the last day of school! Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah for SenE Selassa!

      Inside: I’ll be waiting for you outside.

      6. Leqso:

      Outside: “From AbuarE to abuara,” says the Book. My condolences.

      Inside: Here’s a snapshot of my forehead… beat it, if you please.

      5. Wedding:

      Outside: May your marriage be like that of Abraham and Sara…

      Inside: But, hopefully, not your wedding.

      4. Wedding:

      Outside: The birr ambar says to the werq qelebet, “Whatchoo doon here, brutha?”

      Inside: May you find fulfillment on your wedding day… and night.

      3. Anniversary:

      Outside: Happy anniversary, sweetheart. I didn’tknow how much you loved me…

      Inside: Till you slapped me in public that day ten years ago.

      2. Romantic:

      Outside: I’ve looked in Arramba… I’ve looked in Qobbo, and there’s nowhere a woman who…

      Inside: … cooks as well as you.

      1. Get-well-soon:

      Outside: Melkam Dagmawi T’nsaE!

      Inside: The shipment of Viagra made it there, we heard.

      Backpage
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      Dear Son Zelalem -yenE:

      I am sure now that you have discovered that I am your father, that you have a sense of overwhelming pride. Since you are from my loins, I hope the “intimidation feeling” with subdue in time. Until then, I will understand. We all should be proud of our parents. I am certainly proud of my father, who was proud of me when I got accepted at the University of Lima in nineteen sikkstyyyy… ay aydelem… nineteeeennnn sebentyyyyyyyy two. Gizew yet hede?

      Both my best friends Dr. Temesgen and Dr. Dagnaw have sons, so I am glad now I have one too. Their constant discussions about their sons was starting to annoy me. Now they can’t hold that against me. Yetabatachew! Do you know Dr. Temesgen and Dr. Dagnaw? They are very good friends of mine. We will soon have a radio program called “InnE Dokteroch Mn Alu?” to be heard all over the DC area. You can tell your friends about it if you want. I am sure you already know all about me. But, if you have any question, ask them. I have one question for you. Astemrewehal wei? ECH yenessu neger! You probably don’t even have your first Ph.D. That cannot do. I am going to write to my contacts at the University of Mbabane to see if they will take you. Ay! Essu enkuwan yQribih. University of Mbabane’n University of Imba blew zm mallet new. Le Ph.D. mymech ketema, son. Maybe I will contact others for you.

      I will have to go now. You are probably wondering what you should call me. Whatever it is, it cannot be daddy. Hahahah. A little father and son joke. Dr. Temesgen’s son calls him GashiyE. I like that but it seems a little too familiar. So you can call me… Dr. Abatiye.

      Dehna senbit. Abatih,

      Dr. Raselas.

      Dear Fazeralem,

      For real, I ain’t know why you done sent me to Addis for the summer. I am still in trauma at finding out that I am indeed the fruit of your loins. And dang, like all a dat ain’t enough, my carton of Prozac is held up at Ethiopian customs. Fellas out here are tripping on my English, saying that I am agul Ferenj just cuz I’ve lived in the States. Hell yeah! They best recognize my English ain’t never done been beat by no agerbet-er.

      I hear your wrinkled ball of gura friend Dr. Temesgen teaches here at AAU in the basketweaving department. I saw him the other day in a wiyiyit wearing a kesha hat, a worn out pair of brown bellbottoms and a hideously skin-tight mesh tank top. What the deal with that, yo? And you want me to get a Ph.D. so I could end up like that? Lemme guess, pops … the 70s was a psychedelic trippy decade for you, right? ;-) Like father, like … no wait, skip that, abo.

      Anyway, my new friends at this new club in Doro ManeQia say I should stop by tonight after my tutoring session for some good time, so I best head on up outta here.

      Yeah … uhm … keep in touch? Err … right … ok … *ahem* …

      Take care, now … sire.

      Shuru Zed

      Dear Zelalem-yenE:

      I talked to my friends at the University of Rabat! You have been accepted in the Oriental studies department! The Orient, my son, is a very exciting place. There are a lot of Orientals. They speak Orient_iNa_. Tadiyamma, mn yaregal… asaTro feTerachew! Ye izihEr neger!

      Did I tell you that I once lectured at the Oriental Museum? Yaw hulachinim indeminawQew… the Orientals like museums. HayleeeeeeNa fQr alachew le museum. Tadiya mn yaregal… Museum sew’n rejim ayareg!

      I am glad you run into Dr. Temesgen. He is on a fellowship from the Ford Foundation to teach basket weaving at the graduate level. Wonderful! Wonderful! Frankly, I did not know you were in Addis as well. Then who was the young man I saw at the coffee shop yesterday and sat down and gave advice to? ECH! Ye sewu neger! “Ere Dr. Raselas… lijot aydelehum” inkwan aybalm indE? Zemmenu… eh? Zemmenu… semah ante?… Zemmenu ye mQeNa zemen newwwwww.

      Well, I have to depart. I have three _leQso_s to attend this afternoon. I am not sure who the dearly departed are. I just hope they were not related to me. Did you know that the Orientals have no leQso? They just burn the body and spread the ashes in the Kasanjis River. If you go to the Orient, please don’t drink the water. Dr. Dagachew tnnish wesfat neger yaz argaw… siQaii!

      I wish you would call me Dr. Abatiye.

      Your father,

      Dr. Raselas.

      Well … Dr. Abatiye (don’t take that to heart, I’m only saying it because your ego insisted)

      LeQsow indet neber? I got no clue why, but people be scolding me for sayin that over here? What’s wrong with asking how something went? Isn’t it the “intellectual” thing to do? I dropped by Dr. Temesgen’s office the other day. He had the same shirt on, only stained with an offensive esniff of after-shave, tobacco fumes, deodorant, Tej , and that cheap cologne Diffabachew used to wear … they call it ye’Sudan shito over here. It’s just foul, yo.

      About the Oriental studies thing … I think I already know most of what is there to know about that. All the Chinese food and shirts with Asian logos and designs on them have taught me everything. Speaking of which, can you send me one of those shirts? Hopefully a black one with really dope designs on it in white … so it can match my braids. Dr. “unidentified smelling object” Temesgen was complimenting my cornrows the other day … .his exact words were “Ante lijiye, yihe gungunih siyamir, inatE. Na esti Tega bel, lidabsachew.” Well, something about his stance, his outfit, his odor, and the way he was smiling at me bothered me, so I gave him one of his baskets to medabess and ran the hell on up outta there … ain’t gonna be no victim, shoooooot.

      Anyway, Dr. Ras-abatiye, I miss my friends in DC. Especially the dawg you thought was me … that’s my boy Li’l Acne (AsQenachew is his real name, though. It’s hip to have aliases, you know. You’d make a good Ras Dawg, or even a … hmm … how’s Educated Pookie for you? I like that, actually). It must’ve been the braids that fooled you into thinking he was me. Tell him I said wassup next time he hollers at you.

      Well, that’s it for now. I need to go teach Belaynesh how to properly iron my Fubu shirts.

      Peace,

      Your son … *ahem*

      Ante Qebjjada…

      I am very troubled because it is obvious that you are not up to the responsibility of being a Ph.D.'s son. What does it mean to be the son of someone people refer to as “Dokter”? Well, there is accountability and… yaw bzu negeroch… When someone asks you who your father is, I am sure you revel in saying “Dr. Raselas”. Therefore, my name cannot be used in vain. You cannot abuse it with such cavalier attitude. TsemaNaleh ante mnamintE!

      I was happy to get the news from Dr. Temesgen that he overheard you telling a buxom young woman at AtasQemTuN Tej bEt that you are an Oriental, and that the lady was quite impressed by that. Well, it’s a start. Next time tell them that you are in the Oriental Graduate Studies doing your dissertation in Oriental Declaration Proclamation. That usually impressed them more.

      I have to leave now. I have a meeting with people who are interested in broadcasting our radio program, Inne Dokter Mn Alu. CHigr new. None of them even have a graduate degree. YetegelabiTosh! What can they possibly know about anything in life? Mn yawQalu!? Nothing!

      My regards to all the _Dokter_s in Addis. Tell them Dr. Raselas selamta aQrbewal.

      Your father,

      Dr. Raselas.

      Well, father, I was looking at the display of my cellphone today (which, by the way does not work with the service over here!), and the calendar reminded me it was Father’s Day. So … *ahem* … here goes … Happy Father’s Day. Go out and have a ball, pops. Make sure you don’t do anything I wouldn’t, though. *wink wink*

      Anyway, did I mention that I cut off my hair? No? Aye, libe’bis’net! Well, I did. I’m sure that would live up to your Ph.D. standards, right? Actually, the real reason was because Sisqo and his ode to female underwear just became a hit over here, and so did the look. Something about my berekina-induced blonde buzzcuts drives the Nazreth chicks wild. Sometimes I’m grateful I’m over here away from all the D.C. debauchery. (Note to self: you keep on writing more, and you’ll miss that house party tonight …)

      Well, here’s hoping to hear from you soon, Dad. (That’s much shorter than typing out “Dr. Abatiye” everytime, so I hope it’s ok with you.)

      Be safe.

      -Zelalem (a.k.a. Berekina Zed nowadays)

      Do the Right Thing
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      The Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association

      It is our pleasure to introduce those of you who’ve been hiding in a cave or living in the Midwest (same difference) to the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA). This private, non-profit and non-partisan, voluntary organization was founded by a group of Ethiopian women lawyers in 1995 to pursue the legal, economic, social and political rights of Ethiopian women.

      As defined by its Articles of Association, EWLA has the following specific objectives:

      · To eliminate all forms of legal and traditionally sanctioned discrimination against women;

      · To ensure the equal treatment of women and men in education, employment, and access to public services and benefits; and

      · To advocate for remedial and affirmative measures for women to redress the accumulated consequences of discrimination.

      Belew…or better yet, Beyiw!

      EWLA is managed by an elected Board. The Board Secretary is the Executive Directoress, and membership in the Association is open to women legal professionals, though associate membership is open to non-legal women and men professionals who support the principles and objectives of the Association.

      EWLA’s volunteer corps have taken on a dizzying number of activities.

      They have participated in several high-level international conferences of particular interest to women, including the 2000 Beijing Plus Five conference in New York, entitled " Women 2000: Gender Equality, Development and Peace for the Twenty-first Century".

      They have researched and researched, particularly the Ethiopian Family Law of 1960, on which they helped identify needed changes, and submitted their findings to the relevant law reform institutions, based on which they engaged in advocacy through a variety of public forums and eventually saw their principal demands incorporated into the revised Family Law, adopted by Parliament on 4 July 2000. Two of their research projects include one on the reproductive health rights of women, and an assessment of progress and constraints of women-focused micro-enterprises in Ethiopia.

      But wait, that’s not all.

      EWLA has provided training on women’s issues and assertiveness for female students and employees at 14 schools and 12 selected institutions (more than 1400 and 600, respectively), and provided tutorial support for girls with poor classroom performance ((4,231 students participated).

      · EWLA’s Radio program on FM Addis 97.1 (launched October 2000 with twice-weekly broadcasts on women’s issues)

      · Publications include Dimtsachen, a bimontly magazine launced January 2000, and Berchi, the annual Journal of the Ethiopian Women’s Association, as well as numerous flyers and posters

      · A resource center was established to enhance access to information on legal and women’s issues, used by many including students and professionals from Addis Ababa University, the Civil Service College and Addis Ababa Commercial College, Unity College and other private colleges, as well as private researchers.

      · The legal aid that EWLA provides may be where you’ve heard of them. Let’s throw some numbers at you. In 2000, EWLA’s Legal Aid Service handled 3,917 new cases, including 1,378 involving matrimonial litigation. In addition, they provided on-the-spot advice and counseling support to 55 women, and 83 women were able to obtain child maintenance support before their cases reached court, mainly in the case of unmarried parents. The remainder of the cases related to rape, abduction, domestic violence, property inheritance, partition of conjugal property and conflicts arising from employment contracts, etc. and were treated accordingly.

      · EWLA’s task force on violence against women has been working since December 2000.

      · EWLA advocacy for legal reform extends beyond the Family Law to include penal law reform, which touches on the critical issues of rape, sexual outrage on infants and children, domestic violence, female genital mutilation, abortion, among others, including the identification of areas omitted under the existing laws.

      · EWLA works on several issues related to civil service reform, political participation of women, and networking.

      Ahun’m, that’s not all (iNa lenesu dekemen!)

      The EWLA reach goes well beyond their borders. In addition to activities within Ethiopia, EWLA is active on the African Women’s Committee for Peace and Development, and conduct a number of workshops on priority issues for women in the region, including reproductive health rights, women’s participation in the electoral process, and legal issues related to HIV/AIDS.

      And then, they help migrant workers, and have recently assisted in the case of Yeshiwork Desta: A recent and well-publicized case that EWLA worked on includes the case of Yeshiwork Desta, condemned to die by the High Criminal Court of Bahrain for allegedly murdering her employer. Through this case, EWLA has also drawn attention to greater and increasing problem of Ethiopian women migrant workers in Arab countries, the brutal treatment to which many are subjected, and the lack of legal protection that they suffer.

      So who are these amazing women?

      Their Executive Directoress is Meaza Ashenafi, and we know scores of other dedicated women (whose names we could not unearth by press time) make this association unique in Ethiopia and in Africa, if not the world. We’d love to see a groundswell of support for their work. Isti yimerbn, let’s lend our support (emotional and especially professional and financial) to these Fabulous Femmes!

      You can send emails to emebet_k@hotmail.com (c/o Emebet Kebede, Esq.) to find out more.

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      July/August 2001: Open Theme

      Open Theme.

      We’ve come a looooong way, baby. We’ve spun tales of family and diaspora…beat you over the head with class and science…wooed you with love, and love again, and then with neuroses. all this to give you a skeleton to flesh out with your voluptuous stories and bodacious antics.

      This issue, this double July/August issue, we release you…to speak as you wish without limitations. Pick your subject…name your theme…point out your demons…sing praises to your saints. Regale us with your tales and humble us with your imagery.

      Give us all something that will last us till September.
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      The YluNta and MisTir issue

      September, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      Yes, we’re back despite the vast left-wing conspiracy to make charges of lewd and lascivious behavior against the official SELEDA buhE dabo gagari stick. As the sworn affidavit hence and thenceby certifies, we… er… we… daggammit! What kind of a world has this become when people can’t even comment on someone’s difo dabo without everybody going all Mengistu Haile Mariam-ballistic like?

      Hmmm. That’s no way to start on Editors’ Notes.

      Seledamoch, dehna alachulin wei?

      We are all sporting “I went to the SELEDA retreat and all I got was this ulcer” t-shirts, oh good Seledawiyan. Were it not for the cherinet of Qulibiew Mike (mn yalqibetal esu?), who had to be released of all other duties just to watch over SELEDA upper management as they descended to Earth to mingle with SELEDA plebs, SELEDA, like post-zemecha Ethiopia, would have been no mo’ a fun place to be at. Ere indEt y’kon neber! Kilos of smelling salts, shipped in directly from Turkey, helped with the fainting spells every time it hit upper management that there was no VIP dining room. Things nose-dived from there when upper management’s personal lolEwech fell asleep while fanning our bosses, leading to quaint beads of sweat shor-er-er-ing down their faces.

      Keziyam leTiq-o-o-o-, there was the thorny issue of not just breaking bread with “the kind of people who fly commercial”, but breaking the same bread. They were having none of that, we’ll tell you right now, not as long as the gods of Gucci were alive, well, and smelling fabulous on Fifth Av.

      And you wonder why there was a revolution!

      And so it went, the drb CHqona we thought was long conquered. The thick wilderness of the retreat place served as our harborage, with only the noises of hungry wild animals waking us up from our recurring nightmare of running into upper management in the communal bathroom. Serves us right for thinking that this staggeringly cockamamie idea would somehow bond us. Instead, look at us. As they say opulently from the bankoni of an 18th Street bar, “Off honkuN!”

      Welcome, appropriately enough, to The YluNta and MisTr Issue! Is it us, or are our contributors getting more and more Bizunesh Beqele Fabulous? Ere they so are! Once again, we are stunned into silence, which, as many of you might clamor to attest, is not necessarily a bad thing. We’ll just let their words speak for them. Entuff… entuff… inde NASDAQ ziq b’len we thank all of our September contributors for delving into issues a lot of us work hard to ignore. Let the demons fall, one by one.

      Speaking of contributions (and maybe demons), and as proof that we actually managed to do some work at the retreat besides resuscitating our yluNta-biss leadership, we are happy to announce the upcoming themes for the next few months. So, start melemameT-ing your muse to co-operate and inspire you. October is The Color and Identity Issue, and November The Spirits and Spirituality Issue in December we’ll take on The HIV/AIDS Issue. We’ll ring in the year 2002 with The Communication Issue, and follow that up in February with the … er…. Esti qoi… uuuss… with The Sex Issue. As a natural sequel to that, we’ll go with The Depression & EcstasyIssue in March.

      Wow. Did we do that much work? Besmeab! Mn nekan? Anyway, tink argutbet. After that, put nimble fingers to keyboard and let it roll… we can take it. Well, no we can’t, but we like saying we can.

      Moving riiiiight along… notice that SELEDA Chat will be on Tuesday, September 18th at 7:00 p.m. East Coast of these United States time. And before it disintegrates into the usual non-fecund “out of the box” blathering, we’ll make time to discuss this month’s fabulous Bawza. Come. Bring your thoughts. Leave your egos at the door, 'coz, well, we have plenty for errbaddi.

      We need a vacation from our vacation, ladies and gentlemen, so we’ll leave you with a slithery excuse as to why The Mail has so shamelessly been once again _meshegager_ed to the next issue…. You see, Mail Editor got stung by a… wasp while trying to… pick injorri from an apple tree in a very redneck part of town.

      Ok… everybody… together…. “Slip sliding away… Slip sliiiiiiii-ding a-wayyyy-heh heh”… Mn mareg ychalal?

      Welcome us back with your comments. Send us your thoughts and recipes for “genfo fr-fr” (an actual breakfast “request” from upper management) to editors@seleda.com.

      Melkam Addis Amet. Cher ygTemen.

      The Humble Editors.

      Seminars
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      Seminars

      by Shanqo

      I was not extremely surprised he didn’t come back that night. As a matter of fact, neither were most of my other family members. It was almost as if everybody expected it to happen, given the circumstances. It had only been a matter of time before it actually became a reality.

      Still, we never asked any questions.

      The following morning, Mother was in the kitchen raising hell about how my dad’s gastrrrite would menCHaCHat with irate vigor at the presence of anything hot or spicy. The maid quickly obliged and did away with the qaria she was dicing up to put in the quanta firfir.

      “Mom, are we having guests over?” I asked, bewildered at the digiss-esque hustle and bustle.

      “Wiy, yenE enat. No, we’re not having anybody over. This is for your father.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t probe for more information, because I already knew whatever explanation she would have given me would have been a false one, just to pacify my curiosity.

      “Well, tell him I said hello,” I said coldly. She stopped her stirring, and stared down at me peculiarly, her eyes saying, “Ere wedia, ante askonaN”

      I slowly walked back to my bedroom for solace in unfinished sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to Holeta was miserable. It was Monday. And the road was infested with potholes. The car held the ethereal aura of minchet abish, aliCHa fitfit, and ye’Harrar buna all mixed up into one.

      The windows were rolled up so tightly they were eating into the doors’ rubber linings. The air outside was dusty from the qey ashewa that billowed from underneath our racing tires. My sisters and I sat in the back, my mother and aunt up front. All of us soaked with perspiration; it wasn’t just because of the heat either.
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        * * *

      

      The compound looked like a set from the latest Hollywood war movie. The wind was knocking around twigs on the ground - while we squinted to keep the dust out of our eyes. There was a rusted up cannon just collecting dust, while a broken down tank posed ominously right next to it.

      They had my father here?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We entered the semi-dark hall and were instantly confronted with the obvious stench of sweat and feet. Tables were stacked one on top of the other, men sleeping using the hardwood tops as matresses. No sheets. No pillows. Fully dressed men in fetal positions, curled up on the cold, hard tables. Hundreds of them.

      Armed men in afros, shorts, and chew sticks lined the walls. Hand grenades, Klashnikovs, and shameless bazookas accompanied their intimidating presence.

      My older sister pointed out my father towards the far corner of the hall, and my younger sister ran instinctively towards him. I rushed right behind her, skipping over those unlucky few who were sleeping on the concrete floor.

      He was sleeping like the rest of them, his eyes shut tight and a deep frown etched between and above his brows.

      At my older sister’s mildest touch, he woke up with a jolt, while my mom wept quietly behind me. My aunt, who was exhausted from the drive, stood quietly next to her, rummaging through her purse and pulling out a handkerchief to wipe her forehead.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re taking a seminar, kids,” he said, donning his reassuring look. “Mostly English and Economics. Let’s just hope I pass the tests, right?” He chuckled a little, looking at Mom, while she continued to weep quietly.

      I heard some ruckus in the opposite corner. Turning around, I noticed one of the armed guards knock down one of the men with the butt of his rifle. The entire hall was quiet save for the shuffles of feet, Mother’s quiet sniffles, and our whispers. The obtrusive thump of the man falling woke up a few men. No one said a word. The guard walked away, spitting out bits from his chew stick.

      We all looked back at AbayE; he was quiet for a minute, while looking at his wife, his eyes welling up with tears as well. He quickly put on his army issue aviation sunglasses, and looked back down at us.

      “He failed his quiz, that’s why,” he mumbled about the man who now lay limp on the floor at the other end. He got off his bed and we all walked out to the bright sunlight outside, followed by four or five guards who tried to be as inconspicuous as possible, with their bazookas and rifles clanging along on their shoulders and waists.
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        * * *

      

      “Minew ameTashachew lijochun?” he asked Mom in a whisper, while shooting us short glances. He never took off his glasses. She kept on trying to stifle her tears to no avail.

      “Tadia min largachew? Zimm alilachew.” She looked at her sister, and then back at us, before saying out loud, “Ayzoh, I’m sure the seminar will be fine. Let’s hope they’re good teachers. Besides you’re a smart man. You’ll do great.” She looked back down at us. “Right, kids?” She put on her best smile.

      We said nothing. My youngest sister just nodded weakly … knowingly.
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        * * *

      

      The following weekend, Mother was preparing food again to take to Father. She didn’t take us this time around, so we all sat down and wrote our father short letters that she can sneak into the sinq.

      AbabiyE,

      How’s the seminar? How are classes doing? Did that man who failed the quiz get up and take another test? I miss you. Are they going to let you graduate early? …
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        * * *

      

      Trickster Tales
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        * * *

      

      Trickster Tales, Memory and Secrecy among Ethiopians in the US
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        * * *

      

      by: Daniel Bekele

      The seemingly contradictory concepts of anarchy and peace describe best the remarkably stable and at the same time the extremely secretive and fractious life style of Ethiopians and Ethiopian communities in the US. The conflicting desires of many Ethiopians–their longing to be immersed in their community life and their active dodging and evasion of duties and responsibilities to realize this ideal–doesn’t come as news to most of you. And in our heart of hearts, many of us have always wondered about the reason for this unproductive anarchy and the still silence that surrounds it. I will not pretend to fully answer this question. But I will do my best in the following lines to give you a general sense of why we Ethiopians are so secretive, and encourage you to question with me whether the peaceful anarchism that is uniquely ours has anything to do with tales of Sinzero, TenkoleNaw Kebede, and the Clever Monkey whose clever exploits we have heard and puzzled over.

      For some of you who still remember some of the Ethiopian trickster tales, I am sure that you will see sense in these arguments. And those of you who don’t, well, journey with me for a ride to the sources of some of the fears that keep Ethiopians in the US very secretive and unable to trust each other. The notion that I will develop here is very simple: The prevailing deep suspicion among Ethiopians and their unnecessary Mistirs or secrets which they guard closely is simply the consequence of their fears not to be outsmarted by another clever one, let’s say, for example, another Tenkolegnaw Kebede, one of their favorite characters of their childhood stories.

      Some writers analyzed Ethiopian folktales to capture the interpersonal relationship of Ethiopians. David Korten and Reidkluf Molvaer, for instance, studied these tales in considerable depth and have shown that the Ethiopian stories portray effort to succeed as unattractive and even dangerous, compared with being ‘clever’ and deceitful. The authors also claim that compared to American folktales, few Ethiopian stories even deal with positive consequences of a good work; instead many Ethiopian stories emphasize success through eliminating or discrediting others. Doesn’t that sound like our own actual beliefs?

      I used to feel that relating tales to real life was a big stretch, but these days I am convinced otherwise. Tales can be real depictions of our everyday interrelationships, desires and conflicts. And the sheer number and the popularity of trickster stories in our society may represent our society’s desires to pass a set of experiences that it deems useful onto the next generation. For example, harsh exploitation has always been a reality in Ethiopia and the opportunities to overcome miseries very limited. Belief in the zero sum game, the notion that “one cannot succeed unless another one fails” looms large among many of us. I suspect that many of the tales reflect these Dostoyevskian choices Ethiopians have to make to succeed in their social context. It may also be true that these stories reflect what some writers have described as the strong sense of individualism of Ethiopians and what Allan Hobben, in a different context, has described as the prevalence in Ethiopian society of a Hobbesian kind of worldview of ‘war of all against all’.

      Nonetheless, the accuracy of these social facts is not what is important. What is important, I believe, is the degree to which these stories give the reader, or more precisely the listener as is usually the case in Ethiopia, a fantasy on how to succeed. In other words, it is not the plots but the perceptions and attitudes that are conveyed in such tales that are important. As we all acknowledge, our perceptions and attitudes of others shape our relations with them. In so doing, the tales of our childhood are the best embodiment of what we praise-e.g. secrecy, outsmarting otherness, to be always on guard, not trusting- and of what we ridicule-e.g. honesty as foolishness, trusting as dangerous. On this point, Molvaer identifies key characteristics of Ethiopian trickster tales that is worth citing:

      _

      "Honesty appears as foolishness in many stories, and it seems “better” or wiser to conceal the truth. The devious person or the liar often gets the better of the honest fool. This can also be seen in one special kind of lie: as generally in Ethiopian society, characters in folk-tales can violate many moral rules or “laws”, but they will use all possible means (principally subterfuge and untruthfulness) to avoid being found out. Ethiopian folk tales may not censure “wrongdoers”.

      _

      For both the doubter and the serious reader who want to dig further into such stories, I suggest Molvaer’s book. But here are three examples from the same volume to illustrate the argument and drive the point home:
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        * * *

      

      1. The monkey and the hyena
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        * * *

      

      One day a monkey was passing near a farm where peas and beans were growing. The monkey was very hungry and started to eat, sitting in the middle of the crop. There the monkey was happily eating without giving the owner of the field a thought.

      But suddenly the farmer appeared and saw the monkey, and he decided to catch it, which he did.

      Since the farmer did not have a sick to beat the monkey with, and he tied it to a tree and went in search of a big stick.

      Now a hungry hyena came out of the forest and saw the monkey. He wanted to eat it as he was very hungry, but first he asked, “Why are you tied to a tree?”

      The monkey replied, “The farmer who owns this farm has been bringing me many kinds of delicious food, but I became surfeited and refused to eat any more. This angered him, and he tied me to his tree.”

      The hyena thought that he could get better food than eating the monkey and said, “Why don’t you tie me to the tree, and I will eat the food instead of you?”

      The monkey agreed to do this, and when it was freed, it tied the hyena to the tree, and then it climbed a tree to be able to see what would happen.

      When the farmer came with his stick, he became even more angry when he realized that the monkey had escaped, and he started to beat the hyena. The hyena began to cry at the top if his voice, “I’ll eat your food! _’_I’ll eat your food!”

      But this mad the farmer even more angry, and he beat the hyena to death.

      The monkey in the tree was smiling to itself because of the foolishness of the hyena.

      Molvaer notes as the “moral” for this story: Cleverness can overcome cruelty and greed. The trickster always wins. Greedy fools suffer.

      _

      2. The Old woman and the leopard
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        * * *

      

      Once upon a time there was a woman who was living alone in the forest. One day she went out searching for firewood, when suddenly a leopard came rushing towards her crying, “Save me from the hunters who are after me!” She put him in her sack, and when the hunters appeared, they asked her if she had seen the leopard. “No”, she said, “he has not come this way,” and so they went looking for the leopard in other parts of the forest.

      The woman carried the leopard inside the sack for some distance in the opposite direction of where the hunters had gone. Then the leopard thanked her for saving his life and asked her to be let out of the sack. The woman let him out, and then she continued searching for firewood, while the leopard was following behind her.

      After some time, the leopard got impatient and said to the woman, “I have been with you for much of the day. Please bring me some food, or I shall have to eat you.”

      The woman could not find food anywhere, so in the end she took the leopard to the court of the animals to hear their opinion and be sentenced. As all the animals feared the leopard, they agreed that he had the right to eat the old woman. Only the monkey had not given an opinion.

      “Show me how you carried the leopard”, said the monkey. The old woman put the leopard inside the sack and tied it well.

      “If you want to save your life, hot the sack with a stick”, said the monkey. And the old woman hit the sack with a stick till the leopard died.

      **_

      Molvaer notes as the “moral” for this story: Do not be too trusting or too ready to help someone you do not know! Do not count on anyone’s gratitude! Power usually prevails, but in a fix, trickery may help.

      _

      3. Husband and wife
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        * * *

      

      Once upon a time there were a husband and his wife. One day the husband wanted to test his wife, and he asked her, “Do you love me?” She said, “Of course I love you. I never knew or wanted another man except you.”

      But the husband doubted her words and wanted to find out for himself if she spoke the truth. He then told her that he was leaving on a journey and would not return till two days later.

      Then he left, but instead of going far, he hid himself during the day, and at night he disguised himself so that no one would recognize him and returned to his house. Then he knocked at the door and asked if he could spend the night here. The wife invited him in and said that could stay till the next morning; but she did not know that it was her husband.

      She prepared good food and drink for him, and they ate together. After he had eaten some, he said, “Leave the rest of the food for your husband when he comes.” But she said, “Why should I? Let him eat his own flesh!”

      Then the husband lost his patience and told her who he was. He caught her by the neck and threw her out. Thus he divorced her.

      Molvaer notes as the moral for this story: Wives need to be tested before they can be trusted. Mostly they are considered untrustworthy.

      _**(Source: Molvaer, 1995 pp. 171-205)

      Early learning can be a yoke. When one is born and raised in a society that values such ‘cleverness’ and mistrust of almost everything under God, these attitudes may limit his/her future direction and options. Much to their credit, Ethiopians in the US do not have hostile interactions with any ethnic group. In fact, and I write this line without any exaggeration, wherever they are, Ethiopians are famous for their politeness while interacting with others. It is also rare to see an Ethiopian in the US accused of any crime or violent act, unless of course he/she is a victim of such deeds. In a country where striving for 15-minutes-of-fame is relentless, Ethiopians in the US also rarely appear in the dominant media. However, unlike many other immigrant groups, they also have little or no significant influence on the political, academic and cultural life of the country. With the exception perhaps of Washington DC, where they show a strong presence with their bars, restaurants and stores, let’s admit it, Ethiopians form an invisible community in the US. However, this relative tranquility is a misnomer.

      Beneath this superficial peace, life within Ethiopian communities is an adventure in troubled waters. To the outsider, Ethiopian communities appear quiet. Close observers, however, note vibrant political and social activities that are usually infested with backroom deals and intrigues rarely apparent to non-Ethiopians. The fast-paced rumors about miqeNnet (spite), the endless stories of failures because of well-intended actions, and the hamEt (backbiting) that run fluidly at the speed of light across gender and age groups also add to the defensive postures of many Ethiopians. They have also resulted in the lack of open expressions of true feelings, and the mastery at hiding desires and emotions. Thanks to our compulsive fear of other peoples’ intent, we also waste valuable time and mental energy with our never-ending analysis of motives for every single thought and action. Here among us, the culture of Chiqchiq, nitrik and niz’niz (circular, meaningless and trivial arguments and disputes) reach their zenith. And our admirable verbal skills, which we could have used for the good of us all, have been used for divisive purposes. We are also neither clear nor straightforward, but purposefully vague on themes that relate to our obligations.

      As a result and in spite of our common culture, language and future destiny, a typical Ethiopian in the US is still unable to maintain long-term close ties with his peers. The typical Ethiopian not only does not trust his so-called politicians and community leaders but also his neighbors, members of his parish, colleagues, friends, siblings, family members and even spouses. Such observations leave one wondering whether Ethiopians in the US can ever get organized. A typical Ethiopian immigrant, after almost three decades of immigration experience, is still a lonely creature in the midst of his own group who neither trusts nor shares his ideas and feelings with anyone. Our life in the US is indeed anarchy, par excellence. Why?

      Secrecy is the root cause for many of our social malaise here in the US. Running from poverty, war and authoritarian traditions, some of us believed in a new beginning in our new home, O beautiful America, where the official dominant ideology is: your talents, hard work and good fortune determine your success and failure. To our surprise, we have come face to face with the other unofficial reality of this land: Unless you are an organized force, it is difficult to succeed in the scramble for the wealth of this abundant country. We are now forced to swallow the first fact of modernization: there is no inherent contradiction between personal ambition and helping others. The values of mistrust and secrecy and the memory of the trickster tales may have been useful in the past, but they have now caught up with us to threaten our new hope.

      We have also come to observe that, in the complicated game of adapting to a new culture as immigrants, many communities have unleashed their talents and energized their common interest to tap and exploit the abundant resources of this country, to help each other and assist their poor home country of origin. While striving for such noble goals, such communities have also left their cultural accents and footprints on the face of this land.

      We are not new to this fact. We have discussed endlessly the cases of Americans of Jewish faith and Haitian Americans whenever and wherever we have found the occasion to do so, while waiting for a patron in our cabs and parking lots, in our school yards at break time, while relaxing in our bars, and even after our church services. We have, however, failed miserably to imitate any of the so-called model immigrant groups. Instead, we opted for an ideology of pretense – what is known in this country as ‘individualistic and independent achievement’. Our fear of each other and our excessive ‘love’ for secrecy have take a toll on our ability to exchange ideas, thus limiting our power to develop a sense of community. The fact that our political, community organizations and even churches split faster than an amoeba cell is no longer a secret and has saddened us all. Our track record in the US working as a community and helping each other is poor.

      For example, the majority of Ethiopians still toil in the boring and low-paying service jobs. Of course, there are some Ethiopians who have already joined the mainstream American middle class by holding professional and high-paying jobs and/or maintaining careers in academic or scientific enterprises. But if we leave aside these few individuals who were already exposed to higher education and those who were enrolled in excellent private schools before coming to the US, the number of Ethiopians who are successful in the US is actually insignificant. Worse still, despite their admirable hard work, the number of Ethiopians who are unable to make ends meet without public assistance is on the increase. True, that may be just like everyone else in the US since it is now a difficult time. But what have the successful few, and the Ethiopian community and political leaders, done or suggested to assist these challenged multitudes? Nothing. At least, I have not come across any.

      Moreover, Ethiopians in the US have not yet proposed any significant ideas nor initiated any substantial projects to alleviate the problems of their home country. The last critique perhaps needs a caveat. The inspiring work of Dagmawi has heralded the coming of age of Ethiopian community activism, an activism that was held hostage for quite a long time by the various left-wing sectarianisms that encouraged neither trust nor openness in our community. For example, it is even alleged that one of such leftist organization with a large mass following in Ethiopia had published in the 70’s what it called a manual for revolutionaries in which it openly claimed that a revolutionary may have to lie and trick to spread the aims of the revolution. We do not need to dig further to assess the failure of our politicos as moral authorities. Like many of us, they were prisoners of the trickster and secretive values.

      The boom in Ethiopian activists’ websites since Dagmawi, the revival of our local community radio stations, the nascent activities of organizations that focus on community development (like the Ethiopian Development Association), the energetic work of young Ethiopian students’ associations and their exemplary polite but firm stand and solidarity with their peers in Ethiopia last spring, may further weaken the overwhelming criticism that Ethiopians have a marginal role in the development of their home-country.

      But it is still too early to claim that Ethiopians in the US play an important role in Ethiopia. With so many political and community organizations that clash incessantly --openly or behind the curtain, as they usually do – we are still vulnerable to the possibility of falling back on our old styles of disorder. The increasing dependency on local and federal government funding for every community action has further invigorated the mistrust of some Ethiopians who suggest – and sometimes rightfully so – that community leaders are mainly interested in fattening their wallets. The reawakening of community activities within the last three years since Dagmawi jumped on the Net is indeed a source of hope. But I am afraid that we are less unified in the real world than we appear on the cyber one.

      So, let me reiterate the question that obsesses us: who is the culprit for the failures of Ethiopians to trust each other and share their experiences to work together? I would argue, it is our old fears of and/or desire to imitate the cleverness and exploits of the characters of our tales and the debilitating secretiveness that always accompanies them, which have left us powerless to achieve our goals in the US. Please don’t misunderstand me. It would be unfortunate if we got rid of our time-honored institutions and values just because we have come to America. It is also true that it is because of these values that some Ethiopians were able to shun the gaze of the abiyot Tebakis (revolutionary guards) in difficult times. Many of us have also leaned on these same values to outmaneuver the border guards and the asylum officers at the gate of the West who, with their perverted categories of economic and political refugees, tried to keep us at a distance. But the burning question is: haven’t these values of secretiveness and mistrust outlived their usefulness?

      Forget sidet le were yimechal. I believe that immigration is also an excellent opportunity for examining old values and hopefully correcting those that are not helpful. Leaving our old home is not a one-time event; rather, it is an endless march that forces us to redefine our identities at every bump and bridge we cross. We change some of our values while we consolidate others. Unless we are ready for such psychological shifts, the change of country would be just travel in space. It would be a simple change of longitudes and latitudes. Is such ‘travel’ without a changing of values possible? I doubt it.

      Despite some admirable efforts that are still in their infancy, I am convinced that most Ethiopians in the US still inhabit their old universe and values of the past. This is unfortunate because some of these values, especially those of secrecy and mistrust, have left many of us unable to be successful, whatever this ‘success’ may be. Moreover, it is not uncommon to see some from those among us who have ‘made it’ in America struggle with guilt because they believe they have earned their success by withholding secrets and information from special ones, and by turning their back on their communities. In short, because of lack of openness and trust, we are unable to attain peace of mind at both ends of the success continuum.

      Of course, we may still be too small and too young as a community to change some of the racist and biased practices that sometimes relegate us to ‘stereotypical minority status’ in our new home. But we should also realize that we are powerful enough to look critically at those traditional values that hamper our progress in our new home. I am convinced that the misfortunes in our American adventure are the consequences of the collision of our old values, as exemplified in our trickster tales, with the values of a modern society. And you, my friend…what say you?

      Life diaries
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      Iza mado…HO!..CHs yCHesal…HO!.. No, not there…over there. Actually, not there, either. We just wanted to see if we could make you look.

      IndEt keremach’huln? INas IgzihEr ymesgen deg nen. We would be even better, though, if it weren’t for these…these…Life Diarists. Ishi, mnnnnnnnnnnm anl’m…inante f’redu isti. What do you do with someone who doesn’t know the difference between tera poletika and sexual politics?! And then they just launch into these big hush-hush issues in our community like it’s no big deal…just put it out there…just like THAT. GuuuudeNoch!

      What to do? HOOOWAAAAAT TO DO?! Zmmmmm blo manbeb newa!

      To: HG

      From: Sam

      Subject: Of YluNta and MisTr + ICSRules

      Dear HG:

      Just when I thought this most impersonal medium of all is the antithesis for communication, your e-mail address - ICSRules - stood right in front of my eyes and made me realize that maybe it’s not that bad, after all, for communicating our hopes, fears, ideas and aspirations. These choices of e-mail addresses, what do they say about us? Are they a fair guide to our personalities? Could I judge you? Stereotype you? Not, I guess. …But then, the elite thing (at least the implication) caught my attention. And then I remembered that the Seleda folks have given us the rather crude theme of “yluNta and misTr?” as a premise for our conversation. I was planning to ignore the theme just for the sake of asserting my independence (assuming that they will forgive me). BTW, where do they come up with stuff like this? At any rate, could I have thought of a better excuse to start this conversation? Perhaps not, except the one issue I have with our brothers and sisters at the Seleda Board of Editors, which I will come back to later on.

      OK, should I draw a parallel? Well, what the heck! Think about it! Your e-mail has a lot to say about yluNta and misTr. First, I think, just from this rather trivial piece of information, that you are not at least a prisoner of “yluNta” [izih temarku altemarku-sewu mn agebaw?]. Well, let us say, I give you a B for yluNta. [Perhaps be-zemed we can push it to a B+]. BTW, what’s up with the grading, you might ask? It is just an occupational trait /obsession [teaching when I have the time] that I carry around. How about misTr? You get another B. OK…OK…I think I am dwelling on this thing quite a lot. Time to move on…

      On a serious note, I do not think misTr is such a big deal in our society. What kinds of things are kept secret? That so-and-so is cheating on his/her spouse? No, my dear sister, everyone in the neighborhood would know about it. Just don’t bring kids and that disease, many an Ethiopian spouse would say. That the fat people at Construction Ministry and QebelE are corrupt? Even the beggars on our street know who is corrupt and who is not. That some hostesses at the Ethiopian Airlines got in through zemed? Hey, we call that “ye-adebabai misTr”, a concept uniquely Ethiopian, sometimes I think. But, ETs are good in keeping misTr. This reminds me of a joke that my childhood friend still tells about why ET girls would tell their guy “kante lEla maninim alawqm…gn l’and sew andit bileh indatnager”. Yeah, so much for MisTr.

      But yluNta, sister, is a huge ET thing. Almost everything we do, we say, we wear, we drive, we buy has an element of yluNta. I even dare say that what motivates us to throw bi-continental, $25,000-$35,000 weddings are primarily because of yluNta. But yluNta has good sides, too. If most of the politicos in Addis had a sense of yluNta, then bribes of 10,000 and 50,000 Brr would not have happened.

      H.G., hey, this is just the first letter, so I won’t inundate you with my several opinions. But, I thought it would be fair if I make the conversation interesting and say a few words about the person behind these words. I thought of several ways where one could do this without sounding corny or self-absorbed. But, what the heck! Communication is the key here, right? So, here are some fragments of events, thoughts, etc. Why do I still like Kuku SebsibE and listen to her music? Because I think the 80s were the best times in Ethiopia (at least for me). Did I have a Dergue zemed? No, HG! OK…maybe one…and it is not my fault. It’s just that any 18-year-old kid in Addis thinks he/she owns the city in the summer right after high-school graduation. Happiest moment in Addis? Hanging out at a café on a rainy day and observing the rest of humanity go on with its life. Happiest moment in Babylon - exile? Grad school – only because there were 30 Ethiopians in the college, three from the same high school [SJHS…note that I did not say SJRules, even though the idea crossed my mind]…but that was many years ago. Success, I feel, might offer me happiness these days…But is that fleeting or what? And what is success?..OK…I need to chew some CHat now.

      I almost forgot, I told you I have an issue with the Seleda folks. I love and respect these guys. But I can’t believe they said: no poltika. Take politika away from an ET and what sort of topic do you have left for conversation? Sex? Maybe…but can we have both? I mean the topics.

      OK…begedeb inkua yifeqediliN (politikawin maletE new).

      Isti, HG, …anchi demo mn tiyalesh?

      Sam

      To: Sam

      From: HG

      Subject: YenE MisTr enna YluNta?

      Hi Sam (Sammy, Samiye, Samicho, your royal Samness…any that I’ve missed?) –

      I was amused by your comments on my choice of email address (‘icsrules’) – actually, I’d started off with the moniker “Irule”, but found that it had already been taken (great yluNta there, eh?)…no, actually the name was chosen as a joke between myself and my particular Seleda-torturer (arm twisting/emotional blackmailing/LD coercing old EX-friend) because, though we’ve established many other links since then, that was the site of first contact…

      Isn’t that funny how that seems to work in Ethiopian society, that your ties to your elementary school chums seems to hold deeper meaning than anything to follow? I’ve seen the most dissimilar types of people continue to bond over years and miles of distance just based on that one remote period in their lives when they scraped their knees in the same playground (and maybe got their knuckles rapped by the same ruler).

      Maybe I place extra emphasis on this bond because I left Ethiopia at a very young age, and those memories of elementary school are all that I know…nah, I think that it’s more like all the San Jo and Naz-rate school parties in DC that we poor foreigners never get invited to!..ok, 'nuf said, school ties is the theme of another issue (though I agree, dear Sam, that the source of these themed issues is sometimes a mystery to me, too).

      Now to the real themes…misTr 'na yluNta…Wow…I confess that I’m surprised that you say that misTr is not a big deal in our society. Yes, we have many “open secrets,” but I think that Ethiopians are full of misTr in ways that I, in my ferengicized way, could never really understand…one simple example is the fact that people hide their age, scraping away at the years until your friend’s mama ends up having been YOUR classmate in school when you add up the numbers–sometimes they even end up YOUNGER than you. People are also reluctant to discuss illness, even when it means they don’t get the help that they need…especially mental illness, buried in deepest secrecy. Our whole religious system (the Orthodox Christian one at least) is shrouded in mysteries and secrets where even asking simple questions is frowned upon. (Hey, Seleda wonks, are we allowed to talk about religion? Separation of church and state and all).

      What don’t we hide? After having spent most of my adult life in this overly-open American cultural abyss, where people are ever-ready to pop out their life history to the stranger sitting next to them on the bus, I am always shocked by the number of things one just doesn’t talk about in Ethiopian society ("Tei tei !New’r new eko. Endeziya aybalm …T’yaqE ayTeyeqm!!)…there really HAS to be a happy medium somewhere. I think that all this secrecy just leads to some of the gossip and rumors…i.e. if I don’t tell that I have five cows in my back yard, you’re going to tell others that I have 50, or 0, or whatever number in between…BTW, I have NO cows in my back yard,… maybe a little chicken or two, and a goat, but that’s IT! …ok. ONE cow, but just a small one.

      As for yluNta…obviously we’ve already established that I may lack som–so I’m probably not too qualified to discuss it, although your generosity with the B (to B+) makes me wish I’d had you grading some of my papers in school!! I guess I agree that it is both good and bad–and I think it’s interesting that you attribute the excessive weddings to yluNta–I thought it was just garden variety showing off…but I guess I see the connection: “inE ke-lEla sew yanese ke degesskuN mn yluNal?” But to most of those soon-to-be-post-digis-paupers, I’d say, “Sew hulu mnm indelElachihu awqo yihenen sitadergu mn yelachuhal?” (Good thing we’re maintaining anonymity here – I can just see my summer social life drying up as all those wedding invites get abruptly withdrawn!)

      I’m actually kind of an admirer of yluNta, in the sense that it means that we value the opinions of others–kind of a self-policing society. My mother (who I’m lucky enough to have visiting me at the moment) brought up the point that yluNta refers not only to other people, but to God: “YihEn’n neger kaderkuN (weym kal-adereku), Egziabher’is min yleNal?” Our sense of yluNta makes us return favors, help those more needy, watch our actions that may affect others…in general, to follow the rules of decent society…and, all jokes aside, I think that we, as Ethiopians, are decent and caring people (Brrrrring out the soapbox!!)-Sew bemenged wedqo s’naii analfm, unlike our more Northern counterparts…at least that’s the way I’d like to see it, though I’ve already confessed to having spent most of my life outside of Ethiopia… maybe I have a bit of a romanticized view?

      All right, as you said, be and qen anCHerisew werEun bemulu. I look forward to hearing from you in a correctly apolitical way, and maybe discussing your Kuku SebsibE-driven 80s fixation…admit it, your afro’s just waiting to pop out again in its full glory…

      (And your next email had better be accompanied by a CHat coupon, maybe even a CHat-chew-o-gram with the proper kidanu yetebesa Coke bottle…hey, I said that I grew up outside of Ethiopia, not that I never went back for a visit!)

      Sincerely yours,

      HG (ye-MisTr sm, of course!)

      To: HG

      From: Sam

      Subject: The Politics of Fat Guys Needing Love

      Dear HG:

      I must say that you have a valid and well-thought point on the “misTr” issue. I will come back to that later on, however.

      A couple of side issues first. Just got the word from our friends at Seleda. Yes, “tinish poletika maninim algedelem,” was what I was told. But they had a condition; they said it has to be “sexual poletika”. I say, even for Seleda, the symbol of ET irreverence, I think that will raise the bar further. At any rate, I was almost on the verge of calling on ye-diha abat - Professor Mesfin – le-gil’gil ina le-abEtuta. But all is cool now.

      I noticed you struggled in the addressing ritual between the “-iye”, “-icho” and then “-ness”. First, I saw some bravery from your side (if only you stopped at “-iye”) and then a sudden retreat (the phrase “any that I’ve missed” - gave you away). And all this happened in one short sentence. Mnew, yenE-qonjo, des balesh sim b’tTeriN/bitaQolamiCHiN? Be-sim yetenesa yeman tidar fersual bilesh new? Reminds me of one of Melkamu Tebeje’s songs…but that is another story…

      Well, I read your narration about the bonds established at elementary school with a lot of interest. Frankly, when I visited home some time ago, one of the places that I longed to visit first was my elementary school and its neighborhood. I went to the area (Cathedral School), alright; not by plan but by coincidence. It turned out to be the highlight of my pilgrimage, though. All my senses could experience the sights, sounds, smells and the touch of this neighborhood in much the same way as I had done many years ago.

      This guy we had gone to see at his workshop near SomalE-tera to fix an old broken pool table invited us for coffee, and we sat down for an hour or so, enjoying the sounds and chaos of SomalE-tera. Along with talk of his plans to build a house for himself, his wife and two kids, how business is faring and why Somali-tera looks very different now that our Eritrean cousins living there have been deported (BTW, the deportation is sad and one could sense the loss to all parties), I felt that home is where your elementary school is. Was CHat served as I was reminiscing with my newly found friend? Are you kidding me?! This is SomalE-tera. They get the best stuff, and hospitality is considered incomplete without offering some.

      You wrote that misTr is a serious business in ET ("…what don’t we hide?" was actually what you said). I can see your point, particularly when it comes to serious and terminal illnesses. I hate the topic because it is too serious, but I couldn’t agree with you more. However, I submit that misTr is the only way of coping with difficult situations like this. How many Ethiopians do we know who will go around telling people that the quiet and withdrawn cousin is “Qews” or “biCHu” and that it is hereditary? You will have to forgive me on this, but I find Americans too weird when it comes to this.

      Going further along this topic, however, the story of the modern disease – HIV/AIDS - that is wiping out a huge number of our people (did they say 1.7 million by the end of the year?) supports what you said about misTr. All is hush-hush when it comes to HIV, and many ETs can narrate stories of relatives and friends who endured the wasting effects of this plague even as they told other people that the victim is perhaps suffering from Meningitis, TB, what have you…

      Driven by guilt, sense of respect for the victims, the need to remember, etc., etc., I had started writing a short story entitled something like “Guilt and Three Losses” sometime ago. Never finished even a page. You need extreme courage and nerves of steel (and lots of time on your hands) to deal with issues like this, I thought to myself. Now will misTr offer a refuge to many relatives? Perhaps, yes. Is it dangerous? Yes, of course. The secrecy about this thing may have accounted for most of its spread.

      Well, HG, looking at what you wrote, we seem to have agreed on the issue of yluNta. Too much agreement is bad, as you know, and I am kind of disappointed. I know the Seleda folks have said they don’t have eternity on their side and can’t tolerate more than 2-3 entries (am I making that up? maybe…but it is not intentional…I get too many e-mails…it is confusing, sister!)

      So, I thought of a few issues where I want to push the envelope and see how the issues of misTr and yluNta fare with their close relatives ye-“adebabai misTr”, "igziabher’n yalemefrat" and “agul lmdoch” among Ethiopians these days. This makes me sound like a religious person, right? Yeah, I miss my PenTE days…They were simpler.

      Issue 1) Ye-DV MisTr (weys ye-adebabay mistir?). Think of this expatriate ET guy who quits his UN job in Kenya just because his wife had applied for the DV visa, moves his entire family and elderly mother to the US, and starts life all over again. Where do you think he will be employed first? The poor guy…he will regret this decision for the rest of his life. A 45-year-old civil servant Ethiopian lady who quits her job in Addis and moves in with a relative in Seminary Towers in Alexandria is in the same boat. Why is it that people living here in the US keep it a misTr that life over here is more often than we think more difficult than back in Ethiopia? I suggest that someone starts running an NGO in Addis that gives a one-day course on “Myth and MisTr of the American Dream”.

      Issue 2) ET men going back home and insisting that the girl they want to marry from there have an AIDS test - I think it is disgusting and “igzihern yalemefrat”. These guys should take the test themselves first. My parents who run a clinic in Addis that tests for AIDS, among other things, would like my argument. That would mean doubling our family income if these men take the test, too… at 350 Birr a pop. Hey, that is not bad business and it’s a business with social-conscience, too!

      Issue 3) ET women in Ethiopia who marry all these balding and ugly (but loaded) 40+ ET returnee men and dump them in a year - I object to that. Among other things, igzihern yalemefrat, yluNta-bis’inet, agul lmd come to my mind as the causes of this act of our recently arrived ET sisters. I have seen too many devastated ugly, fat, balding brothers of mine (older, please note here)…So many, sister, that I ache every time I see them.

      I could go on…but, you get my idea (at least I hope)…blame the CHat if it sounds weird. It is not easy to get the good stuff these days…especially when even Ambo, Kombolcha and Dessie are growing the stuff.

      The CHat coupon is missing. I am still looking for it…BTW, only two ET stores honor it in the East and one here in the West. Names withheld for obvious reasons.

      Yanchiw,

      SK

      To: Sam

      From: HG

      Subject: Returnees and Dumpees

      Hi Samicho (having bravely chosen that ever-so-safe option),

      I loved your comments about revisiting your old Cathedral haunting grounds…taking it from my rather superficial reminiscence about childhood friends, to the plight of the poor man in Somali-tera just trying to take care of his own, and even, dare I venture mildly into the realm of the much maligned poletika, by referring to the lamentable absence of our Eritrean cousins…anyway, I liked that passage.

      Gotta laugh, though, at the comments about the oh-so-rich “returnees,” AKA “my parking lot or yours,” who get so easily dumped by their nubile homeland conquests once they bring them back to the land of wetet ena mar. I say, what did their ageing, overfed, underhaired, GQ-challenged selves expect? They wouldna got NONE of that action without their little green friend$$ anyway, so they should be happy that they got a full year prior to the inevitable dumpage…and that’s not even counting the happy month or two spent in Addis shopping for the eventual mate. I do not feel sorry for them one bit. (errr, ahem, that wasn’t at all obvious yet, was it? I hate how subtle I get…)…anyway, Samicho my dear, I know that you were just joking, but the more serious question of whether they should get the women tested for AIDS…well, I think that it isn’t all bad, actually. I pretty much think everyone should be tested, and not just to enrich your parent’s coffers so that ye-Ababiye marchedees will be happily parked in the driveway awaiting your next visit. And lifestyles in ET being what they are… but of course your question was more whether the men should get tested themselves first.

      At the risk of sounding very un-feminista, I think that the risk for people living in Ethiopia is higher, just prevalence and all…and even though the returnees are, um, how do I say this, umm…‘active’ while visiting, (and, if my faded DC memories serve me correctly, even while at home), I think that they are more likely to have taken precautions, and with higher quality protective, umm, equipment. Besides, in practical terms, don’t people applying for entry to the US have to get tested anyway? Maybe your parents’ clinic should just charge 700 birr and advertise buy one, get one free…now THERE’S a business with a social conscience!

      Another bid-ness with a conscience–the NGO to deal with unrealistic expectations of life in the US… I struggle with the issue of how to advertise life in the US…yes, it is tough, but yes, we’ve all been here for a god-awful long time, without real thoughts of returning home (just a theoretical consideration for some of us, having lived in the US for 2/3 of my life and Ethiopia for only 1/4…hey those numbers don’t add up…but that’s a discussion for another day, along with that of how I could be 24 years old and have gone to school for the last 26 years…I digress).

      It’s tough to dissuade someone from coming here, or at least from thinking that living here is better that living in Ethiopia. I don’t think that the difficulty of life in the US is kept a misTir by most people who have lived here for any length of time. I have myself looked at the unbelieving faces of my cousins when I tell them how tough life can be in the US and how good they have it in Addis in some ways-- we’re discussing this, of course, over a two hour lunch in the middle of their workday, after having come back from the weekend at SoderE, Langano, or just hanging out in town.

      Of course, there’s no denying that life is very tough in Addis, not just for the obvious deha and CHiqun, but even for those who seem to be doing okay. We see only a small slice of life when we visit, and are comfortable in our exit route-and no matter how much we talk to them about life being tough; they just look at the fact that we still come back to the US. They can’t understand, without living it, the stress of living here, the fact that almost every minute is tied up in some silly task…cooking, cleaning, getting the car checked…whatever. Sure, you make money, but as for saving… The racism, isolation, etc…actually, the absolute lack of yluNta, if you really want to get down to it (now how’s that for a segue, my sweet Sam?). I don’t know what you would put in your NGO course to convince people…maybe: DMV 101, Apartment hunting while black 452, what to do when stopped by the cop when driving your car with your ferenj girlfriend 332, etc. Any thoughts?

      Anyway, back to the grindstone for me…looking forward to your next mail-I’m not sure that I’ll have the strength to respond to it without the proper, ehh, stimulation, and you KNOW what I mean…don’t worry, I’ll find the stores that accept coupons.

      HG

      To: HG

      From: SK

      Subject: Stuff…

      Dear HG:

      I read your last entry with a lot of interest and thought you were good in the conversation aspect of it. Perhaps it further proves that women are better conversationalists [like we didn’t know this already!]. I usually have a shorter attention span even while writing, especially for my age [clue: was eligible for a driving license in ET when the worst thing to be called by then was a post-red terror Jolly Jack]. This shortness in attention span, as you very well know, is a common trait among ETs who hang out a lot at the local souq and who seem to have a full cheek and glossy eyes in most afternoons after nibbling on that thing; therefore I am not worried much. The ability to laugh at trivial things compensates for it.

      HG, I am relieved that you finally had the bravery to address me with a respectable qulmiCha sim. Samicho rhymes with baricho; a rather occasional nick-name my sisters had used to describe me to downplay my good looks but highlight my sun-burnt complexion. Hey, I didn’t mind it then and still love it when they call me with that name. Somehow, I sense their affection when they use that name. Funny though, your entry reminded me that.

      Changing gears, I am glad you were able to see that I was very serious about the issue of AIDS/HIV and need for testing both for the women and the men. One needs to see the extremes in reactions of people who get tested to really appreciate how this thing has a firm grip in people’s minds these days. Last time I was there (beginning of the year), I had dropped by the family clinic to chat with the workers there when a huge ululation was heard behind the closed doors where my father was giving the good news of a NEGATIVE result to a lady aspiring to go to Saudi to chase the “good life”. The way my father narrated it later (not withstanding patient-doctor confidentiality?you notice the mistir thing here again?) was of course exaggerated with stuff like this: "doctor, ijwo ged alew; irswo ga temermiro POSITIVE yehone yelem. Kehonum inde Magic Johnson kilo inquan ayqensum yibalal." My father likes mild exaggeration and loves the praise from his patients. I sort of envy him for that. Coming back to the test issue, however, I was amazed by the larger proportion of women taking the test. How about the men?

      Later I sat down with the lab technician (a relative of mine also) who does all these Elisa test and stuff. I was in the mood of learning and was watching closely how the dude was keeping and handling blood samples safely. And how a positive result has to be confirmed with another test that takes days and stuff?..From the corner of my eyes, I could see our 20+ year old refrigerator used for storing samples (used to be in a kitchen when I was growing up) and I am thinking?.. surrounded by these things??, how come I did not go to Medical school and also ?.. this guy is my relative but he has never even bought me coffee each time I visit home? Answer to question 2 was provided by my mom who said the dude loves money like life itself?. Ok?back to Medical school and why I did not go there story?..Long story?my grades were OK?may be good enough to have a wefram zemed help me out a little bit (ye-adebabay misTir?); but if you must know it is just my father patients who never made it for even a second check-up (kept on dying) that made me give up on medicine in Ethiopia?Hey, I am kidding here?.Honestly, though, HG, think of high-school in ET where a week before the dreaded ESLCE (aka MatriK), your math teacher decided he wants to have fun by calling each student’s name and assessing his (sorry no her?this was SJS) ability/inability to go to Engineering school depending how well you know your freaking sines and cosines and some trigonometry and traces of calculus (or how to spell it, at least). If you were bad in math: then “sorry, dude, may be medicine; not engineering”. How many minds were made up that afternoon? How many egos were hurt that day? A close friend of mine still wants to kill that guy even today after a government had gone and a new has come (and may be going!?.I can here Seleda editors getting edgy here?he just has to mention poletika?this man!?Hey, I am an ET?.). Needless to say, however, that some of the best and average minds alike went to engineering. This is not bad itself; but shows you the power these high-school teachers have on students and their aspirations. But every time, I see some of my father’s favorite patients come back (not only alive) but with gifts like doro, beg and qbE, I remember that fateful afternoon in SJS and the teacher known as tila foq.

      Phew!?..how did we end up talking about high-school, test for HIV, careers, and “qbe” giving grateful patients now? Life Diaries, them the Seleda folks called it and stick with misTir ina yiluNta, they advised. If only we knew the power of this medium! Hey, it has been better than therapy…no couch, no nothing?just plain ET talk?..Hope you enjoyed it?I did?..With this, I am even tempted to drop my bad and expensive habit?you know what I mean, HG.

      I remain,

      Sam

      To: Samicho

      From: HG

      Subject: Stuff…

      Samicho, samicho, samicho (see how easily it rolls off my tongue with a little practice…a few more notes and who knows what I’d be calling you!!)

      First, a thousand apologies for the delay, I was away for a little while letting myself be challenged with the choices of whether to have rum punch or pina coladas on the beach, what type of sunscreen lotion to apply, and, most important, which of the island boys to let apply it that day…oh, the dilemmas a girl’s got to face on vacation!! I returned in a rather delirious state to attend un poquito bash– probably the last wedding invite I’ll ever get after my remaining eligible friends read my LD entry #1…. Actually, I looked for you at that party, you of the impeccable Cathedral/SJS pedigree- had to be there….but how would I find you? By the red-rimmed, glossy eyes of course (to match mine)….unfortunately, all the red-rimmed eyes that I saw belonged to our recently abandoned middle aged brothers, ex-returnees, who were celebrating their one year anniversary without Tejitu…she having left with green card in hand for sunnier climes, leaving the brothers to drown their tears of sorrow in the free booze of our friend’s wedding—shared misery….on the subject of age and misery, what’s up with the people passing out cards for an over-35 Ethi club—now there’s a great idea….am I supposed to be THRILLED about joining the oh, so exclusive club of geriatric passé generation, now relegated to dragging our old bones to over-35 events….don’t make the music too loud, please, my hearing aid is acting up again…

      On to more serious stuff…ain’t it strange what makes us decide to go into one field or the other? Your teacher probably did you a great favor, because, by steering you into the exalted field of engineering, he allowed you to fit in more tightly into the ET-abesha community, where it is apparently mandatory that every male be either an engineer or a computer sci major, preferably both…and you can’t argue with timing, tech guys definitely whipped medical ass this past decade….of course, I know what I speak of, since I fall into the latter category – in US style, this means seventy-nine years of school and training, and about 15 minute to practice medicine before you retire…poor. No, of course not poor, but it is true that what is important about being a doctor is not anything to do with money, but instead everything to do with the emotional and social rewards…yea, I don’t really know what made me choose the field, it definitely wasn’t a lifelong dream, sitting on Ababiye’s lap while he single-handedly rid Addis of disease—I didn’t even really know any doctors, growing up, and no one in my family was particularly ill …I kicked around a lot of options early in college, but I liked biology, and medicine just seemed like a good idea when it came down to choosing….and I am happy with that choice…and NOT just because my mom gets to “talk” about it to her mehabertegnoch… (although that definitely doesn’t hurt the cause). After this rather random route, I’m happy to find that being a doctor is fulfilling–and fun. People put an amazing amount of trust in your judgment, the results are often pretty rapid, and it is challenging enough because people, their bodies, their minds, their actions and reactions, are different enough that each day, each patient is a little different….good thing, because I bore easily (oops, again, don’t tell anybody I said that, I can handle the wedding invites drying up, but the patient list…essuma genzeb new, yene konjo—oh, I forgot, I’m not in it for the money…note to self—remember to stop all billing, definitely call off the Soprano collection agency). But you know, Samicho, the bottom line is that I really believe that I might have been just as happy in a million other fields—who knows, even ceramic engineering or some such field?? It matters less what you do (within limits, of course) than that you do it well!

      On that rather trite note, I guess I’ll end our discussion….it was good “talking” to you in this way, a little strange talking out into the void to a person I’ve never met, but, as you said, there is something a little therapeutic in the anonymity…(what anonymity, this is as much an adebabye mistir as anything, in our tiny little community half the fun is trying to figure out who the code name seleda authors are!! Keep guessing, guys)—and at least we managed to give the editors a headache or two (tee hee Sam).

      Yantew,

      HG

      Disappearing Acts
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      by

      B. Fanos

      These things keep happening to me.

      She pretends not to see me whenever we happen to be on the same street now. I haven’t seen her since the day she borrowed my ring, seven months ago. It wasn’t very expensive - it was rather simple, really. I wasn’t that emotionally attached to it, either; an old boyfriend had given it to me, but not one I’d cared that much about. The bright yellow gold ring, not even a Dubai import, had a purple stone that we agreed would match the dress she was wearing to a wedding that weekend.

      The first weekend after the wedding, I stopped by her house to see if she wanted to watch a video with me, but she wasn’t home. A couple of days later I stopped by again, and this time, I saw her duck into the kushna even as their zebeNa insisted she wasn’t home. Hurt beyond belief, I left a message with him that I wanted her to come by my house. She didn’t …not that day, nor the next, nor the next. I went over any of the potentially yemiyakorarfu issues between us, but none came to mind - until I remembered the ring. Could she have lost it - was that what all this was about? I stormed over to her house and insisted on coming in, but if the furtive looks everyone gave that door was anything to go by, she had obviously locked herself into the service. The anxious zebeNa kept reiterating that she wasn’t home. I then told him in a voice that was sure to carry beyond the locked door that I had come by for my ring, and that she should bring it to my house as soon as she returned. I vowed to myself that if she could admit that she lost it to my face, then I would forgive her. But if not…

      As I left the compound, I heard the deadbolt slide back. And that was the last I heard of my friend.

      . . ~ ~ . . ~ ~ . . ~

      It reminds me of that time three years ago. My father had been ill for weeks…but I only knew because my friend’s mother inadvertently let it slip that he had been hospitalized, again. I called our next door neighbors, since my parents did not have a phone at home. When my mother finally came to the phone I was already weeping, asking what had happened between sobs…. railing at her for not telling me sooner…reminding her of the many times she’d promised to tell me if something like this ever happened.

      “Ay anchi. Y’abatsh neger mechEm ayhonlsh. Dehna iko new.”

      She sounded convincing. She told me he had had dizzy spells recently, and had fallen unconscious one evening a few weeks ago. And they hadn’t wanted to worry me since it wasn’t so serious. Besides, she added reassuringly, the doctors had seen fit to release him that day. He wasn’t really strong enough to walk to the neighbors, and besides, he had just fallen asleep and she didn’t want to disturb him. But she’d be sure to tell him I had called.

      I had to be satisfied with that.

      The next day, I called and he was out “ke’wendmsh gar.” I didn’t know until later that he had gone to the hospital, again. My mother must have stayed behind because she knew I would call.

      The day after, only the serateNa was home. The neighbor was irritated and was only barely managing to contain it. Our serateNa told me that they had all gone to church. She may have “forgotten” to mention he had, with his slurred, slow speech, insisted on going to see his nsha abat, but she’d been quick to add, “Gn Dehhhhhna nachew…beTam teshloachewal.”

      The next day was Monday. I told my boss that I was taking the next 10 days off to go back home because my father was sick. I spoke to my mother that night – she started the conversation by telling me how much better he had been that day. “Dehna new…indawm ingidoch meTtew iyeteCHawete new.” She tried to discourage me from coming so precipitously. “Aywededbshm? Lemn leGena atmeCHim?” Though I could not imagine waiting that long, I finally agreed that I would only leave after my exams were finished that Wednesday. She ended the call with, “Ayzosh, dehna new.”

      As my Ethiopian Airlines flight crossed the Atlantic that Wednesday, they buried my father.

      . . ~ ~ . . ~ ~ . . ~

      I’m kind of tired of seeing them arrive, though I was one of them, once. I had been just as "good-idea"ed and temporarily "deep pocket"ed as the best of them. But now all I want to do is avoid them like the Tenq they are.

      Unfortunately, they find me. Kind of feel like I can relate to them, so they find me…no matter where I hide. First it’s the endless shopping…but I don’t mind that so much. Then it’s the laments - these get to me. They complain about too many ferenjoch cluttering up Addis. “Well, at least these guys are here to work, why don’t you just let them be?” I want to say, even though I have my bones to pick, too. But no. Experience has taught me to bite my tongue; otherwise, that’d get us into another long diatribe.

      They have ideas about what these “so-called NGOs” should be doing…where they should be working, what they should be telling the Government, where they should live, what cars they should drive…alladat stuff. All this, of course, while they sit on my berenda and enjoy the sun streaming on their backs as we sip our morning coffee. Then they talk about the urban sprawl, the falling incomes, the growing lower class, the declining economy - of course, we’re exchanged dollars illegally at the local “ATM” so that they can earn the extra 0.45 EB on the US dollar. Once the orgy of clubs, family digisoch, trips to Langano and extramarital encounters pique their consciences, I am corralled once again into taking them to a worthy “local” NGO so that they can nod understandingly, take notes and pictures, and beam proudly about how there are people who give back. But their sneakers don’t even get dusty before they ease away from the NGO site.

      And before I can remind them of the hefty phone bills they’ve left behind, they head back…to DC, to LA…to London, full of ideas and fresh, home-made injera, full of dreams of hot showers, pot-hole free roads and Macy’s. Not to be seen or heard from again…until next Christmas.

      ~ . . ~ ~ . . ~ ~ . . ~

      These things keep happening to me.

      'Tye Marech
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      ’TyE Marech Zemedachin Nat?

      by: Mankussa

      ItiyE Marech had a stalwart presence in our family. She was present at every birth and death… wedding…farewell… edir. From the background, she’d guide a family gathering with the peacekeeping aptitude of a seasoned diplomat… she knew whose harsh tongue not to take seriously, how to hod m’bissew’n mababel, when to not take credit for her work, who to meekly apologize to for a mishap (“YennnnnnnnnEw Tfat new!”) and how to appease the audacious egos of the armchair critics.

      ItiyE Marech lived in a two-room tenement in a compound of row houses in AbuwarE. On our infrequent visits to her house, the smells of roasting coffee, abseet, newly ignited kesel and the communal outhouse would waft merrily through the air, nearly asphyxiating our young lungs. We’d run into the compound holding our breaths and exhale only after we entered her dirt-floor house. In there, we would find respite in the aroma of Tenadam, the omnipresent scent around ItiyE Marech.

      The walls inside her first room were plastered with old newspapers-- so neatly arranged that whoever had done it had obviously taken great pains to make each sheet of Addis Zemen flow seamlessly onto the next. Soft sheaths of laundry plastic, in turn, sheltered the newspaper wall covering, the edges, again, folded neatly and tacked on with rusted nails.

      No one in our family talked about why ItiyE Marech lived in such squalor. “ItiyE Marech zemedachin nat?” I once asked my father. I was silenced by his look. No secret is as fiercely kept, nor as so openly talked, about as that of the machinations of an Ethiopian family’s secret.

      If it were not for ItiyE Marech’s celebrated moya, which was near folklore and very omnipresent at big family functions, I doubt we would have gotten so close to her. “AbEt yeMarech weT,” someone would always invariably exclaim when people exchanged copious notes about parties around town, and the competition to conscript her to showcase that famous moya was fierce.

      ItiyE Marech would show up at the crack of dawn when she worked a party, neatly dressed in her best mulu qemiss and neTela, her soft Afro combed to form a perfect halo around her thin, fragile cheekbones. She’d head into one of the rooms at the “tach bEt” and emerge with her waist firmly wrapped with the Tlet of an old neTela, her hair hidden underneath a dark scarf, her dress changed to one tattered and smudgy, one that didn’t protect her from the cold wind of an Addis Abeba morning.

      Before anyone had risen, ItiyE Marech would have synchronized with uncanny deftness a small cabal of serateNoch to peel endless onions, dice them into perfect tiny squares, and start the arduous task of weT-making. And so her day would go… kneeling, bending, burning, cutting, washing, sautéing, charring… all the while accompanied by her devastating smile, which, I remember, could not even be marred by a set of badly decomposed teeth. She’d sing through siga mezelzel… she’d joke, cajole, tease and make merry all the way to dinnertime.

      At dusk she’d take the food to the “lie bEt”, and someone else would take over placing it in pretty serving plates and hurrying it to the buffet line while she gave out instructions in the kitchen of what should be placed where. Women wearing gold crosses and heavy perfume would pop their heads into the kitchen once in a while and extol words of admiration… “Anchi Marech!.. ye zarEwuss mgb lEla new!”. 'TiyE Marech would beam with genuine pleasure… “Ayiii… WeT’m aydol. W’ha new!” But she’d say it with that same affable smile and wave off any further compliments.

      'TiyE Marech would sit down to eat only after the kitchen was scrubbed spotless and the serateNoch had finished all the miscellaneous duties. She would then gather all her daytime companions and sit with them to break bread. Occasionally she’d remember someone who had helped her with even the minutest chore during the day and wonder aloud if she/he had gotten food… “Ya miskeen lij… dorowan yeyazeliN… m’ssa belto yhon? S’wakeb ressahut. Ayiii yenE neger… w’leta alawQ…”

      At the very end of the night, as the last guests linger over liqueur and cognacs, someone would summon TiyE Marech to another room and slip her a wad of notes murmuring words of congratulations for pulling off another feast without a hitch. 'TiyE Marech would vehemently resist payment… “Ere innE itE… mnnnnnnnnim… imbi…” The longevity of the ritual to convince her to accept the “gift” depended on how tired 'TiyE Marech was… sometimes it took three to four people to convince her, and that only after she swore she would never help out ever again… “Beqa… indih kehone’ma…”

      She was there the night I left Ethiopia, preparing the massive agelgil I took with me. My mother had sent out an adera to reserve her services months in advance. As the time of my departure drew near, 'TiyE Marech’s jovialness ebbed, and, several times, I saw her wiping her nose with the hem of her work clothes, her easy tears welling inside the veined whites of her eyes. She waited patiently for her turn to say goodbye to me-someone told her that there was no room in the car for her to come to the airport, and she, in turn, had “Gddddd yelemmmmmmmm”-ed the situation. She tried to reach out to kiss me goodbye. Only, the urgency of an aunt who wanted to slip me a few dollars to buy her some hair product interrupted our farewell. 'TiyE Marech stepped back, turned around, and headed back to the kitchen.

      I always thought I was her favorite. Later, I’d find out that all my brothers and sisters, cousins and second cousins each felt he/she was the favorite.

      And for twenty years after that, I never sent her as much as a card. I would ask about her in passing if I remembered. I’d chide myself to remember to write to her whenever I’d hear news about her-that her grandson was in trouble, that her daughter got married and had children-but I’d get distracted by news that yet another cousin got a visa, and I got busy making a list of food items I wanted 'TiyE March to make for me.

      We would have been destined to perhaps never cross paths again except that, two years ago, my grandfather died. They read the will at the arba, catered with perfection by none other than “Weizero Marech”, my grandfather’s first daughter, my father’s oldest half sister. Everyone else apparently knew.

      I tried to ask questions again, this time as an adult, as to why no one talked about my grandfather’s affair with a young woman who bore his child, and who was promptly banished to the countryside. She later committed suicide, leaving a young 'TiyE Marech to fend for herself until someone brought her to Addis Abeba. I tried to ask more questions, but even as an adult, I was silenced by an open secret that could desecrate the memories of my grandfather.

      I finally called 'Tiye Marech after twenty years. I called her because I heard she was the one, on her meager salary, who was taking care of the food and accommodations for distant relatives in the same two-room house. She was the one who held the family together, cooked the food, arranged the arba… and obeyed my grandfather’s deathbed wish to feed the poor at Kidane Mehret.

      I didn’t know what she’d say to me when I called. I half expected all the years of being gently and politely cast aside to rightfully come out in vengeance… for her to finally close the door on a family that patronized her, and "m’Ts"ed her fate with typical Ethiopian nonchalance.

      She squealed out my name in delight when I hesitantly told her who I was. “YenE lij… yenE b’rhan…” she cried out as the years and the distance melted away into nothing. “EgziabhEr… Yhn yasemaheN Amlak!” She praised the angels who let her live long enough to hear my voice once again.

      We cried for her father, my grandfather, together-my tears of guilt piggybacking on my tears of sorrow. And like the most prodigal of prodigal sons, she accepted me back without question. And once again, I took more out of 'TyE Marech than I could ever give back.

      I try to keep in touch with her, and wonder if I am to continue to keep her secret. I still live so far away, building a new life in a country that will never be mine. And I hide under my smudgy neTela. Who will take me back home?

      Ere sew mn ylal?

      Insects
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      beneath the shroud and sheets of secrecy

      his fingers

      trick

      (led)

      through her flesh with unkind authority

      powerlessly indebted by his unspoken doles

      she swallowed her speech as her chastity dissolved

      and soaked

      in his latest personality, venomous

      thence her sun charred into a cancerous stigma,

      insidiously

      when his love became incestuous.

      she caved in the slimy recess of his cruelty

      a cadaver inside the fiend she once called Father.

      Up in Smoke
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      Up in Smoke: “YemiCHess Ale?”

      by: Sza Sza Zelleke

      To the horror of everyone present, at the end of her welcome-home/pre-wedding dinner, Kidist (a.k.a. Kidi) burped loudly, opened her purse, pulled out a packet of Salem Lights and proceeded to bite off a single cigarette, light the thing and puff on it contentedly.

      Oblivious to the collective consternation that clouded the room, she offered the pack to her family, asking, in her broken Amharic, " YemiCHess Ale?" and continuing to chatter away in English with her soon-to-be husband, Ijahman Rueben of the Twelve Tribes of Israel. He had just finished shocking the house by slurping his way through the five-course meal, flicking weT and injera everywhere, and licking the mereq and qulEt from his elbow all the way up to his hand and off his fingers. He also ended up cutting himself rather badly on the lip after insisting on trying the qurT sga despite discreet efforts to dampen his enthusiasm and dissuade him. The family’s polite encouragement that he use the fork and knife to eat the ferenji food he was used to fell on deaf ears, and Kidist cheered him on throughout his Abesha ordeal.

      While everyone watched aghast at their mealtime antics and general bad manners, Kidist and Ijahman had gotten a bit tipsy with the tej and laughed through the whole formal meal, babbling, burping, bleeding and generally making a mess. To make matters worse, they giggled so hard at their own clumsiness and unfamiliarity with everything that Ijahman farted. T’zbt was now the uninvited guest at the dinner, its presence felt by everyone except Ijahman and Kidist, who shrugged her shoulders when no one wanted to smoke and returned the pack of cigs to her bag without noticing how annoyed everyone had become.

      Now, as the coffee ceremony was prepared for the end of the occasion, only eleven of Kidist’s close family remained, bracing themselves for whatever would come next.

      Seated in the semicircle of tense anticipation was the highly respected veteran and former judge Grazmach Mekonnen, Kidist’s Great Uncle.

      Next to him was the formerly famously wealthy ex-land owner, the aging imperious Mama Tenfelesh, Kidist’s Great Aunt.

      Next to her sat the long-standing civil servant of the highest caliber, Gash Bedilu, Kidist’s eldest Uncle, and his senior flight-attendant trophy wife with timeless beauty, Woizero Seble Wengel.

      Next to her was the great hostess and homemaker, the bale-moya widow of Minister X in the Imperial Government, Woizero Azeb, Kidist’s eldest Aunt by marriage.

      Next to Woizero Azeb were seated the two Doctors in the family, Kidist’s uncles: the most eligible bachelor and eminent MD, Dr. Biruk; and the famous socio-economist, Dr. Tibebe, who was accompanied by his highly educated wife, Helen.

      Next to them sat the very able senior accountant and auditor of high demand, Gash Getachew, Kidist’s youngest uncle.

      Alone in the far corner sat the very independent, popular and professional international civil servant, Genet, Kidist’s eldest cousin. She had arrived in the latest four-wheel drive, the only one of its kind in Addis, owned by her brother. He sat opposite her, the successful entrepreneur young Debebe (Kidist’s youngest cousin). And “No,” as Genet likes to say, “it’s not what you’re thinking. He runs his own export company.”

      All eleven waited patiently for their coffee… and an end to a disastrous evening.

      As the coffee roasted, along with the anjet of her clan, Kidist and Ijahman sat at the center of this family semicircle. They sprawled nonchalantly in the family Salon bEt, at their places of honor on the family sofa. As Kidist unplugged her lips from the Salem Light and blew the remaining smoke unabashedly onto her fuming family, silent alarm bells went off in the minds of her family members. “Demo mn litaderg yhon, be-IgzihEr?”

      First, she winked loudly at her family. Yes, it was loud, and everyone heard her left eyelid snapping shut and open. (Besmeab!) Everyone pretended they hadn’t heard or seen it because it was too fast. But then they had to pretend they were completely blind as Kidist unselfconsciously puckered up and stuck out a bright healthy pink tongue. (WeinE! Gud fella!) Still with her tongue sticking out, she unintentionally added invisible insult to intangible injury by leaning across the sofa and licking the ear of her lover. (CHrash?! Weiche gud!!) He smiled at the nice surprise, equally unselfconscious, and turned his face for a full frontal French kiss (U! U! U! Wui! Wui! Wui!!), managing all the while not to spill any of the Wendo Gennet Wonderbrand reefer that he was busy rolling into a joint. He was excited, not by the prolonged surprise lick and kiss he was getting, but because it was his first Family Meal and Family-Spliff in the MADDALAND. (Demo mndinew eza miserraw, ya bariya? Yemin wereqet meleTaTef new inde hiSan lij?)

      Mppppphhhhwa!

      They separated themselves loudly. (Sb’at le-Ab!) The satisfied smack at the end of their passionate kiss reverberating in the disapproving dark cave of deathly silence that the living room had quickly become.

      **_Mechal new ingdih

      _**!

      Ignorant of the invisible indignation that lapped about her limbs, Kidist stretched her legs, smiling, relaxed. Her berebasso-sandaled feet curved in pointed glee, her toes tapping out her restrained merriment in Morse code on the recoiling rug. Thata warm, bright, multicolored modern mat was slowly shying away from her, exposing the well-polished, hard, cold sanqa floorboards beneath.

      Ere tei belwat!

      She, of course, did not notice this and continued to slap her berebasso’d bare foot playfully and happily on the wailing wood.

      **_

      Irefi belwat

      _! IndE**!

      She felt she could dance right now, right this minute!! The sight of the magical incense, the sound of the musical popping corn, the smell of the coffee, the feel of a wonderful meal, the thought of the impending wedding in ShashemenE… Kidist was so happy! She turned from the love of her life to her family, wanting to smile into the faces of her kith and kin. Orphaned by the revolution and adopted by her father’s ferenji friends, all she wanted to do was share her joy with her precious relatives, revel in the reunion. But all eyes were averted, studiously looking away from the happy couple.

      Zebideru, the maid, fanned the flames of the kesel in rhythm and perfect harmony with Kidist’s toe tapping, tapping, tapping and Ijahman’s rolling, rolling, rolling. PHHHHHHHHH. Zebideru breathed on the coals, smiling. Only Kidist, Zebideru and Ijahman smiled at each other.

      Meanwhile, eleven pairs of eyes were following the progress of the coffee; eleven people, boiling together with the water in the Jebenna. Kidist’s family preferred to boil internally rather than make gauche outbursts. Today, they preferred to make small talk and watch Zebideru’s fendisha that was, like them, showing white teeth and popping away carelessly even as temperatures burned hot.

      Kidist’s family sat, each of them waiting, disappointed and disapproving. The women had their right hand thumbs under their chins, with four fingers completely covering their mouths and right side of their faces, their right hand pinkies carefully curled into their hands. The men mirrored this position of dismay in a more masculine manner; their thumbs also under their chins, the three fingers of their left hand holding their left cheek bone while the tips of their left-hand pinkies nestled in their left nostrils. Each of them exhaled deeply intermittently, turn by turn, through their one remaining open nostril, while all of them in unison kept looking away in dismay to avoid seeing the grinning trio. One or two in the group added an “aside”: the long drawn-out “AH-EEEEE” tucked almost inaudibly into the exhaling process.

      " AH-HEE" with its sharp staccato ‘AH’ and elongated ‘EEEE’ are two syllables with two different pitches/tones. AH-HEE is actually the same note EXACTLY one octave apart from each other. “AH-HEE” is a judgmental exclamation that provides irrefutable evidence and concrete confirmation that someone has failed the yluNta test.

      To hear an AH-HEE is to receive Abesha Assurance that someone or something is miserably unacceptable, disappointingly not up to scratch. When unleashed in reference to the action or behavior of a person, the deadly AH-HEE implies that the wretched individual concerned is a conscience- and consciousness-free pathetic person; in short, a hopeless yluNta-biss beyond the reach of reproach or reprimand, only to be pitied and passed up. “Mn tadergewaleh/ tadergiwalesh…? AH-HEE!”

      AH-HEE

      is interchangeable with Ai-hEhE, but Ai-hEhE is used in the exclusive world occupied by the dying breed of the more experienced tazabiwoch of people with no yluNta. Everyone in Kidist’s family was an experienced tazabi of people with no yluNta. Immaculately conscious of themselves and others, keepers of the most refined protocols of their culture, Kidist’s family members were conversant in the acceptable norms and standards of behavior, fluent in many different body languages. Diehard defenders of decorum and diplomacy, tact and cunning courtesy, they were always prepared to look around themselves (and even behind themselves, i.e. azuro mayet) to see themselves as others see them. Like sitting ducks that possess 360-degree vision, some are born and bred with the capacity to see others and themselves in a circle of imaginary mirrors that enable the self, another person, a place, a thing or event to be seen from all possible angles. All of Kidist’s family followed the equivalent of the Boy Scout Code, Always Be Prepared, and the preparation process was kick-started at birth when the concept and consciousness of yluNta was wired into one and all.

      But in the end, none of her family was prepared for this… this… a person IN THEIR FAMILY, who had no yluNta. Not a shred of it.

      Igzio Mahrene Kristos…

      Adinene Ke Me’atu … Sewirene Be Mhretu!

      “Bad enough that she brought (bought??) this baria home, why does she insist on treating his joro like the jelattee that I used to buy her from Enrico?” thought her great uncle, Grazmach Mekonnen. It was the kindest of observations, for the rest of her family were thinking worse thoughts.

      Though she did not know it, Kidist sat in a seething sauna of terrifying t’zbt and the Goom-Goom Games had not even begun. Unfortunately for Kidist and Ijahman, they did not speak her mother tongue well, neither the spoken nor the unspoken language, although they were learning. As for Goom-Goom Games, they could not even get the hang of the simplest kind of Konker card game that Ethiopian children had tried to show them on the long flight over. Kidist and Ijahman only played spades. And, in preparing for the trip from America to Addis for their small family wedding, they definitely did not pack any yluNta.

      _

      “Baby Love? You pack the yluNta dem ting deh?”

      “YluNta? NAH! Id na dere ‘pon dee Checklist.”

      _

      CHECKLIST:

      
        	Cashmere sweater, silk bathrobe and kid leather slippers for Grazmach Mekonnen…check. And also baby clothes and layette for Zebideru, Grazmach’s maid, who is having his baby. Check.

        	Cinzano Vermouth – two dozen bottles, for Mama Tenfelesh. Yes, yes, she drinks quite a bit but she’s allowed. She lost everything in the revolution, everything except the will to drink. Year’s supply of alcohol…check.

        	Edible, multicolored, feather light, ribbed, novelty, scratch and sniff, all manner of condoms for Gash Bedilu. Also called “BedE,” Gash Bedilu will probably never use them and is already rumored to be HIV Positive due to legendary conquests and trysts with anything and everything on two legs with a skirt, whether his hostess wife is out of town on a flight or not. One year’s supply of condoms… check.

        	For Bedilu’s hostess wife, Seble, who also sleeps around, it was hard to decide. What do you get a woman who has everything? After making her first million as part-time hostess and drug courier, she has established a vast commercial empire of boutiques and small photocopy and photo-developing businesses but kept her job for appearances sake. Gigi’s new CD “GuramaylE.” And Jay Zee’s single entitled “Cash Money Hos”. CDs…c_heck_.

        	For Teddy and Seesha, (Gash Bedilu and ‘TyE Seble’s two children), a collection of pin-up posters for Seesha who keeps hanging out with rich old men – perhaps it will remind her of what she’s missing. And for Teddy, an oral hygiene kit of toothbrushes, mouth washes and teeth whiteners to reduce the damage from his CHat addiction. Posters and toiletries…check.

        	For ‘TyE Azeb, the survivor, even after her Minister husband was shot and killed in the Abiyot, and despite being from another newly formed country, Azeb overcame death and deportation and remains in Addis. She continues, as she has since the late seventies, to entertain men in positions of power, privy to their politics, private parts, and culinary preferences, thanks to the mgb and balt’na bEt that she used to run but now only manages. For her, the new stainless steel combination microwave grill and convection oven with intelligent cooking system and state of the art flat door design. Microwave…check.

        	For Dr. Biruk, something for his continuing nightmares about his early days as a Doctor when he was called in to treat the wounds of torture victims. Wounds that he cared for and tended to, knowing full well that the torturers were waiting to resume their work once the healing was done. Sleeping pills… c_heck_

        	Getachew, younger than Dr. Biruk, is now an accountant but also can’t sleep. Having recovered from a mysterious mental breakdown diagnosed as Diabilos and treated by Tsebel, he finished his CommErce accountancy course and tried his best to forget the many friends he had to betray in order to keep his life. Under the Sergeant’s steady gaze, he had named all his friends and invented the rest, only later finding out that all of the fictional characters he had invented had resulted in people with the same names being hunted down and killed as well. In addition, his guilt after his looting of a former corporation in the absence of a government in 1991 and his professional cooperation with corrupt officials who need cooked books since then is also keeping him awake at night. He has many sweat-filled nights and a wish that he had left with his friends, all qualified professionals or content cabbies in America. But at the time, his late mother and family felt his mental health was too fragile to risk a journey to another country to apply for asylum, and he quickly agreed, fearing reprisal from the survivors in exile who knew what he had done to save his life. So Commerce had been just right for him. And now to get him through the night, he needs not pills but books and more books to devour and endlessly escape his horrible reality, his memories, his life. A year’s supply of fiction… c_heck_.

        	More books for Dr. Tibebe, an anthropologist and his wife Helen who have no trouble sleeping at night. This, despite the thousands of dollars they are skimming off their jointly run and multiple funded humanitarian and development organizations for Ethiopia’s undernourished, undereducated and underprivileged. A lot of underdevelopment, they say in unison, often, but the only people getting over are Dr. Tibebe and Helen. They need newer and more creative bookkeeping techniques to cover their tracks as they journey towards millionaire status from the international funds they are fiddling. They don’t trust Getachew and prefer to keep their dirty secret with Do-It-Yourself accounting to themselves. For Dr. Tibebe and Helen, “The Handbook on Maintaining World Poverty and Creative Accounting and Statistics” by…er… the World Bank… check.

        	Genet did not wait for her present. She had called collect to remind Kidist about the designer outfit and accessories that she needed for her job at the ECA as personal assistant to a director. Targeting the bosses and sleeping her way to the top, she has no intention of losing her job by being out-dressed, out-scented and out-accessorized by the younger, competitive underlings following in her footsteps who will think nothing of using bottom power over brain power to get ahead. One Chanel outfit and one bottle of No 5… check.

        	For Debebe, the youngest in the generation, who missed out on all educational and emigration opportunities, a directory of antiquities and antiques auction houses. Because of his long years in prison as a child, accused of distributing his brothers’ IHAPA papers, Debebe missed a lot, but he has managed to catch up with everyone financially thanks to his new “export” business and sale of the number one prized commodity on the Ethiopian market: Debebe has become our very own Raider of the Lost Ark. One directory of auction houses comin’ up!! Check.

      

      Kidist was happy to see all the presents on the checklist were there and as Zebideru passed the hot coffee around, Kidist passed around the gifts to each of her family members. They accepted their presents with grace and smiles, simultaneously looking over her shoulder with disgust at Ijahman and then at each other.

      Ijahman Rueben did not notice their glmCHa because he had finally finished his labor of love. He gave them all a beaming gold-tooth-filled grin and extended his long-nailed gold-ring-covered fingers, with an offering of…. A FAMILY-SIZE SPLIFF! In a friendly and respectful gesture of giving, and also because of its size, he held out the joint with both hands. “Cool ye-hager star?” he asked, beaming proudly and shaking his dreadlocks with joy. Lighting the super-spliff as everyone burned with righteous rage at his lack of yluNta, Ijahman asked the family innocently, in broken Amharic: "YemiCHess ale?? "

      Grazmach looked out of the Kazanchis window, past the vast tracts of his merEt larashu nationalized urban land… toward the towering dome of Parlama. His tired eyes searched further up, up towards Sidist Kilo. “KidistiyE,” he said affectionately, “Lij Ruben,” he sighed politely. “Ah-eeeeeeeeee…Inamesegnalen… Gn hulachinm CHessenal.”

      Wurqs
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      Axed Out

      Axed Out

      by: yoftahe

      THREE WEEKS BEFORE: Company meeting at the local Marriott on a warm, breezy Friday afternoon. The walls of the conference hall reverberate with wave after wave of applause as the CFO announces the closing of a second-round funding that saw INITECH securing several million bucks from some four big-name VC firms. Golden rays slant through the windows and creep their way towards the ceiling as the CEO, and the string of all other known C-yourfavoriteletter-O’s go through their ritual pep-talk. At dusk, we all file out to the bar downstairs, and celebrate the news with a happy [hick!] two-hour happy-hour.

      TWO WEEKS BEFORE: The intensity picks up a notch… and spawns li’l feverish projects with code names such as “the battle zone”… INITECH technology goes live at its first major deployment… and again the flimsy walls of our cubicles reverberate with roaring applause… sound of popping champagne bottles… and sound of celebratory foosball tournaments…

      TUESDAY NIGHT: At the culmination of an 80-hour week that saw me working through the weekend, and into the wee hours, i walk out at 10:30, dazed, but relieved, and smug, and serenely high, as though a cranial tornado has suddenly subsided. The evening breeze slaps me playfully as i step outside, and i’m so grateful. The world is beautiful, work is great, goodwill is plentiful… so, i take a longer way home that crosses over the Charles river, and head towards the Mass General Hospital subway station. On my right stretches a spectacular view of the Boston skyline. The landmark giant billboard bearing the red CITGO star blinks and twinkles, reminiscent of the Korean made lightworks that adorned the landmarks of Addis during the festivities of the tenth anniversary of eeseppa/eeseppaako. It’s the animated center inside the frame of this poster-view of the Boston skyline. Strong breeze wheezes over the bridge, so i lift up my arms and unabashedly sing out loud my favorite song of Tilahoun’s… “eyoooooooooooowat… sitnaaaaaaa… aaaaaafiqeNNNNNNNNNNNN… kaaaaTe-ge-bEEEEEE… 'yalech… ha… ahahaaaaaaaaaaa … aaaaaa… aaaa… aaa …”

      WEDNESDAY MORNING: Beautiful sunny morning of late Spring. Straggle in to work around 10:40. As i head over to my cubicle, i stumble across empty packing boxes stacked to about my height. I study them for a moment, but the not-as-yet-caffeinated brain, unable to tackle the riddle, postpones it for later. So, i throw my bag on the desk, my jacket on the back of the chair, and navigate my way towards the espresso machine. As i walk back to my desk, double espresso in one hand, maple sugar oatmeal in the other, i run into the chief architect of INITECH who greets me with a fond, and yet strangely malformed, smile. I plop down and commence the rituals of the start of day – flick my monitor on while watching mischievously for my neighbor to grimace as his monitor shudders in reaction, and click through emails while slurping spoonfuls of oatmeal. Over my waist-high cubicle wall, I see one of the managers pop into a conference room with an employee, and pop back out three minutes later… and repeat that with yet another employee. Still, the un-caffeinated brain sees no cause for alarm. And then…

      … And then comes the tap-tap on my shoulder. “Could i talk to ya for a minute?” says my favorite manager. An extra nice woman. As she leads me into a conference room in another wing of the company, we unusually had little to say to break the awkward moment. as i walk into the room after her and reach back to close the door, a marketing VP comes through. I expect him to say something like… “ooops! sorry, i didn’t know the room was booked”, and recoil… but instead, he determinedly walks in and sits to the left of my manager. So we gather, vertices around this triangle of death – with me at the far end of this eerie isosceles.

      What happens after this is mostly a blur. I remember noting how my manager’s lips quivered faintly and wondering why this seemed so much more emotional for her than it was for me. I remember signing a release form, handing back my security card and keys, and being told that i can’t walk back to my desk without an escort, and being told that i should talk to a transition-solutions consultant before heading out.

      Sitting in this bare and otherwise empty office is the “transition” consultant whom i’d mistaken for a new employee while grabbing coffee earlier. “Transition”, “outplacement”-- the latest PC euphemisms for that spontaneous leap from the cutting edge of the high-tech world to the bleeding one. He asks for my last name, and when i tell him, spends a few seconds scanning through a list to find it – my first clue as to the extent of the layoff. Close to 30% of INITECH was being let go. The norm these days in the high-tech world is that your contract is terminated on the spot, and once you meqmes the axe, you are barred from approaching your desk without an escort. What about my private e-mails? What about my personal files? What about the gif image of Lalibela that i use as a screen background? Pack up my mess while some sales VP stands over me, and walk out the door for the last time… smiling the whole time.

      LATER THAT MORNING: No bitterness, no anger, some sadness at leaving a rare kind of place, some confusion about what to do next (I mean next that same day), but mostly a relief. Spend the day doing things i had wished to do, and never had time for – gallery-hopping on Newbury Street, visiting the notorious South End at one end of the red-line, and carousing at a little cozy jazz joint close to home, and noting for the first time that there are far too many hours in a single day of the work week.

      FIRST DAY AFTER: Clean my apartment clear of all Canadian coins behind the couch cushions and all pennies in the cracks between the floor boards. Save on soap by skipping shower.

      A FEW DAYS LATER: Outpour of kind words and gestures from friends sweeps me off my feet, with one minor glitch – having to re-narrate the story of my plight to 857 different friends, and having to listen through as many similar words of encouragement and understanding and ye digaf condemnation. I begin to wonder if, perhaps, I should don black attire, le hazen meqqemeT, and wait for friends to come for ginbar masmetat, instead of mingling and schmoozing in search of job leads that will allow me to use my hard-earned skills such as pedicure, manicure, male-dominatrixing, posing as a hit man, as a thumb-wetting pad, as a stamp licker, etc…

      FRIEND: How long do you think it’s been in the planning?

      ME: Probably six weeks or so.

      FRIEND: Those bastards, how could they not give you advance notice?

      ME: Cuz I could wreak havoc to the system in a fit of anger.

      FRIEND: But still, how could they betray you so much and have you escorted out?

      ME: Betrayal? I had no pact of life-long loyalty with INITECH. A marriage of convenience inji eko alqorrebnim.

      FRIEND: I hope those bastards eat the dust…

      ME: Actually, i hope NOT, cuz I’m still invested.

      FRIEND: OK, anyway, ayzoh wendimE, be at home around 7, I’ll stop by tinnish laSnannah.

      ME: Actually, I’ve been locked up all day running job searches from home, and I hope to be out by then. Besides, ere sile-egziabher, FRIEND-ye, I’m fine, and hazen lai alteqemeTkum.

      A MONTH LATER: I do pretty well standing at Harvard Square every night with a sturdy dunkin’ donuts cup outstretched… reciting verses from the code i wrote while at INITECH, $.50 a piece… the only business plan i’ve executed so far… No, actually I’m bound by an non-disclosure agreement against doing that. I entertain an alternative business plan suggested by an ex-colleague: Running empty beer bottles to Michigan for the $.10 refund.

      While the market is in a slump, i’ve secured membership at several doomsday cults… and in the process, i’ve upped my caffeine consumption and i’m down to a single layer of stomach lining before black goo comes gushing… well, it’s not a pretty picture. [ Does any state give refund for emptied coffee cups…? ]

      TWO MONTHS LATER: Light at the end of the tunnel. Oops! It just zoomes past.

      TWO-PLUS MONTHS LATER: Discover a new calling as the village therapist calling on fellow jobless ex-colleagues to, when in despair, imagine how much worse it could have been if INITICH had been their first job straight out of academia. That was hardly a setback in the optimism and overblown ambitions of a year ago, but it’s a crippling drawback now. Nothing short of a custom prepackaged skill set sells these days. Gone are the ambitions of building an enterprise and investing in potential and all those highfalutin’ ideals.

      So, i’m thinking of starting NOT a business, but rather, a REVOLUTION…

      NOW: A new city, a new skyline, a new tune.

      Admmasu’s Secret
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      by: Fasil

      “YiftuN Abba!” said Admassu, tears welling up in his bloodshot eyes; his hair shaggy, his shirt filthy and his mouth rimmed with milky gunk. “YiftuN sile Mariam!”

      He hadn’t slept for nights, and lately, he had lost his desire to eat. A sin he had once committed had come to haunt him, and it had been torturing him mercilessly.

      “Igziabher yiftah lije. Min haTiat sertehal?” asked the priest, fingering his lush beard and salivating to hear the secret, no doubt a sordid one, that had turned the young man into a frightening sight like one raised from the dead; and then to impose a fitting penance.

      “Hamus let yezare sost wor…” began Admassu to unload his guilt, weeping copiously.

      On that Thursday, Admassu had left work early. He had just found out that his superior at the post office in Addis Ababa, where he worked as a clerk, had passed him and promoted a colleague two years his junior. Outraged, he had then stormed into his boss’s office where he had ranted and shed a few tears. After quietly watching him, the boss had told him point blank that the promotion had been given based not on seniority but on performance; that his work had not been up to snuff lately, and that unless he strived to do better, his future at the post office seemed rather precarious. Admassu had walked out angry, hurt and humiliated.

      He was utterly humbled, and in no state to wait until the end of the workday. He wanted to get away, to lick his wound in the privacy of his home and to try to erase from his memory the blatant contempt his boss had shown him.

      As he was staggering homeward, impaled to the crucifix of his disgrace and contemplating a slew of fantastic acts of retribution, a beggar’s insistent plea for alms caught his ear.

      “In the name of Saint Mary!” said a man again and again with outstretched hands, his eyes searching for signs of sympathy in the faces of the passersby. There was nothing unusual about beggars in Addis Ababa sitting on the sidewalk. The city teemed with them. But something in the man’s plaintive refrain latched onto Admassu’s attention, and he approached him.

      “For the sake of Saint Mary,” lilted the man again, hope brightening his sun-scorched face.

      “Are you new to the city?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I can tell, you see? Is he your son?”

      “Yes, my own son.”

      A boy of about seven or eight with emaciated limbs and a belly bloated like a tout balloon sat beside him wearily munching on a piece of dry bread. Chronic hunger had turned his hair red and his large, haunting eyes vacantly stared at Admassu.

      “The only one God has left me,” the man said raising the edge of his earth colored, tattered ghabi to his eyes.

      “Did you have other children?”

      “I had three. Two died in the famine and their mother went after them. We were left all alone in an empty house surrounded by death, and no one to bury us if we died. When I knew there was no hope, I carried him on my back and went to Dessie.”

      “When did you come from Dessie?”

      “Five days ago, sir.”

      “Why did you leave Dessie? Is it better here?”

      “Yes, it is. It is much better here. All those escaping the famine in the north have gone to Dessie. There are too many there. More than the town can feed. It is not easy to get enough to keep body and soul together.”

      Admassu thought that the man might be in his forties, although he seemed older. Hunger had chewed him up and the shriveled muscles of his arms and legs clung to his bones under flaccid skin.

      “Where did you live before you went to Dessie?”

      “Lasta, sir. A land of God-fearing Christians.”

      Lasta! The land of abject poverty and religious fanaticism! No other land in Ethiopia is as hopelessly infertile as Lasta. Hilly, denuded, and long since badly stripped of its soil, the rocky expanse of Lasta exacts revenge for the unabated plunder it has endured for centuries by swallowing emaciated human corpses killed by the inclement aridity of its bosom. When a zealot emperor by the name of Lalibela made Lasta the seat of his government, he had littered the land with numerous churches, and fierce piety has since then become the defining character of the folks there. The region has been settled on for thousands of years and the land has been ransacked to utter exhaustion. Whenever there is shortage of rain, Lasta is often hit the hardest, and its people, malnourished even in relatively better years, starve to death.

      “Why would God send a famine to a land of God-fearing Christians?”

      The question had the man taken aback and he looked at Admassu quietly for a few seconds.

      “Who can question His wisdom? He made us, He takes us as He wishes,” he mumbled as though talking to himself.

      Admassu sniggered staring at the man’s massive feet and his gruesomely cracked heels.

      “Very truly said! Very true, indeed! Well, I have nothing much to spare, but if you want, you can come to my house and I will give you something to eat.”

      The boy, who till then had been chewing bread listlessly, came to with a flicker in his eyes and was the first to rise to his feet. The man heaved himself up leaning on a stick, and holding his son by the hand, followed Admassu.

      “God will pay you tenfold, kind sir. The soul of this boy’s mother will pray for you.”

      Admassu walked a few paces ahead of them, turning back every now and then to make sure they hadn’t lost him. As they approached the house, he slackened his pace and let them catch up with him.

      “Do you like lamb?” he asked the man suddenly.

      “Who doesn’t like lamb, sir?”

      “There is roasted lamb and beef stew in my house, left from yesterday,” he said and noticed how the boy’s stony face became animated.

      He opened the door and walked in, while the two squatted on bare earth by the door. Admassu then piled up on a metal tray a cold mess of leftover: charred strips of roasted lamb mixed with broken pieces of injera soaked in beef stew, a royal feast for the famished father and son. He put the food on a table and asked them to come in.

      Admassu had never given anything to beggars. Countless times he had, without the slightest qualm, smugly walked through a swarm of desperate panhandlers clamoring to win his pity. He wouldn’t have noticed the man if the degrading event at work hadn’t made him feel like a worthless, dispensable nonentity. Because he had been belittled, he was desperate for a means to redeem his trampled on self-esteem, a chance to resuscitate his battered ego by wielding power over another human being. Not until the hungry father and son left the sidewalk and followed him lured by his promise of a sumptuous dinner did that painful sense of powerlessness crumble inside him and vanish.

      “I believe this is a Christian home, sir?” said the man following his son to the table. Admassu grinned. The moment of vengeance had come. Where is the thrill of power if not in using it to crush those at your mercy? He replaced the humble, hesitating, lanky figure of the man with the well-fed, toad-bellied bulk of his superior’s, and a cold glint of malice crept into his eyes.

      “I am afraid not,” he replied. “I would have told you earlier if I had thought a starving beggar would care much what kitchen his dinner came from.”

      The man’s face darkened instantly and he stared aghast at Admassu for a long while. “But why, sir? What have we done to you?” he asked hollowly, his lips trembling.

      He then roughly pulled his son away from the table and quietly left without looking back. Admassu stood at the door and watched them till they vanished from his sight. Then, he sat down with a ghost of a smile, nibbling on a piece of meat and exulting at his triumph. The evil lie he had used to humiliate the beggar had miraculously freed him from the grip of impotence. Or so he had thought for a moment.
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        * * *

      

      “YiftuN Abba! YeQum siol worsoNal !”** he groaned wringing his hands.

      The priest was speechless for quite a while.

      “Igziabher yiftah lije!” he whispered to him finally, and this time, he meant it.

      Q’Ntoch: Rants to a Friend
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      Rants to a friend

      by: AlKeKal

      Tizita

      It will be a miracle if you can decipher this message. Early morning in the shower is the best time for me to think (I wonder with modern technology how I can capture those thoughts that flood in before they get lost in the mundane daily routine we call our life).

      Oh, let me launch into one of the most surprising impacts the trip to your neck of the woods had on me. hey! don’t even remind me of the “inqulal” and “coteleti” qurs - I am too sexy for my cow-town - yes! you read that right, I AM TOO SEXY FOR THIS RURAL TOWN. Even though I couldn’t wait to get back to home and family, I left a good chunk of who I really am in DC. Absolutely unprepared for what it meant walking proud amongst friends and family–exchanging jest and “tereb” without wondering whether you have offended the person next to you…

      I have to explain, This feeling is deeply rooted in trying to assimilate into a society here (Ethiopian and non-Ethiopian) that had, shall we say, a different past and followed a different path to get here. But this whole thing started in Ethiopia at AAU where we were dropped – without any guidance I might add – into a sea of people who came from all walks of life. I still see the experience I gained at AAU as having a profound impact on how I see and understand the country we call home.

      Come on, once in a while I got to get away with awkward situations such as ------“just before the summer rains hit, our esteemed President then, Menge, decided to exercise his brain and ordered all higher institution fellows to go to remote sectors of Ethiopia and build huts. Our parents, after finding out that they couldn’t protect us from the wave that came crashing down on us, started giving us survival tips, and one of the main topic of discussion was how to relieve yourself out in yonder land. Now this was such a juicy story that I was rambling on and on in front of guests at home. One got it (of course we had similar backgrounds), but I could see the looks of utmost puzzlement on the faces of the rest of the crowd, they plain couldn’t understand what I was talking about. What was I doing making a mountain out of…of, – well, fine, I’ll say it…we had to be taught how to take a dump outside, keep your balance, throw your arm forward…I have to stop 'cause this is cracking me up again. But the morale of this tangent is that it felt great for one week to let loose without worrying, without pondering, with you guys…just to be yourself and enjoy ----we are /were blamed for having nothing to talk about but the good old days back at school, but hey, that’s what I miss, all the other serious stuff…well…I’ll get back to it in my “real” life…”

      Too sexy, I say, and now I have to learn to go back to my old ways, quietly working 18 hour days, getting reintroduced to the kids and tending to the garden during the weekends, occasionally working in the local 'kebele" of my rural town …

      But then came the world athletic championships and shattered my routine, well…are you ready for another rant?

      Yilugnta, and the ultimate sacrifice.

      …the two biggest stories at the 8th Annual IAAF World Athletic Championships in "Deadmonton (as the Brits called our beloved capital…they were not too impressed by what we have done with the Queen’s land…don’t get me started on that!)…oops, Edmonton, I mean, were not of success and triumph, nor were they about new heights and wold records. Instead it was the defeat of two of the world’s most famous athletes: Haile Gebresellasie failed to defend his 10K championship, and Marion Jones broke her 7-year winning streak and "claim de fame"of being the fastest women alive. Enough about Marion, let’s talk about the 10K race.

      Usually you can identify which age group you belong to by naming the famous track athlete of your time. Well, I was a bit young but clearly remember the famous run of Miruts Yifter, his left arm wagging “revolutionary style” as he shifted gears to come in well ahead of his competition. But my time was filled with the decline and failures of the sport in general. The Kenyans and Moroccans took over, and our names and place in history was discussed in the past tense. It was in this turmoil that I left home and missed the whole renaissance: the fame and fortune of Haile, and the women, too: Derartu, Fatuma and her likes. Their spoils made the news, and we read and waited in anticipation until they come close enough for us to see them in action. Green with envy as we saw Ethiopians in diaspora running along their heroes clad in our flag, trying to reclaim the sense of dignity. Looking about and affirming that we are indeed from that place known for its great famines and seemingly unquenchable thirst for handouts. But no, for that day and moment, bathed in the glory of winning -we are proud to be identified as such…

      I read and heard so many things about Haile that I couldn’t wait for the race to begin. I had seen re-runs of his winning moment in Sydney, outsprinting his age-old rival, Paul Tergat, to win by a hair. I was ready for history to repeat itself. The race began, and the commentators couldn’t keep their mouths shut, kept going on and on as the small man made his way to the front. Even in my lay knowledge of sport tactics, I was feeling quite uneasy as he sprinted with every fake breakaway…it was as if the world was running against Haile and they took turns in tiring him out. I was watching and wondering what more he could have left for the last sprint, and then they came around the corner, Haile in front, a Kenyan in second and a young promising Ethiopian runner called Assefa Mezgebu in third (can’t believe I wrote half a page to say this). As the Kenyan sprinted with alarming speed past Haile and took the lead, Assefa, waited for Haile to do the same–it was incredible to watch, realizing that his and his country’s hero, the great Haile, had nothing left in him. He went past him, too, but alas! he didn’t have enough room to catch up with the Kenyan

      Now if this isn’t the greatest example of being an Ethiopian, I really don’t know what else is. In our eternal humility we always give others a chance. There was no way Mamo Wolde would have passed Abebe Bekila given the chance, and when he finally did, it was with explicit instructions from his hero – thus the famous saying “Mamo, ine igrEn amoNal, anti demi demi.”

      “Yilugnta” and the ultimate sacrifice, I say.

      In any case, I don’t know why I felt I needed to unload this on you, but thanks for a great time in DC and for the rude awakening.

      Cheers!

      Curses (.)
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      by Robel Kassa

      Leashes of sobriety cut loose with scissors of booze

      Frequent cruises to peddlers of illusion -

      Sirens and faux muses -

      Her bruises not a delusion,

      Bloody juices from the ivory cane he uses

      Almost

      Every

      Night (.)

      Bearer of his children, Mother falls victim to his terror

      Endless torrents of violence tear her -

      Sanity to shreds -

      One tombstone stands evidence of error

      Where my brother beds

      Six

      Feet

      Under (.)

      In still nights nightmares are born to psyches pregnant with families torn

      Death certificates signed on wrinkled scrolls of sanities shorn -

      To mourn Brother in public silence -

      Witnesses grimace from terraces in solace

      At Father’s blurred conscience

      Harvest moons bleed in angst at paternal fangs

      Brutality guised in his uniforms and ranks -

      Cuffs and gags -

      Selling his blood for scepters of deception

      Life’s affordable price tags:

      Accusations

      Of

      Opposition (.)

      “Wendata, Qumilachew! Wend aTah!”

      Decades of regret feeding on scars from ivory canes

      As his untamed mane ruffles out dead maggots of shame -

      In fits of inebriation -

      The sacrifice for politics reeks of rigor mortis

      Father takes the blame for this, while

      Mother

      Nurses

      Her curses (.)

      Miss Ethiopia
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      by: Misraq Kassa

      The Miss Ethiopia by the Bay event was held in the Club Oaktree of Oakland on the evening of Thursday, July 5th, during the week of the Ethiopian soccer games. The event was sponsored by Addis Tewlid Magazine, Nu Era Outwear, and Arif Wear. Fliers that consisted of miniature maps of Ethiopia sporting qorqoro crowns boasted that the Oaktree was with equipped a reggae lounge with a full bar, special guest DJs, Hip Hop room…wait, wasn’t this supposed to be an ‘Ethiopian’ event? “Live performance by Dawit Melesse” in the Main Room was for those who seek an Ethiopian experience. Other than “Miss Ethiopia by the Bay…1st Prize: Roundtrip Airfare to Ethiopia,” no other information about the contestants was disclosed. That was because some shrewd business people knew that most Abeshoch would single-mindedly bear the pain of Hwy 880, steer the many lefts and rights of Broadway Street in corporate/ghetto Oakland for the love of katikala.

      Some never found their way in or out. Somebody forgot to tell the fools that they ain’t in Kansas no 'mo. Rewind to the soccer scene earlier that day. 'Tis an ordeal one must attribute to what is to come. Blurry players, Abesha men with nice butts and legs, impressed the spectator. Many people with an interesting sense of style (funny this should be said by a Californian) bathed in the sun. A sudden rapid pace across the sky stirred curious heads to look up and see yechekole amora. No, it was not a bird, rather, it’s the jet that the Miss Ethiopia institution (comprising a nameless Seleda-wannabe magazine and some FUBU protégés) had rented from nearby a private airport, trailing a lastic advertisement. Some exchanged curious glances while the professors of Yenegew Sew T/be’t had that “PPa!” glee, proud of the meshashal of their pupils. EChhh, a weary few thought, “Jemerachew degmo.”

      Comes evening, mad security guys handing out tickets to those (almost everyone) parked on staff spaces (the disabled parking spaces saiqerachew), who in return shrugged it off it as another flier, and traffic jam tirimis right in the parking lot caused by the less considerate with their Enterprise Rent-a-Cars and their “2-miles-an-hour-so-everybody-sees-you”. Flier carriers lined up like yeDerg wekiloch harassing hizbun…qoy, qoy, asCherisuN! Overly excited folks displaying all sorts of craziness like some seyTanam broads who were sticking their bodies and screaming out the window of a hoopty speeding towards 880 (Abet siliTane!), and more parking tickets awaiting the attention of yechekolu sewoch ready to party…and a nearby qoshtua yarere Abesha student of the hosting college quivering with chagrin and promising to get even with these mengist yabarerachew qewsoch…

      These were some of the highlights prior to the Miss Etyopiawit bash. So, the day didn’t start with bedehna igru. It could then be assumed that this was the crowd that arrived to nominate our next role-model/ ideal citizen??.. Alrighty! The contestants vary from negeregna yemimeslu girls with excessively arched brows (some seemed permanently surprised), to straight up yegeTer qonjos thrown into outfits they’re not acquainted with, to chicks sporting the East Coast (obviously from D.C.) Abesha look, and some old fashioned and hybrid y’ager libs worn by pretty and not so pretty sEtoch (hey, I thought this was the beauty pageant!?!), decent ladies in nice evening gowns, some hoochie-mamas-in-the-making, some who were okay and, some strutting the runway, afflicted by that Nazret/Lycée syndrome. Some just left one staggering, wondering, “Okay, what was that?!” This is an honest and humble statement. The sad but not surprising part was that this was not a formal event by the standards of the society in which we live (physically). Okay, let me rephrase (with some cities in mind). I mean, Be-s’det yalen’bet ager. In the custom of the country in which we live, from which we copied the concept of the Miss ikele-ikele, talent counts as much as 40%, interview 30%, on-stage personality in evening wear 15%, and physical fitness, 15%. The total would produce the ideal citizen.

      The first question is, do any of the girls have college degrees (political science majors and zigubiN-bet-endorsed Masters do not count)? Any of them have professional careers (excluding pacing the D.C. Live premises)? Any promising artists, poets, writers (editors?), corporate arbegnoch, etc.? Because there are no official details disclosed in answer to these questions; it is doubtful as to whether there was any interview.

      That would knock out the second question. The insipid website later showcasing pictures of the event could not be of help. It holds a close resemblance to the homepage of a rookie who just learned how to scan and post pics online but has not quite mastered the art of HTML. Well, I reckon I am obliged to be even more honest about what I have found. The on-stage personality in eveningwear, which should have counted (with a sense of fashion) for at least 15%, went swell. Yet some of the girls had little stage presence. A tasteful kurat translated into a minqir-qir that is usually attributed to the students of a certain private schools of our homeland. The result was remotely associated with “beauty” and “pageant”.

      Before approaching the last category, one finds that physical fitness is not just English for kechacha-net; it means a toned body attained by a healthy workout. Again, bulimics, anorexics, or those who never recovered from the uneventful situation of a certain awraja (yiqr-beleN, GetayE! ) do not qualify. Neither do those who clearly ihil yemaymiru or who haven’t any intention of working out. Well, I hardly qualify as a judge except for that small liddi-biddie course I took about fashion and modeling.

      Anyway, some girl won. Who? I was not, despite a cycle of unnerving polis tiyaqEwoch, able to find out. How? Still puzzled, I looked about hoping that someone else might shed some light. “So, what did you think of the Miss Ethiopia pageant,” I asked a businessman from Oakland who responded with a glow, “So many people and [so much] Ch’fera!” He was clearly unaware of much else as he communicated his pleasure in the communion of Abeshoch in events outside the Quas Chewata, Q’dasE, and concerts. Zoro, Zoro, folks were there lemachebcheb.

      The pageant, according to Mr. Desta BafTimu, is a refreshing concept. One of his customers retorted, “A refreshingly American idea!”. Some argued about ethics and culture while others defended the creativity of the event. Yet, after countless minutes of liflefa, not one could recall the result of the beauty contest. Who won? Who were the runner-ups? What did they get? The prize for the winner was roundtrip airfare to Ethiopia! Inquiring minds wanted to know if the beauty pageant was put together by the same people who coordinated the soccer tournament, since the prize was the same. Either the Upp’yr Management has acquired an excessive amount of frequent Ski-miles, why else would they think that derso-mels to Ager BEt would be brq to America’s Abeshoch?. One would think that the meals and lodging would be included, but no. Says an insider, “Migib considerably W’d honoal, and the winner is assumed to have zemedoch to provide lodging.” Betam yereqeqe neger new! My bewildered thoughts led me to believe that the “Miss Ethiopia by the Bay” event is the latest scam of a society tirelessly attempting to connect in an earnest effort to revive the art of saifogeru maTabes. Look at the Tebesa 101 manual and on page two, in the second paragraph, one will find that, according to the writers (old timers), it is “Lomi biwerewir deretun metahut”.

      Snapshot
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      ESG 2001

      brown midriff, tattoos, piercings

      wild hair, wide eyes

      big white Ethiopian smiles

      (is it me, or do they grow

      the new tewlid taller -

      but not necessarily better?)

      platform sandals, toe rings

      painted-on jeans, and neTelas

      worn as cross-your-heart bras

      (is it me, or did someone forget

      to tell these doe-eyed does

      that it’s a stadium, a sport game

      and not a fashion show?)

      testas on the fields

      tereba on the seats

      tifozos actually watching the field?

      players actually havin’ skills?

      (is it me or are we actually

      getting good at this whole thing?)

      samboosa s, sodas, water

      go for $2 each

      snapped up by the brown sugar crowd

      and the aged alike

      entered here for $5 today

      $10 on Ethiopia day

      and $7 on the Finale day

      a captive audience, spilling green paper

      like it DOES grow on the eucalyptus

      scenting California’s Addis-style air

      used to come to rub shoulders

      with a city-full of people like me

      sendeQ-alama on a towel

      on a gangsta-rappa-style bandana

      on a t-shirt

      with a new style guramayle

      E(t in Ge’ez) YO (P in Ge’ez) YA

      who else but we can string this together

      and read it like it makes sense

      read it like it means home

      read it like it’s code

      meant for only our Ethiopian eyes?

      two women, near kiosk # 31

      fall into a teary embrace

      crying over memories spoken

      into the thunder of others’ bliss

      into the strangely soothing cacophony

      of muziQa - new, old, old-new

      into the din of English-punctuated AmariNa

      and AmariNa-punctuated English

      pint-sized Ethio-Americans

      wearing shemma, wide eyes filled

      with a glimpse

      of what should have been theirs 13-months a year

      instead of a snapshot once every 365 days

      and i?

      i came hoping

      hoping to see

      hoping to be seen

      hoping to find…

      something

      to link me back

      to anchor me

      to let me fly

      to set me free

      to hold me still

      to let me see

      but mostly

      i came hoping -

      just hoping

      and took back a snapshot

      of beautiful imperfections

      chaotic heaven

      and

      frightening-delighting images

      with me.

      Confession
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      by

      ye dig

      Life almost smirks

      at times of prayer –

      like child! don’t ya know? didn’t ya learn?! ;

      And I pray

      for memories not to remain thoughts

      or is it for thoughts not to remain memories?

      Because everyday one can’t be reminded that –

      those close to prayers –

      almost smirk while playing roles –

      playing wholesome souls

      playing “Cristian”!

      just playin

      playing with minds –

      playing kind –

      It gets old. !

      Old and wrinkled and with a smirk.

      Oh, what Do I know?.. what do I know?

      Seleda Berenda: Blu
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      Blu

      By Aida Muluneh, Reprinted here with permission
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      foundation

      By Aida Muluneh, Reprinted here with permission
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      happy

      By Aida Muluneh, Reprinted here with permission
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      Embrace

      By Aida Muluneh, Reprinted here with permission
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      difficult

      By Aida Muluneh, Reprinted here with permission

      Top ten
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      Seleda’s Top Ten Ye Addebabai misTroch

      10. That brrd is a sexually transmitted immunodeficieny disease.

      9. The private parts of ye sefer wefefE.

      8. That at the heart of every Ethiopian athlete is a soft spot for “12”-year-old Little Danny Almonte of Little League Baseball fame.

      7. That despite the national pomp, the motherland isn’t a glorious fairy land where the dwarfs are 6-ft-6, Einsetein is the village idiot, and Hercules is the skinny boy down the street.

      6. That when you take a year off to work for an NGO back home, you’re probably having trouble at school.

      5. That old photos that definitively resolve recent speculations about who is older than whom always show up at the least convenient moments.

      5(a). That reversing brain-drain isn’t a problem, but the size of Amanuel Hospital is a limitation.

      4. When life gives an abesha man a lemon, an abesha man would consider ulterior motives, and possible evil spells, before making lemonade.

      3. That your emails to Addis are private.

      3(a). That no question in an abesha exchange is considered non-probing, other than dehna ne(s)h, which is really not a question unless repeated five times.

      2. That your parents do it.

      1. That that wasn’t the sound of the chair scraping across the floor.

      Backpage
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      What goes around…goes around again!

      What would we do without these stellar members of our community to mT’S about?! wiy! ye-seyTan joro aysma!

      Meet the #1 example of yluNta bis’net: The slick immigration “legal expert” who is better dressed than the home-country immigration guday asfeTSami, but much less qualified. his promises of speedy immigration _qeTero_s, sure-fire asylum approvals, and DV marriage and divorce packages have earned him tens of thousands of dollars of his victims’ hard-earned wages. Never fails to cash your check seconds after he gets it, tearing off to the Bank in his brand new Lexus – never been known to issue a refund once it is clear that he has no legal training and has actually hurt your case. he is often to be found together with…

      …the #1 example of misplaced yluNta: the new immigrant incapable of taking the #1 yluNta-bis (see above) to court even after he’s been fleeced out of $3,000 (dohllaar? you ask. ay yelem, Birrr – not! tayeN’ko!) ECh, that sleaze-bag iko wasn’t even a lawyer. yes, he’s embezzled all of the newcomer’s earnings. but this newbie would rather lose that money than be talked about around the community as having taken an abesha to court. On the other hand, he has no problems earning income the easy way at the parking lot, working for…

      …the #1 keeper of the Adebabay misTrs, the parking lot owner: He is fully aware of the comings and goings in his garages, but he may be the one to have the last laugh. he doesn’t have to recruit to cover vacancies – people will die in their chairs before they’ll leave. he doesn’t even have to worry about absenteeism. What other industry can boast that, even when deathly ill, its employees find their own replacements? All he has to do is to signal how much money he expects to earn – sending around vigilant supervisors when profits fall too low. he doesn’t even need to maintain a head office: yemn personnel section, yemn staff counselling?! edya!..a cell phone is all he needs and he can bask in the sun at the Bahamas…dipping his toes into the pool where he’ll see…

      …the #1 misTeerious man, veteran shopper for “innocent” wives: balding, borCHam, and beaming with pride, this newly wed is showing his bride a great time. Dissatisfied with the 18-year long relationship he’d carried on with his African-American girl-friend (le-green card fer’malN iko new, he’s always justified), and burned by the mail-order bride his mother had found him (she’d arrived in America only to leave him 9 days later), this 49+ year-old had a brilliant idea. He’d gone himself to Addis to find a wife, and he’d done it in record time. He was going to show his new bride the good life this week, and then take her home to agerQiT Arkansas, away from temptations and abesha communities. He had maneuvered to “keep” her passport for her (no flies on this guy). He’d go back to his county job, and she’d be raising his children and cooking in his kitchen, and in his bed. He absentmindedly scratched the wiry hairs on his belly as he contemplated his divine missus…

      …the #1 keeper of _misTr_s of all kinds: with a 21 year-old body and a 29 year-old mateb, this lovely beauty was stunning in her filmy après beach outfit. She flexed her speel-tako-clad feet and flashed her husband with the grateful, loving smile she’d been practicing for weeks in the mirror, knowing that the $300 US dollars, the other passport and the phone number in Houston that she’d sown into the lining of her handbag were her ticket out of the hairy bore’s bed. Her boyfriend of two years, 27 and passionate about her, would be waiting for her. That $80 she’d had to spend to have a dresser from their neighborhood “tighten” her up some to get over on the “innocence”-seeking fool. while she fantasized about her real love, she got sand kicked in her face by…

      …the #1 agdm-adeg 19 year-old, one of a new generation of yluNta-free EthioAmericans. He wasn’t running or jumping when he kicked up all that sand (heaven forbid)…no, his shuffle was simultaneously supposed to look cool AND keep his pants on. he has all the requisite accoutrements of teenage hip; unfortunately, the swirling sand was wreaking havoc on his Playstation II. He shrugged it off…once his mother came home from the custodial service she worked for on weekends in order to afford his ever-growing designer sneaker collection, she’d get teary-eyed and dejected, but she’d cough up the money for a new one, no prob. She didn’t want her precious son to work. He whipped out his cellphone (his Moms had gotten him that, too…) and called his friend…

      …the #1 car-crash expert, an Addis addis-meT and already ye-America hg misTr awaqi…who was too busy to talk to his homeboy because he was getting ready to set up a BIG one…worth $6500, at least. he gauged the time it would take this speed demon to turn the corner about 75 feet back from him (as luck would have it, a police car was just coming around the other side – double that $6500!!). he slithered out from the gas station in his Honda just fast enough to be fully in the lane and yet slow enough to catch the crazed driver completely unawares. the crunch of the back bumper, the deploying air-bag and the soon-to-be-forgotten neck pain were all that he’d hoped for…and less?! Wait up….dag!..sheeeeeeeet, man…was that an abesha coming out of the brand new Lexus?!?!

      Do the Right Thing
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      Yezelalem Minch

      Often, doing the right thing tends to center around crisis in our immediate generation, overlooking the heartbeat of our future - our children. With AIDS rampantly plaguing our community, dipping life expectancy to distressingly low numbers, a growing number of AIDS orphans are not only falling victim to the premature loss of their parents, but are also left to suffer the social and physical stigma that the disease inflicts on them. Alone.

      This month SELEDA eagerly features one of the latest avenues for AIDS orphans. Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home is a new, non-profit organization launched in Addis Abeba, in a noble effort to revive these infantile victims into faithful survivors of a tragedy by providing more than a source of refuge to the 700,000 AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. Why a home? Affiliated with HIM (Help International Ministries) and directed by a Board of Christian Ethiopian Professionals, the founders of Yezelalem Minch believe in the significance of building small, clinically and spiritually nurturing environments for such children, rather than providing dry institutional care. In this visionary pursuit, the Home started off with just 3 children in July 2001. Their goal is to establish small, family-oriented homes of up to 7 children. Their broader ambition is to become the core of an internationally involved AIDS orphan adoption network, and branch out to individual families and humanitarians in the global village. Other than adoption, Yezelalem Minch welcomes financial donations to the homes and individual child sponsors.

      Learn more about Yezelalem Minch at their website zelalem.org.

      For more information, contact them directly at info@zelalem.org.
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      The Color and Identity issue

      October, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      Minutes from editorial meeting.

      Attending: All editors and Upper management …

      Editor #45466 insists on sitting in the corner by himself–SELEDA polluting air he breathes–makes motion to have board room air “filtered”.

      Upper management votes to have air filtered, but only in the executive offices…“Don’t you think we are more important that you?!”

      Editorial meeting begins.

      First item on the agenda: “Welcoming comments-Upper management”.

      Upper management tish-toshes away motion to make “welcoming comments” … “Abo atdebirun”. Upper managements puts forward new motion to never have welcoming comments on the agenda. Upper management passes new motion…“Welcoming comments mibal neger insemma’na!”

      Next item on the agenda…Editor #911 remembers that, “speaking of The Identity Issue,” she is having a second bout of an identity crisis. Suggests putting a trip to Debre Brhan on her expense account to find her “true” identity.

      Upper management vetoes motion on account that they never liked the last identity she found.

      Next item on agenda… writers have issues with…

      Upper management votes down all issues raised by writers…“and it’s because we are damn good that we aren’t voting that whole department out!”

      Next item on the agenda… thanking the Color and Identity Issue writers. Marketing departments puts forth motion to give every October contributor a gold-leafed handbag in the shape of an insra.

      Writers put forth motion that they have not received pay in months, and would like to see the official SELEDA accounting book and review all transactions to see where the money for insra-shaped handbags was coming from.

      Marketing department officially declares the writers IYF (“illim yalu faroch”).

      Upper management wonders, “What official SELEDA accounting book?”

      Consensus reached to scrap the handbag idea… male writers might not appreciate it so much. Agreement instead to send all our writers “tnq’q yalech tenkiw” for once again coming through for us and making this an introspective issue about where we Ethiopians stand on race, identity and color.

      Upper management puts motion forward that marketing department should hand over all prototypes of insra handbags to them for “safekeeping”.

      Upper management withdraws the motion.

      Upper managements votes that that marketing department should hand over all prototypes of insra handbags.

      Next item on the agenda… what’s new at SELEDA?

      Editor #666 wanted his ire known – someone had filled in the hole in the wall adjoining his office and the ladies’ restroom!!

      Editor #411 calls Editor #666 a “regressive Neanderthal from hell”, and “a moron who was raised in meren”.

      Editor #666 expressed he sensed “playa hatin’” from Editor #411, but more importantly, is still anguished over who will re-open the hole.

      Upper management announced it is bored with this “little meeting” and asked when it’s going to end.

      Next item on the agenda… What’s really new at SELEDA?

      Monthly SELEDA Chat will be held on TUESDAY, OCTOBER 16 at 7:00 p.m. East coast time sharp. This month’s banner article is My Story: not black… not Black, either. New protocol for SELEDA Chat is that those in London can say whatever they want because we like them.

      Agreement that this month’s SELEDA Berenda artist, Naomi Amdemariam, is one of the most refreshingly inspired Ethiopian artists since, well, just since. Based in Atlanta (we mean,

      At"tilantina"), Naomi hand paints, carves, chips, fuses, solders… her work with obvious love and talent, and we who have never created nothing but chaos and zanigaba logic, are awed. Story is that custom orders for her artwork are accepted, but just be willing to hang on through to the next millennium while she fills out all the orders from a recent art exhibit.

      Upper management puts forth motion to officially trade the SELEDA name and “all its assets” for one Naomi coffee mug.

      SELEDA writers caution Naomi not to “fall for that trick”.

      Next item on the agenda…upcoming issues…

      How come The Spirits and Spirituality issue, Editor #000 wanted to know, is not about the real spirits, a.k.a. gin and anything gin related?

      All Editors agree to take gin break.

      Motion made to seek out articles from SELEDA readers for the… Schpeewits and Schpweearity Issue. Deadline is October 15.

      Upper management complains that SELEDA highballs resemble ones from a Tassa Tela bEt in Meshwalekia, and puts forth motion to have marketing department order Reidel crystal, and that all gin be served in Trockenbeerenauslese glassware.

      Motion passed since no one but Upper management knows what Trockenbeerenauslese is.

      Next item on the agenda… closing comments.

      Upper management vetoes having closing comments.

      Upper management vetoes the veto to not have closing comments.

      Upper management laughs hysterically at the power to “jerk” all our “chains”.

      Editor #69 fell on his knees in drunkard haze and…

      Meeting hastily adjourned.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      _

      To those who died in the terror on September 11, and to their families who are in colossal pain… may we all heal.

      _

      Not black… or Black, either
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      not black… not Black, either

      _

      “I have a dream that my four children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”

      Martin Luther King

      Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C. on August 28, 1963

      “Well, aren’t you away from your types?”

      Anonymous white man commenting on author’s presence in a mostly white night club.

      Mid-Nineties, Midwest USA

      _

      Ok, I am going to come right out and say it.

      I, dear friends, am not Black. In fact, I am not black either.

      (Note: the “dear friends” invocation will have perhaps been rejected by now, but read on)

      Blasphemy, you say… Ignorance, Backwardness, Blindness to the realities of life, the height of political incorrectness.

      I have been in the US for at least 12 years, so I know what I am saying. I know this society sees me as black AND assumes I am Black.

      You see, this is the thing. I am not a color, the small “b”.

      I flew in straight from Addis to a historically black college, whose very existence says so much about the meaning of skin color in this society. Students who had rejected offers by Brown, MIT or other ivy encrusted institution were far from rare. The whole place was full of students and faculty in many ways exhilarated in finding a spiritual space where, for once, color could be at least neutralized as the basis for many of the decisions others make on/to/for/against them.

      Not to say the place was color-neutral. The pursuit of the billion answers to the million question on what it means to be someone of a dark skin tone in America were central to campus events, life and scholarship, as opposed to a supplementary or extra-curricular or even a “fringe” role such pursuits would be relegated to in the mainstream colleges in the country.

      Much as I may try to fool myself that where I am today is because of my personal achievement, I can never forget that the laws in this country put in place to counter color based discrimination allow me to work, to learn, to live, to pursue whatever and wherever I want. And those laws were the result of the intellectual work of the many people who did pursue such questions, and even the death and deprivation of many, many others whose skin tones match mine.

      _

      I am not black but …was the apartment I was promised over the phone denied me because I showed up in my true “colors”?

      _

      But I am not black, the small “b” of universal skin tones. Neither am I white. Nor pink. My skin color exists on a dynamic continuum of light to dark brown, depending on how much sun I have had the pleasure of absorbing that day/week/… My skin hue is not what or who I am. Nor, if you get right down to it, the kinkiness of my hair, or the shape of my nose.

      Denial? No - I call it rejection. Not rejection of who I am, but of being labeled and bundled as simply a color.

      _

      I am not black but… is that why my client looks my white assistant in the eye for confirmation on the integrity of my professional opinion?

      _

      I am not Black either, the big “B” of the incredibly dynamic cultural universe nurtured and brought to global dominance by Americans whose skin tones match mine. Don’t get me wrong - I love most of it. Jazz & Blues, R & B. The drama and swagger of NFL and NBA athletes. The boisterously unrestrained revelling in earthy humor. The equally exuberant participation of the “audience” in any public event, be it cinema or sermon. The eternal pursuit of style, sometimes flamboyant, sometimes restrained but always there.

      I was exposed to much of the “Black” culture at the college I went to. Spike Lee movie premieres and evenings featuring past and present Panthers and Black nationalist speakers were campus wide events. University radio gently wakes you up to gospel music, then easing you on to blues, rap, and jazz etc… The classical music one heard were the occasional wafting of piano or strings from the bowel of the huge arts building. Most of the time, this was dueled to a distinctly second position by the joyful holler of the marching band’s brass. The stomps and yells of the many new Greek recruits practicing their steps somehow nicely complemented the instruments.

      Faculty ran the gamut from radical “Afrikan” nationalists all too happy to expand the transcontinental united liberation of all people of African descent , to your regular xenophobes who looked with undisguised distaste and disgust at africans/foreigners with the accent and style just unfashionably broadcasting their otherness.

      _

      I am not black but… why should i feel that little unease at the slightly chewed up pickup truck with the confederate flag just behind me on the out of the way two lane country road?

      _

      But the universe that defines my identity is more than that. It includes the “thtna” and shame in self-promotion I was taught as a child. It has the intense connection with history as probably the most defining pillar of the Ethiopian identity. It includes the pleasure in humor based on word-smithing and witticism. And yes, the aching bluesiness of tizita, a piece of musical creation that never fails to throw the listener into that familiar, somewhat sad place in the heart. And never without the eternally present conviction that we could be much, much better if only…

      _

      I am not black but… were my new neighbors a bit too friendly, a bit too firm in holding on to their kids because of my dermal hue?

      _

      Who I am includes the literature of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, the poetry of Rumi, the chants of Tibetan monks. Or someone who guiltily spends too unconscionably many hours downloading Didgeridoo MP3s. Someone who finds endless fascination in the political news of the world, whether it is the latest escapades of George Speight in Fiji or Peru’s Alejandro Toledo. I am also one who admits to the distinctly “bourgie” pleasures of bohemian coffee shops, where I pay too ridiculously much for a “coffee and something” concoction with an Italian sounding name. Come October, you can catch me travelling for hours just for the chance to enjoy the blazing reds, and bright yellows of leaves quickly leaving their trees in a final burst of glory.

      _

      I am not black but… were all 6 empty tables I can see really unavailable because (the maitre d’ says) they have all been reserved before?

      _

      So ultimately this boils down to labels. My identity, the sum total of what I believe defines me and my relationship to the universe, is intensely personal, and I refuse to have it limited to a label. My skin tone is a biological fact, of which I am neither proud nor ashamed, since I did nothing to be that way.

      If you need to call me something, call me by my name.

      Please.

      _

      I am not black but… as I sit here, watching a re-run of “The Color Purple” in between mouthfuls of qwanTa frfr, I wonder who to call first should I find a cross burned in my front yard - the cops, or the NAACP?

      _

      At the Blue Nile
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      _

      South of the Mason-Dixon Line

      _

      by Felleke

      We couldn’t hear her talk. She was seated at some distance from my brother and me in the Blue Nile Restaurant’s boisterous basement. She matter-of-factly cut a piece of injera from the edge of her tray and dexterously folded it around the dilot. No, she did not pinch the wrapped morsel to experiment with the texture; neither did she scrutinize the coarse chunks of the peculiar-for-the-uninitiated entrée.

      She opened her mouth and, without a single finger bypassing her lips, dropped the food on her tongue. No, the gursha did not crumble upon touchdown. No, she did not have to barricade her mouth with her arthritic hand to prevent wayward tidbits of tripe from scattering on the communal plate. She simply closed her mouth and…chewed.

      Four impeccably coifed fifty-something women in dowdy but exquisitely hand-tailored pleated skirts and ruffled blouses completed the circle at her table.

      Impatient with the sluggish service, my older brother vigorously waved his long arm to get the waitress’s attention. We had been ready to order fifteen minutes earlier. The waitress unloaded several empty beer bottles off her tray onto the bar counter and began to head in our direction.

      She caught the waitress’s forearm as the younger women at her table rolled their eyes in annoyance and exasperation. The waitress frowned and attempted to free her arm. Oblivious to the server’s flippant demeanor and her companions’ excessive formality, she smiled at the waitress, uttering a few indistinct words.

      Mortified, the waitress flinched and bowed, deeply. Aghast, the rest of the women on the table looked up and greeted the waitress. She released the young woman’s arm and held her face as they kissed at least seven times on each cheek before the rest of the party stretched out their arms, awaiting their turn.

      “Don’t you remember her?” my older brother asked.

      “What do you mean, remember? She’s been working in this restaurant for over a year,” I grumbled.

      “No, not the waitress! I mean the old lady,” he said.

      “Never seen her before,” I insisted.

      “That’s Madame Hagop. Mme. Hagop Chakarian,” he declared.

      He was right. That was Mme. Chakarian, our next door neighbor in Seba Dereja. The preferred couturière of the highborn ladies of the ancien régime. Yes, and those were her daughters Nemzar, Eliz, Sirvart and Agata seated around the table–Monsieur and Mme. Chakarian had escaped from Ethiopia at the outset of the revolution, having already sent their daughters to the United States to attend college years earlier.

      I wondered what had happened to M. Hagop.

      “Let’s go and say hello,” my brother said. As we approached the Chakarian table, the waitress looked at us sheepishly. My brother walked around the waitress and bowed to the matriarch.

      “I know you,” Mme. Hagop exclaimed immediately in perfect Amharic. “You’re Mekdes’s sons.”

      She tapped her chest several times and murmured, “Esay, esay, esay, esay, esay, yenE lijoch!” She briskly looked over her shoulder and scanned the room. “Is MekdesiyE here? Where are your three sisters?” she asked excitedly. We shook our heads and explained to her that they were all in Addis Abeba. Disappointed, she pulled my brother’s arm, kissing him on the cheeks several times over.

      The Chakarian siblings’ jaws dropped in disbelief. Memory had once again turned her back on them, favoring their octogenarian mother. I embraced and kissed the spry old lady as my brother greeted the sisters one by one. Mme. Chakarian implored the dazed waitress to bring two more chairs.

      They appeared at once on either side of Mme. Chakarian. She held the waitress’s wrist and looked at us. "Don’t you know remember her? Her mother used to do alterations for me during the wedding season when I was swamped with orders. What am I saying? How could you remember her? She had stopped working for me by the time your family moved to our neighborhood. AyE! The nine hundred television channels, the shopping malls, the grocery stores, the drive-through banks, the outlets…you think they’re any good for you? They’re all like moths. Believe me, by the time they’re through with you, your memory will have more holes than the chiffon curtains that used to hang in our Seba Dereja living room. And why not? No more homemade yogurt from our two Borena dairy cows grazing in our lush backyard. It was the daily yogurt diet that had kept my mind sharp. Let’s not even talk about the yogurt in this country! Water has better consistency! They steal all the fat out of the milk and leave you with water. Ere’dya, 1% blo wetet!

      "Ever since Hagop and I left home twenty-five years ago, I don’t remember a thing. But I still mark each day I’m away from home on my 1975 Ethiopian diary, given to me by the Shell gas station owner in Bishoftu. Little did he know that we were on our way out of the country. Of course, there was no way for him to know. Hagop had planned our escape well. Since he didn’t want to rouse the suspicions of the servants in our house or the soldiers at the checkpoint in Qaliti, we each carried one overnight bag. Imagine fifty-five years of your life packed into one suitcase! And yet, I surprised myself. I didn’t take a single evening gown or any of my favorite bottles of perfume. And at that time, both meant a lot to me. MekdesiyE could tell you how proud I was of my couture. But all I packed were a few simple dresses, a toilet kit, my silver thimble, 12 standard dress patterns, the pincushion my mother brought from Aleppo in 1917, the zigzag scissors Hagop bought for me during our engagement and the photographs of my parents and grandparents. We left Addis Abeba on Qidus Yohannes–it was exactly a week after the brigands had announced the Emperor’s death–so the gas station owner had a large stack of freshly printed diaries to give to his loyal customers. We used to fill our tanks at his station on our way back from Hagop’s factory. Always!

      You should see the diary now. I am almost running out of pages. Sirvart, do you remember? We were with you in Cleveland at that time. At the beginning, I used to draw a large stick per page, believing we’d return soon. But the situation at home went from bad to worse.

      Mme. Chakarian chuckled.

      "I know your mother wouldn’t approve, but I am still very superstitious. Does she still go to Qidist Mariam every morning? You see, there I go again. It wasn’t Qidist Mariam. It was SideteNaw Medhanyalem, wasn’t it? I used to love attending service there with your mother. It was the most serene and cozy of all the churches in Addis Abeba. I also liked Mariam up on Entoto, but it wasn’t as intimate. I don’t know, maybe because it was a much larger church or because it was majestically perched on top of the mountain. But SideteNaw almost feels like a chapel in one’s own house. Agata, do you know that SideteNaw Medhanyalem is Godfather to all of Mekdes’s children? Your mother’s smart, Yosef. He’ll be sure that all of you, all five of his Godchildren, are protected in exile. But it’s not just you. We all need him as our Godfather.

      Where was I? You see how my mind wanders. Yes, superstitions! As the years went by I became more and more afraid of running out of space in the Shell diary while still remaining in this country, so I drew smaller and smaller sticks. Now, there are only two empty pages left. I don’t know what I’ll do the day I cross the last four vertical sticks with the final horizontal slash. But we will return before that happens, won’t we? Things will change back home. They must! We’ve been away for twenty-five years, eight months and five days today. I have had enough!"

      Mme. Chakarian sobbed quietly and dubbed her eyes with her handkerchief.

      Nobody in our group stirred. The siblings stared in silence at their nearly empty tray. Nemzar’s cheeks were wet with tears but she didn’t bother wiping them off. I looked at the empty chairs next to Mme. Chakarian but didn’t dare sit down. I shifted my weight to my left leg.

      "If only I had been more patient, more understanding with my mother. I’m certain that the quarter of century banishment from my home is penance for my behavior toward her. It’s only after I came to this country that I finally understood her incurable despondency. She was never fully content in Ethiopia. I didn’t know any other home so I was irritated with her. Always pining away for Aleppo. That was the town from which my family came, you know. Right on the border between present-day Turkey and Syria. Were you and fifteen thousand of Aleppo’s other Armenian residents not carted and abandoned in the desert? I would sneer. Did they not massacre and dump the mutilated bodies of your mother and most of your neighbors into the Euphrates River during the genocide? I would taunt. Were you not relieved when Negest and Ras Teferi offered sanctuary to you and what was left of your family? I would ask brutally. She would nod her head and squint after each question. After subjecting herself to my relentless torture, she would sniffle and resume her work on her handmade Armenian lace collars. After a few minutes she would stubbornly whisper, “But I still miss my home!”

      Mme. Chakarian blew her nose with her lace handkerchief and looked up at us. Her teary eyes glistened in the candlelight. “Ere, ere, ere, ere, I’ve kept you standing all this time. Why didn’t you sit down? Please sit down. ErE beMekdesiyE mot!”

      We complied and sat on either side of her. She looked up at the waitress and entreated her to grab a chair for herself. The waitress excused herself and abruptly left the table. Mme. Chakarian held my hand and looked down.

      “Hagop begged me to bury him back home before he left me five years ago,” Mme. Chakarian continued.

      “Mama, bakish! Don’t.” Nemzar interrupted. “You know you’re only going to make yourself more miserable.”

      Mme. Chakarian folded her handkerchief and slid it into the cuff of her gray cashmere cardigan. She picked up a white thread dangling over a pearl button and twirled it between her fingers.

      All of a sudden, Mme. Chakarian resolutely rolled the thread into a ball and dropped into an empty ashtray. She turned toward my older brother. “Tell me, how could I take him back? Almost every one that we knew, everyone that we grew up with, has either been killed or has left the country. If not, they’ve died from complications of all kind of failures: kidney, heart, liver, pancreas, lungs. I could go on! But I couldn’t take him back. I couldn’t! Hagop, you’ll forgive me, won’t you? I did, however, refuse that nonsense about the open casket. Demo open casket blo neger! Hagop, what kind of a country did you bring me to? Mind you, I didn’t give up without making any effort. I had even contacted Father Khachadour at the Armenian Church in Addis Abeba and had purchased the airplane tickets for both of us. But the day before our departure my blood sugar level hit the roof! They had to hospitalize me for a few days. I just couldn’t do it!”

      Mme. Chakarian pulled out the handkerchief from her cuff and wiped her nose.

      “It’s all right. He has already forgiven me. He has! After all, he wouldn’t want a wake with just hired pallbearers and me, would he? He deserves better. He deserves much better!”

      Mme. Chakarian looked up at me sharply. “Yet abatu! Ya barya hulachinin sideteNa adergo rasu Tefa,” she said bitterly.

      I turned away and bristled in spite of myself. Startled, Nemzar glanced at me for a split second.

      Mme. Chakarian’s mother’s defiant whisper echoed in my ear, “But I still miss my home. But I still miss my home. But I still miss my home.”

      Soundchecks
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      by: Robel Kassa

      sound check #1: racial reverb

      seized by creases from folds of teases

      albeit the coughs and wheezes and blood he sneezes

      wintry observers watch as a soul freezes

      an immigrant ceases to exist

      _

      turn the mic up a bit, i don’t think they can hear me well_

      misery brewed in steam from sewers

      misnomers of homelessness enslave the hopeless

      linguistic barriers fence in educated minds

      and truncate cries of neglect

      turn it up a bit more, they’re not listening in the back

      ghost-infested alleys boast

      to hosting hordes of the deceived,

      most received with open qualm-free arms of relatives

      dreams too tentative to toast

      lost amongst the lowest of the pecking order -

      ideals of crossing borders

      forget it, man. i’m not reading this tonight … besides, they won’t understand me with my accent

      sound check #2: ethnic reverb

      obsessions with obelisks frisking for sensations of pride

      drowning in tides and storms of color lines

      ethnic ties and tinkering with minds

      reshuffled priorities knot bellies into binds of starvation

      goddamn sanity on ration

      complexes from complexion confound

      as misplaced identities on high horses abound

      in haste to ride off the cliff

      ego trippin’ scared stiff

      mr. soundman, push the speakers back a bit … too much feedback

      Last Woman Standing
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      by: E

      Wall Street, in many ways, is it’s own little country. We have our own leaders (heads of the exalted financial and law firms), our own laws (“Thou shalt have real-time wireless stock access and a Blackberry”, “Ye shall covet your competitor’s clients”), and even our own National Dress (despite some renegade Salomon Smith Barney asedabbi “business casual” attire), it’s Barney’s for the bankers, Cerruti for stockbrokers who really wanted to be models, Kiton for the lawyers, Burberry’s for the new good old boys, Corneliani for the newly corner-officed, Gucci for the truly tasteless, and anything Polo for entry-level and middle management.)

      The firm you worked for strictly defined your identity.

      There are protocols on Wall Street innate to its citizens… the right condescension for east siders and “boutique money firms”; the rightful deference for Grammercy Park and the pubescent senior vice presidents of renowned Wall Street stalwarts; the measured tolerance for tourists and Skadden Arps; and the unfeigned intolerance of those who can’t fold the Journal the right way, those who don’t know the shortcut to the Heliport, and all dot-commers.

      On Tuesday, September 11 Wall Street, the legend, and all of us, it’s faithful denizens, indelibly changed.

      It doesn’t snow in New York in September, but if you didn’t look too carefully that Tuesday from Nassau Street, you’d think downtown was hit by a freak blizzard. But when you looked carefully, you saw the snow was really soft soot, covering The Street, the buildings, the cars… and the bodies.

      Wall Street is quiet only at 3:00 a.m. just before brokers come trickling in at 4 to catch the early hours of the FTSE and CAC-40. Wall Street is never quiet at 9:45 in the morning. Except on that Tuesday, when before our very eyes, we saw Earth shatter.

      I made my way to John Street… past the street entrance of the WFC….I kept thinking about the people who were, at 8:43 a.m., peacefully staring at the shattered computer screens on Vesey Street… the penholder from someone’s desk on Chambers Street.

      Thursday… at the Armory. I’ve been to St. Vincent’s a million times to see if my friends were brought in. They sent me to the Armory to fill out profiles. A Hispanic woman, seeing a press pass a friend had gotten me, stopped me and shoved a picture of her grandson in my face… “Tu lo has visto?”

      I had not.

      An elderly West Indian woman carrying a black and gold frame with a picture of a young girl in a pink dress kept pacing in circles. Occasionally she’d stop and speak in a heavy West Indian accent to other people holding pictures of the same young woman… “Dey say dey fa’aw’nd fire pe-pole. Dey gonna find more.” And then she’d resume her pacing.

      Near 14th and Broadway an Asian couple try to speak in broken English to a New York City cop. He kept telling them that they could not go south of 14th. “No. No mas…Finito.”’ The woman gives the cop bottled water. He says “Thank you” slowly and loudly, and bows, Japanese style. They smile. He smiles.

      September 11 was Ethiopian New Year. I wanted to tell someone at the Armory that. But the sight of four Ethiopians handing out fliers of a lost family member distracted me. They would know it was Ethiopian New Year. I walked up to them and took a flier.

      It was Ethiopian New Year in America. I’ve been so busy connecting to the Ethiopian identity that I nearly forgot that America had given me shelter when no one else would.

      Wall Street lost its identity. At least to me.

      Back at the Armory… Someone hands me an American flag. I take it and head back to Ground Zero trying to remember the words to the American National Anthem, somewhat not feeling I was the last woman standing.

      Hues: Teyim to Qei Damma
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      by: MT

      It wasn’t just any old Bible…to you it wasn’t. There, on the inside of its back-cover, the particulars of your birth were supposedly duly noted by MemrE Kebede, your nssha abat, who also doubled as the family astrologer…an astrologer, who couldn’t care less about the alignment of the stars in the constellation Leo. Instead, he performed his astral calculations by assigning a number to each letter in BirhanE Kiristos, your Krstna sm. But, of course, they went ahead and lost it…the Bible, that is! … MemrE would swear up and down in later years that he had, indeed, dutifully entered the time and date of your birth in it, along with the results of his astral calculations, his ngrt that you’d grow up to be ti-i-lq sew. “ItyoPian’m ygezal,” he might have foretold, who knows? … WoynEE!

      What an auspicious beginning, right? With the Good Book went crucial pieces of your personal history; verloren forever and a day. To their credit, your parents did remember the month of your birth. That was IT. Nothing else! Not the year, and certainly not the tabot that mewal-ed on the day that your mother’s water broke in the back-seat of KunninEr Moltotal’s Vollsbagen on the way to Liilt Sehay. Ayy yeKunninEr wuleta! gorebEt b’lo zm! In the dead of night, he was awakened by the incessant pleading of your father and couldn’t find it in his heart to turn down this pathetic figure wrapped in gabi (kaporta belayu) having a baby outside his door. It was the price that the good KunninEr had to pay for being the only sefferteNa within a five-mile radius to own anything resembling a motorized vehicle…targa-quTir “AA 13.”

      For a long, long time, you wondered if you had an identity at all, since your parents lost the entire set of your identifying information…the bare minimum in requirements for an identity from which the rest of your identity would emanate, you thought. Sure, your parents would rack their brains at your relentless urging to fill in the gaps for you the best they could and, as a result, some sketchy details would emerge over the years in bits and pieces…real useful stuff like weather conditions on the date of your birth: “Ayy! YeTalew znab, ayy doffu-u-u…!”

      Mind you_, NehassE_ had thirty days, thirty rainy days, twenty-nine of which your parents did not have to remember, but probably did anyway, choosing instead to forget the one day that would have meant something to you! Well, you did, eventually, go on and pick a date arbitrarily, but you were never able to celebrate your birthday without wondering whose birthday you were celebrating. It was a sad day in AbuarE, when your siblings, your own flesh and blood, showed up for your party, ate your Cheralia, drank your sirroko and looked at you askance, as if to say : “What is it with him and this birzday fixation anyway? Just what is it that makes him different from the rest of us, and the millions of other Ethiopian children out there, who are perfectly content with being born Ethiopian? Isn’t that the ultimate identity? …Being born with idenET?”

      They had a point! You were in good company with the majority of “no-birzday” ItyoPiawian, who wore their idenET like the badge of honor that it was. When all was said and done, your ItyoPiawinet had very little to do with notations made in that family Bye-ble that went bye-bye. Birth date or not, you were indeed endowed with a rock-solid identity to end all identities by the simple logic of forfE, as long as you were born an Ethiopian and had sense enough to come out looking like one. IdenET! Heck, if coming into this world was your inevitable destiny, you could do worse than being born an Ethiopian! Aydellllll? …As the afe-tarik goes: …God molded man out of a piece of clay, which He fired in an oven to give it the proper color. His first two attempts, however, represented a failure since He ended up with “white” and “black.” …Persistent in His Monophysite Nature (divine only, please), He tried again for a third time and, having learnt from His prior mistakes, He made the necessary adjustments to finally achieve that ideal hue!.. .A no-brainer as to who was created on that trial!

      Ahhha! ItyoPiawinet! That attitude…a prominent theme known in CHewa-circles as ET-tude and firmly grounded in that particular school of thought that there’s more to the “Ethiopian look” than mere aesthetics, as so clearly delineated in the ETC, the Ethiopian TriColor. No, not the bandira, but the hue, the pigmentation, the color of the skin: "Qey, yeqey-dama and Teyim." …If you were qey or qey-dama, you had that much-coveted idenET with ET-tude thrown in for good measure! . . If you were Teyim, you had plain old identity, and you were yhungdyelem-ed into limited ET-tude! . . “Anything” else on either side of the spectrum had, at best, the benefit of nationalET, which the qey-qey-dama folks already had by default!.. . How about that?! … .Generous, eh?

      You had failed to get it then, but that was exactly what your siblings had meant to convey with their ET-tude that you shouldn’t have an attitude about your missing birth date as long as you were born with idenET. Deeper than skin-deep_, idenET_ was indeed a designation which carried with it the not-so-subtle undertones that you were of the “right hue” and that you, therefore, could legitimately lay claim to all the grandeur, the magnificence that hereditary membership up there in the “red-shifted” spectrum of the qey-qey-dama community had to offer. More than sheer physical property, idenET was the one characteristic that guaranteed you a relatively respectable place in the social hierarchy, defined reality as only a real ET (born and bred) would appreciate, and expressed, prima facie, your intellectual eminence, your moral superiority, your beauty, and your religious purity…ultimately, it declared your intentions to RULE as, over time, it merged with class-identity and power…political and otherwise.

      Mengistu Haile Mariam, being off…w-a-y-y-y off the allowable color-distribution on the _Ethiopian TriColor-_chart, was an obvious aberration…and that was the reason you, iwneteNaw ItyoPiawi, used to recoil in shame and questioned the state of the man’s head as head-of-state, whenever his self-misidentification would bring him onto the international scene representing Ethiopia! Ere besmab, tuff, tuff!…Lenegeru, who cared if the North Koreans saw Mengistu and so thought you too were …er…w-a-y-y-y off the allowable range on the color-chart! Bihonim, it annoyed you to no end that this guy could do nothing right. You figured, he could have relented to the dictates of reason and sent Fikre Selassie in his stead in the interest of national identity. At least, he looked like he was supposed to look!

      Even your God-fearing mother, known for exercising extreme liberalism in matters of color, because of (not in spite of) her birth on the “bright” side of the spectrum, had difficulties with Mengistu. Having secured her unequivocal position in ItyoPiawinet by virtue of her idenET, and so felt no need to further prove herself, she was safe to safely be magnanimous towards those who had missed the Lord’s blessing. But, obviously, she too had her limits, and Mengistu’s position was just too visible to be liberal about. She promised Qidist Mariam a hand-woven rug for her meqdess if She would only mefenqel “yihEn miTmaT barya” from our midst. Your father, too, not to be outdone by his wife, vowed to deliver muk’t berE to Qulibi GebrEl “yihEn Tilmakoss” keneqelelet.

      Surely, low-rate swearing considering Mengistu’s other attributes, but still, darn, how insensitive of your parents…the ultimate confirmation that they lost that Bible before they read it! …And you…you of course could, yiluNtactfully, have made accommodations for “Tiqur” on the Ethiopian _TriColor-_chart. With some minute adjustment to the mewaqir, you could, for instance, have bumped off yeqey-dama, moved up Teyim and filled the slot with Tqur, but you thought it best not to raise any undue expectations, not to mention that, by doing so, you would introduce something incongruous to the deeply entrenched theory of Ethiocentrism…the premise that reserves the center, from which authority is practiced, for the quintessential ItyoPiawi, who would know how to acquit himself well.

      The quintessential ItyoPiawi!…He of yellowish hue and Semitic features…he of the House of David and keeper of the Ark, who brought civilizing Christianity to the Kunama…he of beautiful poetry, semina-worq and Kibre Negest, whose indomitable spirit preserved the sovereignty of a nation through the millennia!..He and he alone could be counted on to bring to bear, from his God-given place of authority, his God-given skills to embrace even those God-awful folks on the periphery, who ascended to nationalET by virtue of geographical happenstance and/or the accident of birth to non-entET parents. Only he, who was readily identified as an ItyoPiawi before he was identified as an African…only he, who was sans peur et sans reproche, possessed the moral fortitude for evenhandedness towards those who were born with the obvious evolutionary disadvantage of being remote on the CHewa-lj color-bar, the ETC!…Ay Tquret, a mysterious congenital malformation, mTs…mTs! SewireN’ko new bakach’hu!

      Of course, contrary to what your grandfather maintained, the Kunama could easily have claimed the Ethiopian identity as exclusively theirs alone based on, guess what, the color of their skin, ironically. If only they were well-versed in Greek mythology, there, they would have found something to strengthen their argument…the etymological origin of the word “Aithiopia” itself, which meant “Land of the Burnt Face,” and as such was referring to them as the sole occupants of the land and the legitimate Ethiopians. (One fine afternoon, Phoebus was zooming past the area in his golden chariot when he inadvertently got too close to the people of the land, thereby burning their faces eternally dark! …QeZqaZa! )

      The Kunama could also have accused your grandfather of being, well, a latter-day-ItyoPiawi, whose yellowish skin meant only that he was looking out to the world through jaundiced eyes, the real usurper who, brandishing a sword in one hand and a cross in the other, brought his “complex complexion complex” with him to enslave the original ItyoPiawi! …But your grandfather, who, unlike the Kunama, would be quite familiar with Greek mythology, naturally, would counter those assertions with the perfect comeback. A quote from his own formidable Greek, Homer! …It was no less an authority figure than Homer who spoke of the “Blameless Ethiopians” to describe a people who were renowned for their beauty and refinement and to whom the Hellenic gods, most notably Zeus, traveled so frequently. (Praise be to God, unlike Phoebus, Zeus had no golden chariot that burnt the color off your face. Whew!)

      Your grandfather would turn on that proverbial cunning charm so distinctively Ethiopian, that single most devastating secret instrument of lb-alemesTet that is so often (mis)taken for dignity and self-deprecating politeness…the disarming charm, which had served him well over the years by allowing him to make his moves surreptitiously. “Surely,” he would say to the Kunama (kunenE ayhonibachihum?), "You do not mean to suggest that Homer meant you when he spoke of the 'blameless Ethiopians…the beautiful people!?! …With all due respect, you are the descendants of Ham, whose own damn father Noah damned him into eternal damnation through a curse that would forever be etched in his face, for Pete’s sake!" (“QurinCHaCH,” your grandpa would utter under his breath:" wedEt keff-kefffffff ? ") …He would then go on to talk about those ubiquitous faces of the deities that grace the interiors of centuries-old places of worship. The straight nose, the big brown eyes, the thin lips and, of course, the hue…the “right hue”…“I can see how this might seem like self-aggrandizing chauvinism,” he would argue, “but how could you, reasonable folks that you are, not see the uncanny likeness between them and ’ us’ their chosen people?”

      As for that enslavement business that the Kunama would have brought up, how uncouth of them, your grandfather would find the right response in Darwin…in an offshoot of his theory of evolution, Social Dar-hun-ism, whereby the “fittest” would not just survive, but would eventually prevail over those who, by natural selection, would be assigned their rightful place, the periphery (dar-darun): "Esti Ato Kunama legizEw …er . . darhn yaz!"

      Besides, your grandfather would further contend, what about those humane gestures extended to the Kunama later on, which gave them “bodily liberty” and made them beneficiaries of a wide array of “anti-cruelty” decrees? …Oh, the kindness of the blameless Ethiopian! (The use of “barya” as a pejorative term was decreed illegal by Mengistu and, therefore, had the unintended consequence of increasing its use among ItyoPiawian, who saw the act as an utterly unconstitutional move motivated by Mengistu’s self-interest. In fact, the term took on an added meaning to connote a possible direct causal relationship between “barya” and “cruelty” by evolving into “godolo-barya”)

      If it was any consolation to the Kunama, the _Ethiopian TriColor-_chart, hardwired as it was in the minds of Ethiopians who were steadfast in its application, did provide for unbiased treatment of all who fell outside the range of its spectrum…regardless of which end. While the Kunama were on the “dark side of things,” Frederico, by virtue of his Aitalian heritage, was along the “lighter wavelength” which, if there were any fairness in the world, should automatically accord him an honorable place in ItyoPiawinet. Right? WRONG! Sure, Fredo was born and raised Ethiopian, good for him, and so shall bask in all the glory that nationalET entails, but that was about as much as his type of light skin would get him. Poor thing! He made that small error of being born a ferenj, . .simply and repulsively, no color at all, just neCH, . . neCH-(aCHiba). The same, of course, applied to Giovanni Bekele, the product of a direct mixture with ferenji blood. Notwithstanding the fact that a whole bunch of misguided gals from that infamous private-school swarmed all over him, he carried the dishonorable stigma of being "kewkawa k’lss! . . ErewedialiNNNN!??..diqala…meTfo diqala! "

      Remember what your father told you about Prime Minister Aklilu Habtewold, whose only blemish on an otherwise unblemished idenET was Mrs. Aklilou, his French wife? Well, your father should know. Being confined to the antechambers of power at Tach-gbi and Lay-gbi, he was never quite close enough to hobnob with the Habtewold-brothers, but was within ear-shot of the latest about them. And so it was that he found out that Mrs. Aklilou was persona-non-grata at the Emperor’s court and that, not even her husband’s prominence and the Lion of Judah’s love and respect for him, were enough to override the fact that her white…skin was an untouchable among the standard-bearers.

      “LjE, … never judge a person by the color of their skin,” your father would go on to remark rather piously in one of those “le-lj mkr, l’abat metasebya” moments that always punctuated every paternal story-telling. Hah!..You thought of reminding him of his short-lived Pan-African experience. Inspired by Maître Afework Tekle’s not-so-abstract artwork at Africa Hall, in which the selkaka ItyoPiawi (who else) beaming with obvious ET-tude, lights the way for a “mosaic” of “Africans” in the dark background, your father had taken to spouting platitudes about the merits of the Pan-African Movement until, one fine day, some negereNa had coined the term “negritude” to better capture the essence of the movement. Immediately…before he had seen the qum-neger, your father had seen the “neger” in “negritude.” (Too close to “negro” for his taste) …RUN, DADDY, RUN!!

      Ayy ItyoPia! …In fairness to your old man, his Weltanschauung was, of course, not an exception in the family. What about that time…back (w-a-y-y-y back) in your youth when you’d sent your family a rather flattering picture of your kenfer-wedaj, who happened to be a Yolanda Jackson from Biloxie, Mississippi ? …“W-u-i-i-i-i-i-i stamr-r-r-r-r-r-r-r ! ItyoPiawit tmesslalech!” everyone had exclaimed. Later, smitten by Yolanda’s capacity for tobogganing all over you in bed in fSum-extraterrestrial moves till you O-h-h-h-h-h-b-a-b-y-y-y-ed to the high heavens, you declared your intention to shack up with this…this celestial body, causing an uproar of untold magnitude back home. Wouldn’t you know it, the same “w-u-i-s-t-a-m-r-r-r” folks were suddenly up in arms about your bad-ass judgment about bad-ass Yolanda: "Wui, wui, wui, abesku geberku getayE, te-Shanqlla gar, balTefach set, mnew ljE, mnew-w-w-w!!"… S-h-o-o-o-o-t! At least, they could have called her Shanqo…somewhat endearingly. But no such luck! In fact, as your family burned Yolanda in effigy, all of AbuarE was abuzz with speculation as to where “yeNa sew b’Amarica” had gone wrong. Among the greatest “nEgro conspiracy theories of the 20th century” that emerged were: "Argzabet yhonal,"…“Mestefaqr yihonal,”. . “Asa-bid-aw yihonal.”…A dizzying array of yihonals, except “Ywedat yhonal.”

      So, what happened here? Well, you just got a crash-course on the finer points, the intricacies, of ItyoPiawinet, that’s what happened here! Yolanda, neither a Kunama nor a Fredo, was a Messelech (minus the madiat), and Messelech happened to be quite a ways from "nech!" What a waste of human potential! If only she were of the right stock, with her near-perfect score on the omnipresent Ethiopian TriColor-scale, and her gift for giving outworldly pleasures to her mate, instead of “o-h-h-h-b-a-b-y-y-y,” you might have gone: “Iffff-o-o-y, Messelu! …y-e-n-E i-m-e-b-e-ttttt,” for the rest of your natural life.

      Needless to say, “Yo” was cut adrift! …Abet yabesha mqeNnet! That legendary scheme: “wendmE kemiyageN inE lTa!” …And so…the search was on in your own community to fill the void with Massresha, whose lineage, at least through sebat bET, would be free of “broken bones” (aTinte sebara). Ideally, she would have a brand-name father, who was not a general-populace, general-category AbayE with generalized identity, but a General Dilnessaw! (“Yachiii ye-Jininar DilEE lj?”…enough said). Beterefema, Massresha herself would, of course, have that much-cherished idenET and perhaps, by any luck of the draw, would be able to at least spell tobogganing!..It would be a loooong search, however! Like…Years!…And…and when you finally did luck upon her (this perfect package that was Massresha), your old ass was in no mood to be tobo-gunned out of this world.

      Life in ItyoPiawinet! From the day of your unknown birthday, through the four phases of life as the elders define it (from your ye-nefass bahiriy to your ye-affer bahiriy ), you toe the line guided by that antenna imbedded deep in your psyche…ET-tude! No? Well, isn’t that how and why Yolanda was booted out of the ETC-ene, because you felt that atavistic pull of an age-old, established paradigm and wouldn’t disrupt the existing order of things by sticking up for the woman you cared about? (What’s love got to do, got …!)

      Look…even if all you had to brag about was nationalET (mTs), you’d still act like you had some sense!..Say, for instance, you had a daughter who, thanks to you, her progenitor, was of the nationalET type…wouldn’t you, just like your dyed-in-the-skin counterpart in the qey-qey-dama community, demand that she don’t bring no damn fool up in yo house who looked like you? You certainly would! No marrying down in this family! . ."YhEn Tinziza ket gorguresh ameTashbN, anchi?!" And, while you were at it, you would tell PuppiyE to try Ambi to bleach away that ambivalence. (Please don’t forget the neck, Puppsie, lest you end up looking like yemEda ahiya, and, for God’s sake, stay out of the sun, yenE’nat!) Incidentally, did you know that the janTila is a prized possession among ET back home, and that it is used more in bega than in kremt? Yep! An entire nation united under the idenET-umbrella to fend off an archenemy, the Sun-God, . . the Good RA…nothing Turu about RA hereabouts, unless TuruRA was a label you could live with!..Nahhh! Qilat is where it’s at! "Kewededum ayqer yiwedalu qeyi…!"

      Muluken should know. He is a color-carrying member of the qey-qey-dama community himself. Before he was born again, he was born with idenET! …Now, . . let’s see if he can change that! . .ItyoPiawinet ain’t no myth that vanishes with changing haimanot, changing mengist, and changing …! Not yebestehwala phenomenon, it has always been there in its most unadulterated idenET since time immemorial, and is liable to survive through the vast expanse of centuries to come! …Und wieso? W-e-l-l…because it’s written! . .That’s why: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?”

      Journey Into Color
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      by: MG

      I can happily say that for longer than most people can claim, I was quite ‘color-blind’. The fact that the different shades we come in can be an imprisonment was a relatively gradual realization over a period of time rather than a rude awakening even though there were the odd questions as a child when as one of the first black people our young Italian sea-side friends saw we were asked why we were that colour and if it would rub off. My dear sister also came up with a truly innocent comeback which was remembered with humour in the family for a long time. When her friend called her chocolate she responded with vanilla. Talk about age of innocence.

      True, I would have had to be blind not to notice that outside school and family gatherings my sister and I were a few shades more tanned even than our sun loving Italian neighbours; but in school which really encompasses all of life outside home for many years, we had the opportunity to befriend individuals from all over the world so we lived many years in our bubbles with this or that friend representing a whole nation quite oblivious to colour borders.

      There were the endless discussions with my father where we tried to persuade him that we had a valid point in arguing that our labelling as ‘black’ was incorrect since we were brown in colour. We were not defying our ‘race’ as he feared in the back of his mind but merely making what I still think is a very valid point, the label and the true colour do not match. As might be expected our arguments were not quite understood by the many adults who passed through our dinning room and we were just smiled at for our young thoughts and told the famous words ‘you will understand when you get older’.

      Admittedly I cannot claim Italy was completely incident free. However the one incident that will always stick in my mind is how the only time I had insults directed at me for what I looked like, it happened because sai cheguregn I stood in to defend a friend who was having sand kicked at her by a random girl on a class field trip to the botanical gardens. Needless to say, it was very upsetting. Partly because it all came as a shock that the whole thing suddenly turned into a race issue, partly because my whole class was witnessing her barrage of insults as she walked behind our class 6 procession and partly because no one stood up for me. Not even the friend to whose rescue I had gone and brought this upon myself. The godsend was that I triumphed in the end by telling her she wore more make-up than Queen Elizabeth who we had just studied in history. So history won the day, I felt proud about ‘outwitting’ a girl who appeared at the time twice my age who also had her sniggering teen cronies at her side. I on the other hand did not even get a word of comfort from my teacher. It was a fellow classmate who patted me on the back and told me I was brave since he would have cried if she had been saying all those things to him. In reality I was so shocked I remember only a few of the insults. But that little boy will never know how much his few words of encouragement meant to me.

      I can firmly assert that colour became an issue, the main issue only upon my arrival to the melting pot across the ocean. For the first time in my life I was seen as a colour…or more accurately I felt it. From all sides I seemed to get the same message, that there was a certain behaviour expected of me and unlike the previous 17 years of my life, I amassed a good number of interesting encounters in the best of 2 years. All of a sudden the colour of the people you wanted to spend time with was an issue. I was seen as making statements I was not even aware of through my behaviour. So many hours were spent with fellow Africans trying to analyse our new reality. To the African Americans we were not really black to the majority of caucasian Americans we were black but different. Then to my surprise during a very brief visit to DC I got the impression that Ethiopians had a standing of their own somewhere between the ends of the spectrum.

      I thought it was an unfortunate awakening since it is hard to go back after becoming aware that the first thing you are judged on is your colour. It made me start revaluating relationships. I am still indifferent to colour in my attraction to the opposite sex but suddenly it was an issue to be considered, something that would have to be dealt with on a regular basis not due to the individuals involved but more due to external reactions. A sorry state of affairs really. I even started wondering what my best friend identified as since she is the product of a West African and European fusion, something which in the 10 years of our friendship until then had not even crossed my mind. I presume having solid roots helps strengthen one’s identity and as a generation of drifters many of us are groping while stranded between two cultures whether by blood or circumstance.

      My last destination in the journey of my colour revelations I wanted to share, is my experience upon my return across the ocean. I was in an academic environment for the first time where the student population had a substantial number of Africans but it was to some of them, that my colour and upbringing were all insufficient. I was not seen as a true Ethiopian but one whose culture had been ‘tainted by the Italian one’ as a Malawian member of my project team pointed out shamelessly. A British friend who did not quite grasp the severity of his accusations corrected him saying ‘you mean enriched’. It might have been the combination that I was outspoken, female and among the youngest members there from an African country since the governments of most of the countries still insist on their gender and age it seems. It was still hard thought to suddenly have to assert the one thing which was certain. My family is Ethiopian, my upbringing was Ethiopian and that is the country I have represented in the multicultural world that has been my reality. All this just reinforced my faith in the individual, especially when so many of us are drifters. So many of my friends from all over seem to be the outcome of at least two cultures regardless of what’s in their genes and it is a pity that even though we are perfectly formed adults relatively comfortable in our skins we still have moments of weakness and identity crisis just because we do not fit into one of the societal moulds.

      The obsession with colour has permeated deep into the aesthetic notion of many cultures. Even growing up in a very small Ethiopian community, although nothing was openly stated there seemed to be a distinct association between beauty and being Key. Then there was the other subtle superiority complex over the rest of Africa. I love that Ethiopia is proud and there is no other country I’d rather belong to but it’s a little unsettling to have the label of snobs among other African countries. True we were not ‘colonized’ but what happened to unity? Even the European patchwork is trying to sew itself together and in the African continent the dream of African unity championed by our own late emperor does not seem to be going anywhere. I guess this is getting into a whole other discussion so I will stop here with a poem that my sojourn in North America inspired.

      To feel trapped in a body,

      Your own.

      Held captive.

      Encased in a cage,

      Inside people`s mind.

      I want to be free.

      Discover my mind,

      Discover me.

      I am unique.

      Look and tell me,

      What do you see?

      A race or a woman,

      In yourself?

      In me?

      A commodity or a woman,

      In yourself?

      In me?

      A size or a woman,

      In yourself?

      In me?

      Profile
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      SELEDA presents *drum roll, befeTerachu* author of the groundbreaking Ethiopic — An African Writing System and a contributor for numerous publications, professor and Director of Undergraduate studies at the Africana Studies & Research Center at Cornell University, our very own Ge’ezologist — Ayele Bekerie.

      We were rendered speechless, we tell you, when we discovered that this Kibur’est of tiliQ sew’s agreed to an interview with us. Upper Management raised the customary “they’re not worthy” tantrum while the rats at Lower Management heroically elbowed them out of the way in the race to fire the most questions.

      And so we fired.

      _

      Color is a relevant to us now, but has it been so before the rise of European cultural and political dominance? Where do we stand on color? In other words, are we on one side of the black/white divide, or are we just a temporary stop on the color continuum ranging from the lily white of Northern Europe to the deep black of Equatorial Africa?

      _

      You know each society has its own category and definition of color. And definitely in our society, color has a place. We use color designations that refer to ones skin tone —Teyim, Qey, Qey dama etc. Sometimes these designations are tied with class structures that evolved from our feudal traditions, like shanQela, shanQo, Tossa — the weavers in the Gomu, Goffa region.

      And then within the context of the urban tradition, it’s not unusual to give nicknames on the basis of skin tone. Arreru or nug to highlight a dark complexion with a negative connotation. Yet our notion of color shouldn’t be confused with the notion of color in western traditions. For example, in our society, it is true that in most instances the tradition established it in such a way so that its expected for people to seek partners who are lighter skinned, even though in our folklores, Teyim is the revered skin tone. And that’s tied to the mythology.

      Well usually an Ethiopian is perceived as being Teyim, the one that God created in his perfection. Mythology has it that God made us from clay. The first person was pulled out quickly, and consequently was white. The second person was kept in the kilt for too long, and was black. The third person was pulled out at the perfect time, and that person was a Teyim Ethiopian.

      Having said that it’s important to note that as Ethiopia goes through the inculcation of western traditions, our perception of color is still evolving.

      _

      Still, we Ethiopians seem to have a preoccupation with categorization by Qlat: qey, qey-dama, Teym, Tqur, etc. Is that a relatively modern construct? Is there any relationship with “color” as it is understood in the West? Is it the same preoccupation with shade as what we see in other African countries who have colonial histories with European colonizers, where the “shading” is more directly/obviously linked to mixing races?

      _

      Those categories come out of a tradition where you have a social order or hierarchy. We had this in pre-revolution Ethiopia, during the feudal order. The landowning class developed controlling images, stereotypes or caricatures against the landless, southern Ethiopians as a way to legitimize a certain oppressive or unjust system. It has its own way of dividing the people so that the few that rule the country enjoy the order. Out of that, those controlling characterizations or images evolved. So it’s more a phenomenon of its own internal dynamics, rather than something influenced by the West since we haven’t gone through the colonial experience. I mean, the fact Ethiopians called the Italians s_elato_ merely illustrates the fact that a white person doesn’t really appeal to Ethiopians. Of course if the Italians stayed for a longer period of time, our perceptions would have changed. After the second Italo-Ethio war, a slight fascination with whites emerged. Since we haven’t thoroughly addressed the war, I think to some extent our psyche has been affected or damaged, and part of that has been shown in the way contemporary Ethiopia defers to white people. This is surely not tied back to Adwa, which restored our identity, but to the second invasion. We never wholly dealt with that.

      _

      Moving on to your book, you have indicated some continuity of the Ethiopian mythological, spiritual and linguistic traditions with ancient Egypt? Can you tell us some of those traditions that have survived modernity?

      _

      That’s very important. Usually, when we really think of the beginning of Ethiopian history, our reference point was established on basis of assumptions that were made by Ethiopianists. We say that Ethiopian, culture, civilization, tradition and spirituality came from Southern Arabia, across the red sea. That becomes very powerful in our psyche and the way we see ourselves. And then even in way northern Ethiopians see themselves in relation to southern Ethiopians.

      It’s important to note that historically speaking there’s concrete evidence that shows whole range of linkages between ancient Ethiopia and ancient Egypt.

      Firstly, we know that in the belief systems of ancient Egypt, incense was important an element in their rituals. Yet their environment or ecology is not conducive for the cultivation of incense, so it had to be imported to Egypt.

      Where does this incense come from?

      In the ancient Egyptian context and literature, traders and merchants were sent to the “land of the Punt.” I also found out that in the ancient Egyptian language, hieroglyphics, the term for incense is eTan. And since the Egyptians don’t have eTan as an indigenous tree, the source of that word came from land of the Punt - Ethiopia. ETan was used in their religious rituals and also in the mummification process.

      Secondly, there are rulers of ancient Egypt who specifically, in their records, mentioned the trips that they’ve made or their agents made to the land of the Punt. For example, in the 18th dynasty, Queen Hatshepsut ruled Egypt and in the palace that she built, she recorded all the items that brought from land of the Punt.

      What other immaterial linkages are there? In ancient Egyptian rituals, as in our rituals and religious practices, dance is very important. St. Yared was not only known for his liturgical music but also as a shebsheba choreographer. By the same token, we find the same appreciation in ancient Egypt. And this the critical item I discovered…

      Who are the people doing the dancing? They’re people who were actually brought from the land of the Punt. The Egyptians loved the way they danced. These dancers are known in terms of their height and were most probably dwarfs. They were called dink! In fact, in hieroglyphics dink also refers to short people. If you allowed me an etymological stretch, I might argue that the word dance evolved from the word dink since etymologists still don’t know the origin of the word dance. But if we go as far as ancient Egyptian times, these dancers were brought from the inter-land of Africa. So there lies another important linkage.

      In ancient traditions, both Egyptian and Ethiopian, religion is way of life, not separated from other activities of the society. So, in that sense when you see the place of dance in the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, part of that tradition was adopted from pre-Christian Ethiopia. And we see this phenomenon not in the Arab peninsula but in ancient Egypt.

      Outside of that, the most significant linkage is Teff. Egyptians knew of Teff and talk about it in their texts. Although how Teff was used was not specified, I know that botanists, in studying some of the pollen remains in Egyptian mud bricks, have found Teff straws. We know that Teff is indigenous to Ethiopia. So there’s an important linkage. In fact, to me, the most significant part in understating Ethiopian civilization lies in understanding her agricultural tradition, especially in north and central Ethiopia. And that tradition was founded, apart from other crops, on Teff culture. And yet if we go to Yemen and the Arabian peninsula, we won’t find any reference to the Teff tradition. So this goes to show the anteriority of what we call Ethiopia-Ethiopia, even though in ancient times, the Arabian peninsula was called eastern Ethiopia.

      What else? They knew of kobba, Qocho, also indigenous to Ethiopia. This was actually found inscribed on clay pottery as early as the pre-dynastic period, as early as 3400 BC. If you go to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, you will find pottery with kobba on it.

      All this demonstrates the cultural linkages and the continuity of history along the Nile river. We can’t separate one from the other. The study of these important linkages enable us to better understand history and better orient ourselves.

      Now I’m not saying that there are no linkages between Ethiopia and the Arabian peninsula. In fact, there were a whole lot of cultural exchanges between the two. But Yemen and the Arabian peninsula cannot explain nor define the identity, tradition culture and history of Ethiopia.

      _

      You indicate that there are many facets of the Ethiopic writing system that show that it is not an import, but rather an outgrowth of the Ethiopian culture. Can you please expand on that?

      _

      In my book I argued that the writing system is a manifestation or reflection of the traditions that the people have established, like the Teff tradition for example. If you study the pictographic origins of the characters that constitute our writing system, you find that those characters, like the hieroglyphic characters, come out of a specific material culture of the people. For example, Ge comes from the word gemel, and looks like the neck of a camel. Be comes from bEt and looks like a dome. So I attempted to do a systematic study like that to relate our characters to the material culture and traditions of our people.

      You see my argument is that for people to incorporate that character into the writing system, they must have some kind of orientation to the lowland or desert environment where camels reside. If you trace the pictographic origins of the characters, they’re more rooted in the agricultural reality of the people.

      Our writing system starts with ha. Pictographically speaking, ha comes from the front face of an oxen, bere Qendu new “ha”. And that’s not the only agricultural link.

      I also discovered pictographic similarities in hieroglyphics and the Egyptian notion of beginning and end. In the ancient Egyptian language, ha means beginning, and the first character in their writing system is ha, pictographically represented by the front of a lion. The last character is pe, which also denotes end, is pictographically represented by the tail end of a lion. So is it purely coincidental that our writing system also starts with ha and ends with pe? On this note, it’s historically detrimental that some Ethiopian scholars are attempting to rearrange our writing system to imitate the latin system — beginning with A and ending with Z.

      You see the people who organized that system must have had exposure to the lowlands and highlands, and the writing system encompasses aspects of the territories that ultimately became Ethiopia.

      _

      Can you please elaborate on the interesting relationship of order in Ethiopic?

      _

      Aside from the allusions to beginning and end, the table is not organized just for the sake of being a surrogate to language. It has calanderical properties. The 7 sound characters represent the days of the week. There are 26 main characters, which, when multiplied by 7 yield 182 — the number of days in half a year. So in addition to ideographic properties, our writing system has what can be considered calenderical or astromonical properties.

      _

      Does this system predate Christianity? How about Judaism? Do you think that such an integrated system could have come out of a “purely” Christian culture?

      _

      Yes it predates both. We have archeological evidence that shows that ge’ez characters come from a pre-Christian period, with evidence as early as 1700 BC. I saw a sphinx with some characters identical to characters found in our writing system.

      Even though some archeologists have found vocalized versions of Ethiopian letters in pre-Christian, most popular historians still insist that vocalization took place after the adoption of Christianity in our belief systems.

      _

      Do you think that Axumite architecture, qnE literature and other Ethiopian art forms are an outgrowth of this knowledge system?

      _

      Definitely. And of course the fact that they were able to develop a perfect form of a writing system — our syllabic writing system, enabled them to not only document ideas, but also establish institutions, categorize knowledge and thoughts in various disciplines, and to establish an educational system to train people, alongside church services or in terms of understanding their world. In fact, qnE is precisely an outgrowth of that. To me, it’s a remarkable way of training a person to become a complete person. To master qnE, you go through so many stages of education before you reach the ultimate position where you are accomplished enough to create a qnE prose that is original. Then you’re regarded as a learned person.

      QnE measures the richness of our language. Words have multiple meanings. I mean, just imagine a scholar observing something, recording the event and creating hidden meanings to that event. Sem ena worQ is our literally tradition in which people to can express themselves no matter how absolute or dictatorial a system is. So language, in a way, has become more sophisticated.

      _

      Do you think Ethiopia’s spiritual traditions share features with other belief systems in the continent, and if so, what are some examples?

      _

      In this respect, you have to recognize indigenous traditions and religions in Ethiopia. One that comes to mind is Adbar in genbot. The elements in this practice are universal throughout Africa; this idea of having gods or goddesses connected to the specific desires or needs of people who invoke them…rain, locusts, whatever. In that sense, various traditions in Africa are linked.

      And then of course in the African context, religion is personal. It’s not a socalled revealed religion, or organized religion. There are no intermediaries like priests or bishops. The connection to ‘god’ is direct. So people find various ways to relate to their spirit. Such practices are found in the southern part of Ethiopia. For example, burial sites are decorated with yete’Tereba enCHt, 3 dimensional objects. And that’s their way of establishing ancestral linkages.

      _

      What, in your opinion, would be some of Ethiopia’s most enduring symbols, spanning the millenia covered from the invention and evolution of the script?

      _

      Enduring symbols of Ethiopia… One could really have many categories of those symbols. If we’re talking within the Ethiopian Christian tradition, I would argue that Tabot is the most powerful symbol. Together with that, mesQel also becomes important, with all its fine designs. It becomes a way of expressing ones specificity: Axum, Lalibela, Gonder etc. If we take the country as a whole, the Axum stela is very important. If we consider states of mind, outside of hallmarks that were created by Ethiopians, terrara, highlands are engrained in our minds… adey abeba. Koki, is yet another symbol; the buna tradition is also an important, traditional clothes… etc.

      _

      What do you think of Tsegaye Gebremedhin’s poetry and thoughts?

      _

      Tsegay is a great poet. More than anyone else, not only is he an incredible crafter of the art, but he also has this ability to narrate the history and traditions of our country. When you read his poetry, you don’t simply enjoy a fine piece of literature. You also learn an aspect of Ethiopian history, and how that history is linked to history of the world. More than any other scholar that I know, Tsegaye is not only versed in our history, but he’s also well versed in African history. He understands the links with ancient Egyptian traditions. He also knows Ethiopia’s place is in Africa. He is truly a man of the people; a genuinely excellent example of Ethiopian identity with his articulated vision that when we talk about Ethiopian unity, we’re not talking about a theoretical thing. It’s real. He’s a priceless, invaluable person.

      _

      What do you think modernity and the information age will do to the Ethiopic script and its associated knowledge systems? What should we be doing as Ethiopians?

      _

      Information technology is going to help us promote and propagate our writing system to a larger audience, to people who don’t have access to it and allow them to learn it in a faster medium. The more common use of our text has enormous potential to strengthen culture. We’ll embrace it more than any other time. I’m optimistic about this.

      _

      There are several references to Ethiopia in the Bible, notably in the Book of Amos, where God compares of the divinity of Ethiopians with the Jews. How do you view this historic citation?

      _

      Well glorification of ones identity isn’t unusual. Making ones identity supreme and so on and so forth is common and you can’t blame us for our self-elevation, so to speak. But the danger of that is that it isolates us. It makes us feel superior and in the process, forces us to simplistically see others, reject others or look down upon others. It perpetuates ignorance and false pride. It’s dangerous.

      _

      Is the reference historically sound, though?

      _

      Well the Israeli’s say the same thing. It all depends on how you interpret the Bible. They could be referring to the Nubians because ancient Ethiopia was not limited to the Ethiopia-Ethiopia of today. This whole chosen notion is a dangerous notion.

      _

      What do you think Language is? Is there a difference between how language was seen in ancient times and now? Does the current generation see it as strictly utilitarian versus perhaps as something more in previous times?

      _

      Language, especially in a country like Ethiopia, with its rich, varied traditions, can’t be seen as something of utilitarian nature. It’s a carrier of culture. It carries the essence of our society, its identity, its reason to exist, its reason to see its future. It’s even deeper than that. And of course in the written, as well as in the oral tradition, there are a whole lot of elements that have been passed from generation to generation contained in language. So it’s dangerous to simplify it as a functional construct.

      Sadly, the young generation is losing its attachment to our language. How many of us read novels, not from the immediate present, but rather old novels? From novels we learn a whole lot about our history and culture. Fqr eske mQabr is not just a love story. It contains an enormous wealth of knowledge in it… cultural knowledge, life experiences, philosophy, behaviors and how people interact with one another, wisdom carried in proverbs. All of this is carried through language.

      _

      How about Ethiopian film?

      _

      Yes, we haven’t really reached a stage where we can provide support — institutional and financial support to develop Ethiopian film. Film has the advantage of reaching a larger audience and its an area that we haven’t fully developed yet.

      So it’s refreshing to see great Ethiopian filmmakers emerging, consciously struggling to capture our history, cultures and tradition in a modern medium. Gerima did it in Harvest 3000 Years and Adwa and Salem Mekuria with Ye Wonz Maibel. And the same thing with Yemane and Gr-Gr, taking us back to the 60’s to help us understand why and how highly educated aristocrats challenged Haile-Selassie. But we still need to give them the institutional, material, financial support that they deserve.

      _

      What is Ethiopian identity?

      _

      Hmmm… Identity, firstly, is defined by place. This is the most critical element. There is what we call an Ethiopian place, geographically speaking. In that place, we have a people. The people have occupations, languages, cultures, belief systems. Some of these people come together or live autonomous of each other. The key thing is that these people, even though they may differ in terms of religion and languages and what not, unite when confronted with a common enemy. And this could lead to a hybridity of tradition.

      Another aspect of Ethiopian identity is rooted in a people old enough to be regarded as ancestors of diversity; the earliest ancestors of Ethiopia that could perhaps be used as a basis for Ethiopian identity — Agew, Agazian, and then the Begans — yeQola hzb new, weyne adega. So what you discover is that through the course of history, these people established a government system, or system of rules. Through time and specificity of place, the kinds of religions and agricultural activities that they established enabled them to see each other as one people. At the same time, we should remember that Ethiopia is a collective term that goes beyond ethnic identity, a term that should be embraced at a larger, macro level.

      Life Diaries
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      We instructed our Life Diarists to say everything we’ve ever wanted to say about Color and Identity… but in better English and grammar… We left them strict instructions to wow us in wonderment like the time we found out what the ‘alt’ key was all about before we forgot what it was all about…We demanded they tax the heck out of the last brain cell hanging on be mooTN to the crackled walls of our left cranial wall…

      Oki dok. Next time we take this long a trip on our high horse, we demand we get frequent flier points… as if we can get any Life Diarist to blink in recognition of our haughty little outbursts of self importance … demmo’ko menTerarrat…

      Here… inku these Life Changing Diaries…, call them a cerebral sinq and hold them tight… and whenst the muse gets hungry, feed her these words…

      Oh, so whatever!

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, October 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      To:

      From: Qelemyelesh

      Date: September 20, 2001

      Subj: Selam

      Selam. Let me get my apologies right out of the way. Sorry it took this long to fire off the first entry, but I’ve been busy. But worse than that, I’ve been left wondering how to start this dialogue off. When I heard from our “editor” that you were reluctant to start this off, I thought, No sweat.

      I will. Wish I’d turned her down. Wish I’d told her to let you go ahead with it. I wish my car would behave. I wish I had another job. I wish my boss would take a flying leap…. With all this wishing going on, I amaze myself in that I’ve found the time to key this in. You’re wondering about my font of brilliance, I’m sure. I know, I know. I stun myself too. Not well enough. I’m too conscious all the time. But, hey, I try. Oops, there I go digressing again. Let’s reign this in, shall we?

      So, A) I’m sorry I’m writing this first entry to you only now, a mere 10 days before deadline, as our most humble of editors has more than once reminded me, and B)… er…uh…nope…no B).

      So far, I’ve apologized twice and it’s only taken up a paragraph and a smidgen. Time to change tactics.

      Somewhere along the way, we’re supposed to discuss something about race and color, but before that particular battle begins, I thought we should take this initial contact to get to know each other. So, lemme start off by telling you what I do for a living: something I actively hate…or is it my boss that I hate? Well, that’s a toss-up on any good day. Let’s say I’m in middle management and have managed to raise paper shuffling to an art form. I’ve been in these here United States of America longer than it’s healthy to admit, even to myself - so I’ll admit to more than 15 years, but less than 21. Moving on…I drive fast, except when it rains, and I hate the snow, unless it’s in a beautiful painting. I can cook well, but seldom do, I love to read, but seem to have stopped doing that, too (and apparently, I rhyme my prose). I used to love TV, but not since Ossama bin Ladin has become the featured star in every doggoned program. But if I have to be honest, and I mean truly honest, I really defected from pledging allegiance to the “boob tube” when Mulder went AWOL from The X-Files. You think the aliens really wanted him that badly? Yeah… So… I love coffee - or is it I live coffee in my steamed milk? I think over the years of becoming an expert at a job that I hate, I’ve developed something like a yawning disorder. Last count - 15 yawns in one 8-hour period. There must be a research center somewhere that deals with that. No, don’t bother…I’ll surf the Web myself and locate that erstwhile organization. I’m sure there’s mad money to be made out there.

      You’re a student. A senior? Don’t hurry out those gates of Academia, ishi? I remember when I was your age, not so long ago, and I thought, God, just get me out of here now! and I promise I won’t ever ask for anything else.

      But I lied. I’ve been asking for a lot more than a good grade on a test for which I crammed in the wee hours of the morning before. And I think God knew I was offering more than I could possibly make good on. I mean, what does a 20-year-old with “life in the Real World” on the brain know about reality anyway? Not a helluvalot, I tell ya. But I did think I knew enough. I thought that my pretty smile and my amazing skills in comma hunting would land me a cushy job at a worthwhile publishing company.

      Not! I thought I could manage rent, car payments, and shopping for a Fall wardrobe on my salary at my first job. Wrong. I literally believed that Northern Virginia was immune from the bali full of invisible racism I get doused with on a daily basis now. Yeah. You may turn off the laugh track now, if you will, please. So, older and wiser, with the wrinkles of experience just beginning to threaten appearance on my forehead, I have come to realize that life is what you have, what you slog through everyday, why you have to take Tylenol at least twice a week, and why you believe your next and only graduation is going to be from Tylenol to Prozac.

      It’s been a bad week - if you couldn’t tell already from my diatribe. But I want to instill one thing in your mind, as someone who’s older and has felt the unkind backhand of life hit her more than once. Don’t live your life looking for something better than what you have. Make what you have work for you as much as it is possible while you’re looking for something better.

      Okay, enough on the lecture. I just wanted to soften you up for the Scud Missiles of attack I’ve got lounging about in my thoughts for when we do begin to address the meat of this dialogue.

      So with this mish-mash of confused (yet oddly cathartic) verbal vomit, I lobe the discussion ball into your court and wait with bated breath for your reply.

      iskezia d’res

      Qelem-yelesh

      To: Qelemyelesh

      From: Yelias

      Date: September 25, 2001

      Greetings! You know, upon reading your entry I thought to myself, “What have I gotten myself into?!” I apologize for sending this to you so late. I’d also like to apologize to one of Seleda’s esteemed editors since I promised to be prompt with a reply. Like you, I’ve been busy; but truthfully, my tardiness is more a result of my inability to collect my thoughts on how to introduce myself, much less address the topic at hand. I mean, I’m betting I could write repeatedly and never touch upon race, color, or ethnicity and still have a great time doing it. Needless to say, once these topics are added, things will likely become…well…(fill in with the adjective of your choice). Okay, having said that, I won’t keep you in suspense any longer.

      Yes, as you stated, I’m a senior (at Cornell University) studying environmental science (they call it natural resources, but when I tell people that, they often look at me as if I’m planting trees all day, which sounds fun, but isn’t exactly my cup of tea). Yes, among other ridiculous goals I’ve set for my life is the following: save the planet for future generations, human and non-human alike. Think I can pull it off? Sure, I’ll probably need some help, but I figure if I’m not doing something like this, I might as well have fun for a couple more years and call it a life. This might sound comedic, but this is actually a pretty clear snapshot into my thoughts, views and beliefs. I’d be interested to hear what you have to say on the matter, if time permits that is.

      Hmmm, what else? Honestly, there’s not much to me aside from what I’ve just told you. I grew up an athlete that read less than five books and was very ignorant of the world before descending on Cornell’s campus (well, I’m still ignorant of the world and hopefully will change that through my career). Although I loved to bike and play numerous team sports up until high school (baseball and basketball specifically), I developed an affinity for running once I reached high school.

      I got by with being 5’6’’ and 98lbs. coming into high school, but that wouldn’t suffice for team sports. And of course my friends’ answer was to eat LOTS of protein and lift weights like it was my job…fat chance.

      Naturally, I was built for running, and that’s where I turned my attention. Besides, with Haile Gebreselasie as a habesha I could turn to, is it any wonder why I admire long distance running? Oh, one last thing: I used to play video games religiously. I was even in formal and informal tournaments. Somewhere along the line I realized there was more to life, and hence the current desire to save the planet…

      I’m sure I could tell you more about me, but I’ve probably put you to sleep already. Not to mention I’d like to have a few more exchanges before this is done, so I’ll dive right into the featured topic.

      What to say? Hmmm, my housemates discuss this stuff all the time, so I SHOULD be able to address this with confidence.

      Sadly, we rarely get anywhere on the subject, and my attitudes often change from week to week. We exchange and flaunt our vast rhetoric, yet rarely support our theories with the limited experience and knowledge we have. And in my case, it’s just that–limited. I would say race is not a genetic distinction, but a social construct used by certain people to preserve their interests in society. Okay, that was horrible, I know. I don’t mean to sound like a professor, but that’s what I feel like these days, and I don’t mean this in a good way. (I really envy you…I need a break from this atmosphere.)

      But I could share my case with you. My mother is Amhara, and fairly light skinned. And my step-father…white. HUH, you say? Yeah, life was interesting growing up considering my sister (Lili) and I, both darker than my mother, often drew interesting comments to my father. Some people even thought he was Lili’s sugar daddy or pimp! Goodness gracious. But here’s the interesting part: the person that was clearly more influential in my life was my father. After coming here at the tender age of two, my ability to speak Amharic was gradually phased out with the supreme Anglo language, the language of global commerce, etc., English. Looking back, I wish my father only spoke to me in Amharic at home and simply allowed me to speak English in public spaces. Maybe then my mother and I would have been closer, and I’d identify more as a true Amhara.

      My father constantly told me, "You’re not Black; you’re

      Ethiopian." Here he meant Black = Black American/African American. My mother also reminded me I was a habesha, not a Black

      American…(can you say internal racism that in my own house, and INTERracial home? I thought we were the model family?..ha ha!). But now I have to wonder, am I Ethiopian? Yes, I was born there; I eat the food when I can, and ALWAYS when I’m at home; I grew up listening to the music, although admittedly I don’t make an effort to do so now; and my name reflects my Amhara origins–at least 2/3 of my name does. So I’m clearly a US resident by culture, but at the same time I don’t feel any tie to this country, even in the midst of the alarming situation that has just taken place in NYC and DC. I guess I just see myself as a person of this world that hopes to see his homeland in the near future, and although I do have brown skin and African features, my ideas, beliefs, actions…character, is wholly African, much less Amharic. This helps explain why I would like doing things like this. Yet, even this I’m doing a piss poor job of, as this tardy entry illustrates. I hope to hear from you soon.

      Sincerely

      Yelias Wendimu Bender
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      To: Yelias (and you pronounce it how??)

      From: Qelemyelesh

      Subj: First Blood

      LD: Entry 2

      You’re a greenie? A tree-hugger?? A Birkenstock-wearing,

      recycled-products-using, dolphin-free-veggie-tuna-eating, planet-savior wannabe?? (Da’am, brah!! Got three words for you: Everything is finite.)

      Seem comedic…you think?? It’s not gonna seem half as funny to you now as it will in ten years when you realize you know more about bureaucracy (hard word to spell, this!) than you do about environmental science. Yep, I’ll be the resident cynic. You be the wide-eyed optimist. Personally, I still laugh in the dead of night, during one of those insomniac nights that occur more often nowadays, when I remember the 20-year-old me who thought a mud hut somewhere in Ethiopia would be just a-okay. Hah! Now, I think that a car without a CD changer is anathema to my nature. Yeah - I’ve come a long way, baby!

      Even more remarkable than your optimism, Yelias (how do you pronounce that??) is that you got into Cornell with less than five books under your belt. C’mon, fess up - was it an athletic scholarship?? Are you the resident “Haile” for Cornell…hmmmm? You say, “naturally, I was built for running…” Naturally? As in “genetically predisposed towards marathon running as an Ethiopian,” or “as a 5’6”, 98 lbs man" kinda’ built for running? I wanted to clarify before I jumped all over that one (sorry, am in that kind of mood today!).

      This reminds me of a conversation I had in the distant past, early nineties to be exact, November 1994 to be more precise. Anyway, this Irish fellow and I had somehow broached the subject of race and I remember him distinctly telling me that Africans were generally better runners because their bones were lighter. Huh?!! Had nothing to do with talent, tenacity, fortitude?

      Nope. Lighter bones. That’s the reason. Why seemingly intelligent people easily succumb to that kind of racial stereotyping will always remain beyond me. I put it down to his misguided sense of racial superiority. It’s that whole African/European thing - you know that unwritten rule that clearly states that if you are African or of African descent and you do something good, it’s not your doing, really; however, if you do something bad/wrong, then you (and only YOU) are to blame, something about your racial predisposition. And not only that, but whatever transgression you committed is indicative of what your race, as a whole, is obviously capable of. But for the European or a descendant thereof, if s/he has done something positive, it is clearly because this person is naturally talented, hardworking and superior - a shining beacon to the other of her/his tribe, a thing to aspire to. Let her/him do something negative, and it’s put down as an aberration, most probably caused by some sort of mental/physical abuse, and certainly no indication that anyone else of her/his tribe is capable of the same act. You see, that’s why we “study” serial “killers” and we execute “murderers.” The distinction here is surely not one of color, is it? Nah!

      Oh, I’m sure I’m preaching to the choir here, but hadda get that out there.

      That said, I’m gonna risk the ire of many of our readers (yours included) when I say, I agree with your parents who insisted to you that you were Ethiopian and not “Black” or “African-American,” or whichever is the politically correct term currently. Here’s why I agree with them, and it’s not out of a sense of racial superiority, as I’m sure everyone is assuming, but because, as Africans, we all tend to be pretty much of a similar hue.

      Generally speaking, we don’t go around saying, “that black guy” when we refer to someone of our race. We say, “…that Kenyan guy,” “…that Somali girl,” “…that Sudanese kid,” “…that cute Senegalese,” “…that intelligent Nigerian,” etc., etc. You get my drift. If familiar enough with a certain national, I have no problem identifying the person by the country. In fact, I’d rather identify someone by their country than by their supposed color. If I’m uncertain, then I go regional, identify them as African, Asian, European, and Native or Latin American.

      Americans in general, however, have a problem with this. They are less racially cohesive than much of the olde world. A “white” American is most likely l descended from progenitors from several different European countries - should s/he then be referred to as a “Euro-American?” (As an aside: were you aware that way back when, the Irish, the Italians and the Spaniards were considered non-white in the census??) What of the “black” person who is light-skinned and blue-eyed, and the “African-American” whose great-grandmother was Iroquois and whose grandfather was white? Are they not just as American as their non-hyphenated counterparts. Better still, what of the Tiger Woods, the “CauBlaNasians?” It irritates me to no end when I hear Caucasian Americans referred to as just “American” and everyone else as a hyphenate - “Native-American,” “Black-American,” "Latino/Latina-American, “Asian-American.” And many of these people can’t even claim any other place but the good ol’ US of A as their country. As far as I am concerned, the only hyphenated Americans should be the foreign-born who were “naturalized.” Period. Simple. Moving on…

      So, when your mother and father insisted that you were not “black” but Ethiopian, it may have been more out of a sense of national pride, a sense of national identity, a need instill in you the love of “home,” rather than anything whatever to do with “internal racism.” Even you make the distinction that your father meant that you’re not "Black

      American/African-American," i.e., not American. Was he right?

      I’m not even trying to say that our people don’t have their own issues with color. I was recently slapped with that bit of reality. I was educated in the complexes of the different complexions (Qey, Qey-damma, Teyim, TiQur).

      But there are less politically correct labels, I know (barria, shanQo,

      shanQila), and were I a better student of Ethiopics, I could probably do an etymological study and say with certitude that it was the ferenj who introduced “color-coding” into our language. Perhaps, we stopped at Teyim and never graduated to TiQur until our European nemeses taught us differently. Perhaps, shanQila referred to a distinct ethnic group with the characteristic of very dark skin rather than a derogatory word meant to offend. And the word barria did not become synonymous with “black people” until we learned to equate our own shameful history with the European/American slavery history. Whatever. The deal is, there is no need for us to define or redefine ourselves through the eyes of people who can’t even come to terms with their own complexes let alone begin to understand ours.

      So, to sum up, I’m not “Black,” I’m African and I’m not “African-American,” I’m Ethiopian. If I were to become naturalized, I’d be an American, originally from Ethiopia. If it were possible to retain both citizenships, I’d be an Ethiopian-American. Currently, I consider myself an Americanized Ethiopian.

      But not everyone can so easily compartmentalize their identity. I have a friend who was born in Kenya from parents of Indian descent, and raised in Uganda and the UK. He says he feels African even though people too readily identify him as an Indian with a British accent. So, in defense (I’m guessing) he considers himself multi-cultural. There’s a new category for the census bureau to consider!

      So, YeliasiyE, one day, when you’re older and wiser (and no, the two stages of life don’t necessarily accompany each other), you too will come to a definitive moment, perhaps experience an epiphany while you’re watching football and eating tacos dipped in awazE and decide that you are …?

      Hmmm, I guess, time will tell.

      Hope this is not too much cud for you to chew over. Don’t tarry too long on your reply. We have be a few days left. I look forward to your rebuttal.

      Qelem-yelesh (The Americanized)

      To: Qelemyelesh

      From: Yelias (Yell-e-us = western pronunciation; Yea-lee-as = Amharic pronunciaton; my name is also Elias depending on the region of origin; I’ll go by any other the three, although I changed my name to Yelias from Elias when I became a citizen a few months back)

      Subj: No rebuttal necessary LD: Entry 2

      I was curious to know what you’d think of my first entry. Let me start by getting a few things straight. I apologize for a couple of things I wrote. First, the comment about getting into Cornell without reading. I said this because I think people often jump the gun when they think of Ivy Leaguers (“They think they know everything…”). This is true, since I’ve been in contact with them–for some. I just wanted to get straight that I’m not an intellectual, and surely wasn’t when I arrived. I was just a kid from a small Midwestern city trying to get as far away from home as possible; I got pretty close, so at least I got that right. Seriously though, when I came to visit the place in my senior year I was talking with some students and the conversation just suddenly shifted into “intellecutal phase.” One asked, “Who are your favorite authors?”

      I thought, “Is this for real? This seems like a scene right out of a movie poking fun at Ivy League schools!” No matter; we when to play basketball later that night so I realized the “intellects” up here are often rounded out, and that’s part of the reason I’m here. Sorry that took so long to get out.

      Secondly, no, I didn’t get an athletic scholarship. In fact, when I went to the cross country and distance running coach in my first year, he told me, after hearing my times, that I probably wouldn’t be able to even keep up in practices, much less walk on to the team as a junior varsity runner! Wow, what a relief: it was confirmed that I SUCKED as a runner. But he told me friend the same, and he ended up running with the team for a year. Maybe I shoulda stuck with it. Who cares; it doesn’t matter now. BUT, with respect to my comment of being naturally born for running…it had NOTHING to do with bones being light and other racist bs. I’ve heard the same before, and the one about light bones seems to be an especially popular explanation. (When I inquired why Kenyans, Ethiopians, and others dominate world class distance running, my high school running coach, a white man, told me about living conditions. Okay, this is in part true. Most of these runners work harder in their day-to-day lives than we do during hardcore training. But here’s when it gets good. He proceeded to tell me, “…and you know, they never know when they might get their next meal so they might have to run down a gazelle…” I almost fell on my back. I coudln’t believe he would say such a thing and expect me to take him seriously–ESPECIALLY since he KNEW I was Ethiopian! But again, he probably thinks of me as an American, not an African…What was worse was when I asked him the same question a year later to show one of my friends that ran with me on the team how racist our coach was, and he bit the bait again…“they run down their food”.

      My goodness. I understand some people in Ethiopia and other places still live a rural lifestyle, but didnt we start domesticating animals some time ago? Maybe I’m wrong and the stereotypical view of Africa is correct: we/they all live in trees, swinging from branch to branch in harmony with monkeys an other jungle biota…(hmmm, sarcasim doesn’t work as well over e-mail for me; sorry). But lastly, when I said I was naturally built for running, I did imply my size is an advantage

      (when’s the last time you met/saw a world class distance runner that weighed 210 lbs.?) I also implied that I do have a work ethic that is condusive to endurance activities such as running. Yes, this and my comment about getting into Cornell without reading make me sound quite conceited. Maybe so, but in truth, if you met me in person, I think you’d realize, yes, I’m very confident in myself (that’s healthy in my opinion), but I’m not conceited. I hope this wasn’t your perception based on my first entry.

      By the way, I’m VERY cynical; my Hotmail address is no_hope8@hotmail.com. Yeah, I don’t have much hope or faith in anything anymore, and this incident in Ny and DC has confirmed my biases for me. BUT, I do wake up each morning with the belief that I might as well try my best to do something good. That way I can look back on my life and say, “Yeah, chances are what I did won’t make a damn difference in the long run, but at least I gave it my all.” After all, what else am I gonna do? Work for Citibank, or better yet, the World Bank Group! HA! Sorry if I offend you or any of our readers because there are many Ethiopians working in the WB, but I’m convinced the Bank, and any othe bureaucracy of the sort, is NOT on the side of non-industrial countries, non-Western nations (well, their populations; the Bank is often buddy buddy with corrupt gov’ts/cronies getting rich at the expense of their peoples’ well-being). If you have any views on this, please share sometime, even if not in an LD.

      Thanks for your comments on my status. I guess I’m now American now that I’m naturalized. But I considered myself a member of the US before then. But I don’t know if I said this last time, but I feel like I identify myself based on two major criteria: my ideology and my day-to-day experiences. I live a western lifestyle; no doubt about that. But as for the other factor goes, which I try to emphasize, I don’t think I’m of any particular counrty region. Instead, if you share my views and goals, and I find out I can trust and depend on you, you’re my family. This holds true no matter where you’re from: the US, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia…wherever. The thing is views and ideology often form as a result of where you grow up, and I won’t deny that. I just don’t think I can simply side with people that came from the same place as me or even look like me. I HOPE we can bond, but it’s no guarantee. While we’re on this notion of race, do your experiences in the US differ from those in other places? I think racism is a near-permanent factor in any heterogenous society, but the US has a special brand of racism. It’s been formulated on this soil, tested and re-tested, and set to perfection; certified, grade A racial oppression. If you want it, there’s one place you can count on it: the good 'ol US of A. I ask this because of my point in my first message: that I’m an … Ethiopian, I guess. My friends profess to be Black Nationalist (I also support the views and such, which is part of the reason I’m living with them), and in their theories to liberate Africans, both from the continent and its diaspora, their first goal is always the same: Africa needs to be freed!

      This entails a lot of course: debt relief from huge corporations and mulitialteral institutions like the WB/IMF duo we all know and love; control of our own natural resources (THIS is why I’m interested in the envrionment; not to save trees for trees sake. That’s a view of extremely privileged people that CHOOESE to not worry about other things, like poverty. I agree that all things in nature are finite, but as a social justice issue, who gets how much of those finite resources???); etc.

      Anyway, they profess that we need to unite with our Black brothers from all over the world. Yes, my housemates do acknowledge we have differences, sometimes huge, yet, we need to unite and recognize depite our differences we all have one enemy in common: John D. Whiteman (the D stands for Devil, in case you were curious). What is your take on this? I think the situation of Rastafarians going to Etiopia and establishing themselves in an area Haile Selassie set aside for them provides an interesting case study: most of those Ethiopians dislike them and don’t consider their Caribbean brethren Ethiopian. Hmmm, Marcus Garvey was

      onto something, but is it practical? Are we too conditioned, as respective groups, to embrace the other as kin? I’d be curious to know what you think based on your thoughts and experiences.

      Sincerely,

      Yelias/Elias
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      To: Yea-lee-as

      From: Qelemyelesh

      Subject: Arrem vs. Ivy

      Wait one darnity-darn second!! You mean to tell me that Ivy leagers don’t know everything?? Surely you jest. Say it isn’t so, Yelias…please?? Here I was nursing the hidden hope that those who reside at the top of the food echelon actually deserve to be there because they know EVERYTHING, and those of us poor mortals who only know some things really should put up with the crumbs that get kicked over to us now and again and even be satisfied with it. You have taken me from the doldrums to bitterness in one fell swoop, El. May the street-wise gods of my arrem-covered college smite the smirk off your laurel-leaf wearing ones. I say, though, old man, you sure know how to resist a bait, don’t you. You let all those Eco-insensitive comments I made just roll off your back, not even a cursory response to them. Sigh! Okay, I’ll let them go. I was hoping to have some fun with you.

      So, I’m quite impressed by your ability to convert your cynicism into positive energy. I don’t know how to do that. I don’t know how to rise above the rubble of humanity and see if I can help it figure a way out of our maze of centuries of planetary mismanagement and neglect. I don’t know how to communicate to those idiots who are cutting down the trees in the Amazon forest that they are screwing with the future of their children and grandchildren. I don’t know how to stop myself from ramming a fist down the throat of yet another clever politician who thinks dumping his toxic waste in central Africa somewhere will keep his backyard clean. I don’t know if I’m willing to give up tuna to save the dolphins. I don’t know if I could take public transportation to save the O-zone layer. And I don’t know if I am willing to adopt a child rather than have one of my own so that I don’t add to the overpopulation problem. All of this is too much for me. I graduated from my idealistic notions when I got my BA and never looked back. I’m a sell-out to the universe of comforts and I cannot find my way back to the world of self-sacrifice in the interest of enlightened self interest. I take comfort in the fact that we’re not designed to live forever, that “…all we are is dust in the wind.” That says it all for me. All this frantic kicking to get to the top (the top of what?), this endless struggle to be better, to do better…what is that all about? When in the end we all end up in the same exact place. What happened in NYC and DC…? Horrific as it is…unimaginable as it is…infuriating as it is…what does it amount to in the grand scheme of things? How does it rate when compared to Nagasaki and Hiroshima, to slavery, to the Holocaust, to Apartheid, to the North/South American and Australian Aboriginal genocide. In each instance, the victims were non-combatants. In each instance, their death was meaningless, infuriating, horrific…unimaginable. Do we learn from this? History tells us, No, and No again. Will we improve our ways? I suppose only time will tell, but I seriously doubt it.

      Which brings me to your friends’ comments about our common enemy, “John D. Whiteman,” uniting with our black brothers (and I’m sure you meant to include sisters in this too), etc., etc. I don’t think that the “white man” is our common enemy. Not in the way we think of enemies. In most instances, we, people of color are our own worst enemy. I believe that, were the positions reversed and whites were at the bottom of the power struggle, we people of color would not be any less cruel or any more considerate than they have been to us during our common history. Left alone, without the brown/red/yellow races to harass, whites would turn on each other (Nazi Germany?) and pick on silly little differences to try to elevate their own sorry selves to one of superiority. Blue-eyed brunettes would claim better intelligence over brawny blonds and the ensuing war would claim the lives of the red-heads as well. We’d read about it in the history books, centuries later, and they’d call it, The War of those Silly Bastards. I don’t think that any race of people is fundamentally better than any other at handling this question of racial differences. We are all “silly bastards” in the end, at war with our own prejudices and furiously trying to win an uncertain scramble for power. Which is why I don’t think that Africa would amount to a world power if left alone, if the international commercial entities were not constantly scrambling to rape it of its natural resources, including brain power. This is not to say that I don’t believe that international entities are responsible for the steady and sometimes dramatic decline of Africa as a whole, but we as a people must claim some personal responsibility in our own decline if we are ever to see ourselves rising again. Some people believe that corruption is created out of poverty. Not so. Not empirically, anyway. Corruption is born out of greed, out of a loss of a personal sense of values, out of a lack of morality. Some of the most principled people in Ethiopia, for example, are those very people we consider the poorest of the poor, those living in the countryside, trying to eke out a living from arid land with no government bail-out in sight. Conversely, the city where those with money seem to congregate is rife with corruption, disloyalty, a lack of morality and social consciousness. Now, do we blame the white man for that too?? What of the fact that Ethiopia was never colonized…not in the way that other African countries were - yet, we rank near the top of the poorest-nations heap, if not the very top. Oh you can argue (and I often have) that it is the white powers that be that corrupt our leaders who in turn make it impossible for the principled, moral people of Africa to get anywhere. That’s not wrong, either. But again, to lay the trouble at the foot of an insurmountable obstacle, and shake your head as you walk into the factory that creates that obstacle so that you too can become part of the problem, it’s rather convenient, isn’t it? Are we any better? (Well, come to think of it, you might be…but I have already thrown in the towel.) Which is why I find comfort in my theory that we as human beings are not yet fully evolved. That as creatures on this earth go, we are the least evolved. We, like no other creature, murder each other for pleasure. We know how to corrupt and be corrupt. We live with total disregard to how we treat the very earth without which we’d cease to exist. There must be some credence to the story in the bible that God made people at the last minute. I think God was tired after the fifth day, so, instead of resting on the 6th day, a nice enough day to rest, God made humanity the way we are and forgot to come back and correct the factory error before moving on to other more interesting galaxies. i.e. we’re defective, Yelias, all of us (except maybe for the San people of the Kalahari), and my deepest hope is that God one day will issue a factory recall so that the rest of life on earth can issue a sigh of relief and reinstate eco-balance. (Meanwhile, back on earth, life still bites, and my under-educated colleague is getting ahead in life because she is white, our receptionists for 7 years running have all been black, and there isn’t one senior person in our office.)

      You asked me if we, as respective groups, are too conditioned to embrace the other as kin. I don’t think conditioning has anything to do with it. I think we’re just petty, superficial, irrational, half-baked cookies who can’t see past our own self-interests to the good of the community, or humanity.

      I’m afraid to read back over what I’ve just written. Aside from the possibility that I’ve been leaping from on vessel of conversation to the next like a flea with ADD, I must have cast a cloud of gloom so heavy that it’s going to be raining on your PC for the next millennia or so. Well, here’s a bit of news that might cheer us both up: “This just in: God issues a recall on all of humanity. News at 11:00!”

      Qelem-yelesh (the deppresive)

      To: Qelemyelesh

      From: Yelias

      Subject: Hope? It’s relative.

      So, it’s good to see SOMEONE on this planet understands the beauty and joy shown everyday on the news! Don’t be too happy, now; you might set yourself up for disappointment. Sorry for teasing you, but in truth, I think you’ve got it figured it out. I’m the same way most of the time. Really, I often don’t see the point of trying so hard to create “change” or make the world a “better” place. (I put these words in quotation marks because I think these terms are relative.) But like I said previously, while I’m here, I’m just gonna try to do something worthwhile, keep my family happy and content with me, and then keel off one day able to say, “Hey, I gave it my best shot.”

      Oh, and unlike most people around me, I’m agnostic, so I don’t think about God coming in and doing something to either help or hurt humanity. I think we were created out of this world, which we are on our way to destroying completely. Give humans 500 more years and it’ll all be over. Funny thing is, talk to some evolutionary biologists and they might tell you this is the natural order of things. We evolved, didn’t recognize our world’s (and humanity’s) limits, and will naturally destroy ourselves. In some ways I fall into that camp. Sure, it’s sad, but hey, c’est la vie. But more importantly, this view of human nature was revealed in Terminator 2 when Arnold Schwarzeneger the cyborg tells young John Connor, future savior of the human species, that “…it’s in your nature to destroy yourselves.” So now that you know I gain some of my insight from cheesy action movies, are you sure you want to here more of my ramblings…

      Well, I’ll venture to say you wouldn’t mind hearing a bit more.

      I completely agree that greed underlies most of the perverse actions we humans exhibit onto everything around in the world, everyday. And I also don’t think getting rid of white people will alone solve the problems blacks all over the world face. White people aren’t all bad. And people of color aren’t all good. But I’m convinced that most whites are sort of guilty by association, considering Africa (and other places) still hasn’t rebounded from colonization. But what makes it worse is that most whites are simply clueless about this stuff!!! Okay, sure; if you’re a poor white struggling to make it in this country or any other, I can understand your plight. You have to deal with your own problems before you can help your neighbor. BUT, those that are well off and privileged have NO excuse for not caring about what their ancestors did and hence initiate taking some serious action to remedy the problem.

      But it gets complicated, for reasons you’ve already set out, so I need not repeat them. We as humans see differences in each other, and as long as I’ve been alive, I’ve seen one person/group exploit and oppress another person/group for whatever reason or resource, and then use the our differences as a justification and/or driving force. To me, all of humanity can be explained using the schoolyard scenario. As long as different people occupy the same space, like kids on a playground, there is going to be conflict. And in most cases, solutions are temporary, just like with this whole “War on Terrorism” Give me a break! As long as I’m alive there are going to be people from that region and others trying to bomb the hell out of the U.S. And for a good reason too, in my opinion. Yeah, I said it. (Now this e-mail is probably tapped and being routed to the CIA, NSA and FBI as I type…) Who cares?! You said it best: in the grand scheme of things, was that whole incident really as big as the media made it out to be? Anyone with half a brain, some true compassion for all the planet’s people, and the slightest knowledge of world history would quickly say no. So anyway, that was a bit of a tangent, but here’s my point: this whole competing over the same resources bit, like the schoolyard bully syndrome, is precisely what’s gonna push us to extinction in say, 500 yrs. No big deal to me. Like you said, everything is finite…even humans existence.

      What more can I say? Hmmm…I really don’t have much to add. Your recent cynicism caught me at a good time; I’ve been very nihilistic lately (it comes in phases, and as time goes on these phases get progressively longer). I would just like to ask one thing: what has made you so depressed? Is it your work? The things you see around you? I tend to thing the world is just a shitty place, and those people that feel depressed are generally more in touch with reality than those that aren’t. People that claim to be happy are fooling themselves and really setting themselves up for disappointment. I used to do that, but now I don’t fight it. I just continue on this beaten path of going to the “right” schools to get a “worthwhile” job so I can “help” create some kind of “change” to make this world “better.” All this to keep me distracted from the mess outside my little world. Sometimes I just wanna give all this up and become a cook or own a bike shop or bookstore. I’d love that. Who knows, maybe that’ll happen. I’ll just have to disappear somehow before the loan sharks come after me when I have neglected to pay my off my college debts.

      Anyway, this has been extremely fun for me. If you ever wanna keep in touch outside of LD’s my email address is no_hope8@hotmail.com. There’s a lot I don’t know about you that I’d like to find out.

      Yelias

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, October 2001. All Rights Reserved.

      30 questions

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Musicians are the light of our lives… well, musicians and masseuses. Musicians who are masseuses… ere edalin!

      But us being who we are here at SELEDA, the first time we heard rap/hip hop (ya gm-gm mooziqa), we fell to our knees and started pounding on floor like we learnt to do at sigdet in a pointless attempt at exorcising the sEiTan gm-gm mooziqa before it possessed us. Boy, don’t we feel foolish right now.

      Well, people more talented than mindless drones like us identify with the hip-hop, and since there has not been a trend we have not sucked the life out of, we are proud to present two Ethiopian musicians extraordinaire, hip-hoppers who set the record straight about the music, identity and disco.

      Questions

      Artist: Surafel Assaminew

      Forte: Hip-hop

      Band: “Burnt Faces”

      More 411 at: www.abesha.com

      Artist: OfftracK

      Forte: Hip-hop

      Band: “OfftracK”

      More 411 at: www.discoverofftrack.com

      1) Is music or yarada amariNa the universal language?

      Music, absolutely. Music can touch you in so many ways even when you don’t understand the words. Music brings people together for great causes like the one organized for the victims of World Trade Center attack. Nothing in this world can express love the way music does.

      Music because it touches everybody. Yarada amariNa because everyone speaks with a unique vocabulary.

      2) Was there one defining moment in your life when you fell in love with music?

      Not really. I fell in love with music at an early age.

      Well, in college, I was on a quest to find the perfect laid-back chill c.d. In the process, I ended up buying and listening to everything from Samba to Salsa to Jazz to House to Hip Hop. I liked them all….

      3) Should an Ethiopian musician who can’t play “Bati” serve time in purgatory?

      If there’s any Ethiopian musician who understands the word “purgatory” I will serve two life times in a Federal prison.

      See, you guys need to put translations on the side for those who are not as well versed in Ethi verbiage.

      4) How much does being an Ethiopian influence your music? How much does your music influence being an Ethiopian? Are these the same?

      I say it’s fifty-fifty. As far as I know we [Burnt Faces] are one of the few Ethiopians who are trying to make it in hip-hop, so we are always conscious of the things we say in our lyrics because we don’t want the good image of Ethiopian music to be tarnished with some negative vibe. That means no cursing in our songs or talking about things that are unrighteous. Ethiopian musician have always kept it decent even when they talk dirty. Our music influence being Ethiopian by the way we try to put an Ethiopian flavor in the beats we make and lyrics we write. Even though most of our songs are strictly hip-hop, we inject either a little Amharic or just sample an Ethiopian beat.

      Being Ethiopian/African/Human helps set the tone of why I do music.

      The music helps me reevaluate and compare my culture to those of others. In the process, I learn more about myself and my heritage.

      5) Did you know that if you played Tzita backwards that it makes you crave a CHat- granola-carrot frappe?

      Hmmmmm. Which Tzita song and by which artist? As far as I know, all the Ethiopian musicians have their own version of Tzita.

      No I didn’t know that. I stay away from chewing or smoking anything the gives me a vibe alien to what I get on the norm.

      But if you play any of my songs backwards, you’re definitely going to crave for berberE flavored -chocolate-fruit-roll ups.

      6) If Bach were an Ethiopian, what would his magnum opus be called?

      Who the hell is Bach? This is the second time I opened the dictionary to answer a question.

      First, I’m guessing magnum opus means is his best piece. Second, if it does, couldn’t ya have just said his best piece. Third, his best piece would be called Ye Bach Andegnya Orchestra.

      7) Can you read music notes?

      No. Why waste time? All I do is rhyme

      8) Do we Ethiopians take music and the arts seriously?

      I think we respect music and the arts but we don’t try to make musicians celebrities which is very good. Unlike our American counterparts, we don’t idolize people who are in the entertainment business. Tilahun Gessesse recently said that back when he started singing, they used to pour water on him because musicians at the time were least respected. We have come a long way, but we need to keep on keeping it real that artist are no different from ordinary citizens.

      From my experience, I believe we Ethiopians like art and music when we see it, but do not appreciate the importance of supporting it, buying it, and growing it. Whoever owns your art, in essence, owns the living remains of your history and your story.

      What artists do with their work is to capture the present or an idea, so that it can be communicated to others through-out the times.

      In other words, if you see a broke artist on the street or back home in Ethiopia, do what you gotta do to help and encourage them.

      9) When are you most lonely? Most happy?

      I’m not lonely that much and I am most happy when I get things accomplished.

      Deep…… Never lonely with got God.

      10) What is a good example of really bad music?

      I have learned to respect all music and artist, therefore, I can’t say this an example of bad music. I have been dissed before so I know what it’s like to be on the other side.

      No real bad music, just bad hearing and understanding of it.

      11) What music is playing in your stereo right at this moment? In your car?

      “The Mis-Education of Laurn Hill”.

      My Stereo: OFFTRACk, Discover

      My Car: Gilles Peterson, Incredible

      12) Do we have power over music or does it have power over us?

      We have power over music. We choose what we want to listen to. Unless, of course, you live in Afghanistan and you have to listen to music chosen by the Taliban. (I don’t even know if they listen to music over there).

      When you hear a loud Bob Marley intro with the bass line and the drum come in, you might as well throw in the towel.

      13) What do you listen to when you need to pick yourself up?

      Bob Marley’s “Confrontation”. I love it. ”In the eyes of the fool the deaf is wise/ In the eyes of the wise the fool is size” Bob was a prophet and his music will live forever.

      Well, on most days Ndombolo (Soukous). On Sundays, I’ve started listening to Gospel. Its really good music.

      14) What would you NOT do for/to play music?

      Vote for George Bush Jr.

      Eat lunch.

      15) Is fusing Ethiopian music with reggae/hip-hop/afro pop advancing it, or should people who do it be whipped unconscious?

      Both. Ethiopian musicians have always tried to go with the times. Artist like Alemayehu Eshete and others have had beats that were similar to funk music. One of Mahamud Ahmed’s songs(EreBeketema) was a twist song and Ethiopians of all ages do the twist when the song is played. Aster Aweke probably was the first to fuse Amharic with reggae in her songs (Eshuru) back in the day. Likewise, the artist of today like Chachi, Take Five, and the legendary Aster have tried to fuse their music with some of today’s hottest music. The only problem I have with some of these artists is when they sing like they don’t know the Amharic language. Trying to speak Amharic with an accent just doesn’t sound right.

      Fusing Ethiopian music with other musical styles is good, if done with respect to the integrity of both genres. For example, you can’t jump into a Serg song, and bust a freestyle if the structure of the song doesn’t support it. Now, if the Serg song had a drum beat that made heads nod, then maybe there is a space for lyric or two about the Bal and Mist.

      16) Do artists have to be tortured to create great stuff, or is suffering overrated?

      The problem today is art has taken a back seat to business. A lot of great work is being compromised just to satisfy the appetite of businessmen who are not interested in the art but the business. Torture the people behind the music and not the artist.

      Keep the torture, but definitely communicate what you think is wrong with yourself or your surroundings. Plus, communicate how you think it can be fixed.

      17) Is the advent of the synthesizer responsible for the demise of Ethiopian music? (Uh, oh! Our allergy to “dn-dn-dish-ndish-ndish” music is showing again.)

      Yes. Unfortunately, nowadays everybody and his mother’s got a synthesizer. It’s very rare that you see a band backing a singer. Whether it’s in a restaurant or wedding, it has become a two-man show.

      The advent of the synthesizer has done a lot for one-man bands and people like myself who’s borsa cannot afford the many instruments needed to make music. So for us its cool. But as whole, it has taken away from bands jamming and playing their instruments to the capacity. Synthesizers work best when every other instrument (especially the bass and drum) are working full blast.

      18) What Ethiopian song(s) help get you in the mood to… um… get busy? (If your answer is “FeTan New Baburu”, “Johnny Mn Ida New?”, “Y’taseb’bet”, please press Alt-F4.)

      Sewintenwa by Muluqen (he was the dopest. Still is)

      Maaan, ya Seleda folks have no shame at all huh. BeTam interesting.

      19) OK… let’s say we can make anything happen (hey… wait, we can!) and we tell you to create your ideal band… anyone you want (MINUS YANNI!)… who’d you choose?

      I will have Phil Collins on drums, Carlos Santa on lead guitar, Prince on bass, Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis on Synthesizer, Whitney, Janet, Mariah as back up singers, Michael Jackson as a dancer, and, finally, Tilahun Gessesse as lead singer

      I would choose some of the old school Big bands we had in Ethiopia back in the 40’s/50’s, throw in a Masinqo, Washint, a Krar player, and Pete Rock or DJ Premier.

      20) Can musicians dance?

      Yeah except Tilahun. That’s why I added Michael to the band.

      Yep.

      21) Have you ever used the line, “Let’s go back to my place and hit a high tone”?

      Nah. It’s more like “Let’s go back to my place and rake some leaves.”

      I try not to do gigs at Martini bars for that specific reason.

      22) Truthfully, now… do musicians think other “artists” are wimps? If not, why not?

      I don’t know about other artist, but I know that hip-hop artist are not wimps. In fact, far from being a wimp. You’re talking about people who have served some serious time in some state prisons.

      I don’t. Anybody willing to express himself or herself and share it with other people gets nuff respect.

      23) OK, we gotta ask: Who was/were your greatest musical influence(s)?

      Robert Nesta Marley.

      Soul: Sam Cooke, Marvin.

      Amharic: Muhammed.

      Rap: The whole class of rappers that came out between ’88 and ’93.

      DnB: LTJ Bukem

      Jazz: Still researching, but there’s a lot.

      24) What is the one CD you don’t own up to?

      Eric B and Rakim’s Paid in Full

      Thought long and hard, but all my cd’s have some sort of meaning of why I bought them.

      25) Ethiopian disco: good idea or bad idea?

      Good idea

      Sounds good to me.

      26) Do you think certain genres of music should only be performed by certain ethnic groups or races? (Seriously… Should Madonna sing Rai… er, should Madonna sing, period?)

      I don’t like the idea of all these Ethiopian musicians trying to sing Guragina. I am sorry but most of them don’t do a good job. Let Guragaes sing Guragina. As far as Madonna is concerned, she is a legend she can sing whatever song she likes

      If you can sing or rap it well, I’m down to listen, across ethnic groups and races.

      What’s Rai?

      27) Do you ever hate wanting so much to be a musician?

      Being a musician has its ups and downs but the rewards are greater than its pitfalls.

      Na, I don’t really think of being a musician (like a title), I just dig making music.

      28) How ugly is the music business?

      It’s something you try to keep away from children and pregnant women. The best thing to do is try not to get in it.

      Well, from my research and discussions with experienced folks, I’ve been told about the complexity of the music industry. But what needs to be remembered is that it is a business like all other businesses.

      29) Don’t you have issues with the karmic gods that so many talented musicians will never be “discovered”?

      Yeah the gods must not have been listening to music the past twenty years. That’s why so many dope musicians haven’t been discovered. Well let’s sacrifice a couple of souls and maybe then they will turn their ears to music

      Maaan, Seleda is no joke with these questions. The undiscovered musicians who do it for love will still be happy at the end of the day. So I have no issues.

      30) What was your worse gig?

      I never had one. I have always been of the hizzy (just kidding!).

      Once, I couldn’t hear the beat while performing. Thus, my timing was way off. The audience was cool, so it wasn’t all that bad.

      Ethiopian Diary
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      by: Deborah Roberts

      ABCNEWS Correspondent, 20/20
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      I have always welcomed new experiences. It is one of the true joys of my job as a journalist. Over the years I have taken some amazing journeys: to Kuwait, to cover the Persian Gulf War. To Barcelona, reporting on the Summer Olympics. To rural Ohio, investigating shocking claims of sexual abuse within the Amish community. Each assignment has resonated with me in its on way.

      But it was my recent sojourn to Ethiopia which has had the most profound impact on me as an individual. Who knew that this whirlwind assignment would leave such a lasting memory?

      It began unexpectedly as so many of my assignments do, with a late night phone call. On the other end was Meredith White, a senior producer at 20/20 with a frantic, direct question. What was I doing tomorrow, and did I have any interest in catching the next plane to Africa for a promising but uncertain story. What? Africa, tomorrow?

      It turns out that someone on our staff had stumbled upon an intriguing story. An American woman of Ethiopian heritage who had overcome an unimaginable disability was travelling back to Africa in search of the mother who’d abandoned her as a child. The woman, described as quite beautiful and accomplished, had lost both legs in a terrible accident as an infant and had been raised by missionaries in Ethiopia. Now, three decades later, she was a mother of three in Seattle.

      It had all the markings of a heartwarming, dramatic story.

      The next day, I was bound for Addis Ababa to catch up with Lydia Assefa, who was in the throes of a nerve-wracking moment of discovery. What I couldn’t know is that this trip would also come to represent a defining moment for myself. I had visited Africa just a year before while covering a story on post-war atrocities in Rwanda. It was a heartbreaking assignment. This one, thankfully, was filled with joy and hope.

      From the moment I stepped off the plane, I had a visceral feeling that this was no ordinary assignment. As I looked into the dark, warm faces of the handlers who were to pick me up, it was as though I had stepped back into my old close-knit neighborhood in tiny Perry, Georgia. Though I was halfway around the world, and listening to an undiscernible language, something felt eerily familiar.

      The next morning, my crew and I met Lydia and her husband Troy and boarded a small plane with them to embark on an uncertain journey to an unknown village, with the hopes of finding her mother. The beauty and wonder of this story were already unfolding. The plane was being piloted by Solomon Gizaw, an old friend Lydia met in America. He’d recently returned with his family to settle in his beloved Ethiopia. A handsome man with a bright warm smile, Solomon was so touched by his friend’s desperate longing to connect with her roots that he dropped everything to transport her to the remote village where she believed her mother still lived. Solomon’s unselfish gesture was remarkable.

      As we touched down on the remote, grassy landing strip that would lead to the village, the smell of fresh earth hung in the air. I set about my duties as a reporter, interviewing Lydia and gathering information on our whereabouts. But even as I worked, I was struck by the engaging, beautiful faces of the curious children who began to swarm around us, fixated on our every move. Usually I have no trouble distancing myself from my surroundings as I go about my job, but this time something was different. The beautiful smiling faces I stared into looked so familiar. Again, I was momentarily transported to my rural childhood home.

      Our assignment quickly took on dramatic twists. First, we had to take another arduous journey to a nearby guest house where Solomon had arranged for us to interview Lydia’s mother. It would be difficult. The dirt roads were designed for foot traffic only. The ride in a rickety pickup truck offered to us by a villager was bumpy and long.

      When we arrived, we were greeted by a smallish woman with a broad smile who showed us into a spare cement house. It was simple and clean. She pointed to an outhouse indicating the facility for us to relieve ourselves. I was touched by the charm of the rustic surroundings and the warmth of the people.

      For hours we waited, until finally, just after darkness had settled, Lydia’s mother arrived. It took hours for Solomon and our camera to make it to her tiny village just a few miles down the bumpy, jagged road. As the tiny woman, draped in a headwrap, made her way into the candlelit house, heavy emotion filled the room. She buried her long lost daughter in breathless hugs and kisses. Some of us wept at this amazing scene of incredible love.

      After conducting an interview with mother and daughter, we realized that we would camp overnight with all who filled the room. It was too dangerous to attempt a flight in the darkened village. In other settings I might have felt some anxiety over the situation. Being stranded in the middle of nowhere isn’t exactly desirable. But I was completely at ease, somehow comforted in this home surrounded by the loving, nurturing spirits of my newfound African friends. As we all shared in the spicy lamb stew and the native bread, again I was flooded with vivid memories of my childhood home thousands of miles away, the scene in this small, crowded house in Africa reminiscent of my loving home jammed with relatives sitting around the kitchen table.

      For years I had viewed Africa, like so many American Blacks, as a distant place. The people and their experiences, I felt, were in no way connected to me. But on this night, something changed. Spiritually, I recognized that we were all one. The Ethiopians sitting next to me, warmly gazing into my unfamiliar face, were as much a part of me as my own family. We shared more than skin color. We shared a common heritage. I knew that this was no longer just another assignment. I was truly at home.

      For full story from ABCNEWS, click here.
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      Top Ten Best Things about Being Ethiopian

      
        	364 days to sin… one day of “M’Ts getayE” to be absolved.

        	Two and a half degrees of separation from someone with a Doctorate.

        	All the proof we need for a fact… “indesu y’lalu ingidih”.

        	We can speak ill of the dead as long as we suffix it with a “nefsachwin ymarew-‘nna”.

        	Hypochondria is not a disease. (“JerbayE lie siCHefr adere” and “Ke zih betach yenE aydelem”.)

        	Peace loving people: Brrd and inqifat hit us, but we never hit back.

        	We believe that without Amharic words, the English language would be worthless: “Different alew”, “mn hear arek” “trafeek wusT stuck arekuN”, “take care yaregunal” “be careful hoon”.

        	We can hold seven hour conversations on how the ferenjies trimmed off the top of Dashen in a conspiracy to make Mount Everest the highest mountain, hence depriving Ethiopia of more greatness.

        	The line between an enemy and a friend… what line?

        	Convinced that the Italians are keeping the Obelix ‘cause, ever since Adwa, they don’t got nothing of their own that is that big or erect!
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      We at SELEDA, in a ceaseless quest to bring you all that is new and least newsworthy, recently gathered together the major playa-playas of a brand spankin’ new field of study called “Ethiopology”.

      After months of tough negotiations, and oodles of ego-stroking the likes of which we have not seen since the last SELEDA editorial meeting, we finally managed to squeeze into one room this elite group of intellectuals. And as the last QuanTa Quiche was devoured, and the remaining bottle of Gouder Merlot (2006 Reserve) sipped, we sat with the five leading Ethiopologists for a riveting conversation….

      The Playas:

      Dr. Dick Panwerst: MA, MBA, EthPh.D. Professor Emeritus of Ethiopology, University of Ally Mechal, Idaho City Campus. Winner, Kallen A. Mana Le Peace Prize, 1946.

      Dr. Ronald Devin: DDS, MDDS, EthPh.D. Assistant Professor of Sociology and Dentistry, City College of New York; Guest lecturer of Ethiopology, Harvard University and Ho Nosyhon Community College, China.

      Dr. Ham Groundock: Ph.D., k.LD., ADD, MS-NBC, Associate Professor, Anthropology of Ethiopology, University of Alabama; Chair, Sin E. Tewawek Fellowship.

      Dr. Professor Arnold Marquis: MD, Ph.D., P-Ph. D II, DND, DMV, EthPh.D, AARP, University of Athens, A. I. Hey Hei Fellow, Georgetown University, Guest Anchor, “Africa: It’s Good For Something, We Think” on CNN.

      Paulo Hanky: Businessman

      What do you think was the most important era in Ethiopian History?

      Dr. Marquis: Definitely the Tewodros era…. The intrigue, the indefatigable spirit, the great hairstyle. The Tewordros era was the first Sopranos … Except there were no great car chase scenes… but that’s… ok. The explosives make up for it. I wish A.T. (as Atse Tewodros is known in the Ethiopology circle) didn’t kill himself so early. He should have hung on just a few more years… but that’s… ok, too. I’m in the middle of negotiations with HBO for a 5-hour mini-series on A.T. It would have been six hours, but he tragically killed himself too early. We are in negotiations with the great Kevin Costner to play A.T. depending on how deep a tan he can get.

      Dr. Devin: I rather incline to venture to say that the most intriguing time in Ethiopian history will be in the future. As an Ethiopologist, I will further hazard a guess that Ethiopia’s past is it’s future, therefore, it’s past-future is in the present. It’s quite an intriguing phenomenon.

      Dr. Panwerst: Ohhh, I think The ZagwE Dynasty had its moments despite the dreadful name it’s burdened with… Lalibela, of course, being the most colorful and talented of the Zaggis. Don’t believe everything about him building the churches, by the way… it is a well-known fact that British architects sold him the blue prints. However, my favorite Zaggi was a little known rascal called Yi’kebke Egzi. Legend has it that he was not even Ethiopian… he faked it! Fantastic. He was splendid.

      Mr. Hanky: The most important era is the time when trade was opened and Levi Jeans became readily available. Other than that, the time when that chick Sheba went horizontal tango-ing with Mr. Big Shot Solomon… we sell the silk scarves of that story at my store. Who can blame the poor slug? I’d bag a dame like that faster than a greased hog can slide down a mud hill. Why should I piss on your back and tell you it’s raining?

      Hmm. Ok, moving along, how does one become an Ethiopologist?

      Mr. Handy: The Clinton Administration was giving it away… in lieu of a night in the Lincoln Bedroom. Ethiopia is lucky to have us around.

      Dr. Panwurst: We-hel… that might seem a little too extreme and self important, Hanky. I actually studied the history in Ethiopia, mind you, amongst the tribes. The Ethiopians taught me everything I know about themselves. I wish I could remember the names of a couple of them… but they are a proud people. Beautiful too, and soon, they, too, can become Ethiopologists.

      Dr. Devin: I don’t think being in Ethiopia is a prerequisite, actually. I’ve not been there, but what does that mean, really? If I go in the future, will I not have gone already? The Ethiopian calendar is 8 years behind, so time is on all of our sides… and Ethiopia being a unique country, even if you have gone there in the past, the future-present paradigm will still haunt your psyche. My future is Ethiopia’s future, and her past my future-past-present. It’s quite a remarkable country in that way.

      Is the Arch of the Covenant in Ethiopia?

      Dr. Groundock: Of course it is! It very so much is. Someone should write a book about that.

      Dr. Panwerst: I … I… think if it is not in London, Paris, Rome, New York, Devonshire, Wilmingshire, Wellingtonshire, Birminghamshire, Longshire, Shortshire OR Washington DC, then there might be at least some chance that it is in Ethiopia. We Ethiopologists have agreed to disagree on this matter because, really, it’s not exactly something to get our boxers in a bunch about.

      Mr. Hanky: Actually, I thought I had stepped on some evidence that would resolutely answer this question… but, it turns out that what I stepped on was a piece of gum. But, like Dick said, does it really matter? In the scope of wearing Levi Jeans at the Ritz Carlton Poppo LarE, it really ain’t something to get uglier than a mud picket fence about.

      Dr. Marquis: Well, according to “Raiders of the Lost Arch” and Mr. Michael Douglas, who is not just a remarkable actor and a pretty face, it’s in Big Toe, Idaho. A housewife found it at a garage sale… was using it as a garden hose holder. Further proof of American ingenuity.

      What enticed you to study Ethiopian history and Ethiopology?

      Dr. Goundock: The Ethiopian women.

      Dr. Panwerst: Yes, rather… the women are quite dishy, so I’ll go with that.

      Dr. Devin: I found the nuance of Ethiopology not unlike the curves of a woman… the dents, the guessing games, the myth and lore the… curves….

      Dr. Marquis: I liked the sound… Ethiopology rolls off ones tongue with ease… it caresses… like a woman.

      Mr. Hanky: The State Department said I should try it. See if I liked it. I tried it. I liked it.

      Why do you think there are not Ethiopians who are not famous Ethiopologists?

      Dr. Devin: I think they are too busy doing… stuff. Historically, Ethiopians have had predilections for stuff. Besides, I don’t think a lot of Ethiopians understand the complexity and angst of Ethiopian history… It takes patience and some Nilotic people have problems with that… historically. I’ve noticed (and this might be because of that whole oral history thing) that they confuse names and dates. But that’s OK. Eventually, when they publish works like Silver and Polish… Not to say that is impossibly far away.

      Dr. Groundock: Frankly, I don’t know if they want to… there’s no evidence pointing to a burning need or urgency. Not to say, of course, that we will never have an Ethiopian colleague. In fact, although not quite Ethiopian, we have in our midst a new Kenyan protégé by the name of Tommy Qallegira-Qegn whom we are grooming to be a pre-Ethiopologist. Bright young man who has a new book coming out, _I Wish Ethiopians would Laugh More…_published by Anna Witaw & Bell Hew Publishing.

      Mr. Hanky: There are no Ethiopians in the State Department. It’s actually not that complicated to comprehend… As easy as sliding off a greasy log backwards, as we used to say. Must say that some Ethiopians have gotten the short end of a long stick, but the main thing is that they are happy as a dead pig in the sunshine. Simply, Ethiopology is like a one eyed dog in a meat house. Huh?

      Dr. Marquis: I contend that Ethiopology is not for everyone. There are a few people who are lucky enough to get it, and the rest should be grateful for those few.

      Dr. Panwerst: Well, not all British historians are British. There are some French historians adept at grasping British history…. Few, but still some. Hence, because all Ethiopologist are non-Ethiopian doesn’t mean that no Ethiopian can be an Ethiopologist. I won’t apologize for being an Ethiopologist.

      What do you say to the argument that Ethiopology being dominated by so few specialists means that there are no checks or balances in the facts you present. Meaning, no one can refute your work and test its validity…

      Mr. Hanky: That argument has more holes than a redneck’s trailer after huntin’ season. I do further declare that that argument is slower than molasses in January!

      Dr. Marquis: That would have been true if there was not a strict policy of towing with us translators whenever we have to read some of the more ancient Ethiopian manuscripts. My official translator, for example, a feisty fellow from India, actually studied Amharic at Harvard. Very conversant in Ge’ez too. So, there you go. Besides, there are a lot of helpful pictures that the ancient Ethiopians left laying around on church walls… any idiot can make heads or tails of pictures! It was as if the ancient Ethiopians wanted US to tell their stories. Why would they paint all of those awkward pictures then, some of them childlike and unrefined as they may be?

      Dr. Devin: My good friend Richie Kapitalinski and I were pontificating this very question when we met up in Addis last summer. He just got a 30 million dollar grant from PBS to make a documentary on the quality of Ethiopian sand. Marvelous work. Important work. He and I agree that Ethiopology is still too young to be refuted. It needs cuddling and nurturing more than it does criticism at this time. We are all trying our best. And our best is all we can give. We can’t give more than our best, and our best can’t give it’s worst. Our best is what we will give, and we will not give more or less than our best. Less than best shall not be what we give and more than our best cannot be given. He who gives more than his best shall not have a best, but will then give his worst. Therefore, his worst shall not be what he gives. It’s very simple, really.

      Mr. Hanky: Devin, my boy, let me first say, you are so buck toothed you could eat corn-on-the-cob through a keyhole. Second, what you just said left me colder than a well digger’s tail. I feel sorrier than a two-dollar watch for whoever didn’t get that because, hell, I’m older than the mountains and got twice as much dust, but I still got it! See, we get along like a house on fire. Ok, boys, let’s go get us some more of that Merlot and tell war stories. You will excuse us, silly magazine person?

      Do the right thing
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      Ever since Michael Jackson (lose etymological association, we suspect, to Qulibiew Mike) declared that we are the world and children, everybody’s doing it! SELEDA is in absolute awe, fearful admiration of people who can be popular and afford to help the underprivileged, let alone be popular for helping the underprivileged. Yep, we claim neither characteristic, and admittedly, the last time we heard the word “voluntary” and “street” in the same sentence was when Upper Management announced the dismissal of the Swedish masseuse to the street after her “voluntary” acceptance of a “sabbatical”. Ehhh… But hopefully in the dismal course of our Hobbesian lives, we’ll stumble upon the realization that the love we give away is the only love we keep.

      Bear with us. We’re working on it.

      Meanwhile, SELEDA is fanning the masterminds behind the Hohete Tesfa for Ethiopia’s Street Children Foundation. Artist and performer, Chachi, who has used her talents in countless benefit concerts, organized her efforts in the establishment of this NGO, volunteer-based vessel for street children. Somebody’s got to look out for those too young to look out for themselves. Our children, abandoned children, parentless children should not be reduced street children - bearing the burden of survival alone, amidst adverse, unsheltered conditions where they’ll be pulled into crime and prostitution, swallowed by malnutrition, sickness or starvation.

      Indeed, the Hohete Tesfa for Ethiopia’s Street Children Foundation reminds us that charity begins at home, and with our children.

      SELEDA is proud to present this project. We strongly urge our readers to support the foundation’s vision. Thank you for boldly raising awareness for a problem that often falls through the cracks on our plate of priorities.

      To learn more about this foundation, check out their website.

      Hohete Tesfa for Ethiopia’s Street Children Foundation can also be directly contacted at tesfaa@hotmail.com or alternatively at:

      Hohete Tesfa for Ethiopia’s Street Children Foundation

      PO BOX 467311

      Atlanta, GA 31146

      Humbly genuflecting in the general direction of Atlanta.

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Spirits & Spirituality Issue : November 2001

      The HIV/AIDS Issue : December 2001

      The Communication Issue : January 2002

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      The MrT’na MraCH Issue : April 2002

      The Triumph & Despair Issue : May 2002

      The Spirits & Spirituality Issue : November 2001

      Just imagine… deadlines are right around the corner, the server is down, Life Diarists have seemingly irretrievably mekorarefed, mail editor is out getting her nails done, posteNa is being chased by selediNi (our pooch de month), cover artist is out demanding yet another zero at the end of his salary, and the one Seledist who has earned the ignominy of being called “gashe” is pulling his very very very last wisp of hair… OK, so this is typical Seleda… Now, imagine if our Seleda intern should suddenly decide to have an attack of … shall we say, diggimt? nala zuret? wuqabE rqet? “buda” asserting itself on poor “budee”?

      We, (heaven help us), would not know what to do. An especially yetebareke Seledist might have the brilliant idea of invoking the appropriate prayers to transform the nearest bottle of Perrier into Sebel. Problem being a) who’d give up their chic bottles of “eau” for a questionable splashing of the hair just now so well admired, or b) what to say so the proper… “spirits” … are invoked. Well you get the picture…

      So we admit that we are the urbanized, westernized, moleqeq lijoch for whom spirits and spirituality are traditions, ceremonies or intellectual abstractions to be absorbed at an oh too long Orthodox mass every few Sundays, or a few lazy afternoons spent browsing the confluence of aisles marked “Eastern Religions”, “Christianity” and “New Age” at the local Barnes and Noble, preferably in between the decidedly un-spiritual sport of surreptitiously checking out who is well endowed where and just how much.

      Since we are so clueless, we ask Seledawiyans to enlighten us about their interactions with Spirituality and any manifestations of the “Spirit World” . What does spirituality mean to you? How do your spiritual and religious lives co-exist? Do you think spilling a little of your untasted drink, whether Tella, abol bunna or double latte, is creating a mess, or is it paying homage to your ancestral spirits? Have you re-discovered your ancestral faith or switched to a new one, and if so why? Would you know which toe to hold when the local exorcist (who might, just might, be that thin sallow cab driver you rubbed shoulders with) commands you to? Have any of you had a past life reading done? Do you think possession (by a “buda” or a “demon” or a “spirit”) exists or do you think it is simply a case of “multiple personalities”? Could one of you expound to us why Ethiopian tradition is so full of anecdotal stories of devout Christians going to a Sheikh and Muslim visiting Christian hermits to get cured or have a child? How about slet - have any of you done so to a Saint or Church on this side of the pond?

      We ask, because the phrase “seyTanE meTabN” seems to be more prevalent around here, albeit spoken in the lazy BolE accent of… “weeeyyyynaaayyyy yhhhaayyyy balegaaayyy! seytaaannnaaaayyyy mmmTTTTiiiiitttt aaalllleeeebbbbiiiNNNN”. Obviously, an exorcism is in order - not just for our “intern-on-the-edge”, but also for another Seleda editor who hasn’t stopped his ridiculously hysterical laughter after a colleague stabbed him with the butt end of a buttering knife (OK, story to be told another time) Since Tebel through e-mail is not yet de-jour, we’ll take your stories, anecdotes and topical creations. Just make sure it is here by October 15th. alebeleziya, iNam d’gmt inawqalen… You’ve been warned…

      The HIV/AIDS Issue : December 2001

      This is a serious issue. So serious that we at Seleda are willing to bet our last healthy cell that all of you know someone personally, or know of someone in the Ethiopian community who is suffering or has suffered fatally from this dreaded plague of the 21st century. A young cousin who died suddenly from “samba.” An uncle who died from “b’rd.” A relative who had disappeared for no apparent reason and turns up dead with suspect explanations given by the immediate family. HIV/AIDS has become the silent, faceless, graceless killer amongst us whom no one wants to talk about.

      This is your opportunity to put your fears, your thoughts, your experiences, your prejudice and your knowledge out there for our community to manbeb and meGenzeb. Perhaps it is time we as a community stopped ignoring our common killer and shunning its victims.

      December is AIDS Awareness month, so we thought we could take this opportunity to learn about “the dreaded disease” with you, to mourn its victims together, and to begin to fight our common enemy with you. Put pen to paper and share, not just about your personal loss, but whatever useful thing you may learned from it, what you would like to share with your community. If you are in the medical profession and you have unique knowledge about the many ways HIV/AIDS has affected us, we hope that you will take the time to share your knowledge with us.

      Deadline for articles is November 15, 2001. It’s never too soon to start nor to submit.

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      Ay-hey-hey… wedEt wedEt. Long after we’ve been pegged “undersexed, desperate dorks” by those who, well, aren’t, ineho proof that we might really, really …ere le werE’m ayamech.

      OK… so, this is the Sex Issue. Ah…the “S” word, feared and adored in Ethiopian society…that confounding mixture of promiscuity and piety all wrapped in one neat dr’b neTela teeming with tension and confusion. We’re blasé about _CHn gered_s but, ho-ho-ho, let an adult woman wear a strapless dress, and it’s all “waiter, I will have an extra large kenfer memTeT with my outrage”. Conversely, are we Diasporic Ethiopians over sexualized? Is there something to be said for ET inhibitions?

      In layman’s terms, at what point do issues of sex, fidelity, freedom, love, passion, lust, secrets and fantasies… megenaNet? Is our sense of piousness six feet or six inches deep? Are we capable of deep, hard thoughts about the myth and reality of sex in our society? Where is our emotional bed at? Do we have the tolerance to openly talk about sex, or are we going to just medabess the issue and not thrust to the core of the matter? Are we able to come, collectively, to an agreement, or are we doomed to always mafen our screams of ecstasy or frustration? What was the orgy-nal sin? Kama Sutra? You wish-imma!

      UUUUUuhhhhhh?

      Listen, we just ask the questions, aiight! Because we are proof positive that some reproductive organs should NOT reproduce, we look towards you, oh sage SELEDAwiyan, to help us address some of these issues. Enlighten us. High time for some frank, fr’T-rT , healthy discussion.

      Speaking of high…we’re done here. Articles are due on or before January 15

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      To dig or not to dig? To poke, to puncture, perchance to bleed? _MoyalE_s can be painful, no? Yes they can. The distress of walking on a damaged heel because that miserable little wretch decided to dig itself into your body. Imagine that! YOUR body, damn it! And there it is, lodged comfortably in your heel, the pride and soul of your flawless walk and prance. There it is, grinning ad infinitum, while you huff and puff in an effort to dare the needle. That bastard! Your heel will never be the same again. Never! Imagine the expenses for psychiatric care to nurse your severely damaged self-esteem … all on account of that miniscule wretch. Yet abatu, ya agdim-adeg!

      Is the perfect heel too much to ask for? Imagine the joy, the sheer bliss of waking up and looking at a flawless, smooth heel, sans intruder infestation. It would even make the most menial, tedious jobs seem like heaven.

      In all seriousness, March is our “Depression and Ecstasy” issue. The hours spent fiddling and toying with sanity while itching from depression bites … momentous outbursts of ecstatic celebration that would put to shame the CHiffera and dinfata of a igir-aTabi who got promoted to Tegur-astekakai … folks, here’s your chance to tell us your stories. Come hither and vent; our support group welcomes thee.

      So … all megl-yeQuaTeru terekezoch due on the 15th of February? 17th, if u have pedicured feet.
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      The Spririts and Spirituality issue

      November, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      Note from the Editors…. Upper Management.

      It has come to our attention that self-crowned intellectual dwarfs, who’ve taken to labeling themselves “editors” here at SELEDA have been busy sullying our good name. We don’t know what’s worse… being bad-mouthed by people who still shop at Macy’s or finding ourselves seated next to a table full of inebriated middle management types who put steak sauce on Chateaubriand.

      Excccuse us! Denb… sine s’rat…Are we the last ones who care? Keepers of the last vestige of décor? Apparently so! So, consider this a coup… Not the bloody kind where people with questionable taste in attire and dubious personal hygiene practices take over. Oh, that has so been done!

      No. Consider this SELEDA: The Restoration Years… sort of a return to splendor after putzy proletariats have walked all over an Italian marble floor with wet, calloused feet. The humanity!

      SELEDA from now on is going to be a forum where decent, peace-loving people are able to air the injustices and grievance they have to endure.

      OK. We’ll start…

      What is up with the silly people at the airport in Denver who refused to shut down three terminals when we found some dastardly liquid leaking from our brand new Dahlia Grande Fleur tote? Demmo “We are sorry that is an unreasonable request”! Unreasonable? Unreasonable is when the concierge at the Plaza can’t spare a lackey to run an errand for us at Cartier! Unreasonable is when we can’t find enough silbabot in Addis for a decent facial! Politely asking that a little airport shut down because we are understandably agitated is… very reasonable.

      And then they wonder why we get unhinged!

      So, two SELEDA Sabers down to the city of Denver. Sine s’rat temaru.

      Well… alrighty then…. We feel better.

      Excuse us a second… some weathered “editor” is nattering about something…

      Seledawiyan… there is a hostage situation here at SELEDA… Upper management has taken over editorial matters. We the editors and writers would like to distance ourselves from this blatant disregard for the creative mind and journalistic integrity. Repeat… this is a hostage situation. Do NOT support this supercilious tone in the “new” SELEDA. Upper management is flexing its dictatorial muscles. Fight, SELEDAwiyan… fight! We shall…

      Whatever! We’re back. Silly “editor” person with unresolved childhood issues is now safely locked in the basement. We just have one thing to say…. All of them… writers, editors, goofball interns… siyasssssTelllllu! The lot of them.

      Back to important matters…

      These maundering minons here made the December Issue the AIDS/HIV Issue. We will have you know in no unequivocal terms that we had left strict instructions that the December Issue was to be the Shopping Issue. You see? You see why we had to take over? Ok… we’ll let this one go… Articles for the AIDS/HIV Issue being now accepted… the deadline is November 15-ish. We understand that deadlines are made to be broken. So, let’s hear from all of you out there.

      Oh sweet Nelly… here comes another dejected former editor. Do these people have no sense of style? Who wears Kenneth Cole anymore, we ask you. Hold on while we close the door and talk through the crack of the window with this taciturn, tedious telalaki.

      Mumble… mumble… something about thanking this month’s contributors… mumble… mumble… that they… they’ve managed to shed light on what moves us Ethiopians spiritually… mumble … mumble… And … and… huh? “Eggs are still in?” Mn? Ohhh…. EgzihabEr ysTilin. Oh right. Of course. Thanks y’all.

      A moment again please while we march this nitwit to the holding cell. What are we going to do with all of them?

      Ok. Anything else we need to cover? We’ll be busy redecorating this hellhole… we are currently severely under-whelmed by a sea of Berber carpet and beige walls… Need we say more?

      Great! Yet another editor slithered out from some rock… How does this place function with everybody allowed to just waltz in and voice an opinion? Something about Chat. ON TUESDAY NOVEMBER 13, 2001 at 7:00 p.m. SHARP. Something… article… oh, banner article is Life Diaries.

      Life what? Yalderesse mn neger ale?

      Opsi doo. We have to run. Time is money and we got plenty of both. We’ll see you next month with the new SELEDA: The Restoration Years. Until then, you can reach us at “their” address for now…

      Upper Management.

      editors@seleda.com

      Faith
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      Faith

      By Y. Medhin

      My brother lay there - living. Although his doctors (most of them so fully detached from their emotions you were constantly tempted to check under their pristine smocks for a battery compartment) were convinced he was dying. They did every imaginable test to him - some non-invasive like the MRI or the CT-Scan. But there were other tests, like the one an Intern wanted to do with a huge horse-needle, to which our grandmother (whose turn it was to stand guard over him because you never knew what these ferenj doctors with their disdain for human life, especially for black human life, were gonna do if you were not there to monitor their every action) refused permission with her one unmistakable English word - Noooooo! She told the visibly chastened Intern who wanted to stick my brother with a horse-needle in an exploratory attempt to locate the liquid in his lungs the x-rays would not (could not?) show. Our grandmother didn’t even wait for my brother to translate the procedure for her. She could see with her eagle-bright eyes two very clear things: the youth and relative inexperience of the doctor; and her eagerness to do the procedure. But the Intern was not to be denied. During out father’s watch, the one time he came to visit my brother, she was allowed access to my weakened brother who would allow anyone to do anything if it meant he could recover. In the end, the needle she stabbed into his back to see if she could draw liquid out of his lungs came up empty and left my brother in dire pain for several days. Apparently, it was not just the ferenj doctors you had to keep an eye on.

      I visited my brother everyday. Sometimes it was my turn to spend the night there, despite the fact that I had to work the next day, despite the fact that I have a bad back, despite the fact that we had to sleep sitting up in a visitor’s chair with our legs propped up on another visitor’s chair and a ghabi draped over us for warmth and a tiny bit of home comfort. In the evening, after work, I’d walk the long white linoleum mile to his door, smile at the nurses on duty, and enter my brother’s room. Sometimes, he’d have a roommate - a man with a bad case of diarrhea for a few days; another man with a skin problem that kept him molting and my grandmother in constant fear of contracting whatever he had - so I’d join the small crowd of family around my brother’s bed. I never thought about what it must be like for him, laying there between life and death, watched over by hopeful eyes, some red from tears, some red from lack of sleep, and wondering …. I know not of what.

      I know that his eyes hurt sometimes from his condition. The noise of the TV would sometimes irritate him. And I’m sure the constant swarm of visitors didn’t help his mood either. But there was love in that room, squeezed in between worry and heartache, between spiritual and physical pain. And we drew on it as much as he must have, and sometimes had enough left over to let it spill and grace one of his roommate’s sickbeds.

      Whenever he had to undergo another test and while we waited for the results, we would hold hands encircling his bed and pray over him, for his health and recovery. But he was growing worse by the day. The doctors’ prognoses were being realized right before our terrified eyes. I would hold his hand sometimes, gently, but trying with all my might to infuse him with some of my strength and health. We’d laugh and joke together. He has an amazing spirit, my brother. In the face of adversity, he’d always find the strength to laugh and to make you laugh. I didn’t want to lose that.

      As hard as it was for me, it was hardest on our mother. He was her eldest and (although she always denied it) her favorite. He was her child - her baby. She could see still in the curve of his smile the toothless baby he had been, swaddled in cloth diapers and wearing her knitting. And he is beautiful. Even as he lay there struggling to live, you couldn’t tell it by just looking at his face because his skin still glowed, his eyes still shone with humor from time to time. My brother looked more alive in his sickbed than some people did in the full bloom of health. Which was why it was so hard on our mother, I suspect. The reality of what was happening inside her son, her favorite child, did not jive with the way he looked physically. He looked perfectly perfect - and still the doctors insisted he was not.

      So, as always, whenever she’s faced with adversity, my mother turned to God. She brought her prayer books and her bottles of holy water and sat at the foot of my brother’s elevated hospital bed and prayed to God. She prayed everyday, her meSehaf qidus in her lap, rosary beads in her hand, her lips moving silently.

      Still, my brother did not get well.

      My faith, already strained with agul ferenjinet, the theory of evolution, and the reality of my very ill brother, began to break. It would be easier to understand if my brother were an auger, a selfish man, a self indulgent ne’er-do-well who lived to wreak havoc on others’ lives. He is not. He is one of those actually nice individuals who do good because it is part of their nature. So why him? Then at my breaking point, I realized if you didn’t have God to blame, who were you going to point an accusatory finger at and rant and rave. Better God than nothing at all. So, I too prayed, my ineffectual Our Fathers mingled with sincere words seeking compassion for my brother - well, for me, actually, and my mother and my grandmother because let’s face it, the dead don’t feel pain. So please God, I prayed, let him live - for us!

      Then one day, I saw my mother doing a curious thing while she prayed. For seven days, she prayed over a prayer book then blew her breath into an open bottle, your average, garden variety, colorless glass bottle. I asked her, hesitantly, what she was doing. Praying, she said. I gazed upon her, unable to decide whether this was faith or superstition I was witnessing. Whatever it was, I prayed, let it work.

      One night, shortly thereafter, my grandmother awoke from her vigil by his bedside and saw the image of Jesus Christ superimposed on the wall above my brother’s head. She tried to wake him, but could not speak. When she tried to reach out and touch the image, it vanished. And she told us this the following day, her eyes brilliant with certainty. You’re going to get better, she told my brother. Soon, we’ll all walk out of this hospital together!

      On the eighth day after my mother began her breath-in-bottle prayer, and a day after my grandmother reported seeing the image of Jesus Christ, my brother recovered - miraculously. There is no other word for it. Certainly, the doctors had no explanation. The thing they could not name, the illness they could not identify, the virus they couldn’t dig out of my brother’s lungs with their horse-needles, had suddenly disappeared, leaving him well.

      They kept him one more day - for observation.

      Then, on the 10th day, they discharged him - and us along with him.

      Heaven and Hell
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      by: Sza Sza Zelleke

      Gruelling Ginbot blazed its scorching sun relentlessly over the treeless, shadeless part of Addis Abeba where “Jawz” stood squinting in the shimmering heat trying to see through the rising dust, waiting for his bus to come bustling towards him so his wicked work could begin. He was waiting, of course, as he always did, from Monday to Friday, for the Number 23 bus. This bus that travelled jam packed daily, carried would-be consumers from MegenaNa to the free market economy of Merkato (with structural adjustments made by Jawz along the way), until Jawz got off at Piasa to melt into the crowds and coffee shops—unseen, unheard and, most importantly, unfelt by any passenger on bus Number 23. This bus was his gravy train, his ship that always came. Never had Jawz failed to ride and provide on bus Number 23 . Wasn’t it sent by God everyday especially for him and his beloved girl Addis to live off of? Though the buses never ran on time and had no schedule to speak of, bus Number 23 always, eventually, came… packed full of potential pockets and purses waiting with open mouths and heavy hearts, listlessly laying there waiting for liberation by Jawz’s light fingers.

      Jawz’s two fingers were famous. He was famous in the back streets and brothel bars of qEra and Arat Kilo where thick necked guys—ex-boxers, ex-bombard and ex-body guards-- would sit around talking about him while picking their noses, scratching their heads, cleaning their teeth and clawing at eye shit all with the same Moa Anbessa ringed right hand that boasted a long nail on the pinky finger purposefully grown to a ridiculous length precisely to serve these multi purposes.

      Before he met Addis and settled down, Jawz had ho’s in different QebelEs who would fight over him and sing about the generous size of his tip. These working women passed on their poetry about him to grateful azmarees who did not sing and wait in vain in front of Jawz. Not Jawz. Those infamous forefingers loved to reach for his own wallet as much as they liked the feel of others. Old school Arada was our Jawz.

      He had graduated summa cum Laude from the Addis Abeba Arada School of Srqosh, a star pupil and valedictorian in the high school of Wnbidinna. It was the city of Addis Abeba itself that raised him and not his parents. A senior alumnae and life time member of the Phi (Phi-leTTew) Kabbo (Kabbortoon) Deba (Debabsew) fraternity established by his mentor and friend the late great Yohannes Mabrejaw. Johnny was the one who gave him his nickname and launched him on his first bus and freedom ride.

      He was given that name because of his supernatural success in swimming silently through seas of suckers on the buses of Addis Abeba, stealing with the speed and stealth and suddenness of a Great White Shark. Jawz could also smell the money on his unsuspecting meal tickets from great distances. He never missed his immobilized mark and sometimes, quite strangely , it was rumoured that people smiled lovingly into his scarred, fearsome face and simply handed him things… wallets and jewellery, waving good bye contentedly as he slithered away with the goods. That was Jawz.

      Now, as he liked to say, he had his beloved Addis and all his bile and boldness had ebbed right out of him. He had needed help and Addis had shown him the way. Absently he scratched on the permanent wound etched forever into his arm by the personal Awaqee she had found him. The Awaqee, the Tenquwai, would regularly dab daub on the scab with special powders that he said gave special powers, but Jawz sometimes wondered if he and his holy hooker girlfriend Addis weren’t, in reality, merely slaves of this sorcerer who kept them both coming back with promises of protection and predictions for which they paid dearly from the proceeds of their prostitution and pick pocketing . He scratched the wound some more and wondered who worked for whom? After all of that mumbling and jumbling, “MechE new mialfiliN??”

      “It’s all the devil’s work”… “It’s all God’s will,” Jawz chanted to himself for comfort, for balance. Wasn’t that what both the priest and the professor of the Prince of Darkness told him all the time? Both of them used both phrases. And both liked a good drink of that garlic areqE and birrilE tejj that Addis was so good that throwing. Absent-mindedly now, and growing impatient, Jawz continued to scratch his permanent scar when he was suddenly stung out of the cool shade of reverie by the burning sensation of his own scratching, the ceaselessly scorching sun and the consistently rising cost of witch craft. He cursed the skies, the bus and his big black Awaqee out loud. “Who was working for whom?” he wondered again. Had the predator become the prey?

      Sitting in the compound he never left, the Awaqee would always sit cross-legged on carpets laid out under a huge Grawa tree festooned with beautiful ribbons wrapped around wads of cash that his followers faithfully hung up like Christmas decorations as tokens of gratitude and testimony confirming the power he proclaimed. It was on this Birr-bedecked and well-buttered Grawa tree that the Tenquwai always leaned back on before ordering Jawz and his attentively breathless girlfriend Addis to bring him honey butter perfume and clothes in order to get his mojo working. He said he could not hear his Master’s voice without these things. Then they had to buy red sheep and black sheep and, (on days he had a sale), red chicken and white chicken in order to start off his cleansing rites, spinning the terrified chicken round and round over their heads for good health, and spitting and spitting as he slaughtered the animals given as gifts for blood. Blood was the fuel of all the fantastic voyages he took them on and Jaws always felt he had been to a movie after a visit to Addis’ Awaqee. What got his goat though, was the search for the biggest, blackest goat that the Awaqee periodically requested from him to be sacrificed to Satan regularly in midnight rituals by the river. Only then, he was repeatedly warned by the Awaqee, would the powder and powers that Jaws used for his work be sure to protect him and provide.

      And so they brought blood of all shapes and sizes, driving it… dragging it to the Awaqee’s house regularly so the slaughter and sorcery could begin. And at the same time, all the time, seeking penance from their saints, swearing by the Tabots, and fasting- frash on the floor kinda fasting. The fundamentalist faith of the flawed and fearful soul is never fully absolved and at peace. For his part, Jawz tithed a tenth of his daily takings everyday before heading home, and together, Addis and Jaws waited on the wicked Awaqee’s wizardry and white robed priests with their water and prayers to weave them a dream… a detour from their miserable existence. Yes, they said to each other, to themselves, Mary would intercede for their souls in heaven while the Awaqee opened up the gates of hell and looked into what was being said about them on their behalf. Nope, they had it covered.

      Jawz thought of Addis, and proudly, lovingly longed for the baby beginning to grow in her womb. He smiled a crooked smile as he boarded the bus that finally arrived. Life in Addis is heaven and hell!!

      After Jaws left for his daily “Laboro”, Addis hurriedly cleaned up the bar and prepared the place for the night’s business well in advance of the marauding bands of bandits that would soon arrive to drink and drive her crazy. The azmaree, the whores, the precious customers… nothing mattered to her today as she rushed about getting ready. For this was no ordinary day. Today, the qalicha was coming as he did every year on this day!! He was the one, the only one, able to calm the attendant spirit of her disruptive and wily wuqabi, a wuqabi that needed soothing and stroking, that had a huge appetite for appeasement and knack for negotiation. And the qalicha was the only one who could keep the wuqabi entertained and pacified and pleased until he finally cajoled it back insider her with a promise to do the same thing and have the same fantasy same time next year.

      This cleansing process did not conflict with Addis’ faith. It was supplementary and she felt the annual exercise saved her from slipping down slippery slopes of the straight and narrow path to her God. A God that she strived to reach daily in dedicated devotion and habitual prayer. With its bad hair/bad breath days of general ill health, foul moods, odours and constant, yes constant, carnal desires, Addis found that living with her wuqabi without her qalicha was too much to contemplate. She was, above all, terrified that these temporary possessions would turn out to be permanent and feared she would turn into that ibd sEtiyo with the CHebreraE Tseguur, bruised from beatings and breaking out in boils all over her body, things she got from the mch and aganint and all manner of keisee and erkuss menfess driving her to stay butt naked and laughing while chewing that CHat and running hysterical searching seferoch with Dorze deaths and their lively funerals where the grieving dance and do acrobats, somersaulting all the way to the grave. Besmeab we-weld we-menfess qduss. Growing up without her qalicha was too much to contemplate for Addis.

      She needed him to tame and maim the shrew inside her, the ibd setiyo with the CHeberE hair. Otherwise, as she told herself everyday since she left the Wello girls choir and fled her father’s church in search of lights brighter than kuraz and an easier life with lighter levels of work, THE DEVIL IN ME WILL DEFEAT THE GOD IN ME. I am heaven and hell, thought Addis as she felt her wuqabi stirring and working its way to the surface. She turned off the tape player quickly. (Abonesh singing “Hiji, hiji Tiffi bireriee, CHuhee CHuhee Birerri yleNal… Bei, bei… bei bei…”)
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        * * *

      

      Before boarding a different bus to Jawz, far, far away from Addis Abeba, in Wello, Addis’ brother, the priest Merigeta Yimer was turning to take in his last look at Lasta, and the monastery that made him what he had now become. “Disillusioned men become outlaws,” his sister had told him in her last letter about the thief she loved, the Jezebel she had become and he had wept. But here he was now, finding out that priests respond the same way when disappointed and disgusted. He was a Debtera now. The Debtera, Debtera Yimer, boarded the bus.

      Large-scale looting and rampant corruption amongst the clergy had made him decide it was time to start trading too. Unable to break into the cliquish and kleptocracy built around the business of exporting the church’s most ancient relics and Tabots as profitable “antiquities” to the feverish hands of foreign divestures, Debteraw Yimer had decided to join the ragged rat race in Addis and resolved to peddling his knowledge of the greatest power to the highest bidder amongst the lowest of the low, heading to sell sacred power to the secular and powerless sinners in the underbelly and world of Addis Abeba.

      His sister, Addis, the budding girl-priest, carefully cultivated by their father for qumsina, was once an illuminated icon of divinity and purity. But now, she was, rather handily for him, a common hussy for hire in Addis Abeba and he meant to stay at her small hotel and bar and work his way up to heaven by going through hell. He was the only one not to pretend to know, the only one who does not use repetition and ritual to ease and please, tease and appease. After all, didn’t he have in his hands the ladder to the only pulpit from which to order the Devil himself to dance? And in the original language spoken before he was sent into sidet. GE’EEZ.

      “Wey sidet wey sidet new! Now Satan and I are in exile together,” Yimer sighed as the bus climbed down, down into Dessie. The heavenly view above and the hellish scenes of horrible accidents on either side of the razor sharp mountain edge of a road loomed ahead of him as the bus rolled down recklessly. A Life in the church had been heaven and hell, Yimer ruefully thought to himself as he contemplated on how he would make it rain rocks and turn sand into sugar at the blink of an eye. Who but he could tell all the thieves and whores who lived in the shadows of bigger thieves and whores about the that power and reveal the power of plants including the terrifyingly powerful pimple on the plant called the Teketsila.

      Who would know which dgimt to recite for which cause, and what particular effect it would have? So many verses, indeed his whole entire leather bound bible was an arsenal of magic weapons more divinely deadly than anything imaginable on earth. Who will show them what to read and what to leave out…gdef gdef gider. He had never wanted to leave the Gedam. If anything he had dreamed of delving deeper still. Becoming a Bahatawi and harnessing clouds to travel on from monastery to monastery as the sewiran are said to do. Days in the desert of Kilkwal and locusts licking the white, white Lallibella honey, waiting for a sign, a seal, a single solitary glance at an angel’s face with a message or an answer from God.

      Well now he was ready to look in the eyes of the fallen angel and laugh. He had the answers this time, right here in the Bible he held in his hands. He had the power and the Glory and he planned to give away and sell, sell, sell. He would turn ploughshares into swords and make it rain rocks on roofs in the sky; he would make beautiful women fall in love with monkeys for money. Sidet from the safety of his spiritual heavenly world to the physical world of hellish realities … for money… for money… for money… said Yimer to himself.

      Hymns of the Devil’s Sistrum
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      by:

      what chimes along to the ticks of the minute hand of my id outbids

      the fumes of unseasoned incense for my soul

      while sinews in my temple tense to dews of saline perspiration

      at the hell of decision: beastly hordes cloaked in priestly robes teach conscience

      (preach me the un-transience of hypocrisy instead of ghastly misconceptions)

      navigate me through creaking gates of blind faith and into courts of rituals

      guising gossip and hate, backstabbers of late fenced within its virtual comfort

      sanding out with sensations of holy water the legions of coarse pores of murky perspiration

      from exœrcising demons –

      robed eminences inside forts of wealth profess humility to our confessions of poverty –

      seems fury cooks on stoves of distress: re-ligion re-assessed

      spirit drowned in quicksands of banality – nonchalance manifest.

      All I Wanna Do is Drive
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      by Felleke

      I resolved to learn how to drive one late September morning on my way back from Sylvia Pankhurst’s funeral. If an atheist Englishwoman can be buried in state in Addis Abeba’s preeminent cathedral as a Christian and an Ethiopian, I thought, there should be no reason why I could not, at the very least, regulate the rivalry between clutch and petrol pedals.
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        * * *

      

      I turned on the radio when my husband, the Colonel, braked barely avoiding a herd of donkeys crossing the street, laden with sacks of charcoal and bales of hay. The Colonel accelerated into the Liberation Square roundabout as Wzo (1) Romanwork’s radio special crackled on the automobile speakers narrating the astonishing early years of the deceased as a suffragette. We rapidly moved up the slope, past St. Mary’s Church to our left, when the Colonel abruptly turned off the radio. “Suffragette,” I whispered to myself a few times lest I forget this mysterious word and questioned my young British-educated tenant about it.
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        * * *

      

      Neither the Colonel’s humble parentage nor his remote provincial origins had hindered his steady promotion in the Air Force or his meteoric rise in high society. All affability and charm, he ingratiated himself with influential lieutenant generals and vice-ministers and hobnobbed with the sons and younger brothers of prominent nobility. He had gotten his break three-and-a-half-years earlier, when the Air Force general had chosen him to lead the formation of F-86 Sabres in an air show for Vice President Nixon during the latter’s visit. Dazzled with the Colonel’s mastery of the fighter plane, the Emperor soon after promoted him from lieutenant to a full colonel and awarded him one of the most coveted medals of honor during the farewell banquet held for the American politician and his wife.
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        * * *

      

      We motored past Bete Saida Hospital to our left, curved halfway around 19 February Martyrs Square and drove past the gates of Genete-Leul Palace. Several flags over the massive and ornate gate were flying half-mast.
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        * * *

      

      Standing by my side at the front gates of the Trinity Cathedral and at some distance from the crowded grave, my cousin raised her eyebrows, discretely tilting her chin in the direction of a woman in her early to mid-thirties. “That’s her, that’s her!” my cousin whispered. “She’s the one who knows how to fly!” I glanced to my left and saw the lady as she gently pulled up a handwoven black tweed overcoat draped over her upright shoulders and walked past my husband and a senior aide of the commanding officer of our troops in the Congo. “She definitely didn’t steer airplanes with those impossible nails,” my catty cousin remarked. The Colonel bowed to the pilot as she passed without acknowledging his gesture. My cousin misinterpreted my smile and giggled at her own barb, covering her mouth with the black trim of her shawl.

      A cluster of dry eucalyptus pods bounced off a few baroque marble tombstones, syncopating Ras (2) Andargé’s lugubrious eulogy. His voice reverberated through several speakers affixed at the feet of solemn life-size statues of the Disciples looming above the entrance of the basilica.
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        * * *

      

      We approached the entrance to Prince Makonnen’s residence to our right. “I will be leaving for Léopoldville the day after tomorrow,” the Colonel said. “Again?” I asked in a neutral voice. “Why didn’t you extend your stay three weeks ago?” I continued. “This time around I won’t be transporting our delegates to useless mediating conferences. A full-fledged war is bound to break out anytime,” he stated dryly.

      “The Americans are not mourning Sylvia Pankhurst,” I said, pointing at their massive flag flapping above the embassy gate. “Joseph Mobutu, the 29-year-old army chief of staff,” my husband continued, ignoring my comment, “has just taken power in a military coup. Lumumba’s out.”

      We passed the heavily wooded tuberculosis sanatorium on our left and started on the steep incline up the Entoto Mountains. “A chief of staff at 29! He must be exceptionally bright and talented,” I remarked. The Colonel bristled. “Bright and talented! Don’t talk about things you know nothing about. The man has not paid his dues. Not paid his dues, you hear! For all we know he’s a thug propped up by the Americans. He’ll do their dirty work for them, all right. Bright and talented, my foot,” he repeated under his breath.

      The Colonel suddenly braked the automobile to a standstill. Hundreds of children and teenagers appeared out of nowhere and thronged around a white Volkswagen Beetle. “Abebe! Abebe!” the gleeful crowd shouted and cheered as the Beetle crept down the narrow mountain road. To my own and my husband’s consternation, I leapt out of the automobile and ran around the hood of our Peugeot 404. Seated in the front passenger seat, Ethiopia’s first Olympic marathon gold medallist flashed a smile and waved at his adoring fans. I joined the women of my neighborhood and began to ululate.
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        * * *

      

      “I tell you, the rest of the Armed Forces has had it with the Imperial Guardsmen,” the Colonel declared, accelerating past the Ameha Desta School for the Blind. “Ever since Abebe Bikila returned from Rome two weeks ago, his insufferable superiors have not stopped swaggering at all of the officers’ clubs in the city,” the Colonel continued. “What else but strut and gallivant have their generals ever done?” I tartly exclaimed in feigned indignation, appreciating and acknowledging the undeclared truce. He turned left into the gravel road leading to our compound and squeezed my left hand with his right. I stroked Bekerie’s wrist gently with my right hand. He braked in front of our gate, shifted the gear and blew the horn.

      Our next-door tenants’ toddler, followed by his exasperated and worn out aged nurse, was chortling and running toward us. In spite of the old woman’s feeble attempts to grab him by his suspenders, the kid reached our automobile and banged at my door. I released my husband’s arm and rolled down the window. Shiberu tiptoed and grabbed the ledge, attempting to pull himself up. Chuckling, I leant forward and kissed both of his hands. Bekerie and I exchanged greetings and bows with the nurse. I barely managed to stifle my laughter. Shiberu’s nurse mumbled and attempted to lift her charge off the ground, as he clutched the passenger door handle. I pleaded with the kid to go with his nurse, gently tapping at his fingers.

      The Colonel drove the automobile in the compound and parked. “Wzo. Hareg should really get a younger nurse for her son,” he said, closing the driver’s door and dashing up the short flight of stairs into our house.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t know why you never learned how to drive, Mother,” my eldest and married daughter grumbled, as she slowed down our Peugeot 404 by the checkpoint inside the Ministry of War’s parking lot. I carefully removed the wrapping from the medium-sized box that the Colonel had sent from the Congo.

      “With the babies and all, it’s going to be difficult to drive you around town to do your errands. And from tomorrow onwards, I’ll be busy with the conference. Africa Day is not till Saturday but the delegates have already begun to arrive. There’s only two more days left and the workmen still haven’t finished painting the Parliament chambers. So we can’t even move into our offices. The new building probably won’t be ready for another year. It’s amazing how slow….”

      I tuned out my garrulous daughter and began to examine the contents of Bekerie’s package. There were several sealed white envelopes, one large manila envelope and a small gift-wrapped box. I pulled out the small box and smiled. He had scrawled my name on a card taped on the box. I was just about to open the box when I felt the Peugeot lugging.

      We were passing Legaba (3) Tassew’s residence on our right and ascending the steep and meandering short cut from the Ministry of War to Emperor Menelik’s Palace. I decided against opening the gift and laid it down against the manila envelope.

      Flipping through the white envelopes, I pulled the one addressed “To my beloved and sorely missed wife, Wzo. Aster,” in large, bold lettering. I put on my reading glasses, tore open the envelope and began reading Bekerie’s letter. It was dated 23 January 1961. I wondered why it took them three months to deliver the package when it was sent by military pouch. Bekerie was distressed about Patrice Lumumba’s assassination and was much disgusted by Moise Tshombe’s ascension to power. This was now all old news. I scanned past his political ranting and paused. “Pay no attention to their whines. Order our eldest and my younger brother to drive you around for your chores,” he wrote. Irritated, I tossed the letter back into the box and pulled out the gift-wrapped box. I tore open the green and silver striped paper and found a bottle of perfume in a white box.

      Instantly, the perfume was wrenched out of my hands. “Madame Rochas!” my daughter burst out, gloating over the box. This just came out a few months ago. How did father manage to get it in Léopoldville? Mother, may I use it? May I use it for the embassy cocktail tonight? May I, Emama?

      “Your father is in Stanleyville, not in Léopoldville. Keep the bottle, I don’t want it!” I replied angrily. Perplexed by the unexpected ferocity of my rage, my daughter became dumbstruck and looked straight at the road.

      We drove past the Parliament building as the tower clock struck one. I turned on the radio. The Soviet astronaut, Yuri Gagarin was orbiting the earth in Vostok 1, a six-ton satellite spacecraft.
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        * * *

      

      Stereophonic jazz blaring from the salon woke me out of my torpor. It was 5:00 o’clock in the afternoon and my temples had still not stopped aching. I tied the belt around my dressing gown and marched out of the bedroom in my slippers. The up-tempo bass rattled Bekerie’s numerous tennis trophies arranged in the upright glass case in the corridor. No match to the robust female singer, a familiar and earnest male voice, nonetheless, resounded in the hallway.

      _

      Oh, the shark has pretty teeth, dear…and he shows them pearly white

      _

      Just a jackknife has MacHeath, babe…and he keeps it, out of sight

      I flung open the door and glared at Girma, my 17-year-old son. He was standing next to the phonograph singing with great abandon.

      When that shark bites with his teeth, dear…

      Girma looked in my direction and broke into a grin. “Hello, Mayé (4)!” he shouted. “You weren’t napping, were you?” he bellowed. “Girma, turn the volume down!” I cried out. Girma smiled and held up his forefinger.

      …scarlet billows start to spread

      “It’s Ella! Let this song end, Mayé. Just this one.” Ella paid us no heed and continued to merrily belt out the song as I briskly walked around the high back wing chair to whack my son. Thousands of blood veins and capillaries pounded my temple.

      Just a gloved hand, has MacHeath, babe… and he never shows a single drop of red

      I yanked the needle off the track and flung it to side, inadvertently scratching the LP. “All right, all right, I’ll turn it off. Don’t ruin his record,” my son protested.

      “Girma, I’ve told you countless number of times to make sure I’m not lying down before you blast this damn thing! How many times must I tell you? You know about my migraines. You should be a little more considerate. You’re not a kid anymore. You’re now a college student!”

      “I’m sorry, Mayé. I’m sorry,” Girma replied in a soothing and conciliatory tone. He put his stocky arms around my shoulder and turned me around toward the armchair.

      “Mayé, I’d like to introduce you to Makonnen,” Girma priggishly declared. Slouched in the armchair, a lanky young man, slightly older but a lot worldlier than Girma, stared at me unflinchingly.

      “Makonnen is a senior in the College of Arts. He’s also the most popular writer on campus.”

      Makonnen stood up nonchalantly, towering over us both. His eyes did not once waver from mine as we shook hands.

      Girma mentioned the names of Makonnen’s family and relatives but none were familiar. “Now that my leg has healed and is out of the cast, I can finally learn how to drive,” Girma continued, “Mayé, Makonnen has agreed to teach me. So soon you won’t have to ask Iteté (5) Gashé (6) to do your errands. I can drive you around whenever I’m not at school. And maybe then I can borrow the car every other Friday night. What do you say, Mayé?” my son rattled.

      “I shall teach you how to drive,” Makonnen said, continuing to look into my eyes.

      All at once, I became aware of what I was wearing. I quickly pulled up my dressing gown lapels to cover my bare neck.

      “Yes, I’d love that,”! I replied.
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        * * *

      

      We crossed a bridge and drove past Hakim (7)Worqneh’s abandoned water mill to our right. Makonnen curved the Peugeot to the left and continued uphill where we passed the Princess Zenebeworq Leper Asylum on our left. Soon we were out in the open and isolated Jimma Road. Girma and Makonnen were in the front arguing about the recent foiled American invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs.

      I flipped through a tattered copy of Paris Match. Color photographs of a Frenchman and an American who had set a record, diving 10,916 meters below sea level in a special submarine; striking black and white photographs of Brasilia in the final stages of construction; a color photograph of an ecstatic Paul Pender holding up the middleweight boxing championship trophy and a forlorn “Sugar” Ray Robinson in black and white.

      The Peugeot stopped abruptly. Makonnen turned and gazed at me over his shoulders. Conscious of his unsettling regard, my eyes remained glued on the magazine as I nervously flipped through the last few pages. He waited until I closed the magazine and looked up at him.

      “Let’s begin,” he said and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Later, I treated them both to lunch at an Italian roadside trattoria, a few kilometers from where I had had my lesson. Soon the boys were out in the rifle range getting instructions from a middle-aged man who reputedly, along with a twin brother, was the most celebrated hunter before the Italian Occupation.

      Amazed, I moved to the chair next to the window and drew back the faded calico curtains to see my own Girma ahead of Makonnen as he struck bull’s-eye, shot after shot.
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        * * *

      

      Several weeks later, I blew the horn and pumped the petrol pedal playfully as I waited for my front gates to be opened. As usual, Shiberu appeared and ran toward the Peugeot. Makonnen rolled down the front passenger window and stretched out his hand. But, before Shiberu managed to reach the automobile, a young woman giggled and overtook the kid, swooping him off the ground. Shiberu laughed and hugged the young woman tightly around her neck as she inched cautiously toward the Peugeot to greet us. I asked her about Shiberu’s elderly nurse. The young woman did not respond. She and Makonnen were unabashedly staring at one another. I pushed and held onto the klaxon. Ambachew, the guard, quickly opened the door. Startled, the young woman stiffened her arms around Shiberu and leaned forward, peering through Makonnen’s window. “What did you say, ma’am?” she asked. Makonnen gaped, feasting on the tattoos on her willowy neck. I shifted into first gear and jammed on the petrol pedal. The Peugeot lurched into the compound. I had apparently forgotten all the clutch tricks that I had recently mastered.
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        * * *

      

      I sent the guard, the maid and the cook one after the other on separate errands and told Makonnen to wait for me in my bedroom. They would all assume he had left in their absence. When they returned, I took my meal alone in the dining room. Girma had exams and was sleeping at the dormitory.

      I ordered the maid to close all of the shutters and retire to bed early. I feigned a headache and left for my bedroom. Makonnen was impatient but understood the necessities of caution and discretion. I realized that he must have gone through this routine countless number of times but I did not care.

      About a quarter of an hour later, I left the bedroom and locked the front and the kitchen doors. I checked all the windows. The maid had shut and bolted all the shutters as instructed. I sighed with relief and satisfaction as I locked my bedroom door.
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        * * *

      

      That night a massive earthquake shook and rolled the house. The Colonel’s tennis trophies shattered and broke through the glass case, tumbling to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I listened to the radio alone while drinking coffee out of a chipped cup at the dining table. The earthquake had completely destroyed the town of Majete and damaged the town of Kara Kore. The epicenter was about 150 km. from Addis Abeba.

      The telephone soon began to ring off the hook. My son, my daughter, my family, the Colonel’s family, our friends, the Colonel’s colleagues….

      Later, an Air Force private delivered a telegram from Bekerie.

      I left the telegram unopened and went next door to visit my British-educated tenant, instructing the servants to pack the Colonel’s trophies in a box and sweep the shards of glass in the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      I found Hareg in the kitchen, spooning mashed bananas into her son’s eager mouth. Asheber’s tattooed companion from the day before was nowhere to be seen. I asked Hareg about the elderly nurse. “She and I both agreed Asheber was too much for her so I found her employment elsewhere,” Hareg said matter-of-factly.

      “No!” I interposed, “you need someone more mature to take care of your son. Preferably one who is already a mother. Your other nurse, I am sure, probably has raised five or six of her own. I saw the new one with Asheber yesterday. She was hardly paying any attention to him.”

      Hareg glanced at me quizzically as she continued to feed Asheber on her lap.

      “I tell you the young today have absolutely no sense of responsibility,” I continued.

      Asheber looked at me and smiled. He grabbed his mother’s shoulders and attempted to stand up. Hareg replaced the bowl and spoon on the kitchen table and grabbed the toddler by the waist, forcibly sitting him down. She grabbed both of his hands with her right hand, restraining his shoulders with her left. Asheber began to cry. She rocked him in her arms and looked up at me. “For your information, Wzo. Aster, Nardos did not have any children of her own and I am very happy with how Wubit is looking after Asheber,” Hareg retorted.

      I glanced at the servants’ quarters through the kitchen window behind Hareg. “Wubit? That’s her name, is it? Where is that Wubit now?” I asked, turning my head toward the corridor behind me.

      “She’s in her bedroom recovering.”

      “Recovering? Recovering from what? I saw her yesterday afternoon. She looked all right to me then.”

      “She became jittery after the earthquake last night.”

      “Jittery? Hareg, dear, this girl is talking advantage of you because of your foreign ways. Jittery! Whose ever heard of a servant girl with jitters?”

      Asheber began to wail.

      “Was there anything else, Wzo Aster? As you can see I have my hands full.”

      I lent forward and held Asheber’s head, pecking him on the forehead. Asheber chuckled, wiping the tears off his face. “I’m telling you,” I whispered. “It’s not good to have an attractive, unattached girl in the house of a young couple. Men can be so easily led astray.”

      “Thank you very much for your advice, Wzo. Aster,” Hareg huffed and stood up. She rocked Asheber in her arms. “I will walk you to the gate.”

      “Don’t you worry about me. Sit down, Hareg. Why are you distressed over trifles? Do sit down. Please, Hareg, sit.”

      Hareg sat down. I walked toward the kitchen door and paused by the doorway. I heard Hareg groan faintly. I thought for a few seconds without turning my back towards her.

      “What is it, Wzo. Aster? Did you forget something?” she asked vexedly.

      “Yes. Yes. I now remember. I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while but I always keep forgetting whenever I see you,” I said, turning toward mother and child.

      Hareg waited for a few seconds. “Yes?” she said curtly.

      "Suf-frag-ette. Hareg, dear. What does it mean? Wzo. Romanwork used the word to describe Sylvia Pankhurst on her radio program a few months ago. Unfortunately, I caught the broadcast at the tail end. Do you know what it means? Suf-frag-ette?
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        * * *

      

      After several clandestine visits to my house over the course of a few months I realized that all the blinders of Selalé were not going to obstruct Makonnen’s eyes from wandering past my gates.

      In a short time, Asheber had become extremely attached to Wubit. I knew that I had to find a way for Hareg to get rid of that hussy. And then one day, I decided to do something about it. I could drive now.

      I tied my oldest scarf around my head, grabbed a tattered shawl and drove to Ato Desta’s house. I had never seen so many cars parked outside his compound. I assumed they all needed Ato Desta’s assistance since this has been a rather traumatic year, with the failed coup d’état of last December and the Kara Kore earthquake of a few months ago. I parked the Peugeot at some distance from the sorcerer’s.
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        * * *

      

      Ato Desta’s attendant followed me back, at some distance, to my automobile carrying his guru’s concoction packed in goatskin. I opened the trunk and had the attendant lower the sack into a box that I had had specially prepared. I gave the attendant some coins without looking at his face and slammed the trunk shut.

      As soon as it became dark, I gave the cook and the maid a couple of difficult and time-consuming tasks in the back of the house. I immediately grabbed a flashlight and exited through the front door. Then, I sent Ambachew on an errand and walked to the garage.

      I dragged the sack out of the trunk and walked across the vegetable garden. In keeping with Ato Desta’s instruction, I recited an incantation under my breath and hurled the concoction across the fence, into Hareg’s compound. Two dogs on the other side of my house began to bark furiously. Soon, the district canine chorus joined the duet, disrupting the entire neighborhood.

      I went to bed early that Sunday night and did not wake up until 8:00 o’clock the next morning.
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        * * *

      

      Unable to restrain myself, I went to the vegetable garden before I had finished my scrambled eggs and had drunk my coffee. Hareg and her gardener, who were completely blocked from view by purple and pink Morning Glory in full bloom, were engaged in a heated discussion about the sack.

      I froze in my tracks and listened.

      “My lady, don’t! It’s a talisman. You have to be chosen to be able to touch such objects without getting hurt,” the gardener warned. “Let me run and get Wolde-Senbet. He only lives a few doors away from here. He can do it. He won’t ask for a lot.”

      Then I heard her swift footsteps brushing past a few bushes.

      “Don’t, my lady!” the gardener shouted. “I beg of you. It will bring bad luck on us all.”

      There was dead silence for a moment.

      “This is what you’re scared of? Go get me a box! I’ll take care of this. Who does she think she’s fooling with?” Hareg exclaimed.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I was seated in the salon with my son, my daughter, her husband and my brother-in-law listening to the radio while we waited for dinner to be served. The UN Secretary General, Dag Hammarskjöld and fifteen other passengers had died in an airplane crash near the border between North Rhodesia and Katanaga. We were all relieved to hear that neither Bekerie nor any other Ethiopian was on that ill-fated flight.
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        * * *

      

      At 9:00 o’clock the next morning I was having my coffee at the dining table when the maid brought a telegram delivered earlier by the Air Force private. I tore open the envelope and glanced uneasily at Bekerie’s telegram. It read as follows:

      "BELOVED. STOP. WAS SCHEDULED TO PILOT HAMMARSKJOLD’S AIRPLANE YESTERDAY. STOP. SAVED BY ITALIAN COLLEAGUE WHO DELAYED MY SCHEDULED RETURN TO CONGO DURING SHORT GROUP TRIP TO PISA, ITALY. STOP. REMEMBER ME IN YOUR PRAYERS. STOP. MISS YOU. STOP BEKERIE. STOP

      I folded the telegram and did not stir for a long time. I went to Bekerie’s study and pulled out the box from under his desk. The large manila envelope was still there, unopened. I took it out of the box and headed toward my bedroom.

      I glanced past Bekerie’s tennis trophies piled in a carton box in a corner of the corridor. I reminded myself to buy a metal or a wooden case later on in the week.

      Suddenly, I heard Chaltu, the cook, shriek in the backyard. Startled, I released the bedroom door handle and ran out of the house through the kitchen door. Chaltu was holding her head, screaming her lungs out in the vegetable garden. The maid and the guard were trying to appease her, pushing her forward between two rows of tall collard green stalks.

      “What is going on? What’s the matter with Chaltu?” I asked gruffly. Chaltu continued to scream. “Ambachew, tell me! What’s going on?” I asked the guard with great alarm. He pointed at the vegetable patch behind him and disappeared, with the cook and the maid, into Chaltu’s room. I tiptoed toward the fence. Exactly at the spot where I had stood the day before lay a bloated zebra skin sack. I bolted out of the vegetable garden, trampling over several collard green stalks.

      I ran into the house and locked my bedroom door. Tossing the manila envelope off my bed, I grabbed and drew the curtains shut. My teeth rattled; my entire body shivered uncontrollably. I grabbed a ghabi (9) from the cupboard and wrapped it tight around my body. I continued to shiver. Sitting at the foot of my bed, I pressed my toes down against my heels and removed my shoes. I lifted the bedcover and the sheets and jumped into the bed. My panting had subsided but the shivering continued.
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        * * *

      

      I did not leave my bedroom for another three weeks. I never saw Makonnen again.
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        * * *

      

      Bekerie returned one Sunday morning, about a year and a half after Dag Hammarskjöld’s death. I drove the Peugeot by myself to the new Bole International Airport. Girma followed with my daughter and son-in-law in their car. I turned on the radio. Valentina Tereshkova had just left the earth to make a three-day flight in space, becoming the first female astronaut.
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        * * *

      

      (1) Wzo. : Mrs.

      (2) Ras : Honorific title equivalent to a Duke.

      (3) Ligaba : Lord Chamberlain

      (4) Mayé : Mum.

      (5) Iteté : Older sister

      (6) Gashé : Uncle

      (7) Hakim : Doctor

      (8) Ato : Mr.

      (9) Ghabi : Light hand-spun cotton blanket.

      Life diaries
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      Ehhhh…

      Doesn’t polite conversation preclude talking about religion? Uh-huh. That explains why we are talking about it. Ayiii yeNa neger… Welcome to Life Diaries… In the blue corner… Bogalch (bog_alech@yahoo.com)… and boy, does she! In the red corner, WondaT’r(wondatr@netscape.net)… straight from “Qessawist-The Broadway Play”. In the middle… us. And now, you.
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      To: Birru/Demequ/Tsehaiachn

      From: Bogalech

      TEnaysTln blenal (inE ina ganEnochE). or, as the ferenjoch among said ganEnoch have been known to yell, “WHASSSSUP!!!”

      as you’ll find out, probably much to your dismay, if religion were a neighborhood, i’d be the crazy inmate of the very loosely Christian foq within the most irreverent gbi of that menfesawi sefer.

      i’m not much for organized religion, particularly of the Ethiopian variety. i was christened in the krrrrrrrrarayswo! Orthodox faith, got early religious education at a strict and repressed Catholic school (guess which one…gowwwon…guess…!), often attended the more modern and ever more chic Protestant church when i happened to be at my cousins’ on a Sunday morning, and even accompanied under duress my late-to-convert mother to quite a few of the newly minted PenTe congregations. so hulunm nekakchE slemawq, i figure i can speak with some level of …i don’t know…glib familiarity.

      i truly believe in God and like to think of Her as being primarily hands-off in Her approach, letting us stumble along with our lives for the most part. yet, being of infinite knowledge, wisdom and reach, She does stop every now and again to lean down and slap us silly or lift us out of our misery. trouble is, She seems to be on Her own prrrogramme and have Her own reasons, which i am hard-pressed to figure out. who maintains Her calendar, anyway…anyone we know? Isti zemed infellg.

      seriously though, and unfortunately you’ll find i speak seriously only at rare and TrazneTeq instances, there have been qewTi times in my life, both due to personal mesenakls as well as to those challenging times we now refer to as the Dergue years, when i held on to my sanity by the merest spider web of a thread only because of the solace I found in prayer. what held me in good stead was handing over my woes to an unseen but loving God — of course, the “loving” i had to improvise since my religious influences insisted that God was vengeful and mean, and loved to see you begging for mercy as you trembled with fear. not my God, though. She was all loving and all forgiving, there to hold and comfort rather than to punish and scare.

      you’re looking at me funny, aren’t you? it’s okay…you wouldn’t be the first.

      not that God and i haven’t had our falling outs, mind you. there have been times when Her timing, not to mention erratic prrrogramme and motivation, have been so incomprehensible to me that i’ve stopped turning to God, at times for years on end. but i never lost the belief that God existed, even when She was temporarily on my Ignore list. And we’re all…like…shrkoch again lately, and i’ve come to accept that, maybe, everything happens for a reason.

      i am really looking forward to carrying on this exchange with you, and can’t wait to read the rest of the articles for this issue…iwnetm spirits and spirituality. speaking of which, doesn’t it seem like so many people back home are either into religion or into drink these days? it’s like a race is on to see who gets you first: the Bible-thumping sebaki who wants your soul, or the whiskey-pouring asalafi who wants your liver…they both want your money but, trouble is, no one wants your mind. but if God gave us our minds…?

      wiy wendmEn! Ere beqah! i apologize for the wrjibN so early in our tw’wq. i hope i haven’t mortally offended you in just one entry…i really am looking forward to a thought-provoking and fun exchange. btw, you must have noticed all my deities and extra-spirituals are women. well, i’m sure we’ll get into this further in this tale…;-)…but for now let me just say that if women can’t be kahnat …then dammit! (weyyguuuuud!) …darn it! i’m electing one to be the big Kahuna Herself.

      There, it’s all yours…

      With much respect,

      Bogie

      To: Bogie

      From: Wond’aT’r

      Selam ena TEna lanchi yihun, Bogalech, Bogie!

      I read your first entry with much delight. I must admit that it was a bit wrjubN (as you well put it). But, it was delightfully thought provoking. Yet, I don’t encourage you to be this “delightful” on a first date or there won’t be a second date. Just a thought.

      Bogie, my real name is not Wond’aT’r. When I read your name, a recent Amharic music came to mind. Don’t know if you have heard it or not. It’s a duet; the female character in the song is Bogiye and the male Wond’aT’r. They exchange satirical and funny “love” gT’ms with one another. Try to find it; the lyrics would make you laugh.

      Bogie, ihit alem, I empathize with you for the dismay and quagmire you are in, in terms of “organized religion, particularly of the Ethiopian variety.” I used to feel the same way. Not only about religion but also ANYTHING of the “Ethiopian variety”. From our politics on down to some of the nitty-gritty social structures such as Idi’r, I’qub … . I think our generation, the Dergue generation, is full of such dismay and uncertainty. I attribute most of if it on our early memory, introduction, teachings, experiences and more. You see, Bogie, history has placed our generation at the crossroads of time where ANYTHING Ethiopian was viewed with some type of revisionist, fundamentalist and “political correctness” paradigm. Thus, the beginning of this generation’s “original sin”. Most times, such knowledge put us very far away from the truth. I am sure your statement, “…there have been qewTi times in my life, both due to personal mesenakls as well as to those challenging times we now refer to as the Dergue years…” reflect my sentiment above.

      Bogie, I think, this Washint Generation, as one Seleda contributor labeled us, needs to stop, look around, sift through the rubble and the rubbish and hold on to some truth. My hope is this generation won’t be a generation that just blows the Washint as it knows it by ear but knows how to read and appreciate the musical notes of truth.
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        * * *

      

      Here is the disclaimer: Since, I am too ignorant of other religions and your entry takes me to Christianity, I am relieved that we are primarily basing our exchanges on our bewilderment and knowledge on the spirituality of Christianity:

      I am glad to know you believe in God, however “loosely”. Just for the record I do, too (say, WOW!). I also believe in organized religion (say, WHAT?). I belong to and am a semi-devout Orthodox Christian. I am semi-devout not because the faith lacks anything but I do. Thus, my point of view will be pretty Orthodox by my own right. I am taught to believe and accept that the deity is a HE. But, with very uncanny feminine attributes. Of course, if Egziabhaer didn’t have a feminine attribute, how can He create such a beautiful, sophisticated, loving, morally superior creature called woman? (I am not flattering you, Bogie, I truly believe women are much more Human than men in a lot of aspects).

      Here is a wisdom from the Orthodox Church you could find solace in about the seriousness of the deity being a She. Some of the most beautiful churches in all Africa are found in Ethiopia. One of those is, Qidst Sellassie, the one next to the bete meng’st, near Arat Kilo. Now look at its name,Qidst Sellassie. I know you know Sellassie (Ab, Wol’d, Menfes Kidus, One Egziabhaer). They are always referred to as a HE. But, what is with the Qidst? You and I know there is no boy, goremsa, man ever-named Qidst. Qidus, yes! But never Qidst. Our Christian fathers, from Sts. Peter/Paul to our K’ristna Abat, knew something better. They combined the female/male together. No deity can be a true deity without having the nature of both sexes. They have known long ago there is no civilization with the absence of either one.

      Another example is the word “born again” or rebirth through baptism. Christians say they are “born again” or have been given a second birth be’timqet by our Creator. Hence, the God I worship is capable of giving spiritual birth to His spiritual children. Wouldn’t that show that He has the Nature of what is of a woman, giving birth? If He didn’t have womanly Nature, there wouldn’t have been words and terms such as huleteNa Meweled.

      But, when we were taught about Egziabhaer, early in our primal days or even now, our Kah’ns, Wengelawi, pastor, Bah’tawi never emphasized the nature and characteristics of Egziabhaer most often attributed to women. The tender care, unconditional love, tears, sweat, labor and other womanly qualities, a true God ought to possess for His creatures, as mothers have for their children. I honestly believe the true nature of FeTari is most reflected through women than men. (Please disregard my generalization; it’s not based on science; it’s based on senses.) Only He knows well what it means to be a woman; that’s why He created you. Instead, as you mentioned, our early “religious influences insisted … that God was vengeful and mean, and loved to see [us] begging for mercy as [we] trembled with fear.” Not my God, either, Bogie. The God I came to appreciate and worship is “…all loving and all forgiving, there to hold and comfort rather than to punish and scare.” Yet, also in possession of punitive (for a lack of better word) qualities; just like we humans.

      Regarding people back home: I was out there a couple of years ago and I can’t agree with you more. Many folks are into religion, drinking and, of course, sex. Most seemed to me that they are equally into all of these contrasting realities. What puzzles me is, although more people go to church, mosque, spiritual adviser of sorts, more people die of AIDS and are trapped in unbecoming life-styles. I wonder where the “deficiency” is; is it the message from our spiritual adobes (churches, mosques and other forms) or the people?

      Your statement “…[I] held on to my sanity by the merest spider web of a thread only because of the solace I found in prayer. [w]hat held me in good stead was handing over my woes to an unseen but loving God…” touched me so much. Only if I could count how many times I felt what you illustrated. So Human, so true is your honesty! I think one aspect of spirituality is that trust, reliance and faith in the things unseen.

      Bogie, I hope I didn’t bore you to death with my version of WrjibN. I trust once we have set our perimeter in our first entries, things will not be heavy loaded and hope will lighten up in the next entries. I promise to share with you a very unforgettable spiritual experience I had when I was in junior high school in my next entry.

      Selam Yibzal’sh!

      Truly,

      Wond’aT’r

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, October 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      To: WondaTr

      From: Bogalech

      Dear WondaTr,

      I can’t find the famous song about Bogalech and WondaTr… isti, gossh, one or two verses angoragur’lN?.

      sorry for being so quiet in the past few days – work deadlines have been driving me completely crazy this week, and i haven’t had a moment’s break. but i’m back to normal now.

      your entry left me hanging with promises of “unforgettable spiritual experiences” you had in your junior high years. tadleh! my junior high years were full of growing pains, gangly limbs and deep angst, and i would love to forget them so i won’t be in any position to reciprocate. but i await your stories with much gugut.

      first, thanks for calling my entry “delightfully thoughtful”… and for the dating advice which, God willing, i will have the chance to use sometime before the next millennium. bless me, WondaTr, for i haven’t “sinned” in so long that i think i might be eligible for special recognition by ImebEtachn Maryam. remind me again, how long does it take before the Church recognizes revirginization?! (did i just hear you say Besmeab!) okay, okay, forget i went there.

      back to our discussion. i liked when you suggested that our Washnt generation learn to pick and choose the truth from among the debris around us. but, though there’s a part of me that wants to believe that our rejection of anything Ethiopian is triggered by our Dergue traumas, in fact one of the few constructive and unintended results of those times was the freedom to question. and no institution is more allergic to questions than the Orthodox Church. “atiTeyqu…atimerameru” were the tired responses i would get anytime i dared to ask awkward questions: “why is that priest coming out of that tej bEt so early in the morning, staggering like he’s drunk…and who is that woman?”…“how come the diaqon is calling that little yenEbiTE kid all those mean names?” “who did Adam’s kids marry?” “why is it that the Bahtawi feels free to preach so hatefully about all other religions – is there enough room in hell for all the Catholics, Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, Protestants?”

      AtiTeyqi.

      so although i agree that the Dergue years forced us to marakess too many of our strengths and values, we also impertinently began to question the unquestioned.

      reading your entry, i want to say “Wiyyy, dessss sil!” about your wide-eyed optimism, but i ended up questioning your premises. i was really excited when i thought i had the right take on your Qdst SelassE thought-- i was ready to argue that the feminine Qdst is referring to the church, not to the Trinity. but then i remembered Qdus Gorgees…that was a church, too…and many others. and there went my argument. when i find a better one, though, i’ll come back at you on that one.

      now let me provoke you a bit on your other points, and apologize in advance for crossing some delicate lines.

      you have eloquent arguments for how the Church embodies female images and concepts. thankfully, i’m not as bog-bog as i used to be (hence my nickname) and, in my newfound maturity and wisdom, i won’t jump all over you for claiming that tender care, unconditional love, tears, sweat and labor are “womanly” qualities. at the very least, i do know i’ve had a whiff or two of men with the quality of “sweat”. so what are “manly” qualities?

      but back to the debate…the Church that, in your view, celebrates the magic of birth and fertility in its Timqet observances, is the same one that brands women unclean and unworthy of worshipping in the sacred Church during those days when their bodies bear witness to their childbearing and fertile roles. how do we explain this?

      or the fact that the Church, rather than be humble and speak for the poor and the vulnerable, seems to side with the powerful and the rich throughout the ages? are we to blame this on the people rather than on the message?

      or the fact that no matter how many little girls are ready to be baptized, they have to wait until all the little boys are christened? after all, those little girls have waited twice as long to be allowed to come to the house of God.

      or the absurd vows exchanged at the wedding ceremony!? i’ll never forget the first time i heard the vows in AmarNa! ere s’mot, i would strongly urge all couples to keep the beauty and zEma and incomprehensibility of the Gi’z ceremony!

      or the fact that the most devout people i know are women, yet i will never have the pleasure of Church services presided over by one? not even as a diaqon? is that the action of a Church that celebrates its feminine side? hmmm…i don’t think so.

      or the strange phenomenon that has led to the creation of two or more churches in the same expatriate Ethiopian community with the same tabot? what’s up with that!? are these splinters at least due to theological differences or is it all because of personal and/or political infighting? again, the people or the message?

      and then…and THEN…what’s up with the preoccupation about sex? didn’t God give us these bodies so that we can enjoy the sensations that She/He decided should be wired into them? i mean, who created the glorious “OH MY GOD” orgasm if it wasn’t God?! ay gud, don’t look now but i think i just crossed a line.

      i don’t expect you to answer any of these questions…though i hope you’re not nodding your head in despair and murmuring “AyTeyeqm” under your breath. i really want you to give me hope in the Church by sharing your own experiences. how did you become a “semi-devout” person, or have you always been one? what keeps you going when you see inconsistencies? who answers your questions or is that left to prayers and self-reflection?

      ay bimecheN! i would maTadef a poor priest with these questions. with my luck he’d launch a mega-dose of meqseft my way, and i’d turn into a canker sore on some politician’s lip…now that’s my idea of hell.

      shall we go back to my God? I’d like to think She would treat equally all those who called for her help and guidance, be it from the comfort of a couch or the support of a freezing streetlight, or a country church. She would not require large, awesome buildings built in Her name. if people chose to go to Her churches, they would be welcomed with all their questions…even me. those in Her service would be encouraged to go into the community and mingle with the regular folks, spreading love and tolerance and peace and justice.

      and She would knowingly smile when She saw that Her churches were actually full not only of those devoted to Her Word but also those devoted to finding that special someone…hey, don’t you think She knows there’s a lot of that going on now?

      enough beating up on your Church. next time we could look into the issues of ganEnoch, ghosts and haunted spaces?! i have a wealth of stuff to talk about there!

      have a great day and i hope to hear from you soon!

      be blessed,

      Bogie

      To: Bogie

      From: WendaTr

      _

      Wond’aT’r Bog’ye bog’buka, Bog’ye bog’buka

      Argi’N neka neka neka neka

      Neka neka neka neka neka

      Bog’ye Wond’ye wond’aT’r, Wond’ye wond’aT’r

      _

      Ay Qumenah si’yamr e’Tr, m’Tn

      M’chu neh lefik’r, lefik’r

      Well, Bogie, this is the best I can do without the music to mageb’ing me. This is just the azmach.

      You dropped another bomb on me. Fortunately, I’m not touched. So many T’sebels protect my spirit.
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        * * *

      

      Re: the dating situation:
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        * * *

      

      Don’t think the next millennium is some 99 years away. Y2K Ethiopian style is in less than five years. Keep hope alive; you may not wait too long to get another dateJ . Don’t be scared to have your heart broken, again…and again and again. Pick up the pieces and try again…. just like New York. Now talk about spirit and the resolve and strength of the human spirit. I think the best place to be in the world after September 11 is New York City. I wish I were there. That is where you get tested; really tested if you have IT or NOT. BTW, the tragic thing happened on our New Year’s Day. I wonder if America knows it has started a new year with the wrong bang. My prayer ever since is for Egziabhaer to give all of us better 364 days.

      Back to our discussion: Bogie, yene ihit, Dergue and the “freedom to question?” Wow! I think you might have mistook “that period’s” freedom to question, marakess, maT’la’lat, and the Dergue’s use of “freedom” to do anything to reach its own (misguided) goals with genuine freedom to question. Your “freedom to question” anything in those times begins and ends at the feet of the powers that be. Have you ever had the freedom to question anything the Dergue was doing for and to its people…? (Oh, oh, may be I am getting too political.) There is a huge difference between the freedom to question as you wish and as “they” wish it for you. And questions about the Orthodox Church didn’t begin and then. Actually, questions have always been there in the last 2000 years. Frankly, the Church’s true children always welcome any respectful and honest questions and topics for dialogue. I believe the Church is at its best when it answers questions. At times, the church doesn’t know how to but has the most amazing democratic institutions for such purposes. Find out about the Nicea Ecumenical Council and how the early Church fathers freezled the first major schism in the church around 328 A.D.
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        * * *

      

      RE: AtiTeyqi and related matters:
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        * * *

      

      Bogie, since you “wanted [me] to really give you hope in the Chruch by sharing my experiences,” let me try with all the honesty I can muster.

      First, I believe most of our knowledge of the Orthodox Church is based more on hearsay than our own personal experience (mind you the Orthodox Church is universal; Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, EOTC, is part of the many but One in Faith). I was one of those people who grew up believing that the EOTC is too allergic to questions. I grew up hearing don’t ask this or that or tiQesefaleh! I knew about the Armageddo_nic_ sermons of Bahtawiyan. I have heard too many scandals (juicier than Clinton’s & Monica Lewinski’s). I heard that the church worships Imebetach’n Maryam and a host of angels and sewoch. Honestly though, it was never my personal experience. I heard. Am I saying the church and its members are not guilty of some transgressions? No! What I am saying is, most of my knowledge of the church came from “other” sources. When I got tired of hearing about her from others, I decided to hear what she has to say (yep! EOTC is a SHE). How about you? Did you hear about or witness the “failures of the EOTC?”
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        * * *

      

      Here is what I heard and read about Orthodox spirituality from its teachers and books:
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        * * *

      

      The basis of the EOTC’s teaching is divided into two parts: Im’net (Dogma) and S’re’at (canons). Im’net is permanent, unchangeable and based on the Bible and Holy Tradition - the big T (don’t start to panic, please. I know how much trepidation the words “Tradition”& “S’re’at” send into the minds of the Wash’nt generation). Holy Tradition is basically the autobiography of the Holy Spirit (in action) through the Church throughout the ages. For instance, we can only know the names of Adam and Eve’s other kids and whom they married through the Holy Tradition. And, we do know. Get the Semania Ahadu (81) Bible and read Metsehafe Kufale. The book tells you everything you want to know about the “missing” times after the Garden of Eden. EOTC’s S’re’at also derive from the Bible and Holy Tradition (t’w’feet, here is a Ge’ez/Amharic word you can add into your vocab). For instance, when to have Baptism is S’re’at. To have Baptism is Im’net. There is a divine necessity to have S’re’at. Nothing functions without it. Even the most anti-S’re’at denominations have it. And, through time it will be something they sincerely protect. S’re’at can be amended, evolve and change. However, until the synod of the church proclaims the change, the laity ought to live by it to avoid chaos.

      Bogie, understanding the difference between Dogma and Canon opened up a huge spiritual door for me. I then delved into reading more about the church and its teachings. Here are some books to check out. Bete’kristian’hn Iweq, yeEthiopia Orthodox Bete’kristian Tarik, yeEthiopia Orthodox Bete’kristian, The Orthodox Church, Becoming Orthodox and many more. What keeps me going…? Huh! A combination of things; questioning (going back to the Bible, books and spiritual fathers, just like Sts. Paul and Barnabas went to ask the rest of the apostles in Acts 15), praying (asking for His revelation), meditation (actually, more of day-dreaming, reflection and contemplation). At the end, I still wouldn’t know the fullness of the Truth. Therefore, I learn to accept the awesomeness of the Source.

      Bogie, do you know why the dreaded words “yerekese” or “yerekesech” were used in the Bible? It was to protect Ayhudoch’n from sin and other grief. The good book says a woman is “yerekesech” when she is during her monthly cycles and after giving birth. Why? The intent was to protect her from her husband’s sexual advances, rigorous household chores, obligation to go to synagogues (later churches) and more. A great many Orthodox fathers and scholars believe that the reason God used such dreadful word as “unclean” was because of the wickedness of the believers. The argument goes: unless you warn them with such dreadful words and warnings, they would venture into doing the opposite. Thus, when you read O’rit Zedag’m chapter 12, trust that God intended to give women those days off. Sort of like “maternity leave;” free from any chores, social or religious obligations. Why baptize 40 days after the birth of boys and 80 days after the birth of girls? Are you complaining? I’m not. I would rather focus on the ideal than the distortion.

      Speaking of the church not “speaking for the humble and the vulnerable, … [but] the powerful and the rich….” Bogie, there are more than 14 thousand churches through out Ethiopia. I don’t think there is a single unified church in the world that is, more by the poor, for the poor and to the poor than the EOTC. The Church, throughout history, labored for the poor more than it gets credit for. Here is an example; the EOTC is one of first entities that rejected the ideology of both Fascism/Nazism and Communism on our soil. It fiercely and tactfully entreated the people to reject both ideologies and the people did. It cost the church at least two patriarchs, hundreds of priests and thousands of believers but, it protected the poor. There was never a time in which the church failed to give its approval or disapproval of “the powerful.” Whoever underestimates the wisdom and its spiritual leadership of the Ethiopian minds has awaited its doom. The Church was always involved in solving the threat of civil wars and external invasions–both are nemesis for the poor. Exceptions must never pass as rules.
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        * * *

      

      Re: Splits and splinters
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        * * *

      

      Bogie as you may agree with me, Ethiopians (or should I say peoples in Ethiopia, ooooh!) are in the process of trying to find identity(ies) everywhere. There is a lot of soul searching going on. It is a necessary but painful spiritual process. I trust one aspect of this soul and/or identity search is the cause of “the strange phenomenon” that leads to the creation of churches with the same tabots in the same city. As for me, if they can work amicably together, even as separate churches, the idea of multiple churches in a given city doesn’t bother me. Actually, I am for the creation of multiple churches especially in big cities. I see it as sign of growth. The more priests and deacons we have, the better. Addis Ababa has innumerable number of churches with similar names and tabots. There is no animosity there. One positive aspect of this “phenomenon” is that there is no division due to theological differences (especially on Dogma). The EOTC, wherever she finds herself, professes an apostolic faith; from Ethiopia to Israel; from Europe to North America; from Uganda to the Caribbean (yes, the Caribbean! If I am not mistaken, the EOTC has more than a dozen beautiful churches in Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago and surrounding islands). By the way, Bogie, the native converts do receive the liturgy in Ge’ez; our language that you called “incomprehensible.” Ooh, I was really incensed by your selection of word on that. Ge’ez is not incomprehensible. We were told it was and we bought it. Did I hear you say ‘here is his wide-eyed optimism?’

      Bogie, as a Christian and a citizen of the most destitute nation on earth, wide-eyed optimism is what I have left. What would be my alternative? Wide-eyed pessimism? My Christian and Ethiopian spirit(s) don’t allow me to entertain the alternative. I would rather not-exist be’siga’m hone be’nef’s! Yibqan!

      YibQan! Too much Orthodoxy, already. You gave me too many questions to ponder. I will try to get back to some of them in my next entry.
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        * * *

      

      Here is one of my stories as promised. I hope you enjoy it!
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        * * *

      

      I was in junior high; maybe in seventh or eight grade. One morning, my siblings and I were getting ready to go to school. Our father was getting ready to go to work. Our maid, usually an early bird, was still in bed. When Abaye found out that she was not up and breakfast was not ready, he went to her bedroom to check up on her (my parents were divorced and Father had custody). My brothers and I went with Father. He called the maid’s name and approached her bed to check if she were asleep or awake. She was awake and not in a good mood to speak with Father. He started asking her if she was sick and all. All of a sudden, her voice completely changed and she started speaking like a man. Not only that, she also started verbally disparaging her employer. Father, being a very perceptive and devoutly religious man, seemed to know exactly what was happening. He told us to leave the room and he went to his bedroom. We, of course, didn’t leave the room. We didn’t know why he went to his bedroom until we saw him coming back with (hear this) the Bible, Mezmure Dawit and D’rsaNe Mik’ael. While he was away, our maid was mumbling as if she were upset or something. She was still in her bed.

      When Abaye walked into the room, I lie not to you, she immediately threw the blanket and sheets off her and started to sit up. By that time we knew that there was something wrong with our maid. She was a wonderful and dutiful maid. Father went to one corner of the room and started praying. He followed by reading from the Bible and the other religious books. I don’t think I can have enough earthly words to describe the activities of our maid. She was jerking, moving, sitting down, getting up and all sorts of bodily movements of her hands and legs. Her pretty face looked angry and sickly at the same time. Her eyes were scary. She was speaking in Amharic and her native language (it could have been another language and we wouldn’t have known). She was loud. Some of the things she was saying were discernable and others were not. She was groaning and moaning, too. Bogie, I am not describing “the Exorcist” or a bad dream, here. I am telling you a true story that I have witnessed and participated in.

      Father, after he “finished” praying and reading, came closer and started to engage our maid in a conversation. He was aware that he was not speaking to her but whatever that was in possession of our kind maid. He knew that our maid be’Budda inde’tebe’lach. Father was methodical in his approach. He asked one question several times. He asked for explanation. His tone of voice was conversational. When Abaye set the Bible on one end of the bed, the maid would come and throw it away. But we were there to bring it back as fast as possible and witness the drama again. Our maid, without looking at us putting down the Bible or the Dawit, would scream “teqatelku” and rush to push the books off her bed. At one point, Father started touching or should I say, tapping her with the books. Her scream or, should I say, the possessor’s scream got louder. Kids being kids, we started an experiment. We took the Bible and hid it in our maid’s shanTa that was right next to her bed. She immediately pounced on the shanTa and started throwing her clothes out looking for the Bible. When she found it, she threw it with the same ferocity. Our father was devotedly trying to “negotiate” the budda out of our maid and didn’t seem to pay attention to our little experiment on the side. That is the only explanation that I can think of for our father’s disregard.

      Anyway, Father found out that the budda came “on a white horse” and was “not going to leave” our maid. The budda said he possessed our maid when she was visiting her family in the countryside a few weeks ago. He threatened to harm her lovely daughter if he is not left alone. Father was very patiently praying and calling the names of Sellassie, St. Mary, angels and all. To make the long ordeal short, the budda finally promised to leave her. When the ordeal was over, our maid fell on the bed; physically exhausted and soaked with sweat. She fell asleep and Father asked us to leave her alone for a while. Abaye and we managed to make our own breakfast and left on our respective endeavors, very late.

      Bogie when I got back from school, our maid was up and about her business. She looked like herself, working while singing out loud or just mumbling some melody. She was completely unaware of what had transpired in the morning. She found out about the whole thing after a few months. As you can imagine, the experience was profound and it was never a dinner-table topic of discussion in the family. I don’t remember Father ever mentioning it.

      Bogie, this experience is one of the reasons that I believe in God. I don’t think I ever needed some proof to believe in the Creator but the experience has affected my view of things spiritual. I don’t think that I can ever be simply empirical: the claim that there is nothing beyond what we can grasp with our five senses. MATRIX, Sixth Sense, anyone? Spirituality is a very complicated concept. Bogie, I don’t like the ubiquitous and trivial use of the words spirit and spirituality by the Oprahs and opinion makers of our days. There is also an attempt to confine spirit and spirituality to experiences and whims of the individual or a given faith. I trust they are beyond our individual selves. They are something much bigger; certainly, not fully comprehensible.

      Selam Lanchi!

      Sincerely,

      Wond’aT’r

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, October 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      To: WondaTr

      From: Bogalech

      Dear WondaTr’ye,

      wow! who knew that you could duck and swerve at such speeds while launching your bibliographic references and lengthy explanations at me? much as i tried, it seems none of the questions or blasphemous comments stuck to you. when i think of the Teflon King from now on, it won’t be Reagan who comes to mind anymore…

      let’s recap, shall we? my attention span is so challenged these days…

      on my dating situation: i’ve been paroled to just five years instead of the life sentence i expected. i am so thrilled i’m ready to go shopping right away

      on your comment about NY: i love the idea, but a real test of your faith (in the order of Daniel and the Lions…it was Daniel, right?) would be to live in Kabul right about now.

      my Dergue reference: yo, serious misunderstanding! i didn’t say the Dergue helped us question, just that the conditions led to us doing so. come on! do i look like a Dergue apologist!?

      on the Church and openness to questions: i don’t know which churches you attend, but i dare you to venture into the Gebriel church in DC and pose some pointed questions to either priest. but you seem to have gone to a lot more churches than i have, so i concede to your superior knowledge.

      a small aside: you sort of…kind of…implied that my comments are not based on my real experience but on hearsay. nope, those were mine. who else would dare?

      on your bibliographic references, all i could say is “amazing!” i swear i tried very hard to keep a straight face at the idea of the “autobiography of the Holy Spirit” … i really really tried. but i think that’s where my faith just fails. i’m thinking there was a human (a man) translating that stuff into text at some point, right? as for Adam and Eve’s kids’ spouses, i intend to look up in the Semania Ahadu exactly where those other people come from. i mean, weren’t they all Adam and Eve’s kids?

      i also think that you gloss over the fact that in the translation from the original language to English, Gi’z, etc., some of those references were changed by the translators to reflect their understanding of the passages. for example, here’s a little something i came across:

      One example of a questionable translation would be in Romans 16:1, where Paul introduces Phoebe as “deacon.” Paul uses the same Greek word for himself [my emphasis] in the sense of a preacher, a minister, and the same word appears in Ephesians 6:21 where it refers to a male and is normally translated “minister.” However, in English translations, “deacon” is translated as “deaconess” or slave when in reference to Phoebe – a woman.

      (don’t you love the internet?)

      that being said, though, i envy you your dedication to your faith almost as much as i envy your faith, because you have clearly done whatever it takes to get your questions answered. and to get away from the bwalt of this exchange for a moment, i will definitely look up some of these books and seek some of my own answers. so i thank you for providing me with the titles.

      and now back to the bwalt…

      on “yerekesech”, etc. you HAVE GOT TO BE KIDDING. let me get this straight: women are branded unclean a good number of days a month and some 40 days after they have birth for their own protection? please tell me you don’t believe this. if the offending behavior is that of men, did someone consider maybe…perhaps…declaring THEM unclean for a few days of the month? and how come the rule about not letting women do household chores has been conveniently forgotten over the years (i hadn’t heard that one before) but not the one that bars women from Church during those times? like i said, Teflon…

      on the 40 vs. 80 days for boys vs. girls, one public health reasons i can think of is that boys are born weaker and are more likely to die than girls, all other things being equal. thus you have to get them baptized earlier to ensure a holy burial for them in case they die. i don’t know if that’s fair for the girls, but hey, you’re not complaining, right? as for why boys go first, you don’t really address that. don’t look now but that looks like…evasive action (you thought i’d say Teflon again, right?)

      on Churches that stand up for the poor and downtrodden, i’m sure my Latin American friends could suggest a few books on liberation theology for both you and me. i won’t question your references about the Ethiopian Orthodox Church fighting externally imposed forces and ideologies (thereby maintaining the status quo, some defar aynawTa…not me!…might argue), but i think we have something to learn from those pesky Catholics, particularly with regard to the treatment and the rights of the poor within their own countries. you and i could spark some healthy debate by asking our Church how she feels about land reform.

      i wish i could have found a glimmer of criticism in your staunch and unfailing defense of the Church, but alas you are a good soul, through and through. you see holy intention where i see hole-y arguments. and here i am casting stones sitting in my glass house while a gigantic m’seso soars from my eye, while you sit there at peace with your religion and your faith. at the very least, i feel safe in that i can count on your forgiveness.

      oh, by the way, i should have been clearer…the marriage ceremony is incomprehensible to me, meaning i don’t understand Gi’z. so you speak Gi’z, too? man, Teflon or not, i am very much in awe.

      did you notice i didn’t ask you to deal with that whole sex issue? i must be growing up.

      and now, on to your story.

      i LOVED it! the same thing happened to me, though it was at a church instead of at home. one of my own cousins from ager-bEt who had come to live with us went totally berserk in front of me and my mom. i completely lost it, dashing out of the Church as fast as my little legs would carry me. she went on and on exactly as you described, speaking in a language and in voices that could never, in a million years, have come out of her body. and afterwards, after the priest had doused her with Tebel and touched her with the cross many, many times (while she screamed like she was burning), the whatever-that-was-in-her finally agreed to go, and she collapsed in a big heap. we took her home where she slept for most of the next day or so, and we never talked about it with her. now i wish i had asked her what she remembered, what she saw or felt during or even after. but then i was just grateful we didn’t have to hear those sounds again.

      did you see that Seleda story by a photographer who went to a Tebel in Addis? as soon as i read it, that entire sensation of fear and confusion came over me again. i admit it took me forever to finish reading the story.

      your father is obviously incredibly strong in his faith, maybe that is where you get your strength, as well. i don’t know too many people who wouldn’t have bundled your maid off to the nearest church for a prolonged exorcism session. i don’t know how you felt, but my overwhelming thought as i peeked in from the door at my cousin (i was maybe 8) was that i didn’t want whatever come out of her body to come into mine. did you worry about that?

      you know, it’s interesting that you say that this event made you realize that there was a God. though i’ve always known there was one (i used to talk to God regularly even as a small kid…it gave me a lot of solace to know that someone listened to me), hat experience was the first chance i had to acknowledge that evil existed. and it was not a very good feeling. but once my cousin got back to normal, i did, too, though i think of those moments once in a while.

      i think i’ve exhausted you enough…maybe even touched something here and there. in any case, it’s time to hear from you again. and maybe you’ll sing me some more verses from that fabulous song about us. i forgot to thank you for those verses, didn’t i? ay yenE neger!!

      with the usual megadose of spirit (if not spirituality), i remain

      Bogie

      To: Bogie

      From: WendaTr

      Selam Bogie AKA Bog’Bog, Aman nesh w’ey?

      What a turn around? I never thought you would have time to finish reading my treatise.

      Let alone read it, comprehend it, and get back to me with another enchanting entry. You are putting pressure on me. I know Seledawoch already think you are the better partner in this LD. I’m getting emotional……I will be right back….J

      Back!

      Teflon King!? I really didn’t mean to be evasive. I knew I couldn’t have an answer for every question you had in your entries. I wish I had or have enough time and pages to continue. Besides, sometimes it’s better to keep silent rather than speak on things that are beyond one’s a’emro.

      Bogie, I have something to share with you on women being priests and deacons. Although I know deep in my heart that you and I (or our offspring) are not going to live long enough to see it, my wish is for the Holy Spirit to lead the Church to find room for half humanity a service of God and His children as deaconess and priests. Now, I must make it clear to you that I am not saying that churches that do allow women for such services are any better that those that don’t. There is a lot of rush for coolness and political correctness in Protestant churches. I am not advocating the EOTC to be “more modern and ever more chic” (to use your lingua). I don’t want the church to water down her richness. I would rather see the reform come from the true guidance of the Holy Spirit. Bog, do you know what I think is the most difficult thing in search of spirituality? It is the lack of wisdom to distinguish the difference between Menfesawinet vs. S’metawinet. My prayer is for the Church to do it for the sake of Menfesawinet. I would rather see the Church remain “archaic,” “lifeless,” “inflexible,” and “enigmatic”… rather than change her Dogma or T’wfeet to appease anyone.
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        * * *

      

      Re: “liberation theology” and other matters:
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        * * *

      

      Bogie, don’t you think we have enough “liberation” fronts already? It seems like we have as many “liberation” fronts in Ethiopia as tribes and languages. Sometimes, it makes me wonder who everyone is trying to liberate from? I have heard about an illusionary, imaginary and faceless “nefteNoch.” Maybe the “liberation” is from “them.” Here is my view of where the Church should stand. I think the Church should be a voice of reason and caution in these chaotic days when no one seems to know where Ethiopia is heading. Yes, there isn’t infighting and things seem okay on the surface, but the Church should preach love, respect, unity, and mutual co-existence ….and caution us from any foolishness, perversion, wickedness, selfishness……(on individual and collective basis). In the ever changing and precarious political and social reality of the Ethiopian quagmire, I believe that is the safest position for the Church.
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        * * *

      

      Re: Once again, 40 vs. 80:
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        * * *

      

      I was not joking at all and believe everything that I wrote to you. You know, the “public health reasons” about boys being born weaker and more likely to die younger than girls made clear sense to me. Maybe, in the tablet of their heart our fore parents knew about this truth and that is why they have come up with the 40 vs. 80 thing. For me going first isn’t always “Good” and going second or later “Evil.” I have never heard gentlemen complaining about “ladies first” stuff. There are thousands of scenarios we can create to justify that second is better than first. The real issue is that they are equally children of God once received in baptism. FYI, in case of sickness or other dire circumstances, the Church does allow baptism before and/or after the 40/80 days. For example, what happens to a Christian boy born in the middle of Kabul from an Orthodox parent? He will wait until there is an opportune time (it could be beyond 40 days). The same parent can have a sickly girl in Ethiopia and have the daughter baptized before she is 80 days old. Trust me Bog, the Church is not as ridged as she looks from afar.

      Bogie, you have a way of goading me to say something. Now where did you get the idea of land reform in the middle of a ‘spirit and spirituality’ dialogue? Here is my two cents, anyway: I think merae’t le’arashu! was very S’metawi. You and/or the readers may think I’m some “ye’adhari fewdal buch’la” but I honestly believe that awaj was reckless and devoid of subjective reality and reason. I don’t think Ethiopia is better off because of it; I actually believe we are worse off. I know most people realize I am correct, but it’s still a taboo to mention or discuss something like it in public. I am for private ownership of land. Don’t ask me how we can achieve it?

      Yep! The autobiography of the Holy Spirit. Autobiographies don’t necessarily need to be written by the individual. The late Alex Haley wrote the autobiography of Malcolm X; as dictated, guided and edited by Minister X. Just like the Holy Spirit has dictated, guided and edited His Church from schisms, heretics, revisionists and more throughout history.

      Bog’Bog, no, I don’t speak Ge’ez. However, I have studied the main Ge’ez liturgy after I came to the US (there are at least 14 different versions). Now, I don’t say ‘when-is-this-boring-thing-going-to-end’. I actually participate in the worshipping. I advise people to get this liturgical CD from your nearest Ethiopian market and convince themselves to sit through it (little by little). Then, after feeling comfortable with the zema, go to church early enough to stand for the whole liturgy in the front part of the church (not back; the further one is from the qidste-qidusan, the lesser impact the liturgy has and the lesser his/her sense of attention and/or feeling of participation). It’s worth a try.

      Bogie, all I can say about the apparent “contradiction” or “questionable translations” is how did the apostles, apostolic fathers (church fathers of the 1st and 2nd century), martyrs, apologists and the devout saints of the early Church understand and live through the alleged contradictions? They have written extensively to give us guidance for almost every aspect of Christianity. How were the words understood by them? Any translation of the Bible outside of the Church is very suspect. You know there was one church and one faith up until the 8th century. Today, there are more than 2,000 variation and denominations of Christianity.

      Here is a very controversial word in Amharic that haunts Ethiopian Christians: mamaled or memaled. Repeat the words again and again and you would find the root of the word: maleda, malede; thus mamaled is an action word. Other variations of this word are maledku, malede, malj’e, amalede, amaledech, m’lja, and more. The meaning of the word differs from sentence to sentence with what is intended to be said; or is based on what it is used for; ende ag’e’babu. Now, when Neway Debebe sings malje l’shager hager’ua, what he is saying is ‘I ought to go to where she lives early morning’ or simply ‘early,’ as in before something else. If I ask you please “nege wode gebeya amalj’N,” What I am saying is “accompany me.” When a priest asks “Egziabhaer m’ljach’nn teQebel,” What he is saying is ‘hear our prayer.’ Thus, before you get into whether Imebetachn Mariam tamaldalech, atamaldm debate, be on the same page with the TiyaQi on the ag’e’bab of the word. Romans 16:1 and Ephesians 6:21 could possibly be explained ende ag’e’babu, too.

      I must acknowledge your negative experiences of the Church and the impact it has left on your spiritual growth. I empathize with you. I wish we Orthodox Christians were as loving, meek and morally qualified as our Lord. Don’t let our injustice and inequity get in the way of your spiritual growth. I wish I could be of some help. Maybe I will send you some materials in the future to “reintroduce you to the Church.”
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        * * *

      

      I have a story to tell you about another spiritual encounter:
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        * * *

      

      It happened in November 1997 at my current job. My boss is an African-American with an extensive connection to the mother continent - especially with folks in Ghana, Nigeria and Senegal. She is a distinguished university professor, an Ivy League highest honor grad, and Ph. D. from one of the top ten universities in the nation, married with children, incredibly intelligent and owns her own business. Her interest in traditional medicine took her to Africa and she loved it. She loved it so much she befriended “medicine men and women.” What eNa would call si’r ma’sh, Q’tel be’Tash. They are also folks who claim to have conversations with ancestors and other spirits. These folks convinced her that she also has the “calling” for such spiritual duty. I guess it was “written on the wall.” Nonetheless, she is now a certified medicine woman in both Ghana and Nigeria (by the way, I read today that the Addis Ababa government is also planning to register and certify traditional healers and medicines). Thus, she is a practicing medicine woman with her own shrine, as one would have an outhouse. Yep! She sacrifices all kinds of animals; now, be careful not to judge my boss. She is one of the most agreeable, caring, considerate and respectful people you can know. She is by far one of the most hard-working and intelligent people I have ever met.

      Anyway, one Friday afternoon in the office, she was having a meeting with the secretary and Associate Director. The AD is one of those fun and funny folks who joke around with everyone in the office - even with our boss. She also knows about our boss’s spiritual sides. The sluggishness of Friday afternoon was imposing its will on my boss, the AD and the secretary. They all wanted the meeting to end. The other two started goofing around when all of a sudden our boss gave them a certain “look.” I guess they knew the “look.” They both stopped in their tracks and asked our boss if she was okay. I later found out that certain conditions trigger the spirits inside my boss. This time it was the sluggishness of Friday, fatigue, irritation and ….

      Bogie, I tell you. I just happen to be near the meeting area when the other two started to dash out of the office and the boss starting maQaset’ing and sweating. Before she left the door running in fear, the AD told me to “put some water on the back of her [our boss] neck”. I immediately knew this was a trance. There was a new employee who didn’t know about our boss and I asked him to leave the office at once. There I was alone with my boss and a cup of water in my hand. At the moment, she had her head on the conference table profusely sweating and moaning. All I was saying was ‘Jesus Christ my Lord, have mercy on me, the sinner’ and just praying for Egziabhaer to bring His “peace upon this woman.” Of course, I was praying in Amharic. After a few minutes, she kept quite and stayed where she was sitting, her head still on the table. I wiped off her sweat for her and when she got up her eyes were squinting as though she couldn’t stand the daylight. She said she had a bad headache and walked to her office slowly. Shortly after, she went home. We never mentioned the experience again.

      Bogie, you may ask, as a Christian, what I say/feel about such “opposite” spiritual phenomenon? There is a fascinating story in the Bible (1 Samuel, 28). The story always amazes me. One part of me clings to the Gospel and Christianity’s Heaven and Hell and all the Truth. My other side imagines the Awesomeness of His mercy and Love. I can’t judge her or anyone who practice a faith differing from mine. I would rather believe that there is more room in Heaven than in Hell.

      Personally, I don’t envy her “gift.” I have never and will never ask her to help me in her way of spiritual endeavor. She and I have learned to respect each other professionally. Unless asked, I don’t try to preach my faith to her [one time, I gave a lengthy lecture/introduction to Orthodoxy to her and her Saturday afternoon study group]. Unlike many evangelists (of any faith), I truly find exemplary and visual “invitation” to ones faith more appealing than “sharing” or “witnessing” verbally.

      I must also tell you that I don’t discount every medhanit awaQi as “devil worshippers.” There are genuine medicine men and women who are helping our people in every corner of Ethiopia. These folks were the doctors before we knew scientific doctors and modern medicine.

      Beterefe, mels’sh’n begugut eTebQalehu (not gugut the owl, ende ag’e’babu y’nebeb as in too long)

      Respectfully,

      Wond’aT’r
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      To: WondaTr

      From: Bogalech

      Selam WondaTr,

      i am up at 6 a.m. today, a Saturday, unable to sleep. i can’t say what woke me up, but i felt an overwhelming need to write this.

      you’ve given me much food for thought throughout our exchanges, and i am thankful that you saw how important this debate is to me, despite the irreverence and humor with which i’ve approached my entries, and i am awed by the care and attention you gave to so many of the questions i asked.

      so it is with my profound thanks that i want to start this last entry. thank you for the thoroughness of your responses; thank you for the seriousness of your answers; thank you for your humanity and willingness to debate those specific issues for which your own quest for answers seems largely fulfilled. thank you especially for not claiming to have all the answers and for not implying that your own quest is over. you not only have shared your faith with me but have shown me how you’ve been able to walk your own path. so for this and for what turned out to be a remarkably enjoyable exchange, i thank you.

      so why am i up so early with LDs on my mind?

      i was utterly devastated by your sentence on women becoming priests and deacons: “although i know deep in my heart that you and i (or our offspring) are not going to live long enough to see it, my wish is for the Holy Spirit to lead the Church to find room for half humanity a service of God and His children as deaconesses and priests.”

      utterly devastated.

      i would be no less devastated had i been at a White church and been told by a devout and kind worshipper that the Holy Spirit had not yet led the Church into finding room for Blacks in the service of God. and yet i know that there are believers, good Christians, who claim exactly that. one finds meaning where one looks for it.

      i wish i could find the words to tell you have certain i am, to the very core of my being, that the One who made women in the image of God would want them to serve their Creator in whatever manner they chose. i wish i could find the right words to convince you that including women in all ways into the Church is not just “coolness and political correctness” but an inclusion of half of the world’s people. half of the world’s people. i wish i could show you the strength of my belief that the Holy Spirit must have spoken to many of God’s followers up till now, but in any exchange of this weight and seriousness, it requires the Church and her followers to listen as much as it requires the Holy Spirit to speak. one finds messages where one looks for them.

      i am not a believer in original sin, but that may be just denial on my part. but were i even to accept that the sins of Adam and Eve were reproduced in all of us throughout the ages, including the set of special sins that, apparently, are reserved for women, i find it impossible to believe that Jesus, the one Son of God, died for the cleansing of some of our sins and not of others.

      i don’t believe men and women are the same, but i do believe that they are equal. and i am certain that nowhere are they more equal than in the eyes of the Lord.

      i don’t believe God’s love comes with conditions. i don’t believe that God’s grace comes with caveats. i don’t believe God’s calling is felt only by men. and i can’t believe that God sees women as less in any way. and no matter how you spin it, i find that that is how the Church i was baptized into views women.

      i won’t debate whether first baptized is no better than last, whether 40 days are no different than 80, whether words have contextual meanings ind’agebabachew, or whether spiritual growth comes only through the Church. in the end, it is up to each of us to find our own paths. and we will find them where we look for them.

      and this is my path. until the arms of the Church, and the doors of the Church, open wide enough for me with all my baggage, i shall remain on the margins. but my spirit will not fade and my spiritual growth will continue under the care of a God that sees me no matter who i am and where i worship.

      and i remain on the margins of the Church with the certainty that, when the time comes for me to show up at the Gates of the Lord, they will welcome me unconditionally.

      i am swamped with emotion as i write to you today. i’ve always believed that things happen for a reason, and these days more than ever before. perhaps i woke up early today because i needed to be reminded of and be reassured by my unshaken belief in the fairness of God. this gives me the determination and sometimes even the serenity to go on.

      may you and i, and our offspring, live to see the day when a woman will be welcome into every door of the Church, every day, serving the Church in every way she wants to, just as so many women now serve God.

      With my deepest thanks and my best wishes,

      Bogalech

      To: Bogie

      From: Wond’aT’r

      Dear Bogie:

      I must tell you that it was very illuminating to have such a deep dialogue with you. Spiritually and intellectually, you have taken me where I have never been before. I must confess to you that except with my beloved fiancée (I will be getting married soon and you and Seleda editors are invited, seriously), my siblings and very few close friends, I have never let “it” out like I have with you. I guess, as you well put it, everything happens for a reason.

      I hope I was not too forceful and preachy at times. I hope I didn’t sound like a zealot who will do anything to “preserve his faith”. I hope I was disagreeable without being disagreeable. For every challenge, I thank you in as many letters. For every word you wrote to me, I thank you in as may words. For every insight you have given me, I thank you in as many sentences.

      Bogie, I read your last entry and it tranquilized me. I am still in shock for the selection of your words. I reread my last entry again, especially, my comment that evoked such an emotion within you. I didn’t mean to “utterly devastate” you. I never thought it would draw such reaction out of you at all. However, with much caution and delicacy, here is my medemdemia. I hope it will elucidate my position (remember that I am not a spokesman for the Church). I hope it won’t excite anymore unwanted emotions.

      Bogie, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church has always let women participate in every aspect of church life except becoming deaconess and priestess. Aside from that, I don’t think the Church has a different requirement for women and men. I don’t think she has any gender specific sins. I honestly believe, as a laity, men and women are equal–and I have been taught that our God never measures one better than the other. It has been my experience that, yes, the blood and flesh of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ has and still erases all of our sins–the Original and the present.

      On the issue of the ordination of women as deaconess and priestess, the EOTC is not any different from the oldest churches of the world (other Orthodoxies, Catholics and mainline Protestants). Since her base was more of Judaic than other churches, she also has the historical claim to what she believes is based on the Old Testament and Judaism. Ethiopian Orthodoxy is a continuation from Judaism since Ethiopia practiced Judaism unlike other Orthodoxies, Roman Catholics and Western Churches. They don’t have Judaic continuation. Thus, when we are talking about “changing” a foundation as long and imbedded in time immemorial as you and I are wishing and hoping, we must realize the likelihood of it happening.

      Forget the Church for a minute and hear me on this:

      The ruling coalition in Ethiopia is comprised of four parties. Each party has 30 Central Committee members for a total of 120 members. Guess how many women out of the 120? Twelve! (as in 12). As much as I would like to see women as deaconess and priestess, I was also trying to be as pragmatic as I could possibly be. When I said “…I know deep in my heart that you and I (or our offspring) are not going to live long enough to see it…” I was trying to assess the chance of my wish becoming a reality. I think one should realize what kind of social realities are prevalent in Ethiopia (not Addis Ababa, Washington D.C., California or some other land where Ethiopians reside); I mean the whole Ethiopia; both in the secular and religious spheres. In Ethiopia, the kind of idea you and I are entertaining is an idea many never ever conceive in their lifetime. No, I don’t think it’s because one accepts the unlikelihood of it becoming a reality. I am saying it just never crosses their mind. Period! Bogie, you and I are scientific. You and I are the very few lucky ones who are “educated” enough to venture into such remotely possible ideals in our little tidy worlds. There is no basis or fertile ground to implement our ideals or wishes–especially, in our religious adobes.

      Ih’te Bogie, you have mentioned to me that there are many churches that allow women in “…all ways into the Church…” You don’t need to convince me on it. What kind of churches though? I can tell you from what I know. Most of them are neighborhood or independent churches which the pastor is the minister, choir leader, CEO, CFO, COO, and … maybe even the owner of the church. Whatever works for them is fine with me. Yet, these churches are responsible to/for the “owner” (often a certain charismatic preacher and/or a board he/she assembles). They establish and run churches as they see fit as long as they are “centered in Christ and/or the Bible.” It’s run them like businesses; they can be ‘Equal Opportunity Employers’ if they wish. The EOTC is not an EOE. Please, find out what our wish and other “inclusive measures” are achieving to mainstream Protestant churches (the likes of Anglicans, Methodists, Episcopalians, Lutherans…). They are wrecking them from their foundations; they are causing churches to split, people to feel disenchanted by Christianity and many more phenomenon. Mind you Bogie, such foundational turmoil are happening in the most advanced nations of the world; in places such as the United States, where women’s right and other equalities are “far more fulfilled” than any other nation.

      Now, imagine Ethiopia and its people. Are the people ready for such a change? Is the Church ready? There are more than 14,000 EOTC churches all over the world; one church in one faith despite its internal petty bickering. Can you imagine where our (yours and mine) wish would be in the ‘must do’ list of the church and the devout? I can tell you. Nowhere! No one is prepared for it. If you try to impose it, it creates total anarchy. Am I using ‘scare tactics’ to advance such ‘patriarchic hegemony’? Trust me, I am not. I’m just being realistic and pragmatic. And, I know making such statement would have been easier if I was not a man. You may say, “You don’t understand because I’m a man.” Yet, go ask women of the Church and find out, with a truly representative data, what they have to say about it.

      Bogie, maybe you misunderstood and confused what I was saying about women being deaconess and priestess vs. other “inclusive measures” churches are taking into the church in the name of the Holy Spirit. Things that I believe are done for the sake of coolness and political correctness. Please tell me that you have not seen such things. Maybe 20 years from now (if not less) Ethiopians may discuss about “why the church doesn’t allow marriage between same sex couples; they may argue that other churches are doing it, why not our church? They may demand, otherwise, I won’t be in it….” I can tell you, Bogie, our discussion on women priesthood is as unthinkable and unimaginable as the past statement sounds to billions of people, now. However, one can make the same argument that you whole-heartedly conveyed to me. My wish is for the Holy Spirit to lead the Church and the devout to give the right answer no matter how popular or unpopular an issue. If the Church finds issues to be conflicting with the Truth she has received from Her Lord via the Bible and Holy Tradition, she should hold her ground and defend her Truth no matter how the rest of the world acts around her; even if it means decreasing in numbers including extinction.

      Bogie, I can assure you that it’s not because of the strengths of Ethiopians that the EOTC has survived this long in the most utterly amazing circumstances; it’s only through the guidance of the Holy Spirit and His unfailing tibeQa of His house.

      Mind you, Bogie, what I conveyed to you is only my wish, it’s never a demand on the Church and will never amount to that level. I have read and learned how an attempt to make Ethiopia a Japan or a Soviet Union has come and miserably failed within my lifetime. Once again, I still wish and hope, as you do, but my relationship with the Church will not be affected because of it–either way. I urge you to study church history, the many women martyrs and saints and the Church’s true view of women–including that of Imebetachn Mariam.

      Bogie, do you think we require and demand the utmost perfection from others for which we are scarcely ready to reciprocate? Why do we despise and reject imperfection while all along we know that we ourselves are not perfect? Look at our political culture and tell me if I am wrong. Listen to the demands people put forth on ‘the Church.’ However, I ask myself: What would I do for the Church in return if she allows my wishes fulfilled? Would I be willing to send my asrat so churches with leaking roofs can be repaired in the remote corners of Ethiopia? Would I, in return, come at 6 or 7 a.m. in the morning to stand for the Liturgy? Would I spare my precious time at least once a week to teach my priestess how to read English? Would I learn my faith and teach it to the Ethiopian youth? Would I pray, fast and do the things the Church asks me to do for my own spiritual growth?.… What would I do in return? Would I take her with all her baggage? Would I come to her and the God she preaches unconditionally? Or, would I continue to demand changes from her without reciprocating what is required from me?

      Bogie, the Good Book says that we are the primary temples for our Egziabhare. At the same time, the book of Acts tells us that St. Peter and the other apostles (the custodians and first witnesses of the Truth) went to the temple religiously. These two things tell me that we are both churches ourselves and required to go to church no matter how saintly we have become. Now, I ask you, from whom are you “staying in the margins”? With all the kindness in my heart, I ask you to continue steadfastly with your quest for the Truth (no matter how imperfectly she is reflected here on earth). I implore you to approach your differences with the faith and the church with all the meekness you can muster. I am not a spin-doctor, Bogie, I am just trying to convey what I know and believe as best as I could.

      And, finally, I will use your very own words with my own improvisation: “may you and I, and our offspring, live to see the day when a woman will be welcome[d] into every door of the Church, every day, serving the Church in every way she wants to, just as so many women now serve God [;]” to both our (you, I and the faithful) and the Church’s liking.

      I ought to stop now. I have said too much.

      Selam ena Tena Lanchi and Lanchi Lehonu Hulu! May God have mercy on us.

      Wond’aT’r

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, October 2001. All Rights Reserved.
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      Initiation, Part 2
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      Initiation-Part 2
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        * * *

      

      by B.

      I’ve become a pack rat… I have stuff in so many secret files that I can’t remember why I have secret files… .

      In one of them, one day… one day when I should have been doing something more substantial than rummaging through old papers, I found my Grandmother’s Social Security Card.

      I had teased her that she would now have to go to work… she had twisted her mouth in ashmoor… “Demmo innEw? IdmayEn mulu yeserahoot saibeqaN?”

      Her card was neatly placed between two plastic sheets, testimony to her fastidious orderliness. She was a number in the great American bureaucracy. She had gone out of her way to exude nonchalance about getting her SSN, but the little card - crisp and sheltered in a recycled Ziplock - betrays her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The morning after we heard of her death, I woke up to the quiet sobbing of my mother… “GetayE…iyEsusE …hlm argew… .” For one moment, I sighed in relief that I had dreamt the phone call, and the immediate numbness that followed, and the scorching pain that de-anesthetized the agony of the phone call.

      GetayE hlm argew…le-inEm hlm argew… .

      But when I reached over to my mother’s side of the bed and my hand sank in a pool of wetness on her pillow, I sought that ephemeral moment of numbness…a few more minutes to reassess and calibrate my sorrow.

      I had had the distinct displeasure of telling my mother that her mother had passed. Merdo is hard to practice…it doesn’t roll off of one’s tongue as easily as it technically should. I went to where my mother was staying…she was out but due back any minute. I hid in my car and waited for her where I could see her, feeling like the unkindest of thieves. I spent the time practicing the words of the merdo, and wondering if I was wearing the right bra for the occasion.

      I finally saw her walking towards her door…her one hand clutching her dainty bag…her other holding the top button of her cardigan.

      Surprised and happy to see me, she swung the door open… and in slo-mo she realized it was the middle of the morning…that I was wearing black…that my eyes were puffy… that I was not saying anything… I realized simply that I was a terrible merdo teller… .
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        * * *

      

      Memories of my grandmother seep into the unreality I created for myself and at the oddest and most inconvenient times. I think about her while intentionally trying to avoid thinking about her… . And like a vengeful masochist, I keep remembering the universe’s cruelty in deigning me the bearer of merdo to her one daughter who is the most fragile. For distraction from the pain, I pick at the wound.

      I wanted to believe she was watching over me… that there is continuum even post mortem. But there is this bile of timed bitterness deep in one corner of my soul, and occasionally it releases itself in the form of acid droplets…slowww droplets that burn perfect little circles through my unhealing heart.

      I wanted to believe that her spirit was still with me, and that occasionally she was looking down at me, guiding me the way she used to…that death had stopped the pain medicine had caused her. I wanted to believe that at times she was actually listening to me. But the bile was getting bolder…and more concentrated… .

      And then I found her Social Security Card. As always, my grandmother’s timing was impeccable. I was about to sink in that unforgiving wave of sorrow that is regret. Regret for not going back home to take care of her… regret for not holding her hand one last time… regret for once again asking her to forgive me. Regret is the last stretch of sorrow, a desert where so many have perished. And there I was, galloping towards no-man’s land… .

      I don’t even know how I have her card, but it materialized, and brought with it the woman whose spirit was watching over me.

      And when I go back home next, I will be initiated into that society of Ethiopians who have to make a pit stop at a grave.

      Anderribi Online

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      By: dagm

      From: Yimer

      To: Emawayish

      Date: Tqmt 25, 2003

      Re: Customer Service Request # 45732

      Customer has put in service request about a system that he claims does not allow him to be productive. (Actually, customer has used words re “qZet” and “inqlf maTat”). Evaluate and advise.

      End Memo

      From: Emawayish

      To: Yimer

      Date: Tqmt 29, 2003

      Re: Customer Service Request #45732

      Following up on customer’s complaint, have run standard diagnostic (strictly for placebo and morale purposes). Operating system, and standard applications run fine. Speakers check out OK, and Internet connection seems to be smooth. I am recommending that the customer’s monitor be replaced with a newer and larger model, as poor lighting and occasional slight flickering appears to be the one possible culprit in this case.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Saleh

      Date: hdar 17, 2003

      Re: Customer Service Request #45788

      Please review customer’s request that problems previously fixed re CSR#45732 have resurfaced. Customer is adamant previous technician NOT be sent.

      End Memo

      From: Saleh

      To: Yimer

      Date: hdar 19, 2003

      Re: Customer Service Request #45788

      System was checked out, and everything appears to be in top shape – including the new monitor. Customer’s boss, Wro. Aida, believes customer is not a hypochondriac, and has shown marked decline in productivity over past few months. After discussing case with customer, and customer’s supervisor, it has been decided to move customer to another desk and issue new hardware to help resolve problem. Will get feedback in a week.

      End Memo

      From: Saleh

      To: Yimer

      Date: hdar 26, 2003

      Re: Customer Service Request #45788

      Wro. Aida reports customer seems to be OK. Problem appears resolved. Hardware will be reformatted, and used elsewhere.

      End Memo

      From: Saleh

      To: Yimer

      Date: tahsas 3, 2003

      Re: Customer Service request #45788

      Received panicked phone call from Wro. Aida today. Ato Adefris (previously unnamed customer) apparently is threatening to leave the work team re computer problem. Ato Adefris is key to organization, which has a contract with major global software firm to supply amarNa conjugation program to be packaged into next generation word processor for Ethiopian market. Ato Adefris is considered expert in the field.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Saleh

      Date: tahsas 3, 2003

      Re: Customer Service request #45788

      Please be advised qal-alem international is major account for this firm. Will advise higher ups and pay visit soonest.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, Snr. Account Rep.

      Date: tahsas 7, 2003

      Re: Customer Service Request #45802

      Myself, Saleh and Yewubdar paid visit to Qal-alem international yesterday Re CSR#45788. Customer (Ato Adefris) has been complaining of headaches, nightmares, sleeplessness and a drastic fall in mental acuity and productivity, attributing computer system as only logical source. Ato Adefris has a master’s degree in IT, specializing in etymological structure modeling, and is crucial to organization (as described by his superior – “yalesuma hulum neger qere”). Ato Adefris is adamant that he has methodically eliminated all other possible sources of such problem, showing us result of his (as he put it) “multi-factorial design of experiments” to identify source of problem. We have gone through his system, and do not seem to find any physical reason why he would believe the computer to be problem. We have decided to issue a new CSR number, and keep detailed log of all of his computer-related activity to see what we can come up with.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, Snr. Account Rep.

      Date: tahsas 20, 2003

      Re: CSR# 45802

      This is a followup to note of tahsas 7, 2013 on this same CSR#. Have reviewed detailed log of all activities, and asked customer about physical and mental condition twice a day. Here is what we know so far.

      
        	Ato Adefris says his nightmares change whenever he gets on the internet. It is to be noted he hardly ever likes to browse, and exits the corporate firewall once every few days. Sites visited, and cookies downloaded are being analyzed.

        	Monitor flicker does exist, and is neither random, nor constant. Flicker rate appears to increase over period of time. There is some argument on this within technical team – will advise.

        	Speakers appear to be worse for wear than anyone on technical team is familiar with.

      

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, etc

      Date: tahsas 22, 2003

      Re: CSR#45802

      Received new complaint – customer’s printed document now bear (very very faint!) watermark that customer did not put there. Technical team could not recognize image in watermark (and could not see them at first), but Ato Adefris is adamant that it matches nightmare images. Watermark appears to be independent of what application generates printed page, and shows up irregularly. Watermark does not get printed at all from anyone else’s computer, nor if anyone else logs into their account on Ato Adefris’ computer.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, etc

      Date: tahsas 23, 2003

      Re: CSR#45802

      Re: note of tahsas 20. Speaker membranes do show fatigue tears equivalent to 8000 hrs of 35dB operation. Speakers were brand new when new system was supplied (see Memo of hdar 19). Ato Adefris hardly uses speakers, let alone at these levels. Will contact speaker supplier.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Gashe Ato Dula

      Date: tahsas 23, 2003

      Re: yegenna beg gZi

      Myself and technical team have been extremely busy on this account past few weeks, and have not had chance to buy tnesm tbzam le genna yemtqoreTem Tebot for our families. We are asking permission to take tomorrow off.

      End Memo

      From: Dula

      To: Yimer and team…

      Date: tahsas 24, 2003

      Re: yegenna beg gZi

      Have tried calling all of you to let you know that you have already been put in company pool to get yegenna beg, and do not, repeat DO NOT need to take day off. However, I have just received word that you have all been seen at semEn gebeya, “lat eyeCemeqachu”. That dulet better be good, ‘cause you’re gonna work it off.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Gashe Ato Dula

      Date: tahsas 26, 2003

      Re: ye dulet neger

      The dulet was good – and lersom tinish amTtenal. mehari newot sibal semtenal, yqrta beteweledew inTeyqalen.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula etc…

      Date: tahsas 28, 2003

      Re: CSR#45802

      Major breakthrough. Have found a type of code that has worked its way into the video driver. Every so often, it takes 2 cycles out of the 60 the monitor scans every second to display an image other than what the user thinks is there. Code source not known. Actual image flickered on and off is being pursued.

      End Memo

      From: Wro. Hanna, qebena computer supply

      To: Ato Yimer, Shega Technical

      Date: tahsas 30, 2003

      Re: Speakers

      As previously discussed, technical people at the Ambo Electronic Institute analyzed the speakers you brought to our attention. Their verdict is that speakers can only degrade like this if high-energy ultrasonic frequency sounds are generated with it. We are talking just beyond human ear capability.

      End Memo

      From: Wro. Aida, qal-alem international

      To: Ato Yimer, shega technical

      Date: Tr 5, 2003

      Re: Your request about dogs in the area

      While I do not believe we are paying your company to research about every yesefer lksks wusha, I can answer in the affirmative that, of late, there do seem to be more dogs in the area, and yes, they do seem to “malazen” the whole day. Could it be that the dogs are Adefris’ problem?

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, et al.

      Date: Tr 7, 2003

      Re: CSR#45802

      Have discovered a number of graphic files hidden away that seem to be called up by the video driver every so often. We believe these are the ones responsible for the flickering. Graphics seem to be pictures of old branna style g’Iz script calligraphy, curving lines, unusual shapes, and drawings of an eye randomly distributed. Have attached the ones we have been able to find to this message. Ato Adefris is adamant that he never put these in, nor does he ever remember visiting a web-site that have these pictures. Nobody else admits to being responsible for putting these in the computer either. We think the pictures are not the problem but the code that flickers them on and off.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, et al.

      Date: Tr 8, 2003

      Re: CSR#45802

      Have found more interesting stuff.

      
        	There does seem to be a piece of code that dynamically generates ultrahigh frequency sound. Somewhat like a MIDI file. We have attached said file with this message, and ask that you look into it.

        	In addition to calling up a graphic file, code in video driver also writes directly to screen. We have attached that too.

      

      End Memo

      From: Dula

      To: W/ro Aida, Ato Adefris, Yimer and technical team

      Date: Tr 17, 2003

      Re: Meeting on CSR#45802

      We believe that we have identified a serious issue at the root of Ato Adefris’ problem, and it is important that we meet here, at my office by the 23rd at the latest. It is extremely important everybody attend.

      End Memo

      From: Dr. Negash, Consultant

      To: Ato Dula, Shega Technical

      Date: Tr 20, 2003

      Re: Preliminary Report

      Selam Ato Dula,

      I am writing this note to help document some of the conclusions I have drawn from what you have forwarded to me, and to help guide the discussion on the 23rd.

      It is my opinion that your customer IS right. The computer he has been using is cursed. Or to be more precise, someone is using your customer’s computer system to bombard him on a continuous basis with professionally designed and orchestrated and subliminally delivered curses and spells.

      Please see “dgmtna tedegami” by aleqa meketa haile-leul of Mekari-Iyesus gedam, “The Parapsychological Effects of Subliminal Image and Sound” by Prof. D. Huebner of Strasbourg Institute, and “Djinns i Malk” by Sheikh ibn-Seifullah of Al-Azhar University of Cairo. All are renowned authorities on the power of sounds and images, even subliminally delivered, to deliver demonic curses and spells to an unsuspecting and unprotected victim.

      The graphic files are classic dgmt works, all specifically tailored to hurt one individual. It was clever to hide them as regular pics, and then call them up every so often to flash in front of the target. The watermark image was another classic icon of the dgmt arts.

      But what was really clever was the use of looping code to generate images and sounds. For example, you’d see in one of the graphics files that the debtera who authored it repeats mysterious words of the “Tbeb” in a form, sequence and number that he believe is important. Compare drawing one of those to the following piece of code.

      If usertime < 120 then

      

      Do while Busy()

      

      Dgmt(Print(“gumed shmed ashmedmd akoramd aqoramd amedarg”))

      

      End While

      

      End if

      This is very compact, really just a line of classic dgmt, but the code will spend the whole day just looping through and repeating the same set, or a combination of a different ones acting on their target.

      The speakers are ruined because of the same effect. Spoken curses are “generated” by small lines of looping code, delivering their message at ultrahigh frequency so the target is not conscious of the attack.

      The fact that no other person has complained in that office indicates that this may be targeted, which implies there must be another piece of code that can tell when the target is the one at the computer.

      All these indicate that this is an orchestrated spirit attack has been designed and is being carried out by a person or persons who is/are equally adept at the dbtrna art, as well as computer hacking. Cases like this are becoming more and more common, which is currently a closely held secret by the government. The debteras did not disappear, they just moved into using the new tools at their disposal.

      The solution has to be three-fold. Tracking down those responsible, getting this curse undone, and creating protection for the future. I believe I can be of some help in all these aspects should we come to an agreement.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula, et al.

      Date: yekatit 4, 2003

      Re: CSR#45927

      This is a new CSR following up on CSR#45802. I am filling out a new CSR in order to authorize a new computer system for Ato Adefris. On hearing report of meeting at your office, Ato Adefris’ wife was insistent in bringing their nefs-abat to come and spray Sebel on the system. Unfortunately, the system was on at the time, and was thus shorted.

      End Memo

      From: Dula

      To: Yimer et al

      Date: gnbot 14, 2003

      Re: virtual ktab team

      People. You have done well re CSR#45802. I am happy to report to you today the arrest of those responsible for the attack against Ato Adefris. Let me just say that the computers the coding was done on, as well as the server that had been locking into Ato Adefris’s trips out to the internet (which, it turns out, is when they inserted new versions of the curse on his machine) were discovered beneath the ibet covered floor of a tukul 45 km from the nearest road.

      Anyway, based on our experience in detecting and stopping these kinds of attacks, the board is authorizing what we call “virtual ktab” as a new service we will discreetly offer to select customers. It turns out that corporate clients are just as afraid of a curse on their economic life. You will form the nucleus of this new group.

      Congratulations.

      End Memo

      From: Yimer

      To: Ato Dula

      Date: gnbot 25, 2003

      Re: CSR# 46022

      I am authorizing a new computer terminal for myself. The current one is flickering and gives me headaches.

      End Memo

      Dbq
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      Conversations
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      To some, I’m artistically living out my imagination instead of my memory. To others, I’m foolishly regressing. Ehh… it’s a toss up on any day. Either way, Avalon is beyond imaginary. She’s the reason why I’ve begun observing those delusively innocuous particles that hover around light bulbs. She’s inspired me to gradually shed my skin of innocence and begin questioning people for their motives. She’s the reason why I’ll never settle.

      Inseparable as my eyelids, this friend and foe, lives in a 1 liter, recyclable plastic bottle of seemingly transparent, but spiritually opaque water.

      Last time I had an imaginary pal was in high school, well, she wasn’t really imaginary…it was my dead grandmother. There was this lake in front of my parents’ place… I would go there after midnight, every Wednesday for an entire winter…the moonlight gives the snow an eerie glow and little pieces of ice float on the surface… the only sound you hear is when they crack a bit… I would wait for a few minutes and …I would see her. Maybe it was the cold and my watery eyes…but I could swear it was her. She never talked back. But she would listen and smile whenever appropriate. I even made her laugh one night but you couldn’t really hear her.

      One night, my mom caught me sneaking back into the house. She demanded to know where I was and I told her everything. Mskin setiyo you can imagine her horror…

      Something about water …the Horror, the Horror.

      I found myself giggling hysterically on my own yesterday afternoon in class. She allowed me to make fun of her, watched me and listened. I had to make fun of the fact that she may be the right pigmentation, Christian denomination and sufficiently conservative for his liking, but they could never laugh at the same things that we do. She would never understand why he would rant for hours on end on the fate of Job, and I on Ecclesiastes. Besides, she’s got an unbecoming hip-to-waist ratio and the creativity of a log.

      Yep, the fact that I heal by patronizing others, “imaginary others”, is no vice in my opinion.

      But who said I escape with impunity.

      That same evening, her eyes metamorphosed from shimmering to bloodshot scathing. Her look, like a black shroud that cloaked my inner confidence and highlighted my inadequacies: "yenE emebEt, mechEm ay’semTeleshm. He doesn’t want you. He left you. You are an inconvenience."

      He would grow to love her, of out convenience.

      I mourned. Again.

      Why do you give me such funny ideas? Every time I read your emails I find myself digging deep inside trying to find something. Now I am determined to find an imaginary friend inside my bottle of Evian.

      Embi alech, yenewa. bisedbat… bilat biserat… I’m on my fifth bottle and since I can’t get frequent flyer miles for trips to the W…I’m about to quit. Dirowinus, ye ferensay neger. I might have had better luck with a bottle of ambo or dengolo.

      You know it’s funny, ehit, I never considered imaginary friends… imaginary. You don’t need to dig. They live in different personalities. We talk to them, hate to love them and love to hate them. We all have 'em…

      …all projections of what we’re not.

      quTrology
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      _

      By Editor 812_

      As Editor 000 confessed shamelessly, quTr mesrat alchelm. Well ever since we found out that Upper Management approved QuTrology (pre-requsite Psychology 724 Feel Good Mathematicss) in the course list for How to get an M.Eng, PhD. PhADD and Doktoral In Two Weeks, ehh… let’s just say we’ve come a long way.

      In exploring the relationship and role of numerology in our spiritual and cultural identity, we revisited our local (we wish) G’Izologist Professor Ayele Bekerie (to think he hasn’t put a restraining order on us… yet):

      1.What are the rules of G’Iz spelling? How and what does the numerological chart reveal about the value of each fidel?

      The numerical values of the Ethiopic letters have been obtained from a table prepared by Aleqa Asras Yenesew and published in his book Tebe Aksum Menu Anta? in 1959. According to the table, the letters are arranged into seven columns and each column has a total of 26 letters. The first column is the Ge’ez or Sunday column (Ha-ge’ez, La-Ge’ez …Pa-Ge’ez). The Ge’ez column letters are assigned numerical values from 1 to 800. The first ten letters have consecutive numerical values from 1 to 10. Then the next nine letters would have numerical values which increase by multiples of 10 (i.e. 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 90, 100). The next letter - d-Ge’ez, is assigned a number value of 200, an increment of 100. As a result the remaining six letters have numerical values from 300 to 800.

      The same calculation applies to the Ka’eb, Sal’s, Rab’e, Ham’s, Sad’s, and Sab’e columns. For instance, the Ka’eb column number values are: 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20, 40, 60, 80, 100, 120, 140, 160, 180, 200, 400, 600, 800, 1,000, 1,200, 1,400, 1,600.

      The 182 or last letter, following this procedure will have a number value of 5,600, which can also be obtained by multiplying 800 by 7. Please refer to the table for the complete presentation of the numerical values of the 182 letters.

      2. Can you expound on significant numbers such as 3, 7, 44, and any other “good” and “bad” numbers?

      The most famous “good” number within the Ethiopian tradition is 13, which is a number for peace. Peace in Amahric or Ge’ez is selam, which is made up of three Ge’ez column words, slm. The numericalvalue for these three words adds up to 13 (7+2+4).

      9 may be regarded as “bad” number, for it represents the month of Ginbot or May. As you all know, weddings aren’t held in the month of Ginbot and Adbar is celebrated during this month. Adbar is an indigenous religion that is more ancient than any of the monotheistic religious traditions. In the month of Ginbot, our folks resort back to a ritual that evokes the various totems of mother-nature. This practice may be seen as an affirmation of ancestral connections, and, therefore, not that “bad”.

      3. Wow. Can you give us some examples of numerical divinations?

      Kristos (80), Hewan (91/7=13), Sara (13), Kal or word (10), Adam (144).

      4. How do you reconcile “sm’n mel’ak yaweTawal” Christian mythology versus numerological calculations of one’s actual name?

      The two serve different purposes. Naming is a reflection of the totality of one’s family experience and the name usually captures a page or a chapter in the family history. Numerological calculations of a given name is instigated by the need to deal with casualties, such as illness, accident, and misfortune.
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      5. Can you give us a short bibliography?

      1. Aleqa Asras Yenesew (1959). TEBE AKSUM MENY ANTA? Addis Ababa, Commercial Printing Press.

      2. Aleqa Asras Yenesaw (1959) YEKAM METASEBIA YETIOPIA FIDEL MESERETENET METAWEKIA. Asamara: Kokebe Tsebahe Printing Press.

      3. Merigetta Yetbarek Gessese Merra (1993). KINA TIBEBENA SINA TIBEB YEHAZ MEZGEBE QUTER. Addsia Ababa: Bole Printing Press.

      4. Getachew Haile (2000). BAHERA HASAB YEZEMEN QOTERA QIRSACHEN KETARIK MASTAWESHA GAR.Collegeville, Minnesota.

      5. Abraha (1956) HATTETA MENAFSIT WEAWDE NEGEST. Asmara: Artgraphic.

      (Note: all the dates are in European calendar.)

      Drgo for Derek
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      _

      by YA

      _

      Dreading wintry conditions, in the august days of sub-zero December, I did arrive at work on time but jaded. Taking the stairs to the third floor couldn’t have been more helpful… I barely finished turbo-ing in my computer before the cleaner, who was 77, turned up with his colossal vacuum. He was also about to get on with daily business. Alongside him and about a step behind, as I looked over my shoulder, appeared the company’s financial director, wife for 23 years of our Managing Director. He was my boss.

      “zarE sle mn yhon beTewatu yeminCeqaCeqew”, I couldn’t make of her face.

      She stood there for moments not exactly saying anything.

      That morning, with no one else from our office in, was particularly lonely. Robin’s sister, I learnt much later, had a stroke during the weekend and now couldn’t speak or move. He was with her. Dr. Alex was back in London minding his university responsibilities.

      Barbra slowly moved closer, looking stunned by now, and muttered “umm…hhm, Alebachew, have you seen the news?” I responded with a quick “no” and followed it by “why?” What I heard next, I could never have been prepared for, tore me apart. It ripped kfuNa through me.

      She said: “Derek has passed away, h…e wa…a…s involved…i…n a plane accident near Grimsby”. I stood frozen, then not knowing where I was going I took a step outside the office and held on to the banister. Slowly, I walked down one flight of stairs and faced the door to his outer office. He was standing there, swear you me. My tears started falling. Leaning heavily on the banister I continued walking down, past the reception to the rest room where I wailed behind closed doors. Later that day, while I was sitting on my desk, I could see him standing in front of me. The feeling of his presence in the office was so intense.

      nefsun ymarewna, he was passionate about his work. One of the company’s flagship products, which we were in the process of releasing a new version for, had had the two of us work together longer-than-life hours in the months before. Our conversations from Friday were so vivid, his cup still on the corner of the table few steps away. ye mot Tri dissipated things quite unexpectedly. It was unreal.

      12:00 p.m. same day: By now, I was the only one in within three floors manning all customer calls and having to say in-explainable things. Barbra had left to identify his body. I scampered across the net and found out that he was test flying a Jet Provost he wanted to buy for himself.

      Dec 19, 2000: Dr. Alex and I drove to the funeral of a person we knew so much and so little about. Thus, in a village deep in English countryside called Barnack, after reflective hours on winding-icy roads, we arrived at a church. I was a bit unsure how Dr. Alex from Algeria, who seemed a devout Muslim, and myself for that matter, although may be for a different reason, would take the ceremony. Menged lay sinhed memot esu endemaychl, laychilm endemichl tenegagern, Eyaqwaretn. Feran, Waga Atan.

      Most of the houses in the village were made of stones. I couldn’t imagine myself living in such a place for any significant amount of time. Not because the houses were made of stones but for it looked secluded. Apparently, Derek, as I learnt later, had done 23 years there. He was in the RAF, I learnt, for a long time until he retired and started his company in 1989.

      Every one was wearing suits or military uniforms with an assortment of medals on top of their left shirt pockets and R (talaqu “R”) anks on their shoulders. There was even a guard of honour. I wasn’t sure how to react walking between lines of army guards with stern faces into the church.

      Inside, no one was crying, four people pulled ropes attached to bells which rang every half a minute or so. A priest was muttering words to them or may be to us too but I could only hear numbers being called 3,4,2 (pause) 5,1 (pause) and then another set of numbers.

      We sat on a bench and I kept thinking Dr. Alex might just get up and run out the door. It was his first time in a church. I was not very comfortable myself because often organised religion seemed more of politics to me and I could always spot a person worthy of rewards from any religion. Meantime, I felt there is always something supernatural. A God without religious regard, one that doesn’t insist people have to be ardently Orthodox, Muslim, Buddhist, Jew, Catholic etc… to be good beings. There is much to debate about religion…some of them look trivial to me.

      Through the ceremony every one was asked to stand up and read along some poems/writings by people and extracts from the bible. Every one was given a pamphlet of the proceedings at the entrance. Some of the writings were agreeable although religious in nature. Dr. Alex kept looking around incessantly and asked the other people about the proceedings. It was cold and I wondered if they could hook up a fireplace in the corner of the stone church to heat it up a bit. I was most definitely the only young person (under 25) among the crowd and should I mention definitively African as well. Some were looking curiously, their eyes saying “Where has this one come from, strange?”. In one pair of eyes, I could see a confused lady who thought I was his son, the result of an exotic binge out some where. He was probably a secretive man. His mother was there as well. She looked young and strong still, Derek was 51.

      After the church ceremony, a reception was held at a town hall. Dr. Alex couldn’t stay for the reception. Inside, people were given food and drink. Very soon people were landing wines and beer and warm discussions about errands were struck, at least it seemed so, as all across the room, the crowd got louder and drunker. I wondered if the focus of the British’ relationship to death, given the circumstances, was to celebrate the work he has done despite it all. Manm alemalqesu yasdenegTal. Were they happy or were they sad? I knew no one but two people from office there and for the most part I sat and looked at every one else. You would be hard pushed to realise this was a reception after a funeral if you didn’t attend the church ceremony earlier. Small pondering about the fine line between life and death and a bit of staring and smiling at other people, some nibbling on food and we were ready to leave.

      How many of these a human life handles in its stretch, no one knows. That day life certainly didn’t seem to be a trial and I was yet reminded that one shot in it is all we seem to get.

      Blood and Bones
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      Africa, the father of creation

      Africa, the mother of all nations

      From up the Nile to the Cataracts

      Nomandic travelers, never looking back.

      To Morocco on to Europe and the East

      On to China, Jah wind blew them

      Over seven seas.

      Out of the prophet, the son of Noah

      All people move to the heartbeat.

      And it’s deeper than skin,

      Deep within your soul

      It cuts deep like blood and bones

      Deeper than flesh, deep within your heart

      Deep like blood and bones.

      …excerpt from THE PROCESS’ “Blood and Bones”.

      ‘Spirits and Spirituality’

      The ! two spirits which have guided my destiny in my life the most so far are without doubt my grandfather, Thomas Pierce, and the Emperor, Haile Sellassie I.

      The I-Story of the universal struggle of human oppression giving way to liberation, of suffering giving way to a better life, not just for yourself but for others, unites us as one fellowship, in the eyes of God and Man.

      Both my grandfather and the Emperor were of the same generation. One came from a poor Irish family, the other from Ethiopian royalty. Both mens spirits however, have shaped my personal spiritual outlook and inner knowledge of what it takes to walk the path of Rasta.

      My grandfather was born in Ireland in 1895. His father was a Potestant Orangeman and a police officer, who was not well-liked in the Catholic areas. He fathered 7 children by his wife, an actress. My great-grandfather was beaten to death by a Catholic mob when Thomas! was just 4 years old. My great-grandmother became an alcoholic, and the children were put to work to support the family. Thomas sold butter from a cart in the streets to help out.

      In his early teens he bought his one possession, a suit, which he hoped would help advance his status in life. When his mother pawned the suit for liquor, Thomas realized he had no chance to help himself at home. Although he deeply loved his mother, he made the difficult decision to leave.

      Tom stowed away on a ship to Canada during the first Great War with a close friend. When they were discovered on board, they were given the choice of being sent back or to work 7 years as indentured servants, essentiallyslaves at a farm in Canada. Thomas and his buddy worked at the farm, sleeping in a barn, until one cold winter night, his friend froze to death. Tom escaped and fled south. Although underage,! he eventually enlisted in the Canadian Cavalry, to fight the Germans.

      Fighting trench-warfare in France, Thomas was sprayed by yprite (mustard) -gas; the same cowardly form of warfare used by Italy in Ethiopia in the 1930’s. Though severely injured, Thomas recovered and returned to Canada, his memories of men and horses sinking in the mud staying with him forever.

      Tom Pierce married a young Scottish lass, Jessie Smith. The two moved to Michigan in the 30’s and raised a loving family of 6 children, one of whom was my mother.

      Tom never returned to Ireland, though Jessie went back to Scotland several times after his death. Her mother had been killed by a German bomb in the Battle of Britain.

      Thomas Pierce died in 1965 at age 70 as a result of injuries incurred in the mustard-gas poisoning years earlier.

      I owe him my life, freedom, and more than I can even pos! sibly understand. My only memories of him are as a kindly old grandfather. It is difficult to imagine such a person being born out of such circumstances. In telling his story, I build a shrine to my grandfather, where respect is due. The other person I owe so much to is the Emperor, Haile Selassie I. It is difficult to gain a general consensus of the average Ethiopian’s opinion of the Emperor. Opinions vary by class, ethnic group, political agenda, etc…

      I choose to view the Emperor, as Marcus Garvey said, “through my own spectacles,” and in doing so, I’ve come to see Ethiopians as citizens of the world, and not just of that mystic, far-away land. There is much to learn about the mystical and dogmatic aura surrounding Rastafarianism and it’s unique African and Jamacian roots. It is learning the story of Sellassie’s life and his courage however, which have inspired me the m! ost personally on a spiritual level.

      Sellasie’s life and Christian example encouraged me to read the Bible, the book which gave HIM so much inspiration and motivation. I was able to view it in a new light and take it’s wisdom to heart. Suddenly I had a new song in my heart, which flows like a river with no end, refreshing my soul. If Jah hadn’t put a song in my heart, I wouldn’t have a song to sing.

      I was slow in warming to the Rasta way. Even now I am considered unorthodox, I am sure. However, experience teaches wisdom, and my experience has taught me the Emperor, when faced with the options he had always did his best for his people.

      His Majesty’s spirit touched my soul and put me on the path to understanding. What better role model could mankind possibly aspire to in these times?

      Selah

      David Asher is the singer of the rock-reggae band THE PROCESS www.mp3.com/processmusic

      Seleda survey
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      Moments in Nirvana

      **_We asked some of you about a place, a moment, a scent, a memory, a gesture, that brings you a moment of utter peace, connection, flow. A time or space when you felt some presence, and felt it was THE moment you want to hold on to forever.

      Your Nirvana Moment…_

      Freshman year…it was a little past 4am, and my hard partying roommate had just returned, totally wasted. She stumbled around the room trying to undress…I heard her …mirirrrrr bilognal yesua neger…but I tried to keep my eyes closed…ignore her. keza…i hear pffssss pfssss…I can’t believe she is putting on hairspray at this hour…yichi sekaram… then I can hear her walking to her bed. and getting comfortable. temesgen…I try to resume my sleep. Then something…tickles my nose…i crinkle it…hmm…no…it tickles again…the sweet minty smell of eucalyptus…wiy bahir zafff…memories flood back…my grandmother boiling it and inhaling the steam…i clearly remember er…bowing with a towel over her head…trying. to cure her cold…kiremt…early sunday afternoons when my father would drive us up to Menelik’s old palace up in EnToTo…we would park right next to it and sit there…shivering…it’s cold up there…but there’s always that comforting smell of bahir zaf…looking over the city…he would tell us the most amazing stories up there…ah … I was wide awake…thinking I was going crazy…yemin bahir zaf…I’m in a sleepy town in new england…in a room with a sekaram sorority girl…i bolt up…what what?? what the hell was that you sprayed…she wakes up startled…she starts apologizing…sorry…didn’t mean to wake you up. what?! …what was that that you sprayed!!!..she looks a bit scared…and she reaches over to the dresser and hands me a bottle…i look at it…“aromatherapy”…it says…how true… I spray it right in front of me and take a deeeeeep breath… oufeeeeyyyy…I feel like I was back home. I am now hugging the little bottle…my roomie looks at me bewildered…and says…hey you can keep it if you want. without a word…I take it back to bed with me…every time the smell faded…I’d spray a bit more… ah…the peace and security I felt that night…

      Lijitu from New York City

      My moments in nirvana are tied inextricably with the people in my life — the light (and sometimes the bane) of my existence. I have sharp memories of instances where I wished myself anywhere but here on earth, and instances where I thanked God for blessing me with life amongst those I have come to know and love.

      My deepest love is for my grandmother. Her mere presence in my life is like an anointment of hope and light and innumerable blessings. I have two moments I hold in my mind like a fragile gift: Emama holding a small child by the hand and walking with her swaying gait into the rising mists of the morning light. And the soft whirr of the inzirt, Emama sitfetil.

      My blessings, outside of my family are the friends I’ve gathered about me over the years (like a thick and comfortable ghabi) and on whom I can depend for sanity during moments of intense chaos. And with those friends, there is a moment, suspended with acute clarity in the time zone of my memory, that typifies for me the meaning of love amongst friends: three of us, playing a simple game of cards over the breakfast table at the home of the parents of one of us, laughing like children, secure in each other’s esteem of one another.

      I’ll hold these things dear, unfold them from my memory now and again, then hold them up to the light and embrace them with my eyes.

      Yeshi Medhin from Washington, DC

      Actually three activities launch me into that never-never land in which one is traveling, experiencing more in spirit than in the physical.

      I never realized them for what they were as a child though I can remember as far back as seven when these activities put me in what euphemistically is referred to as “Nirvana.”

      These happened whenever I went riding, practiced martial arts, or sat down to write.

      When I saddled up to go riding I would find the grooming the horse and putting on the Bridle and Saddle, the communication between man and beast, tactile and otherwise would put me in the Zone. After that it would be an escape as the rhythms of everyday gave rise to the rhythm of drumming hooves.

      In the second, whenever I suited up for a martial arts the act of donning the Kimono, the smells and sounds of the Gym going from bantering laughter and noise to utter if enforced silence and quiet.

      The third and last is an escape more of the mind than the body, but whenever I am writing I seem to be somewhere else opening successive doors into areas more and more intricate. Writing helps keeps them familiar and comfortable but in turn fuels even more delving to yet more uncharted depths.

      Mesraite Christos

      Alright then … I will start with this disclaimer: “The following statement is by no means to be interpreted as an indication of any significant level of talent or competence in the games of volleyball or tennis. They may however indicate the level of enthusiasm for said games.” Ok that said here is my Nirvana moment …

      Diving for the ball to dig out an impossible spike in volleyball, realizing I got it when my team mates cheer but having no recollection of how I did it… or … a (very) rare sequence of lethal backhands in tennis when it feels like I can do no wrong in this world … these are my moments of Nirvana.

      Sinidu from San Francisco

      Nirvana ,hmmmmmmm! That moment when the rest of the world switched to fade mode … Mine? It happened seven years ago, on my wedding day. It was a very simple wedding … actually it was unique in a sense …you see, we did not have any diggis, but we invited our friends to join us at one of the Ethiopian restaurants and celebrate our wedding by paying for their own food and drinks … it was a fabulous wedding! …the moment, the Nirvana … when I floated to the heavens happened when my husband surprised me by getting up and going on stage to serenade me with poetry…a poetry about his love …and a promise.

      Igigayew Sebhatu from Washington, D.C.

      On Nirvana:

      I thought immediately of that rare moment when the Muse shakes you awake from your lethargy, and brings sudden order to the chaotic thoughts in your head; mysteriously, you are able to translate those thoughts into the right words…right even when you are the only one who understands them.

      Yetinayet from the Edge.

      If I were given another chance, then I wished I lived again my childhood life. I never understood then the meaning of the song “Ere lijoch lijoch eniCHawet beTam kengedih lijinet temeliso aymeTam.” I wish I did, so that I would make an extra effort to enjoy it even more. I remember each and every day, the things that I used to do with my family, friends, at school…Kezas behuala endatileN because in that case you will have to change the topic: instead of “THE moment you want to hold on for ever,” it should

      be “THE moment you don’t want to remember at all.”

      Azeb from Arlington

      A moment in Nirvana…

      At an Ethiopian restaurant in DC with three of my best friends celebrating a job promotion. Abonesh’s song “Anchi inat hager ItyoPia” started playing… “tinafiqNalesh yihEn semon-imma”… She’s a love affair that will never end… Ethiopia. At that moment, among friends, I fell in love with her all over again.

      Seble from New York

      I was in the office at 6:00 a.m. and started reading an old Life Diaries from Seleda’s early days… the Gelawdios and Makeda saga… Makeda’s last entry… year 2045 in Ethiopia… Her interpretation of the seven horses… and one of them changed my life…

      _

      “Now that peace has come, let each person learn again to smile at and greet each stranger he meets on the street, let each person learn again to invite a loner to join the warmth of her group in a cup of coffee. No more shall we refrain from extending our kindness to strangers because of the newfound inhospitable chic that is part timidity, part pride. Let us return to some of the old ways that had served us so well.”

      _

      I have not been the same since.

      Debrewerq from Tach Hager

      Every afternoon at around 4:30 PM, I get home and open the front door and there is my first son, Noah, waiting for me. As soon as he sees it is me coming in, he comes running towards me shouting “Baba,” with his big eyes smiling that exquisite smile of his, runs into my open arms and I carry him on high above my head. For a moment or two, he just keeps smiling at me without saying a word. Thinking about that moment keeps me in a

      blissful trance all day long. Nothing I wouldn’t give to see that smile again and again and again…

      Hyiwot Teshome

      Silver Spring, Maryland

      My nirvana moments actually are continuous:

      Each time my 2 year-old daughter greets me after I’ve been away from her (whether it’s one day or several days away with work) - she’ll come running, full speed towards me, arms outstretched, full of genuine glee and pure joy at seeing me, with a shout of “AbatE!!” There is absolutely no feeling that beats that moment in time for me.

      Cheers,

      Yifatew from Yifat

      I meet my nirvana in random, dispersed pockets of human kindness.

      I got on the bus the other day having forgotten my bus pass, and without a penny in my pocket. I searched my pockets vigorously for spare change, but came 25 cents short of a dollar. The bus driver, an over-worked middle-aged woman with a thankless job, sneered, but let me in. As I shuffled through the crowd to get close to the exit door, a fist held me. She grabbed arm and slipped money into my hands.

      Startled, I looked down, and there, to my left, sat an old, wrinkled caramel-skinned lady, ensconced amid the aggressive crowd, wrapped up in so many layers I could barely see her Why, she must’ve thought I didn’t have any lunch money or something. How motherly, how selfless, how humane

      I insisted and gave the money back to her (or so I thought), thanked her profusely and split.

      I found a five dollar bill crumpled in my pocket.

      Delilah Gorges from New York
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      Top Ten Things an Ethiopian Would Say on Happening upon a Ghost
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      Fergeddabout the inaccurate tea leaf readings of Weizero Mannalebish! Dump the Wuqabi aqrabbi/araqi of 18th street. You want to know what your future holds? Here comes the SELEDA Horoscope to the rescue…

      Aries (March 21-April 19): This is going to be a time for great prosperity for you. The Indians now running the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia will think you are a long lost cousin and give you several million Birr in “loans.” Bring a Bic pen for collateral, several festals for the cash, and kokoss to slick back your not-so-luCHa hair.

      Taurus (April 20-May 20): There is danger in your future. You will be at a wedding where they don’t serve Heineken. Don’t panic. Don’t sulk. Go up to the mother of the bride and pretend you are a zemed and that you were actually invited. Learn how to say (with the right incredulity) "Ere sew mn ylal " about the beer predicament. While you are at it, make snippy comments about the WeT. The danger will pass if you remain calm.

      Gemini (May 21- June 21): You are in for a strange month. Soon you will find yourself at the heart-wrenching leqso of a distant friend. But do not panic at the presence of a ye-wuCH ager zega musho awraj. Just remember: when Aquanetta-Shaniqua DeBeverly hollers, “Brotha man is dead!” you echo with “Of course, of course, baferu lai”

      Cancer (June 22-July 22): This will be an enlightening month for you. You finally muster the guts to tell your parents that you’ve changed your major from Nuclear Physics/Bio-Organo Chemistry and your minor in Mechanical Engineering … which you were minoring in because, as your father put it, “denb newa… ye sew lij mehandiss kalhone”… to Agricultural Sciences with a minor in Interior Design. You will shame your parents… “lijachn geberE hone eko”… they are shunned from the “Our Children go to Ivy League Schools-BolE Chapter” Idir. Stay firm. Don’t let your mother’s daily wailing and myriad of “amalajoch” make you cease to find the ultimate inner peace in your pursuit to be a Feng Shui master.

      Leo (July 23-August 22): You will find your mate this month… if you make mild adjustments to your “non-negotiable” pre-requisites… Reconsider the requirements of a “yetemarch” supermodel, who will sustain the Ethiopian tradition of washing her husband’s feet and eating after he eats. Look again at your need for a woman who is independent but will always wholeheartedly agree with you in front of your friends. You may need to assess the possible contradiction in wanting a virgin who’s into threesomes.

      Virgo (August 23-September 22): Rejoice in “connecting back to your roots!” This will be a month of deep introspection and identity revitalization. You will start a well-funded NGO that aims to teach every Ethiopian man, woman and child to appreciate fusion cuisine… “we of two cultures will make this a better world via fusing our minds and cuisines.” Your Imitation Bacon, Arugla and Shirro Pie will garner you respect. You will be inducted into the “dehna sew” Hall of Fame. Use your powers for good.

      Libra (September 23-October 22): It’s time for new beginnings. Yes, you might have gone to Tqmt Whateverth Komprihensive (Fourth Shift) back home … your Mummy might not have had a Nanny… you never got to play at RichE… but you are earning a six-figure salary now and just bought a summer home in Amagansett. Time to get over the complex complexes… and to get rid of the damn danteel on your HDTV. Remember what you learnt in intense therapy: “In current currency (idmE l’Amerika) money can buy me (some) class.”

      Scorpio (October 23-November 21): You are in for yet another tumultuous month… make that year. Just as you thought, everybody is talking about you; everybody is out to get you; when people ask how you are feeling, what they are really after is your intellectual property; the CIA is working full time to discredit your dissertation; you can’t write a personal letter without copyrighting the whole thing because people steal your words… and… and you will start a new litigation against the Ministry of Education, Emperor Menilik’s estate, the Ethiopian Church and all on-line Ethiopic software companies for stealing and/or attempting to steal, and/or not give you credit for creating the fidel, “ku”.

      Sagittarius (November 22-December 21): Get ready to be embraced by new ideas. Add a random “X” to your name (MeXfin, Gebre IXihaber) and delve into the American Rap Culture. Don’t worry about who Sojourner Truth, Dred Scott or William Wells Brown are … but make sure you know Snoop’s shoe size. Emerge from the “enslavement” that the White Devil (well, mainly Mr. Kronos, proprietor of that old Greek bakery by Tewodros Addebabi you used to frequent as a kid) has imposed on you. Fight the power that wants to bring you “down” and your newfound identity… which might include your mother who thinks your dreadlock extensions and baggy pants make you look like CHraq, ye sew CHraq. Scar your ye bEt lij dmbuuuCHiyE baby face with a razor, and light up the gangsta’ fire in you.

      Capricorn (December 22-January 19): Sick of not being part of any liberation movement, you will, this month, endeavor to start the Liberation Movement for People Who Have No Liberation Movement. Then, tired of the “in-fighting,” you will splinter off and create the Liberation Movement to Liberate Those who Have Been Oppressed By The Liberation Movement for People Who Have No Liberation Movement. Your mission is to liberate the liberators. Always stay focused no matter how many liberation movements you have to create. Eventually, one will address your needs. If not, liberate it!

      Aquarius (January 20-February 18): It’s time to get your finances and priorities in order. Learn frugality and cut down on extravagant expenditures by limiting the budget for your wedding to $60,000. Force yourself to stay within that budget (plus or minus 10k), but don’t try your hand at frugality when it comes to the essentials - such as inviting all 1,500 of your closest, closest personal friends. Show self-restraint by not having more than nine berEs slaughtered to mark the occasion of your nuptials. Exude modesty by cutting back to seven kinds of doro weT and a 10-tier versus a 12- tier cake. However, all this penny-pinching does not mean that each guest can’t have his/her own personalized bottle of Johnny Walker Black, and a gift certificate to Bloomingdale’s to buy the proper attire to attend your wedding (you don’t need the embarrassment of having people show up in leisure suits and white-patented leather shoes). If you practice this kind of fiscal prudence, you will even be able to purchase a car within the next couple of years.

      Pisces (February 19-March 20): Just stay home. Close the door, shut the window and blast some Melaku Gelaw. Life is great. Relax.

      Do the right thing
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      Numerology…

      3 million: Number of our Ethiopian brothers and sisters infected with AIDS/HIV.

      620,000: Number of AIDS Orphans in Ethiopia

      17: Percentage of the Addis Abeba population infected with the HIV/AIDS virus

      1.7 million: How many Ethiopians we will bury who have died of AIDS

      This is our generation’s holocaust.

      Support People to People.

      This will be our generation’s legacy.

      We invite our readers to attend an AIDS awareness event in Atlanta on December 1, 2001 at City Hall. Guest appearance by Haile Gebre Sellasie.

      For more information contact us at events@seleda.com

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The HIV/AIDS Issue : December 2001

      The Communication Issue : January 2002

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      The MrT’na MraCH Issue : April 2002

      The Triumph & Despair Issue : May 2002

      The HIV/AIDS Issue : December 2001

      This is a serious issue. So serious that we at Seleda are willing to bet our last healthy cell that all of you know someone personally, or know of someone in the Ethiopian community who is suffering or has suffered fatally from this dreaded plague of the 21st century. A young cousin who died suddenly from “samba.” An uncle who died from “b’rd.” A relative who had disappeared for no apparent reason and turns up dead with suspect explanations given by the immediate family. HIV/AIDS has become the silent, faceless, graceless killer amongst us whom no one wants to talk about.

      This is your opportunity to put your fears, your thoughts, your experiences, your prejudice and your knowledge out there for our community to manbeb and meGenzeb. Perhaps it is time we as a community stopped ignoring our common killer and shunning its victims.

      December is AIDS Awareness month, so we thought we could take this opportunity to learn about “the dreaded disease” with you, to mourn its victims together, and to begin to fight our common enemy with you. Put pen to paper and share, not just about your personal loss, but whatever useful thing you may learned from it, what you would like to share with your community. If you are in the medical profession and you have unique knowledge about the many ways HIV/AIDS has affected us, we hope that you will take the time to share your knowledge with us.

      Deadline for articles is November 15, 2001. It’s never too soon to start nor to submit.

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      Ay-hey-hey… wedEt wedEt. Long after we’ve been pegged “undersexed, desperate dorks” by those who, well, aren’t, ineho proof that we might really, really …ere le werE’m ayamech.

      OK… so, this is the Sex Issue. Ah…the “S” word, feared and adored in Ethiopian society…that confounding mixture of promiscuity and piety all wrapped in one neat dr’b neTela teeming with tension and confusion. We’re blasé about _CHn gered_s but, ho-ho-ho, let an adult woman wear a strapless dress, and it’s all “waiter, I will have an extra large kenfer memTeT with my outrage”. Conversely, are we Diasporic Ethiopians over sexualized? Is there something to be said for ET inhibitions?

      In layman’s terms, at what point do issues of sex, fidelity, freedom, love, passion, lust, secrets and fantasies… megenaNet? Is our sense of piousness six feet or six inches deep? Are we capable of deep, hard thoughts about the myth and reality of sex in our society? Where is our emotional bed at? Do we have the tolerance to openly talk about sex, or are we going to just medabess the issue and not thrust to the core of the matter? Are we able to come, collectively, to an agreement, or are we doomed to always mafen our screams of ecstasy or frustration? What was the orgy-nal sin? Kama Sutra? You wish-imma!

      UUUUUuhhhhhh?

      Listen, we just ask the questions, aiight! Because we are proof positive that some reproductive organs should NOT reproduce, we look towards you, oh sage SELEDAwiyan, to help us address some of these issues. Enlighten us. High time for some frank, fr’T-rT , healthy discussion.

      Speaking of high…we’re done here. Articles are due on or before January 15

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      To dig or not to dig? To poke, to puncture, perchance to bleed? _MoyalE_s can be painful, no? Yes they can. The distress of walking on a damaged heel because that miserable little wretch decided to dig itself into your body. Imagine that! YOUR body, damn it! And there it is, lodged comfortably in your heel, the pride and soul of your flawless walk and prance. There it is, grinning ad infinitum, while you huff and puff in an effort to dare the needle. That bastard! Your heel will never be the same again. Never! Imagine the expenses for psychiatric care to nurse your severely damaged self-esteem … all on account of that miniscule wretch. Yet abatu, ya agdim-adeg!

      Is the perfect heel too much to ask for? Imagine the joy, the sheer bliss of waking up and looking at a flawless, smooth heel, sans intruder infestation. It would even make the most menial, tedious jobs seem like heaven.

      In all seriousness, March is our “Depression and Ecstasy” issue. The hours spent fiddling and toying with sanity while itching from depression bites … momentous outbursts of ecstatic celebration that would put to shame the CHiffera and dinfata of a igir-aTabi who got promoted to Tegur-astekakai … folks, here’s your chance to tell us your stories. Come hither and vent; our support group welcomes thee.

      So … all megl-yeQuaTeru terekezoch due on the 15th of February? 17th, if u have pedicured feet.
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      The HIV/AIDS issue

      December, 2001

      Note from the editors
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      Note from the Editors.

      There are certain things we here at SELEDA believe God created to ease the torment and CHnq that routinely befalls us mortals: Weizero Amakelech’s brz, “Last Call” at Neiman’s, Gigi singing Adwa and, His most charitable contribution to mankind, endowing Upper Management with the attention span of a worm in heat.

      No sooner had our fird-less leaders lead the exhortatory “revolution” last month that hailed in a “gentler yet robustly fabulous” SELEDA Era, than they lost interest in the darn thing. “Oooooffff!” they said. “Oooofff! YihE neger sidebrrrrrrrrr…”

      Eh… hello?

      … Not that we said much when decorators flew back and forth at a dizzying speed, and soon our walls were painted in colors with names such as Wez Ader Yellow, Grazmach Green, Mehal Sefari Blue and, in a final defilement of thinking people everywhere, ICS Mauve.

      … Not that we didn’t try to squeeze out unnerved smiles when the chic Abiyotawiis greeted us at the door with “I am a happy SELEDA SerateNa, My name is _______” name tags before leading us through newly installed metal detectors.

      …Not that we did not look the other way and pretend to hear voices as they debated with ease which celebrity editor should edit "The Ethiopian Nouveau Riche: Deadly New Disease or Harmless Diversion? " Issue.

      M’Ts. Tadiya mn yaregal! Sidet kiffu neger.

      Soon, however, hamot inna chocolate soufflé biqoym ynessal indylu, we were this [place index finger against thumb] close to revolting when Upper Management lost its lovin’ feeling and caught the seven-day itch. After all, running a ‘Zine takes patience, negotiation, compromise, personality… and actually being present.

      But the titans of triviality that they are, our bosses (be inqrt lai bad hair day alu!!), decided to launch the SCUD missile that was “Operation Hager Maqnat” from the banks of a hoity-toity resort where everyone is named Jean-Claude somethingorother, and where they had taken shelter after 7 tedious days of … “Abo tewun! GEtachin’m be sebateNaw qen arfuwal qerto iNa”.

      As the gentleman who directs traffic outside Medhanialem puts it, “Piss-liss, sewetch. Piss-liss!”

      Eshi, is it us… just us who are anguished by stuff like this?? Or… tell us the truth, are we suffering from Battered Editors Syndrome?

      _

      /start/ [indignant, impassioned plea]

      _

      Ehhh… can someone… ehh… ok… ooooffff!

      _

      /end/ [indignant, impassioned plea]

      _

      Welcome, SELEDAwiyan, to the AIDS/HIV Issue.

      We suffered sensible trepidations about even having this issue… we are, after all, angole zelzalas with a proven track record of literary… er, drivel and burlesque prose. But even we, the IQ’ed with very big tiny numbers, realize that something is askew here. The gravitas that is AIDS/HIV is a harbinger of things to come, and we either walk the walk or prepare to be judged by history.

      And so, in our little way, we have tried to contribute to the dialogue. As always, we are deeply indebted to our readers and writers who rallied around our attempt and "ayzon"ed us through incertitude. We are especially grateful to our contributors and participants from Ethiopia who helped us make this a relevant issue.

      So, what is new at SELEDA?

      In the midst of all this “coup de crap” as the events of last month have been so dubbed, in the middle of bedlam reminiscent of the law and order outside Gihon Hotel pool right after the annual changing of the water, we welcome a new editor to SELEDA… Don’t … DO NOT believe rumors that he was er, coerced into this editorship… listen, it wasn’t us who were pictured in gabardine bell bottoms, silk shirt opened to here, sporting a far away look and hugging the low q’rinCHaff of a tree at Abadr… aiight! But when the opportunity to blackmail fell upon our laps… well, our laps… what could our laps do??? IndE! Anyhoo, welcome. The more, the merrara-er.

      What else is new?

      We are giddy…eh, ysemal? G-I-I-D-Y-Y with happiness about our upcoming issues.

      The New Year will usher in the Communication Issue, which is NOT, we have been told to tell you, an excuse for you Networking/telecommunications freaks (of course, we use freaks here in the most loving way possible) to plough through your thesis about l’il wires making big noises. However, we welcome your articles and muses about communication… oh, how broad and virginal a territory…communication, and the more delightful _mis_communication… with parents, between wives and husbands, friends, and, our favorite, Ethiopian restaurant waitresses who’ve made an art out of abusing certain SELEDA Editors…(The latter is neither izih nor eza, but wusTun le qEss…. we have issues that have issues.) Communication via letters stored in your kabinay… email affairs… bcha the possibilities are endless. Pull up your sleeves and communicate! For more guidance please check out the editor-in-chief’s diktatin the form of anqess’ and mewaqrs.

      February will mark the fourth anniversary of the last time a certain SELEDA intern got some, as well as the debut of our (giggle) Sex Issue. You’ll be interested to know, Seledawiyan, that we’ve been engaged in turbulent discussions over whether we are fledgling sexperts, ayn awTa perverts or passive aggressive extroverts. And the conclusion is… yes we are. But that will only get f’chi at the next group therapy. However, we are curious about your take on this - this thing they call Sex. The editor of that issue has some opinions

      March will hail in the Depression and Ecstasy Issue, finely preambled by the Sex Issue, which we don’t think is a coinki-dinky. Ah, spring. Most people welcome the loveliest of seasons by quliCH quliCH-ing their eyes and celebrating the first rays of sunshine. We… well, spring signals the beginning of the annual SELEDA Backstabbing Contest… but we digress. We are seeking articles about that elusive enclave of ecstasy… that unbridled sources(s) of happiness and life, as well as our (in)human(e) struggle with sorrow, misery… oh, we call it overall wretchedness around here. Finally something we at SELEDA can write about from experience. You need more guidance? Hark! Let’s see what the wana sra askihaj of Hzb Dehninet for Prozac Nation says in this here his fiat

      What else?

      Aha! A vacancy at SELEDA…

      Job Title: Cover Art Designer

      Job Description: To design original artwork for the covers of SELEDA.

      Start: Immediately or as soon as your ibdEt quotient has been verified.

      Requirements: Ability to “wow” the pants off us while not literally wowing the pants off us, i.e. not a too literal interpretations of our themes.

      More requirements: Can be a prima donna or neCHnaCHa. Cannot be both.

      Even more requirements: Must be able to deliver artwork by the 15th of the month or be willing to face webmassa when webmassa has had no coffee.

      Salary:…. Hmmm…. Well, …. HAHAHAAHHAHA! Ehem. Artist shall be willing to work for… tee hee… future SELEDA Stocks. Lots of them. Lots of shiny, happy SELEDA stocks.

      Apply to: editors@seleda.com

      What else?

      It is high time, the Visual Graphics and Department of Upholders of No Virtues tell us through a very terse memo, for a new look for SELEDA. Hooo-wai? We ask in askance ‘coz you couldn’t get us to do extra work if you paid us. They just narrowed their eyes very menacingly and vowed to make us, (and we quote) “fessachihun masCHeress.” Wui! Yemin sew k’w mareg new! Like, is that empirically possible? Is it quantifiable? What a smashingly nebulous theory… so, pungent yet sassy… buttery yet diffident….

      OK. We know it’s time to go when we get all scatological like that.

      As always, we look forward to hearing from you about what you think of the articles you’ve read, what you think about the restoration of “Deemo” as the national past time (by that we mean the real Deemo… before they changed the name to “Pepsi” and made it a game for wussies), what you think about sacrificing virgins, and finally, what you think about awazE as a dip for your crudités. Feel free to use the Comment Box thingy, or email us at editors@seleda.com.

      Melkam yeferenj Genna, Seledawiyan, and may the ferenj New Year bring us joy, happiness and a myqebT/imayaqbeTebT NASDAQ.

      Selam inihun.

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      A Question of Love
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      A Question of Love

      A Seleda.Com Editorial

      The stories, poems, anecdotes and articles in this month’s issue will stupefy your mind, break your heart and sear your soul. The statistics, shocking as they are, cannot match the eloquent force of the description of an HIV positive orphaned child’s hunger for the embrace of another human being.

      If you are reading this on-line, then you are most probably among the most fortunate of Ethiopians, privileged to live and prosper in the rich west. You are of the generation that has had its harrowing experiences, and yet you have triumphed, personally and communally, to sow deep roots in a new land.

      Dr. Berhanu Nega, in a piece entitled “Economic Holocaust”, writes, “The disease has killed many times more compatriots than all the wars this country has fought against foreign aggression […] combined.” Behind these numbers lies the story of the decimation of a generation of the educated, those on whose skills tomorrow was supposed to be built. All this with a disease that only became known in the early 1980s, a mere generation ago.

      Yes indeed, we are of the generation that has been tested, and yet, we are being asked, once again as never before, to face a calamity of Biblical proportion. Where we cannot offer a cure, what is our response going to be?

      Our response to the AIDS meqseft, as horrible and as vast as it is, in the end boils down to a choice. Between love and death.

      We ask that you choose love.

      We humbly ask that first of all you love life. Love life enough to make the right decision for yourselves and those around you. Love your friends and intimate ones enough to respect their well-being. But most of all, love yourself enough to believe in a tomorrow worth protecting yourself for.

      And while you are loving yourself, please feel free to visit our Do The Right Thing page, and extend your love to an orphan who has permanently lost the right to being unconditionally loved in a way only a mother and father can. It is a mere $20 a month. If you are among the first ten to send us a copy of your e-mail committing to adopting a child, we shall grace you with a one of a kind free Seleda T-Shirt.

      David’s Story
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      David’s Story

      Yeshi Medhin

      Sound of gravel crunching under tires. welajoch coming to take away my playmates. asir se’at qurs is over. I squat by a pile of dust in the courtyard, making idle markings with a long stick, pretending not to notice while they leave me - one by one. And no matter how long I wait, no matter how hard I looked, mine never came. I go back to the house, dragging the stick behind me, clinging to a childish hope that my mother will follow the track and finally find me here.

      The love of a parent for a child is that one form of love you should never have to work hard to earn. It should be a given — your first birthday gift, something that no one nor nothing can take away. It sounds basic enough, doesn’t it? The assumption here is that the child was wanted, or that the parent is fit. Parenting is perhaps the only crucial occupations in society for which you don’t need a license. You have to get a license to fish, but you don’t have to get a license to parent. License to drive? Absolutely. To raise a child? Uh…nope. License to own a gun? Yeah, you need one. To conceive a child? No. You get my point.

      This is the story of one boy born to a mother who did not keep him, raised by a succession of relatives including, for a period, a father who did not want to or couldn’t keep him, and later killed by a disease he contracted probably while searching for that most illusive of things — love, given and returned. This is the story of one…it is the life of many.

      His given name was Dawit, but because his mother was ferenj everyone called him David. Despite the initial love and care, David grew up knowing that he was not like other children who got to go home to their parents from their grandmother’s at the end of the day. His mother would never sweep in one day and take him to her bosom and tell him he was loved. She would never come in bearing smiles and presents and tickle him on the lush grass in the front yard. At the end of the day, he was kissed goodnight by his aging grandmother who tried to love him enough for three, but couldn’t quite succeed.

      After the revolution came and went, he was denied even that small comfort.

      He was sent to France, where one of his relatives had ended up after escaping the hungry clutches of neCH shibir. By the time he was a teen, he was too much to handle, so he was sent to another relative in Kenya, which is where we met again. It was clear then, even to me who didn’t notice these things swiftly, that he was not a full-blooded Ethiopian. He would tell me later, years later, about his mother…and other things.

      I’m out in the backyard — Kenya. I found a baby bird, broken wing. It fluttered desperately as I caught it up and held it in my cupped hands. I brought my hands together until there was only a tiny hole left and I stood there, one eye focused on the opening…waiting. My little cousin came up and she wanted to know what I had in my hands. Bird, I told her. What are you doing with the bird? She asked. I’m waiting, I told her. For what? She persisted. I want to see, I told her. See what? She wanted to know. I want to see, I said slowly, my eyes still glued to that spot, nefsua siweTa.

      David didn’t fare quite so well in Kenya. He was loved, but his relatives didn’t know quite how to handle him. And in their defense, David was quite the handful. A mediocre student and a school yard scrapper, he wasn’t exactly the ideal child to care for, especially when he wasn’t yours to begin with. Although all he had ever sought was unconditional love, he made it hard for you to love him. I guess it was his way of making you love him despite it all…just like you would your own. One day, he was caught roughing-up a child, and before we knew it, off went David to a new home.

      Everybody was happy at the picnic. Lucky bastards. They all look so…so…unencumbered. I had known…I don’t know for how long, but I had known, long enough now to be certain. The realization of the truth was easier than having to speak it out loud. I wanted to proclaim myself and claim my identity — well a part of it. For so long now, I had been the white elephant in the family. But now, I wanted to shine. I wanted to be the peacock for a change. I wanted to let my feathers out and allow all my colors to glow. I am beautiful, I wanted to tell the world. Look at me. Despite it all, despite how you see me, despite how you don’t see me, I am worthy of your attention. I am worthy of your admiration. I am worthy of your love…dammit.

      When we met again, it was the 80s. Prince was in; the BeeGees were out; Michael Jackson had just declared himself the King of Pop; and David…well, David became the first person to ever come out to me. He was a tall, handsome young man who had trudged though life and come out the other end embracing an alternative lifestyle.

      I was shocked…well, surprised, mostly. I was not sure, exactly, what it meant, being gay, but it didn’t affect the way I saw David, so I thought no more of it. But David began to change before my very eyes. He mortified us all by flaunting his sexuality for all and sundry to see. He was flamboyant with it, and seemed to turn effeminate almost overnight. He became a hairdresser and took up with one as his lover. I saw him here and there — at a i>leqso once, then at a wedding, then again at a party — and every time I saw him, he had taken a step further into that alternative world, where I assumed he was getting love, finally, despite who and what he was.

      None of us were happy with his choice. People twittered about him…as usual…but this time, it wasn’t about who his mother was, but about who his lover was. People looked at him only when he wasn’t looking at them, and they sucked their teeth in ill disguised disgust and felt sorry for his parents.

      But I knew better.

      It had been percolating in my head for a so long it was like a mantra by the time I decided to do something about it. So I wrote the agency. They wrote back and sent me forms to fill out. I filled out the forms and sent them back. And waited. I expected that they’d forward her address to me and that I’d contact her, write to her about me, tell her about all the things that she had missed in my life, tell her that I forgive her…that I understand, even. I waited…my whole heart filled with certainty and love.

      But she wrote me, instead. Can you believe that? She wrote to me. I tore open the envelope, hands shaking. Didn’t know what to expect. Oh, I was so sure she’d been wanting to find me for as long as I’d been wanting to be found. Finally. The moment of truth.

      Do you know what it said? Do you know what my mother said to me? Do you know what she wanted me to know?

      _

      _

      David had told me once, about his search for his real mother. When he was of age, he had this service locate her. And they did. But instead of giving him what he had expected all this time — a mother hungry for the sight of her firstborn child; a mother who would fold him to her bosom and cry tears of joy; a mother who would lave him with that one most precious gift of all, love — he had gotten a letter. He told me the gist of it:

      Don’t try to find me again. I am married. I have my own family. I don’t want to meet you.

      I’m sure there was more (I hope there was more, softer, gentler language, full of regret and explanations), but that was all he chose to repeat. I suppose it was better to know - don’t you think? - than to spend your life wondering.

      So, refusing to let this final straw break his spirit, David sought his solace in a new “family,” one that took him in and gave him what he needed.

      I began to see him less and less often. And after his final move, I didn’t see him at all.

      Back then, AIDS was still called GRID (Gay Related Immune-Deficiency), and no one you knew had it, let alone died from it. I hadn’t even known he was ill by the time I heard he was dead. It was a family secret. And, forgive me, but I think there were many sighs of relief when he died. No more embarrassments to be hidden when a man appears with his hair slicked back, looking too thin and quite unmanly, crossing his legs at the knees and letting his hands hang loosely at the wrists. It was the most public family secret. Everybody knew.

      Of course I’d heard of it. ( Of course. Of course!) And like everyone else, I didn’t think it would happen to me. It couldn’t happen to me. Not me. Not me! I’m too young. I’m too strong. I can beat anything. So, confident in my invincibility, I reveled in my new-found life. Freedom. I absolutely drank in life like a man too long parched by the bereha Sehai.

      Then it happened. So quickly yet so painfully slow. I watched my invincibility diminish to a beaten, shrunken, bedridden body in a hospital. My family was there, more or less. Many came to mourn. Some, I know, came just to gawk at me, to see what my kind of death really looked like. They couldn’t hold my gaze anymore than I could hold theirs.

      Delirium became my friend for by the time it claimed me, by the time it swallowed me whole, there was no one who would hold me — even to watch to see nefsE siweTa.

      _

      _

      But he is remembered. Fondly, with that little bit that hurts for the boy he must have been, for the man he became, and the victim he ended up being.

      Some years later, when they unfolded the first AIDS Quilt, I made sure David’s name was there, boldly stitched on in red, to help me keep a tiny bit of him here, in this mortal world.

      [This, too, is for you, D! Much love. See you when I see you!]

      Letters
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      My friend…

      I am writing this to you because I am spiraling down into depression. I just read yet another article about the AIDS epidemic in Ethiopia. I have been doing a lot of reading these days. And with each article, a piece of me is squashed. Is this a pogrom? Is this that sign that’ll usher in finality? It seems so… insurmountable… so horrific that we are all slowly dying… physical death for those who are suffering from it, and mental death for those of us who just shake our heads, kenfer memTeT and then go on with life.

      Seb… what the hell are we doing here? By here I mean away from home while this crap is burning the land. How could we possibly sit back and watch? What will our children say about our well memeTeT-ed but silent lips? Seriously, if anything, shouldn’t we worry about the yluNta of leaving such a crappy legacy?

      I know. I know. You tell me all the time to only fix what I can. But here I am feeling so… helpless and crazed and immobilized by fear and guilt.

      Help me.

      Debrewerq.

      ____________________________________________________________

      nefsaE,

      remember when we used to have those marathon sessions vilifying the red terror generation? Be seferut qunna, my friend. Someone once told me that our generation was suffering from “red terror envy.” Niiiice. (Justifying my argument that once you reach 40, whatever brain cells were left from the 70s… poof!.. I used to be accused of suffering from penis envy, but this is… it’s not even mildly appealing.)

      Narcissistic and parasitic as it might appear, AIDS is our generation’s burden, girlie. Ah… glory gained via disease… salvation through pandemic… no greater glory, bay-bee.

      yaa… what are we doing here!??

      i’ve always vehemently hated two things - predictability and passivity… and I have become both. we, us, you, me… those of us who are silent through this fire (……yes, pogrom) will be the pathetic post scripts of history………

      Am I making you feel better?

      Ihitish,

      Seble

      ____________________________________________________________

      Seb:

      Never let is be said that you weren’t all fuzzy-cozy. Sew mababel esti temari!

      Gosh, we have become what we’ve been condemning from our teshkerkari zufan. They killed people, we watch people die. What separates us is bad hairstyles.

      I forwarded you that article my sister sent me. I got to the part where the little orphan girl being taken care by her grandmother finally succumbed to AIDS herself and died in their one-room home. The grandmother had no money to pay a taxicab to take the body to the grave.

      How is it even possible for us to remain passive?

      The case of children being orphaned by AIDS breaks my spirit… CHereseN, Seb. It seems so colossally unfair to burden these kids with this death sentence when life had already pummeled them into no-man’s land. There are kids 7 years old who are heads of families… who are shunned by society again and again and now, again.

      So, what’s my role? What do I do to avoid being that p.s.?

      Sometimes, I feel like I am hanging on by the skin of my teeth. I am a broken woman, guilty of being a conspirator in the Great Ethiopian Silence.

      Debrewerq.

      ____________________________________________________________

      Lijit,

      Guilt is probably the best gift God has given us…. jump-starts so many dead veins. so, i say, first off… celebrate that you can feel guilt… means there is still some shred of humanity in you. so wallow in that guilt… let it break your neurosis and attune your sense of priority. like rage, guilt is the acid that will finally blow a hole in our teflonized, contented hearts.

      Ayzon.

      Guilt, if all goes well and you don’t go mad, with soon burn down our egos and from those ashes, maybe we will rise like…. OK… like that damn phoenix, and mend our ways. u and i have talked about identity and this is an extension of those conversations. like you say, there is a whole lotta us who have deadened veins when it comes to ethiopia. We are in our little corners, doing little cornery things and inching towards getting bigger corners and doing big corney things…… perilous as that is, that’s not the problem…. the problem is that we start getting comfortable with corners and not see the bigger room we’re in.

      i hate it when that happens.

      i cried last night after reading that article you sent me…. and I went scuttling back to MY corner.

      Ihitish,

      Seble.

      ____________________________________________________________

      Seble:

      So yesterday I took a tiny step away from my corner and became a member of an NGO working with AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. I owe it, as I do so many things, to you and the way you manage to crystallize what is fermenting in my mind.

      So, the membership is twenty dollars a month and I’ve been thinking what I’ve spent $20.00+ on just in the past week…

      My hair…

      A bottle of wine…

      A magazine subscription…

      Breakfast…

      Having my car washed…

      Christmas presents for a needy family my office is sponsoring…

      Flowers…

      How close was I to becoming a p.s.?

      On his last trip back home, my brother started a small family mehaber where we all pay monthly dues. Nothing big… started with $20/month I think… (I will have you know that voodoo economics has inflated that amount to something significantly higher, thank you very much.) And now, a couple of years later, just contributions from us has made an impact on someone’s life back home…

      And therein lies my belief that if each one of us started that small… just 10 people in each group and set out to take the tiny steps that will make bigger strides possible. 10 people, 10 dollars a month… all over these United States… can you imagine?

      You are right. Guilt is good. And my veins have been jump started… And I owe it in large part to you. I don’t want to end up a post script.

      Ihitish,

      Debrewerq

      ____________________________________________________________

      My friend,

      dang. sure HOPE you spent more than $20.00 on your hair…

      …i love your spirit.—….

      I love the way you think…

      10 dollars from 10 people… think i like that logo more than “i wanna be like Mike.” i know you’ve been in pain the last few weeks, but it is all within us to heal. and you do it so beautifully…. sometimes the only way I know i am alive is when i feel pain, and the only triumph i get is seeing if i could descend into deeper pain. it’s still so chic.

      you, on the other hand heal yourself so carefully and thoroughly. i love the way you love life and relish it…… i love that you can believe in changing the world and the way you skip up the windy path of life to that bucolic world of optimism. it’s so inspirational and unencumbered.

      been thinking a lot about my role and responsibility. Debri… i am so overwhelmingly angry at the adults who are so careless with other people’s lives and spread this disease with ease and without culpability… i am ENRAGED at the intellectuals and AIDS “experts” who dine at the Sheraton and comeback to the World Bank, the UN and to all those thoroughly obsolete and inconsequential bureaucracies to present hollow papers and a million statistics… i am heartbroken that a five-year old boy with AIDS is abandoned by his family and has to live on 20 cents a day… i am sickened by the way we don’t speak about AIDS… it drives me crazy- wild crazy.

      Debrewerq, rage is immobilizing ME. at least yours, guilt and sadness, seems noble. Mine is this volcanic, blinding, visceral, unabated RAGE that engulfs me and takes me to the edge of ibdet.

      …HOW could we have let this happen, you ask? easy. we’re not feeling love. i feel so vengeful. i am revolted and horrified…

      … and then I read about that $20 you’re sending that is making a kid in Ethiopia so happy and loved and cared for. That little gesture is feeding a kid’s roaring stomach and maybe clothing him/her.

      U are somebody’s angel out there. there is some kid who is feeling love because of you.

      In that instance my rage left me…. all that fabulous comfortable rage I’ve been using as a cozy shelter and excuse to kenfer memTeT and feel safe. Damn you. i, too, want to skip with you and make merry and smile and hold and talk to a little boy or a little girl who will die with a smile on his/her face. instead of painting my corner with blood and scratching the walls until my fingernails turn white… i want to hang yellow wallpaper and decorate in pastel colors…bring in cute Pottery Barn chachkis and play around with a nautical/French country theme. Ygebashal?

      So… me… i’m going back home…. i mean, literally. been thinking about taking a trip back home for Christmas, and yesterday you made up my mind for me. i’m going home to do the little i can to make someone else feel loved.

      No, I owe yU.

      In the end, all we can offer is hope. for them… and certainly for us.

      Akbari ihitish,

      Seble.

      ____________________________________________________________

      Anchi!

      Seriously… you are f***ing goin’ home?

      /d

      ____________________________________________________________

      DebriyE,

      Don’t hate the playa. Hate the game.

      ____________________________________________________________

      Dear Seble:

      Afer biyi!

      …

      …

      …

      Demmo nautical theme!

      Sister girl, you amaze me.

      d.

      AIDSeNaw

      HIV/ AIDS in Mother Africa, in Mother Ethiopia

      _

      By: Tsegaye Gabre-Medhin

      The names of Africa and Ethiopia are both Mother-symbols or Matriarchal names. Derived from the ancient Egyptian Kushitic word Afa-Ra-Ka, the original name of Afrika is an Ethiopic noun, as in the name of the pre-Axumite civilization of Yeka (YeHa/ 2600 B.C.), or the modern name of Yeka Mikael meaning God’s Angel Michael. Also the depiction of the Afrika name, as in the Amharic word Afer means Earth and soil, or as in the Oromifa word Afa, means Earth and all the plants that grow on it, and as in the Afar name in the Afar language means Sun King of Earth. Fa-Ra-An (Pharoan, Fereon) means “I am the Sun King of Earth.” Fa-Ra-Ka-An (Farakan) means, “I am the Sun King and God of Earth,” etc. In the original black Egyptian Kushitic term, Afa is the Planet Earth. Ra is the Sun King, and Ka is the name of God; therefore Afa-Ra-Ka means the “Earth of Sun King and God.” Ra is depicted as the male figure: Afa is depicted as the female figure, the Mother Earth. Thus in anthropological terms, both Africa and Ethiopia are very ancient, Matriarchal and Fertility Earth Mothers.

      _

      To the sad list of humiliating, subjugating and unfortunate events destroying the history of Mother Africa, such as colonialism, the slave trade, wars of tribalistic genocides, nepotic leadership of her new politicians and exploitation of her resources by Western powers, is now added the new weapon of biological annihilation called HIV/AIDS.

      Today, according to world statisticians, there are three million carriers, terminally infected or dead Ethiopians from the HIV/AIDS disease. Ethiopia has the third largest HIV/AIDS infected population in the world. Here is a short poem written in the context of the above paragraphs, where a young Ethiopian boy, a victim of HIV/AIDS, a few hours before he departs to his grave asks his mother the question: “Who is responsible for my birth, for my despicable suffering, and for my earthly death?” "Mother " in this sense could therefore be three-dimensional: his own maternal (biological) mother, Mother Africa or Mother Ethiopia (Adbar).

      _

      last request

      _

      my village (mender) given name is “AidseNaw” or Mr. HIV/AIDS

      as i depart for my own hole in the ground,

      “Mother,” i ask, “who is responsible

      for my abominable suffering on earth

      which i call the life of a young plant (chigiN)

      carelessly cut down here in hell?”

      answer my question please!

      it’s the last request of a dying Lij

      the dollar is the religion of the powerful

      whereas my religion remains the “Fear of God,”

      the God that takes care of his own,

      please answer my question before i depart!

      i am the uglified, scarified mask of death

      with a plastic bag put over my head,

      my arms and fingers are dead,

      i cannot take the mask away

      since i swallowed the death called HIV/AIDS

      (the little virgin (dingil) girl who, with her tender heart, touched me

      for the first time ever and for the last time too

      is banished to the sacred water dungeon of Gordoma gorge

      where her father put on her the curse of the ancestors

      and the iron hand and foot chains as well

      on top of her abominable suffering,

      so that she will not be able to escape and visit me

      before we both depart to our separate grave holes.)

      now in the presence of my dearest mother

      who most loves and most despises me at the same time

      i am excommunicated by our family’s soul father (nefs Abat),

      carelessly condemned into the next hell

      while i am still burning in this hell on earth

      and the soul father’s holy water (Tebel) is wasted on me.

      while i am half dead and not at all alive

      the heart wrenching whispers of my sisters and brothers

      silently curse me for the shame i brought upon the family

      and their weeping eyes that used to really care for me

      are now tearing and silently degrading my spirit into nothingness

      and my apparition on which is now my real face

      hurts, shutters and scares them away from me,

      as my family and soul father exchange confused glances

      my mother, my idol, my most beloved

      cautiously shrink-wraps my presence into a dead silence

      and my existence, she carelessly tarnishes into the cold dust hole.

      my village (mender) given name is “AidseNaw” or Mr. HIV/AIDS

      as i depart for my own hole in the ground,

      “Mother,” i ask, “who is responsible

      for my abominable suffering on earth

      which i call the life of a young plant (chigiN)

      carelessly cut down here in hell?”

      answer my question please!

      it’s the last request of a dying Lij

      Tsegaye Gabre-Medhin, HPL

      New York, November 10, 2001
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      Shook-Shookta

      **
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      Leaves Me Shocked: Discussing AIDS**

      by: Yodit

      I don’t know how I was supposed to feel. My sister looked at all three of us sitting in our cozy little apartment on our small cozy couches. She had waited until I returned from boarding school and until we all sat together in the living room instead of calling a “family meeting” or whatever one would be expected to do for such a situation. The light was low in the room - only the hallway’s light shone in to set the mood. It was a lonely mood. It was a lost, lonely mood…one that we could not have possibly imagined a second ago when we spoke and laughed aloud like some jiboch. The mood wasn’t there before our sister came and sat down. Poor girl - she must have been heavy with the mood just dragging from her left cheek to her right arm down her fingertips and all the way to her left knee, pulling on her right ankle and easing its way to her toes. We’ve never had a close “loved one” die before. As for me, I was too young (if there is such a thing) to actually understand it.

      My uncle was a young, handsome man whom I hadn’t seen since I was 12. We grew up around his outgoing personality and saw him as more than our uncle. He was like an older - much older - brother who was my mother’s younger brother. Heb took us to school, discussed politics with us, teased us and laughed with us. He spoke of a qibE- topped Tigraweyti girl he was going to marry, worked with my father, and played soccer with us on beautiful Etiopian Sundays. I just didn’t get it! Certainly I was going to go back home and see him!

      That night when the oldest of four of us (present) sisters told us of our uncle, we just sat there in disbelief. One of my sisters laid back down and faced away from us, pulling her knees up to her chest and holding them tightly. The other slowly stood up and made her way to her bedroom. The “messenger” went to the dining room table and picked up and put down papers, probably replaying what she had said and how she had just said what she said. I sat there in the same position mumbling “weyne…” quietly to myself. I didn’t know how to take it in and how I was supposed to react! I was shocked by the news, but I was also confused and ashamed with the conversations that were going on in my head. What is this “nothing” feeling all about!?

      We all knew he had been sick. We heard that he had been sick and were constantly told that minor things kept him ill. I had a funny feeling (that was not so funny) that my family back home didn’t really get a chance to figure out what was going on - they seemed to get different results from the doctors. The sad thing is that I actually bought it! I am quick to believe my family - one is raised to do so - and the information I was given when I was 15 or whatever was enough for me to continue. It was, as our examples usually and sadly match, one of those "brd" situations. Or was it…awww you know how it goes. The truth is usually not the truth but what we are told is true (at least in Ethiopians’ sicknesses!) Yes, we all knew he was sick, but we, or at least I, were never aware of how bad his health was.

      A few months back, and several years after my uncle had passed away, I was updated with the facts of life. It was probably one of those times when I went on and on “iyeleflefku” about one of my day’s great lectures - this one on HIV/AIDS, which my American Civilization class had brought to my attention. I excitedly shared all the knowledge I had crammed into my head to strike up an interesting topic. My “messenger” sister and I happened to land on my uncle’s name without me noticing how, and I learned of the ugly truth. She added, simply and almost like I should have expected, that he wasn’t the only one. It was sort of a “hush-hush” incident where the conversation leaves you feeling weird as hell.

      I think whenever I get a chance to return back home, I will fully realize my uncle’s absence. Now, even at 20, it hasn’t truly hit me; I still see his face and expect him to be in the house when I walk in from the airport.

      As for the way that we as Ethiopians discuss AIDS, I couldn’t and still can’t get past it. We are adults and shouldn’t be playing “shook-shookta!” Some of us, as Reuters mentions South Africa’s President Thabo Mbeki in a November 2001 report, have yet to acknowledge a causal link between HIV and AIDS. I think the way that my family presents a serious matter such as AIDS is one of the weakest presentations in this class titled “LIFE.” There should be a policy of open discussion of AIDS-prevention measures so we are not as ignorant and naïve as I have been.

      Ye dig?

      "Beace outting!"

      P.S. I’m still learning.

      Profile
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      Dr. KK and Sister AG are owners of one of the earliest private clinics in Addis Ababa that preformed HIV tests. We were honored they took a moment to talk to us…

      Seleda: How did you start?

      Dr. KK: We have been running a modestly-sized clinic for the past 25 years. About a year and half ago, we extended it to include HIV testing. The AIDS clinic is now almost a separate clinic due to the huge demand for the service. It employs 5 full time employees including a doctor, a nurse, a lab technician, a counselor and office manager.

      Seleda: How many patients do you see in a week?

      Dr. KK: We see about 40-50 patients per week.

      Sr. AG: It depends. Sometimes we see as many as 100 patients per week.

      Seleda : What motivates your clients to seek your service?

      Dr. KK: Most come to take the HIV test and learn about the results just for themselves. Perhaps, they have some concern and want to know the truth.

      Sr. AG: Some of them come because they are either going abroad and need a certificate or are getting married and want to know the results of the test.

      Seleda: What is the demography of your patients?

      Dr. KK: The vast majority is within the age group of 18-35 and tends to be male.

      Seleda: What is the test like? What does it involve?

      Dr. KK: There are 3 sets of tests. We have two blood tests we call “rapid tests” that take minutes for a result. Negative results from both of these rapid tests are taken as an indicator that the person is free from the HIV virus at the time of testing. Any positive from either of these two rapid tests is followed by a detailed test called “Elysa” test, which is used to confirm the positive call.

      Seleda: How many hours or days does the test normally take?

      Sr. AG: Just 3-4 hours for all the three tests. In a day our clients can have their results.

      Seleda: Given the seriousness of the implications of the test, what kind of reactions do you see from your patients?

      Dr. KK: A “negative” result of course causes extreme happiness and we see some of our women patients breaking into “Ililita” and bracing and kissing our medical personnel.

      Sr. AG: The men are a little bit reserved; but I have seen some crying out of happiness.

      Dr. KK: On the other hand, a positive result gets mixed reaction. A good number of our male patients seem to take it as if it was expected and react rather mildly. We seem to hear sayings like: “IgziabhEr be-ager yameTwn innE mn adergalehu”. It is sad in a way; this nonchalant attitude.

      Seleda: How about counseling? Do you offer it? Are you required to do so by regulatory bodies like the Ministry of Health?

      Dr. KK: Yes, we do have a strict counseling procedure. All patients are offered and are required to take what we call “pre-test” and “post-test” counseling irrespective of the outcome.

      Sr. AG: I have the responsibility of providing the “post-test” counseling. Actually, I had taken a compulsory one-month training in counseling given by the Ministry of Health.

      Seleda: What kind of things do you counsel?

      Sr. AG: If the tests come positive, we urge and advise them to refrain from further unsafe-sexual practices. We urge them also to keep their results private (between them, their family and their doctor or nurse) as they will face extreme discrimination from society and employers if they make it known. We are required to tell them that with a positive result, they need to take precaution not to pass it to others through sexual or other close contacts that transmit the disease.

      Dr. KK: In the case of a married patient, we require that they bring the spouse and have them tested also. The spouses need to be informed about the result.

      Seleda: Do you see any difference in number, demography and attitude over the months and years you have run this clinic?

      Dr. KK: Yes. The number is increasing, without any doubt. This is very disturbing. The age group is still the same with men in the ages of 18-35 being the typical patients. The attitude has become more complacent and that worries me a lot.

      Seleda: What is the most difficult part of your job at the clinic?

      Dr. KK: Obviously communicating a positive result to a patient. What makes it worse is the knowledge that these people can’t do a single thing about it in terms of medication. The cocktail of medication AIDS patients in the developed countries take to prolong their lives is simply unavailable in this country. The country and the patients cannot afford medications that cost 5000-10,000 Birr per month and these patients go home and will be without any kind of treatment that may prolong their lives.

      Seleda: How about talk of importing from cheaper sources?

      Dr. KK: Yes, we have heard on the radio and TV about plans to import these medicines from cheaper sources like India, but nothing has come out of it. As of now, there is no place I can send my patients to buy this medication. This is the hardest part of our job.

      Seleda : Any last thoughts?

      Sr. AG: Yes, I think the government and international groups need to do something about the cost of medication. I do not know anyone making a salary of 10,000 Birr every month, let alone spend it. How long can we let these patients go home with no hope of any sort?

      Dr. KK: Well, it is a sad situation and we are on the forefront and see its effect and death toll it is taking on the society everyday.

      Off Spring
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      by: Shanqo

      the wrinkles on her faded bed sheets seemed to mimic those on her wry arms

      that the balm for lesions could not bury and conceal successfully

      her high cheekbones jutted out and greeted all mourners

      every corner

      silence sounded off its grief

      brief sobs theived into dialogues and games of deciding who to blame

      mother lay still, shamless

      cease the murmurs that birth fantastic rumors of how she contracted It

      her protracted pains have punished her tenfold

      guilty on all counts of womanhood!

      ?

      _dearest daughter,

      it may be God’s will to punish me so

      for sins unforseen … unforgiven … unknown to me

      it may be His will that my life be pruned and my petals torn apart …

      that I cough floods of bile and blood as he roguely negated my shrieks of “NO”

      with his coarse palms clasping my mouth shut

      as the remnant of his strange, vile body shredded the little dignity I had …

      it may be God’s will that he leave me with lesions of blight that night he left you in me

      and It in me

      maybe it was God’s will that your pureness balance the scales a little

      my soul is jailed and my poise brittle

      dearest offspring, may God’s will be kinder on you …

      _

      HIV HOlocaust
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      ECONOMIC HOLOCAUST

      By: Berhanu Nega

      The HIV/AIDS pandemic, which was considered to be the most serious health hazard facing humanity this past century, is by now widely acknowledged to be the most serious threat to the development efforts of developing countries. An epidemic that supposedly started in the developed countries has quickly become the “disease of the poor” aggravated by the limited financial capability and institutional weaknesses of poor countries. Some of the benefits of development that accrued to poor countries over the past half a century or so are quickly eroded because of this scourge. The most affected, of course, are countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. HIV/AIDS will have reduced life expectancy in Africa by 2005 from 60 to 45 years wiping out the progress achieved in the past three to four decades. Nine million African people have died of AIDS since the epidemic started in the early 80s, 2.2 million in 1999 alone. Over 23 million Africans are currently living with HIV amounting to two thirds of the world’s total. In sixteen African countries more than one in ten adults under 50 are infected. There are already 12 million African children that have lost their mother or both parents. What is even more alarming is the rapid pace of its spread. In 1999 alone there were four million new infections in Africa.

      The crisis has affected all sectors of society. According to the International Labor Organization, “AIDS threatens every man, woman and child in Africa today. The pandemic is the most serious social, labor and humanitarian challenge of our time.” It has killed teachers, business managers, workers, farmers, political leaders, and all kinds of professionals. Still, the amount of effort put to fight this scourge is far from what is necessary to mitigate its disastrous effects. While AIDS activists and some Non Governmental Organizations have tried to increase awareness about the disease and even taken positive measures at curbing its spread and caring for the afflicted, the epidemic is not getting the full attention of stakeholders in society that it certainly deserves. Only recently and largely prodded by international pressure, African governments have started to make a concerted effort in fighting its spread. The business community, save for some exceptions, has largely ignored the problem as if it has no effect in its core activities. African businesses, as a recent survey of the business community in the continent suggests, seem to be in denial. On the other hand, it is becoming increasingly obvious that fighting and eventually winning the epidemic requires the combined efforts of governments, the business community, civil society institutions, NGOs and the community at large.

      Ethiopia is one of the highly affected countries in Africa. At 10.63% adult HIV/AIDS prevalence rate, there are some three million people infected by the virus at the end of 1999 claiming the lives of 280,000 people in 1999 alone. That is an average of 767 people per day! In the number of infected people and death rate, Ethiopia is second in Africa following South Africa. The economic, social, and psychological effect of this epidemic is currently being felt in all sectors of the society, and, without an immediate and concerted action by every one, it could have a truly disastrous effect on our society in the future. Despite such a high prevalence rate, however, the response of the various sectors of the society is far from what is necessary to avoid the looming disaster. This is particularly true to the Ethiopian business community who, if initiated, has the wherewithal to contribute significantly towards the struggle against this plague.

      This short paper is designed to present the case for business involvement in the fight against HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia. It tries to argue that businesses in Ethiopia have the moral, social and economic responsibility to get involved in the fight against HIV/AIDS in the country. It in particular tries to argue that the long-term self-interest of business requires its involvement. It also tries to identify specific activities that businesses could undertake to effectively contribute towards this struggle. The next section presents an overview of the social and demographic effects of HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia in comparison with a few selected African countries. This is followed by a discussion on the macro and micro economic effect of the epidemic in Ethiopia focusing on the potential cost of the epidemic on business and its effect on the bottom line. The last section presents the arguments for business involvement in the fight against HIV/AIDS and suggests some of the modalities of its involvement.

      II. The Social and Economic Effects of HIV/AIDS in Ethiopia

      The social and economic impact of HIV/AIDS cannot be overstated. If unchecked, it is an epidemic that can destroy a whole generation. It destroys the human capital of a society that is desperately required for development. It weakens our social and economic institutions. It could obliterate the family as an important institution as more and more children become orphans. It has serious negative effect on economic performance both by affecting the overall output of a country and by making the cost of business prohibitively high.

      Social and Demographic effects:

      If we look at the global picture, there were some 33.4 million people estimated to be infected by the virus at the end of 1998. Of this total number, 22.5 million (67.4%) are in Sub-Saharan Africa, 6.7 million (20.1%) are in South and South East Asia, and 1.4 million (4.2%) in Latin America. The rest of the world combined accounts for only 2.8 million infected or about 8.4% of the total. If we look at the trend in new infections, SSA’s picture looks very grim in deed. Of the 5.8 million people newly infected through out the world in 1998, 4 million (69%) are in Africa. (See table 2 in appendix)

      As intimated earlier, Africa is the most affected continent in the world. Within Africa, South Africa with 4.2 million affected leads the pack followed by Ethiopia with 3 million (of which 2.9 million are adults) and Nigeria is third with 2.7 million people infected. (See table 1 in appendix). The number of children orphaned at age 14 or less is highest for Uganda where the virus struck earlier with 1.7 million orphans followed by Nigeria with 1.4 million and Ethiopia is third with 1.2 million orphans. However, partly owing to the low level of income and the weakness of our health infrastructure, the number of people dying from the disease is the highest in Ethiopia compared with other African countries. In South Africa, where there are the highest number of people infected, the death to infection ratio is about 6% (with an estimated 250,000 people dead in 1999). In comparison, the ratio for Ethiopia is 9.33%, (which is more than one and half times that of South Africa. The cumulative number of AIDS deaths in Ethiopia since the epidemic struck in the early 80s is conservatively estimated at 1.2 million and expected to increase to 1.7 million by the year 2002. This is about 6.4% of the total AIDS deaths in the world for a population a little less than 1% of the world population. If present trends continue (i.e. using the low prevalence estimate of the government) Between 2002 and 2014, an additional 3.35 million Ethiopians are expected to die from the disease raising the cumulative number of people that will die of AIDS to 5.25 million people by 2014.

      One obvious implication of this is a significant decline in the life expectancy of the average Ethiopian. The life expectancy at birth is currently estimated by the Central Statistical Authority to be about 50 years without taking into account the effect of HIV/AIDS. “However, due to the large number of infant, children and young adult deaths due to AIDS, it may only be about 42 years.” By the year 2014, the life expectancy that would have been 56.4 years without AIDS is expected to reduce to only 46.5 years owing to the HIV/AIDS pandemic. AIDS is also claiming the lives of children at an alarming rate. The infant mortality rate, expected to decline from the current 97 per 1000 live birth to 79 by the year 2014 without AIDS will increase to 85 because of it while child mortality rate will be 147 because of the disease from the expected 127 without the disease. According to the Ethiopian Ministry of Health, “AIDS could soon become the major cause of death for children under the age of five, worse than other major causes such as diarrhea and respiratory diseases.” The total population of the country that could have been 92 million by 2014 will only be 85 million because of the disease.

      The epidemic is having a strong and negative impact on the health sector of the country particularly given the government’s weak financial capacity. According to a study by Kello, the cost of hospital care for an AIDS patient ranges from birr 425 to 3140 for an average of birr 1800. The total cost of caring for AIDS patients, according to government estimates is about 87 million birr in 2000 expected to rise to 185 million by the year 2014. According to UNAIDS, if Ethiopia is to adequately care for all the AIDS patients the required health expenditure will rise by 74 to 121 million USD. This is an additional 3 to 5 dollars in per capita income that the country does not have and need to get from foreign sources. Currently, as much as 42% of all the country’s hospital beds are occupied by AIDS patients and this is expected to rise to 54% by the year 2004 leaving only 46 % of the beds for all other afflictions in the country. Given the wide spread occurrence of other epidemics such as malaria in the country and the miserable condition of the country’s health sector, it is not difficult to imagine the potential increase in mortality caused by other diseases because of the suffocation of the health care system by the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

      The epidemic also affects the education sector. It does so by, among other things, the increase in the number of teachers that die of the disease and/or by the rate of absenteeism of infected teachers. A rough estimate of the size of this is given by the percentage of primary students that have lost a teacher because of AIDS. As can be seen from table 1, the highest rate (3.9%) is in Botswana mainly because of the high adult prevalence rate (35.8%) followed by Kenya and Uganda at about (1.6%) where the epidemic started earlier than Ethiopia. The rate for Ethiopia is a significant 1.17-%. That is 51,000 primary school pupils out of 4.3 million that have lost teachers for AIDS in 1999. For a country that has a serious shortage of trained and experienced teachers, it will neither be easy nor cheap to replace these teachers.

      The Economic Impact of HIV/AIDS

      As suggested earlier, HIV/AIDS is no more just a health and humanitarian crisis. It has become a monumental development problem through its negative effects on a country’s economy. There are various ways through which it affects the economic performance of a country. At the macroeconomic level, it reduces total output and is potentially inflationary. It negatively affects government budget by increasing its expenditure for healthcare and reducing revenues owing to the reduction in output. The foreign exchange position of the country is also affected because of the high forex demand to purchase medicine and related products. The increased AIDS related expenditure also reduces national savings and thus investment. At the firm level, the epidemic could affect business by increasing the cost of doing business through increased labor costs, loss of trained human manpower, reduced productivity and absenteeism. It also affect business on the demand side by reducing the demand for goods and services that they produce owing to the overall decline in output and expenditure shifting as household expenditure for health care and funerals increase at the expense of other spending.

      UNAIDS projections show that the per capita income growth of Ethiopia will be reduced by 0.6% by the year 2010, which is the lowest by comparison with the selected African countries reported in table 1 and much lower than the average SSA country in general. Still, this is a significant loss for Ethiopia. According to our simple projection, (see tables 3 in the appendix) this amounts to a loss of 60 birr in per capita income by the year 2010 amounting to over 4.8 billion birr in total income. It is expected that Ethiopia will lose 8.3% of its potential workforce in 2005 and 10.5% in 2020. The loss of workforce could reach 2.45 million if we take the government’s conservative projections or could rise as high as 2.7 million if we use UNAIDS’ prevalence rate as a base. With a mean expenditure for treatment of birr 1930 and funeral expenses of birr 327, (several times more than the average income of most households) it is not difficult to imagine the reduced national savings owing to AIDS. This would certainly lead to a reduced investment thus reducing economic growth. In terms of foreign exchange allocation, if the country spends the required amount of money to import drugs to treat all AIDS patients; it could spend from 7 to 37 weeks worth of all its forex quota in 1994. This is a foreign exchange that the country could ill afford.

      Although there is no detailed data for Ethiopia, the disease affects areas critical to our economy its potential for development. According to recent surveys of some African countries, thirty percent of Malawi and Zambian teachers are infected for example and in many African countries the disease hit professionals hard. A 1997 study in Rwanda showed that “the likelihood of HIV infection for a pregnant woman to be 38 percent if her husband worked for government, 32 percent if he was a white-collar worker, 22 percent if he was in the army and 9 percent if he was a farmer.” As in other African countries, AIDS affects the various sectors of the Ethiopian economy differently. According to a 1994 survey, the mean number of hours spent per week in agriculture per household was found to be 33.6 hours in non-AIDS afflicted households, as compared with between 11.6 and 16.4 hours in those that were afflicted. The urban economy is the most affected currently owing to the high prevalence rate in urban areas (13.4% for urban areas in general and 16.8% for Addis Ababa) compared with rural areas (with 5% adult prevalence rate). Within the urban economy, following the transportation sector (because of mobility) and the insurance sector, the industrial and services sector will be highly affected.
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      The effect on Business
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      In today’s very tight competitive environment, businesses need to do whatever they can to reduce cost to stay competitive. They certainly have to avoid any thing that could potentially raise their cost. From the experience of many African countries, it has been shown that the epidemic can seriously raise the cost of businesses directly. One such direct effect is the loss of skilled and experienced workers including senior staff which, both reduces productivity and increase the cost of training new recruits. Productivity of enterprises is also affected by absenteeism owing to illness or attending funerals of relatives or fellow workers. In a 1994 survey of 15 firms in Ethiopia, AIDS accounts for 53% of all incidences of illness over a five-year period. According to the Ethiopian Ministry of Health, “the number of workdays lost to illness for a person with HIV/AIDS can range from as little as 30 to as many as 240 days in a year.” UNAIDS estimates that HIV will result in a fall of productivity to reach as high as 50% in the next five to ten years. Another direct cost to business is the cost of health care. In Zimbabwe, for instance, insurance premiums generally doubled between 1996 and 1998 while a flower company in Kenya reported that its health care costs rose ten times between 1985 and 1995. The costs of HIV to 5 firms in Botswana is estimated to rise 7 times between 1996 and 2004 to equal 5% of the total wage bill. An average Zimbabwean worker spends ten percent of his working time for funeral. All this adds significantly to the cost of the business firm negatively affecting its competitiveness.

      Business bottom line is affected not only on the cost side. Its profits also suffer for lack of demand for their products. Demand is affected both by reduced income of households and because of expenditure switching. The reduced income of households can be captured at the macrolevel by the decline in GDP owing to the epidemic. As stated earlier, the total income loss assuming a 0.6% percapita GDP growth reduction, could be close to 5 billion birr per year in 2010. In terms of expenditure shifting, the loss of demand for Ethiopian businesses (other than those related to healthcare and funerals) is estimated at about 4.1 billion birr for medical care and 688.5 million birr for funerals over the next ten years. This comes to an annual average cost of health care and funerals of over 475 million birr. According to one study, the expenditure on normal goods and services of households in which someone is suffering from AIDS is often halved. As a Thai businessman succinctly put it “dead customers don’t buy.”

      All these combined could reduce the profitability of business significantly. Although there is no such calculation for Ethiopia, if we take the experience of other African countries, the loss in profitability could range from as little as 0.5% in the less affected industries such as textiles to as high as 15% in the highest affected transportation sector. (See graph in appendix).
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      Business Response to HIV/AIDS
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      Albeit scanty, the above evidence clearly indicate that businesses in Ethiopia, like all businesses in most affected countries in Africa, have a clear business interest to be engaged in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Although many businesses do not see the direct effect of the disease now, if current trends continue or get worse for lack of a concerted action, their bottom line is sure to seriously suffer in due time. As the competition gets stiff and the global economy gets more and more knowledge intensive, no country or business can afford to lose its professionals, teachers, managers or other skilled personnel at such a high rate and hope to survive let alone emerge victorious. Therefore, for the Ethiopian business community self-interest alone demands, even requires its constructive engagement.

      However, the self-interest of business in general is not measured only by the short-term cost benefit calculus of the individual firm. The overall socio-economic environment on which business activity is conducted has a crucial bearing on its profitability or even survival. One such environment that is seriously threatened by the HIV/AIDS pandemic is social stability. The tremendous burden put to bear on the country’s health care system, the massive number of AIDS orphans that are sure to be added to the army of street children in our cities, the decline in our education partly owing to the loss of many experienced teachers, the erosion of our value system as a result of the obliteration of families, the weakening of our defense forces because of the high prevalence of the disease in the military, added to the overall economic decline expected to come as the disease takes its toll all add up to erode the social fabric that has woven us together as a community. This atmosphere could seriously threaten our social and political stability that is so necessary for business to flourish.

      But, that is not the only reason why businesses have to be involved. There is compelling moral and citizenship reasons that justify business involvement. After all, business owners and managers are human beings endowed with feelings and concerns for their fellow humans. Any natural disaster that strikes human beings anywhere must surely engender their sympathy and provoke action. That is why, although the size and modality of the responses differ, all of us (irrespective of our religious or nationality differences) feel the pain of a natural calamity that befalls humans anywhere. It is the inherent moral obligation of our existence that triggers such sympathy. It is also to this universal moral obligation that we appeal when we ask the support of other well-endowed countries during natural disasters in our own country or the indignation we feel when such support is denied for political or other reasons.

      This moral obligation is even more compounded when the calamity occurs in ones own country. Here the universal moral requirement becomes even more forceful because of the sense of community one shares as a citizen of a country. Being a citizen of a country bestows on the individual certain privileges and responsibilities that non-citizens do not have. The right to freely trade in ones country comes with the responsibility to pay taxes and to play by the established rules of the game. The right to choose our leaders or aspire to any public office within our country comes with the obligation to use our votes properly as voters or commit our selves to genuine public service if elected. The strong case for a free market system is made on the basis of the wider benefits it accrues to the larger community. It is therefore legitimate to expect businesses to give back to the community in times of hardship some of the excess resources they are privileged to accumulate in good times.

      If the above argument is somewhat valid, the question to address then is why the business community fails to get actively involved in the fight against AIDS. There are two plausible, albeit not justifiable, reasons for that. The first reason is directly related to the epidemic itself. Most business leaders do not seem to have realized the magnitude of the problem and its potential consequences. This is true not only to Ethiopian business but also businesses in other parts of Africa. According to a survey compiled for the Africa Competitiveness Report 2000, in a “comparison between perception of business and the best scientific estimates of infection rates and AIDS deaths, business leaders tend to perceive HIV infection levels to be lower than those recorded by UNAIDS…The average ACR figure (calculated as a population weighted average for the 29 countries where UNAIDS data are available) is 4.26 percent against a UNAIDS average of 6.16 percent.” This is a sizeable difference especially when considering the fact that the survey was done in 1999 while UNAIDS estimate was for 1997. This gap between scientific estimates and business perception is even wider for Ethiopia. As can be seen from table 4 in the appendix, UNAIDS adult prevalence rate estimates of 9.31% and 10.63% for 1997 and 2000, is more than three times the 3.02% business leaders estimate to prevail in the work force. One reason for this divergence could be a difference in the prevalence rate of adults in the general population and that of the work force. However, according to the ACR analysis, “there is also evidence to support the view that these ACR figures reflect a degree of denial” among the business community. This is partly an indication that “the full fury of the epidemic has yet to be felt and that business leaders are unaware of this.” If the latter has some truth, one of the important tasks of those already involved in the fight against HIV/AIDS is to double their efforts to raise the awareness of the business community on the current status and future implications of the epidemic.

      In the Ethiopian case, there is also a more general problem that afflicts the business community when it comes to active participation in the affairs of the larger community namely apathy. Save for issues that narrowly concerns their own businesses directly or in exceptional cases where the country’s sovereignty is threatened by outside forces, the Ethiopian business community is very shy in making its presence felt in the broader concerns of the society. This is true both in areas it considers political (peace and stability, democratization…etc.) and activities that it presumes are relegated to the state (cleaning streets or neighborhoods for example). This is a trend that damages the credibility and respectability of business in the society. On the other hand, this is a trend that hurts society by robbing it of the skill and resources that the business community posses and that the community can use for the overall advancement of society.
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      Areas for effective business participation
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      If the case for the involvement of the business community is plausible, the next step is to identify the modality of its participation. Clearly, the responsibility to contribute towards the struggle against this epidemic should be equally shared by all members of the society. Effective struggle requires identifying the comparative advantage of each sector of the community for optimal use of the available resources. In general, it is fair to say that businesses are well placed to join the fight against AIDS either by themselves or in cooperation with the public sector and/or with non-governmental agencies active in the fight against AIDS.

      In this regard, at least four areas can be identified for business participation in the prevention of the spread of the epidemic and in contributing to the care of the already afflicted on the basis of the successes registered in other countries. These are:

      1. Since heterosexual intercourse is known to be the main transmission mechanism of the HIV virus in Ethiopia and condoms are known to be at the heart of an effective prevention strategy, businesses can use their experience in promoting their products by introducing innovative marketing tools for the promotion and marketing of condoms and other mechanisms of safe sex.

      2. Business marketing skills can also be used in identifying tools for targeting highly affected groups in the community such as the youth.

      3. Businesses can take a number of work place actions to safeguard their own employees from the disease and contribute to the care of affected workers. This could be done through work place preventive educational programs and instituting strong measures against stigmatization of affected workers.

      4. Businesses can also use their tremendous financial resources and extensive contacts in government to lobby for an effective AIDS policy in the country and participate in mobilizing the larger community for preventive action, contributing towards the care of orphans and the loving care of those afflicted by the disease.

      Without a doubt, HIV/AIDS is one of the most serious humanitarian and developmental challenges facing the country today. By the total number of infected persons, Ethiopia is only second to South Africa in the African continent, which is by far the worst affected region in the world. There is no person in the country that is not affected by the scourge in one form or another. The disease has killed many times more compatriots than all the wars this country has fought against foreign aggression in this century combined. The struggle against this epidemic requires the combined efforts of the government, non-governmental organizations, professional associations, the donor community, and all citizens of this country. Businesses in particular have both the self-interest and moral duty to contribute to the struggle against this epidemic. They also have the skills and the means to make an effective and durable contribution. HIV/AIDS is not a mysterious punishment that is handed down by some super natural force. Its causes are known and, although the cure is not yet available, there is sufficient and widespread knowledge about the actions that need to be taken to prevent its transmission. Neither is it a problem that goes away if ignored. It needs concerted action to mitigate its disastrous effects. It is high time that the Ethiopian business community wakes up from its slumber and proves that it is a good citizen of this community by making its human and material resources available to fight this scourge of the century.

      Letter from Addis
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      HIV/AIDS and mouth thrush, skin rash and diarrhea

      Dear Editors of Seleda,
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      Thank you very much for inviting me to contribute an article for your December 2001 issue of Seleda which you said focuses on HIV/AIDS.

      Here, we frequently go to funerals of people who have died of HIV/AIDS. Last week, I was at one. The deceased was the brother of a close friend of ours. I noticed a young woman who was crying with a great deal of bitterness and extraordinary emotion. When I was told she was his wife, I realized that she was also crying for herself.

      I was in Egypt and Turkey last month. I was surprised to learn that HIV/AIDS is a rare phenomenon in those countries. You hardly meet anyone who knows of a person who died of AIDS. Indeed, in a recent issue of National Geographic, almost all of the North African Countries (where Muslims are the great majority) are almost free from HIV/AIDS. Somalia was also marked as free from this scourge. But Ethiopia is among the three most affected countries in Africa (if not of the world). Why is this? I do not know the answer. Each Ethiopian should contemplate this.

      A few months back, I had a discussion with representatives of two NGOs: Medical Missionaries of Mary (MMM) and Dawn of Hope, both involved in the area of HIV/AIDS. These organizations are interested in finding out how traditional medicines could be used to alleviate the condition of people suffering from HIV/AIDS. I learned that the three most serious problems their clients suffer from were mouth thrush, skin rashes and diarrhea. In fact Ato Zewdu, who is one of the officers at Dawn of Hope, said that finding cures for these ailments was almost like finding a cure for AIDS. Mouth sores hinder patients from eating and the other two ailments are also extremely debilitating.

      As I am now a licensed producer and distributor of herbal products, we developed a natural mouthwash, by distilling well known herbs that are valued for their antiseptic and wound healing properties, such as thyme, myrrh, clove, etc. The mouthwash was distributed to several people who come to the clinics and was found to be very effective. A report on our products by MMM (July 24, 2001), stated: “44 clients were very happy with the mouthwash, saying that they are able to eat without any problems.” We also formulated a skin care lotion using frankincense and other essential oils and have received the report that “19 people have tried this lotion and are very happy.”

      However, the formula we created to treat diarrhea was not successful. Our formula was based on a resin we obtained from the Ogaden. This resin is used by the Somali people as a cure for diarrhea. They take some 5g of the resin, boil it in one liter of water and the mixture is drunk by the patient. The resin was the subject of a Ph.D. thesis by a Swedish student who was involved in the study of the Medicinal Plants of Somalia and the Ogaden region of Ethiopia. He found that it had active principles that block the contractions of smooth muscles. We also studied the resin and confirmed that it has indeed such effects on smooth muscles. That was our rationale for suggesting this medicine for those suffering from diarrhea.

      The deceased person I mentioned in the first paragraph did request this medicine when he was suffering from severe diarrhea. We provided the medication, but the results were not so encouraging. Hence the need to look for alternative natural anti-diarrhea medicines.

      As most of the clients of the NGOs mentioned above are poor, the above products were initially given to their patients free of charge. Regrettably we were not able to continue providing the products free of charge. Those who are informed and those who can afford it come to our shop, “Ariti Herbal Products,” from time to time to buy the mouthwash and skin care preparation. If Seleda readers or others would like to sponsor an initiative for providing the above effective medicines to patients at MMM or Dawn of Hope, we certainly can revitalize that project.

      Yours truly,

      Ermias Dagne

      Nov. 25, 2001, Addis Ababa

      The Views from Ground Zero
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      Random Conversations from Addis…

      Name: Anonymous

      Gender: Female

      Age: 24

      Occupation: Not employed

      **When was the last time you went to a funeral of a person who died from AIDS?

      **Who knows what they really died of? It might be AIDS.

      **Where do you think AIDS comes from? How do you think it spreads?

      **God knows where it came from but it spreads mainly through sexual intercourse.

      **How do you know when someone has AIDS?

      **If they start losing a lot of weight.

      **When did you first hear about AIDS?

      **I don’t remember.

      **If someone has AIDS, what do you have to do so that you don’t get it yourself?

      **Stay away from that person. Avoid any kind of body contact.

      **Do you talk about AIDS with anyone?

      **No.

      **What do people you know say about AIDS?

      **Everyone is scared of it.

      **Are you afraid you might get it?

      **You never know.

      **What is the most frightening thing you’ve heard about AIDS? Do you think it’s true?

      **The long suffering you have before you die.

      **Have you changed your own behavior to avoid getting AIDS? If so, how? If not, why not?

      **I have. I only have sex with my boyfriend and we only have protected sex.

      **Have you ever been tested? Why or why not?

      **No, I’ve never been tested. Because I don’t doubt myself.

      **Could you ask your partner to be tested?

      **No.

      **Do you think you can avoid getting AIDS even if you are sexually active?

      **Yes.

      Do you think people get AIDS because they have somehow been

      bad/sinful?

      No.

      **Do you think you can live with AIDS? If so, for how long?

      **I don’t think one can live with AIDS that long.

      **What, to you personally, has been the greatest fallout from AIDS?

      **I can’t say.

      **Are you hopeful that one day Ethiopia will be free from AIDS?

      **Oh yes, very much so.

      Name: Anonymous

      Gender: Female

      Age: 22

      Occupation: Prostitute

      **When was the last time you went to a funeral of a person who died from AIDS?

      **I don’t go to funerals any more. I don’t keep track of people.

      **Where do you think AIDS comes from? How do you think it spreads?

      **I don’t know where it came from but sexual activities is how it spreads.

      **How do you know when someone has AIDS?

      **When you get tested or when you get sick.

      **When did you first hear about AIDS?

      **I don’t know.

      **If someone has AIDS, what do you have to do so that you don’t get it yourself?

      **Try not to have unprotected sex.

      **Do you talk about AIDS with anyone?

      **Not really.

      **What do people you know say about AIDS?

      **I don’t talk about it because it scares me to death.

      **Are you afraid you might get it?

      **Yes, very much.

      **What is the most frightening thing you’ve heard about AIDS? Do you think it’s true?

      **I can’t say anything in particular, the whole virus is scary.

      **How successful are you in convincing your clients to use condoms? Do they offer more money to use or not use one?

      **Not that successful when it comes to local customers. When it is foreigners they don’t even ask they use it themselves.

      **Have you changed your own behavior to avoid getting AIDS? If so, how? If not, why not?

      **I can’t change my behavior to avoid getting AIDS. This is what I do for living, changing my behavior means no work, and that means no way to survive.

      **Have you ever been tested? Why or why not?

      **No, I have not because I am scared to find the result.

      **Could you ask your partner to be tested?

      **I don’t have a partner.

      **Do you think you can avoid getting AIDS even if you are sexually active?

      **Yes by protecting yourself when ever you have sex.

      **Do you think people get AIDS because they have somehow been bad/sinful?

      **Who knows? Mmaybe.

      **Do you think you can live with AIDS? If so, for how long?

      **Not for long.

      **What, to you personally, has been the greatest fallout from AIDS?

      **Decrease in the number of customers.

      **Are you hopeful that one day Ethiopia will be free from AIDS?

      **I hope so.

      Name: Anonymous

      Gender: Male

      Age: 16

      Occupation: Shoe Shiner

      **When was the last time you went to a funeral of a person who died from AIDS?

      **Never

      **Where do you think AIDS comes from? How do you think it spreads?

      **It’s a curse from God, and it spreads through bad sexual behaviors.

      **When did you first hear about AIDS?

      **A couple of years ago.

      **If someone has AIDS, what do you have to do so that you don’t get it yourself?

      **Stay away from infected people.

      **Do you talk about AIDS with anyone?

      **No, it is not any of my business.

      **What do people you know say about AIDS?

      **No one talks about this bad curse, at least not around me.

      **Are you afraid you might get it?

      **No.

      **What is the most frightening thing you’ve heard about AIDS? Do you think it’s true?

      **Death and suffering.

      **Have you changed your own behavior to avoid getting AIDS? If so, how? If not, why not?

      **I don’t have any behaviors that would lead me to getting AIDS.

      **Have you ever been tested? Why or why not?

      **No, because I don’t think I have been endangered

      **Do you think you can avoid getting AIDS even if you are sexually active?

      **Yes, married people are sexually active and they avoid the virus by staying faithful to one another.

      **Do you think people get AIDS because they have somehow been bad/sinful?

      **Definitely

      **Do you think you can live with AIDS? If so, for how long?

      **A very short time.

      **Are you hopeful that one day Ethiopia will be free from AIDS?

      **I don’t doubt it, with God’s help

      Name: Berhanu

      Age: 43

      Occupation: Teacher

      **When was the last time you went to a funeral of a person who died from AIDS?

      **About a month ago.

      **Where do you think AIDS comes from? How do you think it spreads?

      **At least in Ethiopia, primarily through unprotected heterosexual intercourse

      **How do you know when someone has AIDS?

      **It depends on the maturity of the disease, it is not possible to tell at the early stages unless you do tests

      **When did you first hear about AIDS?

      **In 1980, in the US

      If someone has AIDS, what do you have to do so that you don’t get it yourself?

      Not sleep with the person without protection, I guess.

      **Do you talk about AIDS with anyone?

      **Yes, with friends, at work…etc.

      **What do people you know say about AIDS?

      **That it is a terrible disease that is wiping out a whole generation.

      Are you afraid you might get it?

      Not really.

      What is the most frightening thing you’ve heard about AIDS? Do you think it’s true?

      That there is no medicine for it and that you are pretty sure to die of it in due course.

      **Have you changed your own behavior to avoid getting AIDS? If so, how? If not, why not?

      **Not really, I never did those things any ways before.

      Have you ever been tested? Why or why not?

      No, I have not because the reason did not arise.

      Could you ask your partner to be tested?

      If it is a new one, yes.

      Do you think you can avoid getting AIDS even if you are sexually active?

      Without protection, I don’t.

      Do you think people get AIDS because they have somehow been bad/sinful?

      I don’t believe in that stuff.

      Do you think you can live with AIDS? If so, for how long?

      If you get the appropriate care (including affording to take the medicine) I suppose you can last for a while (like Magic Johnson).

      Name: Dagne

      Age: 27

      Occupation: Entrepreneur

      When was the last time you went to a funeral of a person who died from AIDS?

      Last week. I went to three last month.

      Where do you think AIDS comes from? How do you think it spreads?

      Through unprotected sex. Insignificantly from intravenous drug use.

      Do you and your friends talk about AIDS?

      Yes, in a way. We are aware who has it and who is likely to get it.

      When did you first hear about AIDS? In Ethiopia?

      The day I came back from the States my uncle sat me down and lectured me about.

      You’re in a different bracket from the average Ethiopian. How does your circle handle people with AIDS?

      It might sound bad, really, really bad., but the women are usually shunned and with the guys no one talks about it. You just make sure you don’t sleep with the same [women] he sleeps with. It’s a small town so everyone knows what’s going on, and some just bide their time.

      Are you afraid you might get it?

      Yes. It’s not always easy to use protection.

      What is the most frightening thing you’ve heard about AIDS? Do you think it’s true?

      I’ll tell you the most interesting. I know people who think that if you have an affair with a married person that you won’t get it. So everybody was having an affair with everybody’s wife/husband. Imagine! The girls here also think that the [expats] and foreigners coming here are free of AIDS, so they have tendencies not to protect themselves.

      Have you changed your own behavior to avoid getting AIDS? If so, how? If not, why not?

      I have. I am less promiscuous. But it’s a very highly charged sexualized society, and sometimes you just give in and hope for the best.

      Have you ever been tested? Why or why not?

      No. I don’t think I am at risk.

      Do you ask the women you sleep with if they are tested?

      Yes. But they all say they don’t have it. No one will say yes I have it.

      Do you think you can avoid getting AIDS even if you are sexually active?

      I hope so. But in reality, no.

      Do you think people get AIDS because they have somehow been bad/sinful?

      I can’t say. You hear a lot that this is a curse, and sometimes when you see all the stuff around you, you can’t help but wonder if God is on PMS.

      Do you think you can live with AIDS? If so, for how long?

      Personally, I couldn’t. I would not want to. Not in Ethiopia. It’s rough. It’s depressing.

      We are indebted to DK and “Shebelaw” who helped compile these interviews for us from Addis.

      Don’t Fail this Test
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      The Feasibility of Mandatory Testing

      by: Hundera

      Right before my green card interview, I was a nervous wreck, all because of a sealed envelope from an INS approved physician. Based on the results of this sealed envelope, which the immigration officer reviews, an HIV-positive result would have been grounds for denial of that cherished green light that would make or break my cherished lifestyle. Was a one-night stand in college, where God allowed the condom to break, going to forever punish me? Although we had been instructed about safe sex around the clock during orientation, and as if I had not brought that knowledge with me from before, in the heat of passion the Trojan must not have been saddled properly. But what was I to say to the immigration officer: “Please, you gotta understand; I made a mistake only once and only because it was not put on properly. I am a good citizen (or will be). I always use a condom.” Unfortunately, no gray areas in the law and that would have been the end of it.

      When I feared most that I may have been infected, there came many moments of anger. At myself, mostly. By no means was I ever a Casanova. Although I may have lost my virginity at fifteen, it was not until I was in college that I took up the sport again. Even then, my luck was such that most women I was interested in didn’t seem interested in me, or the few cases that wasn’t the case, their chastity belts might as well have been the type Woody Allen showed us in “Everything You Wanted to Know About Sex but Were Afraid to Ask.” Save a few. And if I was infected and were going to die, the darkest element of my soul was further angered that I could not take out many others along the way.

      And why the heck did I not get tested to find out before I saw the INS doctor to save myself the latent embarrassment? I must have given blood during numerous doctor visits, but never knew if they were testing for HIV. Never asked. lemin? yemimotibeten qen lemoqTer?

      That test procedure has been puzzling public health officials for some time now. Who has the right to know about one’s infection? Must we inform the wife, or should we trust the husband to inform his wife? Often times, further treatment is suggested as a way to come to grips with the results. And eventually, it would be time to take those AZT pills (is this what is still given today?) so the wife will find out anyway, but the doctor will have long before recommended that the husband tell the wife. Anyway, what are the chances that the wife is not already infected? What’s the point of telling her that she also has about ten years left to live? What if the HIV diagnosed individual is not married? As is probably the case most of the time. Does the public health official have the right to inform the girlfriend, boyfriend or lover? Where does one draw the line over doctor/patient confidentiality in the pursuit of protecting the public’s health? Answers to these questions, from what I have been told, are widely divergent in the U.S. and in Ethiopia. Maybe someone else in this Seleda issue would have ended the conspiracy of silence regarding nondisclosure of results in Ethiopia, if indeed this is true.

      A new approach seems to be underway. In Scotland, a man was recently imprisoned for having unprotected sex with a woman after he had been diagnosed with the virus, setting a legal precedent. Now, at least in Scotland, if you have tested positive and transmit the virus, according to the precedent, you are criminally liable. gud fela. This is far more radical than not telling the man that he was infected in the first place. But what is the consequence of this? Will more people, like me, who hesitate to be tested to begin with, likely go in if they know they cannot have unprotected sex anymore depending on the result.

      At least, the answers seem clear to me, despite their heavy agency costs. First, tests need to be mandatory. The prisoner’s dilemma of whether to get tested or not on a voluntary basis would dissipate. You might be asking, “lEbaw min aT’efa?” Let me illustrate by example. Suppose, a husband and wife have been cheating and they both know it. They both know they could be infected but are not sure. If they both get tested, they will both know the answer and know how to handle the situation of the infidelity as it relates to their sexual practices. However, neither one knows what their test result will be. If the husband tests positive, the wife may divorce him, or vice versa. Nevertheless, if they both don’t get tested, they don’t have to worry about the real consequences other than minimal worries.

      Now, if tests are mandatory, everyone will know the real results of their HIV status. Although we may not be able to force the husband or wife to inform each other, the doctor can act gently and insist on the best outcome. Furthermore, if, as in Scotland, we criminalized having unprotected sex by those who are infected, the mandatory clause would significantly decrease the infection rate. After the man’s imprisonment, many doctors went on record to say that they believed that people would not test voluntarily and that the infection rate would rise.

      Well, even making it mandatory has its implementation costs, especially in countries that don’t have universal health coverage. Are the 40 million uninsured people living in America going to be forced to take AIDS tests? Somehow that does not make sense. I believe the tests should take place only if other services are offered. Therefore, universal health coverage seems to make sense in this case.

      The astute may be asking questions about civil liberties and the effectiveness of mandatory testing. Should we not need protection of our personal health information? How do we make sure employers and insurance companies don’t use this information against us? Even if a test is mandatory, we should draw lines on this issue and forbid release of this information as we seal other medical information. The purpose is not to create hell for people who are HIV-positive, but to protect others whose lives people with HIV can ruin. So if the person knows s/he has HIV, s/he better not infect others. Furthermore HIV tests need not be expensive. According to a friend who gave me stock tips, Epitope is developing an HIV test contraption that costs less than $2 per test. So you may finally ask, if a person with HIV knows death is around the corner, how is prison going to be a deterrent. Honestly, I don’t know.

      But when I went to my INS interview, I wish I had had the results beforehand. If the worst had come true, I would rather not have had the immigration officer break the news to me in front of my mother. But I sure am glad there was a happy ending here - at least to the green card chase.

      Tazabi: Life of Firmaye
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      From the book “ENa: Meto Seba gTmoch” published by Artistic Printing Press January 1998. An anthology of poetry by Ethiopian women.

      The More we Come Together
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      A Story of Children Affected and Infected by HIV/AIDS

      By Sara Jewett

      Through a group called Tesfa Lidet (The Birth of Hope) that met twice a week in a community center called Medical Missionaries of Mary, I came to know nine children and their caregivers very well.

      Through Tesfa Lidet I came to believe that AIDS orphans and vulnerable children affected by HIV/AIDS are our burden. They are also the greatest assets we have in understanding the dimensions of the virus and how, together, we can effectively confront it.

      This compilation would not have been possible without the openness and candidness of the counselors, social workers, caregivers and children I met. People who have the courage to show love in the face of an overwhelming and frightening AIDS pandemic have won my undying admiration.

      Heavy Rain (October 2000)

      Sunday Sunshine

      It is the rainy season in Ethiopia. In the afternoon the clouds gather and the rains fall heavily over Addis Ababa. The roads are rutted and cheap paint-jobs wash away to reveal corrugated iron. Flooding puts telephone systems out of commission for entire neighborhoods. People are cut off for weeks. Country roads, even side streets in Addis, become impassable for vehicles. Dung houses melt in isolated fields. People walk with steam rising off of their warm bodies. The rainy season was supposed to end one month ago.

      This morning, Sunday, the sky is clear and blue. People are smiling and those who are not dependent on agriculture convey the hope that the dry season has finally arrived.

      Alem, a Save the Children co-worker, beckons me to the entrance of her church. She points out a thin boy who weaves in and out of a milling crowd of well-dressed churchgoers. Months of rain have not washed away the layers of dirt and grime that coat his skin and clothes. His movements are attentive, quick. He has an old scar over his right eye. I estimate he’s eight years old. Malnutrition stunts the growth of many Ethiopian children. He may be older.

      Before Alem has a chance to tell me who this boy is, he sees her and rushes toward us. He receives a warm hug from Alem then turns to me. His inquisitive eyes wait for me to address him, drawing my gaze away from the gaping hole in his shirt.

      In faltering Amharic I ask, “Manu sameh?” (What is your name?") His smile reveals white teeth and a dimple. “Hassidah.” We briefly hold hands. His are rough. He smells of sweat and earth.

      Hassidah waits for Alem to explain that I am “a friend from America.” He nods and with another smile leaves. He takes the hand of another thin boy. I see them now. There are a number of children like Hassidah who are weaving through the crowd, flashes of chestnut brown against a backdrop of bright flowered dresses and dark ironed suits.

      “Hassidah lives with two brothers,” Alem explains. Their parents died a few years ago. “AIDS?” I ask. Alem inhales sharply, the Ethiopian way of saying yes without actually saying a word. “He comes here because he feels safe behind the church compound walls,” she adds. We both watch him for a moment. He leans against a short wall and surveys the people trying to enter the sanctuary before the service begins. Then we too leave the sunshine for the sanctuary.

      Manic Monday

      Sunday passes and again the sky threatens rain. Children running to beat the school bell wear pink, yellow and blue plastic bags on their heads, like transparent chef hats. I pass them on my way to a Catholic mission in Addis Ababa that cares for the sick and abandoned, many of whom are infected by HIV and AIDS. I bump along rain scarred roads. Up. Down.

      Long lines of the mortally ill and abandoned stretch along a dirty sidewalk outside of the mission’s gate. Some lie wrapped in blankets, left by families that could not or would not care for them anymore. Others have the strength to lean against the stone wall as they wait. They brought themselves here. Some will leave if they are healed. Most come to die.

      At any time the mission holds between 700 and 800 people. The number varies by the hour.

      One by one, I am shown large rooms that smell of burning incense that fails to hide stronger human smells. In the first room, a man’s feverish eyes stare out of skin stretched over bone. In the second room, the healthier men huddle around a radio to learn about the outside world. It can take years for an HIV positive person to reach the final stages of AIDS.

      In the third room I meet two dead men hidden under clean white sheets. They are bumpy mounds under cloth. The Sister who is guiding us explains that the home is trying to provide a place where people can die with dignity, so I try not to stare. They are the first people I have seen who have died of AIDS. They are anonymous.

      When I ask how long it will take to fill the dead men’s beds the Sister laughs, not unkindly, at my question. An open bed is not required for acceptance into the mission, she explains. There are people sleeping on the floors that can use the beds. The Sisters select the neediest people from the lines for admission into the mission two times each day. As she explains, an ambulance enters the compound with flashing lights. A small group of people gathers around the doors as an emaciated woman is brought out on a stretcher. I can hear her moans.

      Rooms for men. Rooms for women. Rooms for children. Not enough beds. Pallets on the floor. I blur the individuals in my mind so that I cannot distinguish faces, like a child crossing her eyes to replace the clear world with a fuzzy one. I hear the sighs and moans from the ground floor room on the women’s side of the mission. (Women fear the room because it’s reserved for those closest to death.) Sick mothers nurse babies they will leave orphaned in a courtyard. Handicapped children shriek in delight when we enter a room and touch their outstretched hands. I touch a silent infant with a head the size of a tennis ball and perfect ears. (He dies two days later.)

      The Catholic Sisters fight to sooth people’s suffering every day. I am no saint. I am eager to drive out the gate, eyes forward. The empty-eyed staring of a small group of abandoned children inside the gate burns into my back. The gate closes behind us with a metallic grating.

      There is no way I could have been prepared.

      The More We Come Together(December 2000)

      Kalib attends Tesfa Lidet. He is the first child to arrive on the group’s first day. He was referred to Tesfa Lidet to overcome depression and anxiety. His mother has AIDS.

      Kalib is almost five. He wears a dirty knit shawl over his curly hair on days when there is a nip in the air, like today. The shawl frames his wide coffee eyes. His eyebrows arch so that he carries a constant look of surprise. Yewoinshet tells me about Kalib as we sit together waiting for the other children to arrive.

      Kalib is almost five and he knows how to make tea. His 14 year-old sister ran away when their mother got sick. For two months his mother was too ill to get out of bed and had to wear bandages over her eyes. That is when Kalib learned how to boil the water and add tea and sugar. There was nobody else.

      There was not much more than tea for a long time while his mother was bed-ridden. Kalib begged and used the money he got to buy sugar, ten cents for each spoonful. One for his mother. One for himself. His mother has recovered for the time being but he still helps her when he can.

      Kalib hugs his pink dinosaur close to himself as we wait to begin. Two other children arrive shortly after Kalib. Tenanesh, the only girl, arrives with her grandmother. Samineh also arrives with his grandmother. Although he looks smaller than Kalib we quickly learn he is a few months older… Tenanesh and Samineh are AIDS orphans and are HIV infected. The children size each other up quietly as their caregivers go through the long litany of Amharic greetings.

      Kalib breaks the ice by throwing the dinosaur into the air. It does a somersault and the children laugh. One of the dinosaur’s eyes is missing, but no one seems to notice. We give the other two children stuffed animals and soon three animals are flying through the air. Laughter and smiles fill the room.

      Kalib is smart for his age. He knows all of the body parts in English. “Nose. Mouth.” He points to a small nose and his childish lips. One time he gets confused. He does it backwards. When he realizes the mistake, he leans back on the couch and giggles behind the pink dinosaur. The other children join him until they are all giddy. I watch his mother smile, a softening and slight rise of the corners of her lips.

      Kalib enjoys the first Tesfa Lidet session. He does not have HIV and is not an orphan (yet). These things do not matter. He is making new friends. Kalib’s mother sits with the other children’s grandmothers, who have taken responsibility for the orphans. Like the children, the caregivers seem to enjoy each other’s company.

      The caregivers talk about the children. None of the children goes to school because of their HIV status. “They get sick from the other children,” one grandmother explains. An affirming nod travels down the bench following her statement. Yewoinshet told me that Tenanesh was first in her class before the school pushed her out because of suspicions of HIV infection. Kalib’s case is simple. He does not have money to go to school.

      One grandmother gauges me with tired eyes. Her words are slow and weighted. I strain to meet her eyes as her message is translated to me. “The way our community isolates us feels like a wound on top of a wound.” Her eyes become distant and I wonder if she is thinking about the loss of her daughter, the mother of the child she now raises. Her eyes refocus on me. She sighs. The children burst into laughter and we return our attention to the young.

      At the end of the morning, Kalib bows and shakes everybody’s hands. He carries a banana in one hand, an orange in the other. His mother carries the song we have been working on, “The more we come together, the happier we’ll be.”

      As Kalib and his mother leave Medical Missionaries Of Mary (MMM), a small tea-maker and the mother he cares for, I can hear his voice sounding out the English words, “The more we come together…”

      Hana (May 2001)

      “I don’t have anything,” she says quietly in Amharic. “Not even someone to talk to.”

      Hana is taking care of her younger sister and brother. They were evicted from their home after their parents both died. Hana was determined not to end up on the streets and convinced the local government to let them stay in a spare room in a neighborhood government building. She also got them to give her a small amount of money to buy food and the supplies her siblings need to attend school.

      Now her brother is acting up. He does not want to go to school. And her sister is spending more and more time on the streets. At age nine she has already attracted the attention of some older boys. Hana fears that if she cannot provide more for her brother and sister, all she has struggled for will be lost. Hana speaks with her head bowed and eyes lowered. Instead of being proud of the efforts she has made to help her family survive, she is ashamed of their situation. She is worried. She is twelve.

      We are driving to Medical Missionaries of Mary (MMM) where I have set up a counseling appointment for her. The three adults in the car try to make her smile. The radio is on. It is not comfortable, especially for the Ethiopian adults, to be in the presence of such a young child who has taken on such grown-up responsibilities. While Hana’s spirit is inspiring, she is also a representation of how Ethiopian society is failing its youth.

      At MMM I work with the Tesfa Lidet children while Yewoinshet and another counselor counsel her. After an hour, Hana slips quietly into the room where the children are coloring. I invite her to join us but she shakes her head no. While I work with the children, I also keep an eye on Hana, sitting alone on a green couch. Emotions pass over her face like clouds. Fear. Sadness. A faint smile. She is somewhere deep in herself, unaware of all that is going on around her.

      The Tesfa Lidet session ends and the Save the Children car is waiting. I get in the car with Hana. We will drop her off at the government building where she lives. She is eager to get back. Her brother and sister will be waiting for her.

      I ask her how it went. “Fine. Thank you.” Her smile is sad. Before leaving MMM, Yewoinshet told me that Hana needs an adult she can touch base with at least once a week. Hana is experiencing extreme anxiety and self-doubt about her ability to raise her brother and sister. She is welcome at MMM but it is on the other side of the city and Hana has neither the time nor money to make that trip. I promise Yewoinshet that I will find someone. (I find a woman from my work.)

      Hana looks me full in the face and smiles when she gets out of the car. Maybe her hope has not completely died after all.

      The Garden of Eden (June 2001)

      Eden was the name of a garden. The garden was a place of innocence. The Bible tells us that in the middle of Eden were two trees, the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Man and woman chose to eat from the latter. And they were cursed and banished from Eden and her tree of life.

      Eden is the name of a girl. She was born as a result of rape. Her mother was a housekeeper. Her father was her mother’s employer. He had a wife who had died shortly before he expanded the “duties” of his housekeeper.

      Eden was born. She lived with her mother. When she was almost two years old her father invited them to live with him and the children from his marriage. Eden finally had a “proper” family.

      One year later, Eden’s father died. On his deathbed, at a bitter and honest moment, he swore that he had not only infected his housekeeper/wife with his virus, but their child as well. Six months later Eden’s mother died. Eden was almost four.

      Eden had never been formally adopted. Her father’s other children did not recognize Eden as their sister. They wanted her to leave. She was not welcome anymore. She did not know that she could claim any inheritance. According to her half-siblings, Eden was entitled to nothing.

      Banished, Eden went to live with her aunt, her mother’s sister. Her aunt was a kind but poor woman. To survive, she cooked and sold injera. Eden grew up thin and straight. She grew up alongside her cousin and her cousin’s child.

      Now Eden is eight.

      Eden has soft brown eyes and gentle ways. She still lives with her aunt, cousin and cousin’s baby. Her late father was right. Eden has HIV. I know because I have seen the test results. I cannot see any signs of the virus. Unlike other HIV infected children I know, her skin is smooth and unmarked by herpes scars or fungal infections.

      When I first met Eden, I thought she was shy. She was quiet with the other orphans who laughed and shouted during the Tesfa Lidet session. When they jumped, her feet barely left the ground. Dancing, her gestures were like distant echoes of the other children’s shaking, jumping and wiggling. Eden did not seem nervous. There was quietness, instead, that made her seem cloud-like.

      I wonder if others also notice that Eden does not walk. She floats.

      Eden takes my hand on the second day we meet. She does not pull or tug, but I sense her direction and I follow. Her voice, though a whisper, does not shake. Her words become a song to me, rising and falling in a simple melody. She always keeps eye contact. Though I do not speak her language, she binds me to her.

      She stops us in the courtyard and we sit on the concrete ground facing each other. She invites me into her child’s world. We clap hands like little girls on a playground. I remember “Miss Mary Mack” from my elementary school years. Eden recites something about injera. Her hand motions mimic the actions of making injera. At the end of the song she shouts in English, “STOP!” We freeze and dare each other to move with laughing eyes. Her eyes shine.

      The other orphans in the group follow us into the courtyard. Tenanesh asks me to put on a “fashion show” and the other girls enthusiastically encourage me. It is the rainy season, when Ethiopian children wear colorful plastic bags on their heads to protect their hair. I go into a counselor’s office and empty a bag of fruit. The yellow plastic serves as our fashion centerpiece. I become an exaggerated model with sucked-in cheeks, batting eyelashes, and swinging hips. The children mimic and caregivers smile.

      Eden transforms herself into a plastic-bag fashion model. She winks her eye as she drapes thin yellow plastic against her coffee-brown skin. She has no hips but she struts. Her new friends beg her for a turn with the bag. They want to be in the spotlight. She is generous with them and passes the bag.

      Back in our classroom Eden bends to tie her shoe. A mentally ill girl, four-years-old, runs toward Eden with upraised arms. Her small hand slaps against Eden’s back. Eden is surprised but she shows no anger. With a laugh she rises from the floor and runs around the table with her aggressor in hot pursuit. The two children look like they have forgotten the forces of gravity, not bound by the laws of this world.

      The Eden’s of this world are few. During my time in Ethiopia I have met many young children who bear the scars of suffering and want, especially those children affected by HIV/AIDS. Though nobody could argue that Eden has had a simple life, she has somehow surmounted bitterness and anger to enjoy the present. She is a beautiful enigma.

      A Picture of Samineh (February 2001)

      An old woman walks into the room, a gauzy white cloth wrapped around her thin body. There is a small child humped on her back. His familiar face peeks above the cloth. Samineh.

      He raises his eyebrows as if to emphasize to me, to everyone, that he has returned to Tesfa Lidet despite his illness. His grandmother pauses in the center of the room. For enough time for me to pull out my camera and notice how small he looks. I take the picture quickly.

      My camera shutter opens and shuts two more times. Once to capture Samineh smiling with raised eyebrows as he hugs two stuffed animals, their heads peeking above his grandmother’s shawl that she draped around his small shoulders. Once to capture the wound that is eating through his neck.

      Sister Patricia, a social worker at Medical Missionaries of Mary, turns from Samineh’s wound in disgust. She goes into the courtyard to control the tears that make her brown eyes bright. She reenters the room to question his grandmother about why she has kept him from the hospital. Patricia fights to control her face muscles, which twitch now, as she listens to Samineh’s grandmother explain that she did not have the money. Besides, she falters, there would be nobody to watch her house and Samineh’s older brother if she had to stay at the hospital. The old woman avoids Patricia’s eyes.

      Patricia’s oldest son is the same age as Samineh. Five.

      Samineh has missed the last three weeks of Tesfa Lidet and he other children are happy to see him. They crowd around him shyly when he is placed on the couch. Samineh is one of the youngest members of Tesfa Lidet. He is the smallest. The children use quiet voices when they talk to him.

      Samineh sits on the couch with two stuffed animals while the other children color bright pictures and play with a bag of new toys that an Australian couple donated to the group. But they grow silent, their eyes apprehensive, every time an adult enters the room to look at Samineh’s wound. He is one of them and it reminds them that they are different from other children their age. I grow anxious as I note the concerned expressions and worried words of each new person that visits with Samineh.

      Even in my anxiety, I smile as I watch Samineh’s eyebrows jump up and down, like they are attached to invisible wires. Samineh has developed a second language with his eyebrows that can convey anything from joy to a question. It is the main way I communicate with him.

      His eyebrows reveal pain when Sister Kate, an Irish nurse, lifts up his chin to get a better look. “The poor darling,” she mutters more to herself than those of us who await her diagnosis. “He needs to go to the hospital.”

      As his friends play without him, Samineh tires of the adult world. Though his grandmother has forgotten his shoes, he insists on getting on the floor with the others. The earlier shyness is forgotten. We play the hyena game, a combination of ring-around-the-rosies and tag. He runs and laughs with the rest as I, the hyena, chase after the children for my afternoon meal. I corner Samineh but he ducks under the table and makes a quick escape.

      Soon he needs to use the bathroom. His grandmother has gone to the hospital to register him. He cannot walk shoeless across the courtyard. I lift him in my arms. I wonder if he, like a bird, has hollow bones. No human child should be this light. I am very conscious of every weak breath he takes. I am afraid I will break the child I was chasing just minutes ago.

      A group of orphan caregivers raised the 50 birr (about $6.50 US) to pay Samineh’s admission to the hospital. Tenanesh’s grandmother offered Samineh’s grandmother a glucose bag for his IV drip that was leftover from when Tenanesh was sick. On principal, whatever little they had, they offered. They helped Samineh survive with the expectation that when their moment of trial arrives others would help them.

      Three weeks later I go to the hospital to visit Samineh. I bring a small box of mini-M&Ms for him, my camera, and a lump in my throat. His room is on the fourth floor. The hospital smells like bodily fluids and chemicals. I breathe through my mouth.

      Before going into his room, his grandmother informs me that everyday Samineh asks if I will come to visit him. For all of the prayers, and the anxiety and fatalism I have felt over Samineh, I can not even begin to understand what this woman must be going through.

      Samineh’s grandmother ushers me into a little room. He is sleeping in a large metal crib. His forehead is covered in beads of sweat. We take off a wool hat he is wearing and the sweat glistens under fluorescent lights. The hospital has shaved off his hair. An IV is stuck in his tiny wrist. I wonder how the nurses found his thread-like veins.

      Samineh’s grandmother shakes him gently. He cries out in pain and frustration, waving his free arm as though shooing away an annoying fly. “Sara is here,” she explains. His stops crying and slowly struggles to push himself into a sitting position. I wave. His pencil-thin eyebrows rise in response. I play with his foot that pokes out from under a sheet. He smiles. The white bandage under his chin covers a smaller wound than the one I photographed. I smile.

      My camera flashes. Samineh sitting up. Samineh drinking milk as I stand in the foreground. The room is small and picture taking is not easy.

      I get emotional when I think that Samineh’s grandmother will use these pictures to remember him when he dies. The pictures also tell a story of all of the HIV positive children in Tesfa Lidet. For me they capture the beauty of the children and the fragility of their presence with us. The pictures are a way I can put a face on the issues that I try to explain to my family and friends. Maybe Samineh’s pictures will help people identify with HIV-infected children. The caregivers and orphans that remain in Tesfa Lidet are in desperate need of economic support. I wish the pictures were just friendly snapshots of a sweet child.

      A Difficult Month

      Samineh died on March 1, 2000, two weeks after I finished “A Picture of Samineh.” I did not find out about his death until the following Wednesday. The counselors at Medical Missionaries of Mary wanted me to “have a nice weekend” and thought that I would be upset by the news.

      Although I was not there, Yewoinshet related Samineh’s last day to me.

      He had been released from the hospital the week before. On Thursday he begged his grandmother to carry him to MMM so that he could talk to Yewoinshet. His grandmother finally gave in to his pleas, although the walk was long.

      When Samineh arrived at MMM, he called out for Yewoinshet. He asked her to tell Sara and his friends that he would return to Tesfa Lidet as soon as he got better. He also wanted her to tell us that he missed us.

      Yewoinshet asked him if she could get him anything. He asked for an orange soda. After he finished the soda he hugged Yewoinshet goodbye.

      According to his grandmother, within an hour of returning back to his home, he died in his sleep.

      On March 29, Tesfa Lidet lost its second child. Tizita, age 12.

      Her illness had gotten progressively worse, especially after Samineh’s death. She continued to come to the group sessions, but she sat apart from the other children and refused to eat or play.

      As an exercise to remember Samineh and deal with our grief, the children each recorded a message for their friend with Yewoinshet. In Tizita’s message, she told Samineh about her physical ailments and asked about how things were where he was.

      Although her death came as no surprise, it deeply affected those of us who knew her.

      Last Respects (April 2001)

      It is Tuesday. Seble, a counselor from Medical Missionaries of Mary, brings me to Tizita’s house to pay my last respects.

      A little girl stands in front of a door in a brown gingham dress. She is barefoot and her hair is disheveled. I catch the scent of smoke and oil on her as I bend over to shake her outstretched hand. She has the same eyes as Tizita, intelligent. It is not necessary to ask if we are at the correct house.

      Inside the house the air is cool. I am invited to sit on a bench and as my eyes adjust I see Tizita’s grandmother, her caregiver, surrounded by blankets on a pallet on the floor. I rise to greet her, but Seble gently touches my arm and whispers that it is their culture to sit. Soon I see why.

      There are four of us on the benches, all women, when she begins to cry. Freeing her arms from a bulky orange comforter she gestures her despair. Her fists shake at God. Her shaking hands cover and distort her face. Her eyes are two dark pools. Between sobs I hear her call, “Tizita, Tizita, Tizita.”

      Tizita was 12 years old with chocolate-colored skin and dark eyes. She was the oldest HIV positive child in Tesfa Lidet. Tizita was an artist. I have some of her drawings in my desk, colorful flowers and houses surrounded by chickens. From her drawings I can mark the day when the sickness started to consume her and her eyes stopped seeing the world around her. Her eyes and the absence of drawings were my first clues to her withdrawal from us.

      The grief in the house is infectious. My eyes sting. Tongues click around me, verbalizing “What a shame” without forming the words. My tears begin to flow, and others cheeks also grow wet with sorrow. I try to focus my eyes on the cement floor. There is something that resembles dried vomit. I stare at the high earthen walls instead.

      Tizita was brought to a hospital on a Wednesday. She died on Thursday. Her funeral was on Friday. A friend who was there told me that the family was desperate. They could not afford the taxi that would bring her to the burial ground so Tizita’s cold body was left lying in her house. I received a call about their situation and paid for the taxi. My stomach cramped up when I put down the phone. Not enough money to remove a body. The thought of this entirely disrupted the process by which I was coming to an internal peace with the poverty that inhabits Ethiopia.

      I spent the weekend trying to forget. I justified wild dancing and raucous laughter with my need for strength in the coming week.

      On Monday, I told the remaining Tesfa Lidet kids about Tizita. As we did with Samineh, the counselors and I asked the remaining children how they wanted to remember their friend. “I’ll draw her a flower.” “I’ll write a letter….” We also consoled their caregivers, trying to diffuse comments like “What is the use?” that they moaned in the presence of the children.

      That was yesterday. Now it is Tuesday and I am sitting with Tizita’s caregiver, her grandmother. An older upright woman enters the house and sits on the end of a bench. Seble whispers, “She is the owner of the house.” So this is not Tizita’s house after all. I am relieved. I was imagining, with horror, how long her body must have laid on the floor before me. A growing depression has made my thoughts morbid.

      Tizita’s grandmother quiets. Her breathing slows. Seble begins to ask questions, but mostly listens as the grieving woman remembers. We learn that Tizita’s mother is still alive, pregnant in fact. Tizita was abandoned to her grandmother when she was six months old. She was a sickly baby. She had to go to the hospital a lot. That is how they think she was infected with HIV, through a blood transfusion. The remembering has a calming effect on all of us, though the words themselves are not comforting.

      With a sigh, Tizita’s grandmother rises from the pallet. Seble and I kiss her goodbye. I bow my head and avoid her eyes. The owner of the house follows us out and offers to show us Tizita’s house.

      The “house” is one small room with a low ceiling and newspaper-covered walls. “This is where Tizita’s little sister still lives with their grandmother?” I ask. When Seble nods my head swims and I feel nauseous. Anger intertwines with grief. Is there no comfort available, even in this time of loss?

      One wall is covered with photographs, to which I turn my attention. I am looking for a picture of Tizita’s mother, looking for some clue about how the woman could abandon such a lovely girl. Instead I see two photographs of Tizita that I made, one with her grandmother and the other with Tesfa Lidet. Tizita smiles at me and I cry for the second time on this day.

      Children playing in the street yell out “fereng” (foreigner) as I wipe the final tears from the corner of my eyes. I almost bump into a little boy who has his back turned to me. Then I recognize him. It is Masresha, a six-year-old from Tesfa Lidet. I did not realize he and Tizita were neighbors.

      Masresha is playing a game with the other neighborhood kids. He tilts his head up so that I can kiss him. Seble tells him that we are just coming from Tizita’s house, paying our respects. He just smiles up at me and I know that despite the pain and the losses I could not abandon the living.

      Sara is a Hart Fellow at Duke University. Tesfa Lidet is featured in this month’s Do The Right Thing

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Stuff We Would Like to See on Condoms Made in Ethiopia…

      10. “This condom may not be recycled and used as a container to measure/sell sugar at guleet.”

      9. “This condom is for one time use only… i.e. no ‘Genna alew eko. AlalEqem’”

      8. “Yihay condom ye Tsom condom (Tsomdom) new”.

      7. " Condom is not r’st. Ye shalt not inherit it from your father."

      6. “Lezih condom ezenulet”

      5. “Enkuwan leme-condom abeqawot”

      4. “Please confirm this condom is the right size for you by measuring on Sahlu, your favorite korma.”

      3. “A hole in a condom cannot be patched, despite what Alamirew, the neighborhood tailor,

      he of the Chinese Singer machine fame says.”

      2. “Breaking this condom during sex is not poof that your “manhood” is superior.”

      1. “Yale-gwanti, aywelqm butanti”

      Do the right thing
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      This month, SELEDA presents a patchwork of organizations armed with the force of hope, assistance and awareness in the fight against AIDS.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      50 Lemons

      50 Lemons is a non-profit, non-political and non-religious HIV/AIDS relief organization founded by Africans with the goal to make a difference in the HIV/AIDS infected African community both in the continent and also in the Diaspora. Their mission is to understand the extent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and promote public awareness of the problem. It has already conducted a Knowledge, Attitude and Behavior Study targeting high school students in the regions of Addis Abeba, Jimma, Baher Dar, Awassa, Dire Dawa and Dessie in addition to HIV/AIDS prevention education for over 1000 high school students in Ethiopia. Their current project is to facilitate a sponsorship network for AIDS orphans in Ethiopia.

      You can learn more about 50 Lemons, make donations or sponsor a child by by referring to the given links. For more information on how you can assist their efforts, please contact them at:

      fiftylemons@yahoo.com

      or mail: 50 Lemons

      2117 L Street NW, #215

      Washington, DC 20037

      http://www.50lemons.com/

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact:

      ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call: (617)496-5998(617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for

      Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home is a new, non-profit organization launched in Addis Abeba in the aim of providing more than a source of refuge for the 700,000 AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. Affiliated with HIM (Help International Ministries) and directed by a Board of Christian Ethiopian Professionals, the founders of Yezelalem Minch believe in the significance of building small, clinically and spiritually nurturing environments for such children. Their goal is to establish small, family-oriented homes of up to 7 children. Their broader ambition is to become the core of an internationally involved AIDS orphan adoption network, and branch out to individual families and humanitarians in the global village.

      You can join Yezelalem Minch by contacting them at info@zelalem.org

      Or mail at:

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      PO BOX 70822

      Addis Ababa Ethiopia

      http://www.zelalem.org/

      Hope For Children - Ethiopia

      Testimony to the truth that a solo voice can resonate volumes in the Diasporic community, Hope for Children (HFC) is a local organization dedicated to serving orphans and caregivers in the community. Sara Jewett’s HFC-Ethiopia projects provide a new and necessary bridge between those of us far yet still fortunate enough to make a contribution to the cause. HFC is an organization that renders service and provisions to families and children affected by HIV/AIDS. HFC also serves as a reference center for those seeking to sponsor HIV/AIDS orphans either through an institution or otherwise. Sara Jewett completed Duke University’s Hart Fellow program in August 2001 and is currently working in Ethiopia.

      On behalf of HFC, Sara Jewitt appreciates personal donations to fund her projects in Ethiopia.

      Memorial Baptist Church wires 100% of your financial contributions to a bank account in Ethiopia that is designated to support Sara Jewitt’s work with HFC. Simply send a tax-deductible check made out to “Memorial Baptist Church” indicating “Ethiopia Project” to the following address:

      Sara Jewett-Ethiopia Project

      PO Box 421

      E. Middlebury, VT 05740

      You will also be added to an HFC email list through which you will receive regular updates of how your contribution is making a difference in people’s lives.

      Sara Jewitt can also be reached through email:

      sarajewett@hotmail.com

      Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS Orphans National Association

      Launched in December 1997 by a visionary body of HIV infected patients and orphans, Mekdim emphasizes preventive action through public education and provision of support to HIV/AIDS patients through counseling and facilitating their access to healthcare. Among Mekdim’s accomplishments includes the implementation of more than 50 awareness-raising programs. Mekdim is also a member of the Technical Working Group of UNAIDS and a Board Member of Kelel 14 Administration Office’s Office on HIV/AIDS. Their work has inspired a collaborative effort amongst local institutions with common missions.

      To inquire on how you can support Mekdim:

      mail: Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS

      Orphans National Association

      Mr. Mengistu Zemene

      PO Box 31218

      Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

      or call: 251 1 560380 / 115171 / 559960

      or fax: 251 1 552950

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Communications Issue : January 2002

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      The MrT’na MraCH Issue : April 2002

      The Triumph & Despair Issue : May 2002

      The Communications Issue: January 2002

      “In the beginning,” noted the author of the fourth Gospel in the New Testament, “was the Word.” The confusion, appreciation, perversion and devotion about, for, of and to this celebrated origin is the source for all salvation, doom, hatred and bliss. The Battle of Adwa was fought over the meaning of one article snuck in a treaty of friendship; the colors red and white were contracted to slaughter thousands of Ethiopians in the mid 1970’s; the mere mention of an acronym of any given political party we love to hate causes our mouths to froth; the supercilious rise of the left eyebrow ignites many a barroom brawl at Adams Morgan Bereha; and the declarations made at a finish line of a track or marathon race catapults us into a frenzy of unified jubilation.

      Ineho the Communications Issue!

      We need to know how you finally managed to arrange the words the right way and get the girl or boy; we want to laugh from the blunders you suffered when you thought of the appropriate word in our mother tongue and uttered the unsuitable word in English (or Korean, not to exclude those of you who have comfortably settled in Pyongyang); we implore you to e-mail us the transcription of the incantation you used to heal the wounds of the bitter family feuds we cannot live without; we urge you to share the moment you were busted by your loved one and were rendered speechless.

      Deadline is December 15th for all of you. (20th for residents of Pyongyang.)

      Communicate.

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      Ay-hey-hey… wedEt wedEt. Long after we’ve been pegged “undersexed, desperate dorks” by those who, well, aren’t, ineho proof that we might really, really …ere le werE’m ayamech.

      OK… so, this is the Sex Issue. Ah…the “S” word, feared and adored in Ethiopian society…that confounding mixture of promiscuity and piety all wrapped in one neat dr’b neTela teeming with tension and confusion. We’re blasé about _CHn gered_s but, ho-ho-ho, let an adult woman wear a strapless dress, and it’s all “waiter, I will have an extra large kenfer memTeT with my outrage”. Conversely, are we Diasporic Ethiopians over sexualized? Is there something to be said for ET inhibitions?

      In layman’s terms, at what point do issues of sex, fidelity, freedom, love, passion, lust, secrets and fantasies… megenaNet? Is our sense of piousness six feet or six inches deep? Are we capable of deep, hard thoughts about the myth and reality of sex in our society? Where is our emotional bed at? Do we have the tolerance to openly talk about sex, or are we going to just medabess the issue and not thrust to the core of the matter? Are we able to come, collectively, to an agreement, or are we doomed to always mafen our screams of ecstasy or frustration? What was the orgy-nal sin? Kama Sutra? You wish-imma!

      UUUUUuhhhhhh?

      Listen, we just ask the questions, aiight! Because we are proof positive that some reproductive organs should NOT reproduce, we look towards you, oh sage SELEDAwiyan, to help us address some of these issues. Enlighten us. High time for some frank, fr’T-rT , healthy discussion.

      Speaking of high…we’re done here. Articles are due on or before January 15

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      To dig or not to dig? To poke, to puncture, perchance to bleed? _MoyalE_s can be painful, no? Yes they can. The distress of walking on a damaged heel because that miserable little wretch decided to dig itself into your body. Imagine that! YOUR body, damn it! And there it is, lodged comfortably in your heel, the pride and soul of your flawless walk and prance. There it is, grinning ad infinitum, while you huff and puff in an effort to dare the needle. That bastard! Your heel will never be the same again. Never! Imagine the expenses for psychiatric care to nurse your severely damaged self-esteem … all on account of that miniscule wretch. Yet abatu, ya agdim-adeg!

      Is the perfect heel too much to ask for? Imagine the joy, the sheer bliss of waking up and looking at a flawless, smooth heel, sans intruder infestation. It would even make the most menial, tedious jobs seem like heaven.

      In all seriousness, March is our “Depression and Ecstasy” issue. The hours spent fiddling and toying with sanity while itching from depression bites … momentous outbursts of ecstatic celebration that would put to shame the CHiffera and dinfata of a igir-aTabi who got promoted to Tegur-astekakai … folks, here’s your chance to tell us your stories. Come hither and vent; our support group welcomes thee.

      So … all megl-yeQuaTeru terekezoch due on the 15th of February? 17th, if u have pedicured feet.
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      The Communications issue

      January, 2002

      Note from the editors
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      Seven days late is no way to start the “Restoration Years” of SELEDA, but circumstances which led to this tardiness were… were… well, let’s start with dubious.

      We should have been a little suspicious… alas, we are starved for attention, even if it was upper management’s. In an uncharacteristically gracious but what we thought “yqr l’igzihEr” moment, they handed the staff an early Christmas present… we were all headed to Bora Bora for a two-week retreat! “While you’re there,” they said without the slightest hint of malfeasance, see if you can lose the corduroys."

      Asabi ayasaTan.

      Really… it was too felicitous. But the call of the Tahitian skies was stronger than the stench of conspiracy wafting through our offices. And so, tewakben to the airport…

      First sign of trouble: ticket agent’s face, upon pulling our travel itinerary, changes to the one the Qebelle zebeNa used to make right before “seeing” kosso. Ya, baby, we say to ourselves… how you like us now? We: Tahiti. You: stamp tickets at JFK. Hmmm…. Hulum ekul altefeTere ingidih.

      Second sign of trouble: Federal agent who answers to name “Falcon” descends upon us from nowhere, asks us to remove our shoes… our coats… and “while you are at it” our pants and shirts. Mommy, why is that man aiming an Uzi at our heads?

      Third sign of trouble: We were damn near radiated to oblivion what with all the frequent trips Mr. Falcon and friends made us take down some X-ray machine. Up side: we can now confirm Editor #489 does have several loose metal substances in his head. Down side: we don’t think radiation in general is that good for our health. But we are no doctors.

      Ere hold argun! What was so scurrilous about taking advantage of the kindness of legass bosses’ offer to memolaqeq in Bora Bora?

      Bora Bora? Bora Bora? Oh, no, dimwits, says Ato Falcon with the frTm-est of all f’rTm looks. You are all headed, one-way, to Tora Bora.

      Uh- mmmm…. Well, was there a connecting flight to Bora Bora from Tora Bora… ‘coz we don’t mind layovers.

      What do you mean step AWAY from the desk, Gash Falcon?

      Well, ye Abesha yluNta honebn inna, we decided, heck, we’ll go to Tora Bora for a few days before heading to Bora Times Two. It seemed that upper management had taken so much time to plan this trip… maybe it’s one of the quixotic islands they disappear to…

      …

      …

      …

      It was, shall we say, difficult getting out of the Bora that was Tora, especially since we were finicky about getting out of there… er, alive and everything.

      Bottom line, we are back… and upper management was sufficiently aghast at the “terrible, terrible, horrible, horrible” mistake made by some “stooopid stooooo-freakin’ piiid” travel agent who maqawess-ed a “T” for a “B”. (We are assured that said travel agent has mysteriously disappeared… wui miskeen.) Not to worry, though. To make up for the debacle, top brass has promised us a luxurious trip to an exclusive getaway called Kandy Harr. M’Ts. Qulibiew Mikahel has finally given them a shard of humanity. And, truth be told, we are mortified that for a moment there whilst being manhandled by angry Feds we… er… actually thought that foul play was at play. YeNa neger!

      Welcome to the Communications Issue, SELEDAwiyan!

      Ahhh… the first issue of a New Year! Can anything be so… hmm… we’ve been experiencing a little short term memory loss after our little trip there… perhaps something we might have inhaled… or the after effects of so much “fireworks” that seems to go off every night. (The concierge at the Tora Bora Holiday Inn said not to worry… just fireworks to celebrate … not leave our room… the memories are so… faint… but they are coming back… ooof! Upper management just came in and gave us a shot of something to “help us relax”. Opsi… there goes all our memory…)

      Where were we? Oh, yeah… and we have started to lose our train of… train of… mindinwesimmu… train of … it’ll come to us.

      Ah… the Communications Issue. Welcome.

      Welcome to the Communi… hold argun… we’ve got to take the 22 pills prescribed to us to aid us in… “Just to help you. Just take them!” 22? Was it 22 pills or 29? Damn, damn, damn.

      But first, let’s welcome you to the Communications Issue.

      Welcome.

      We shan’t be parsimonious, as they say in downtown Tora Bora, in thanking this month’s contributors for helping us eek out yet another issue. It demonstrated to us that communication is possible without the aid of obscenities and death threats… which we find… refreshing. We remain humbled by the kindness of SELEDA contributors, without whom we would be exposed for what we are… verbose, superficial yahoos… with severe foot fetishes and…

      Anyway, before we go rambling off… let’s take a moment to welcome you to the Communication Issue.

      Welcome. Welcome to the Communications Issue.

      What’s new at SELEDA?

      Oh, plenty, but damned if we can remember any one of it. What we do remember is to make a call to our readers (all two of you) in Ethiopia to meTeqom writers to us. The search for a permanent SELEDA correspondent from Ethiopia is so on. So, allllllow… hager bEt…. Y’semal??? We pay well… hahahaahah… ehem… We urge those of you who know writers or who are writers to contact us as soon as possible. We have SELEDA stock somewhere… oh, this just in… we don’t got no more SELEDA stock, according to upper management. And by “we” they don’t mean themselves.

      Second order of business… is… welcome to the Communications Issue.

      (We’ll compromise and take 27 pills.)

      Ok… let’s wrap this up… fifth order of business…. We… hmm…

      Remonstrative (again, a word we picked up in midtown Tora Bora along with “Death to the Imperialist Pigs!”) as it might end up being, February is the Sex Issue. Ok… so, who can pontificate about Wube Bereha? Who can scribe about the history of sex in our society… (Historical Sex??? Iwnetim tamenal!)… Who is willing to describe the sexual tension between the genders here and at home? Is sex power? Is sex spiritual? And all y’all who lost your virginity at Lycee gwaro to someone whose name ended in the suffix "ech"… Aselefech, Beqelech, Teweledech, WeTach-Weredech… for 50 cents, speak up! (Is it true that St. Joe students got a 10 cents discount? The… frequent, er, comers program, perhaps?) Who will write about to what extent we go to have/avoid sex? Are sex and love gorebEts or Telatoch? Hmmm… this reminds us of ye’nat hager T’rri… who will defend inat SELEDA? Who? Who? Who? Contributions are welcome and should be in our grubby little hands by January 20… note new deadline.

      Make way… make way for new news. Imahoy and Haji will be back for the Sex Issue! Are you sexlorn? Pornlorn? Or just lorn in general? Do you need insight and advice? Do you have questions on issues of the flesh? Well, they are SELEDA’s sexperts… or perverts, depending on who is doing the interpreting, and are standing by to answer your questions. Please send in your inquires to editors@seleda.com. No cussing allowed, dammit!

      Hmmm… the 27th pill is wreaking havoc on our lucidity which was already … er… transient, shall we say?

      Sharpen your pens and wile in your muse, because March is the Depression and Ecstasy Issue and, really, for once we hope there will be more ecstasy talk and less depressive talk… although… a l’il birdie tells us that all SELEDA Staffers who have been slighted by upper management… how many are there now… one, two, three, four… twenty-nine… seventy-eight… hmmm…. they duplicate before our very eyes… might use the March issue as an erorro soundboard, so… it might just end up being the Depression Issue…. Help us! Save us! Intervene, oh ye Seledamas, you shiny happy people with pure thoughts and… Naah! A SELEDA reader means an unhappy reader. Still, we hope we hear from all of you whose halo shines brighter than the qeTir sun.

      Oh… and have we got a super duper April Issue… which just happens to be our third anniversary issue! Yes, we have proclaimed April to be the Ethiopia Issue. Yes… a whole issue on the motherland! How do you like them apples? How we love her… what makes us crave her… how we’ve let her down and been let down by her… how no respectable Ethiopian says “how do you like them apples”. Ok, Ok… the content has not been crystallized yet… but, the Ethiopia Issue it is. Get ready to wow and be wowed…

      Ere hold’idun… ere iniholaded… did we even welcome you to the Communications Issue???

      Melakm Genna, SELEDAwiyan, and may the 2002 bring us all peace, love and…. And… and intn.

      Kandy Harr… here we come. We’ll send you postcards, you send us your thoughts about this issue… deal?

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Death by Silence
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      Death by Silence

      by: EGH

      Since there was no postmark on the envelope, I assumed she had dropped it off in the mailbox sometime during the day. My wife had perfect penmanship and, in her very perfect penmanship, she had scrawled my name on the front of the thick letter size envelope… in pencil. My wife used a pencil to write my name. I could tell she wrote it several times… the letters were doubled and tripled at some places, the graphite of the pencil carved deep into the paper. I burrowed into my memory of all I know of Freud and concluded it was the first sign of any kind of emotion on her part.

      Inside the envelope on a sticky notepaper with her company’s logo on it were simple words, again in pencil. “Please sign and return a.s.a.p. Best, Tseday.” I unfolded the wad of papers. Several neon green “sign here” stickers stuck out from several pages. Four years and some months of marriage ended with me being guided by neon green stickies to sign off on a relationship that was not even the worst. Four years and change and we could not even to meet to talk about our divorce. In silence, I signed where I was told, folded it back and headed towards the liquor cabinet.

      By the time I was half drunk, I was flirting with the idea of tearing the papers up and dragging Tseday through divorce court. At least then we could talk, or, better yet, shout. But she is the epitome of the CHewa Ethiopian intellectual. She would probably call me to coldly inquire about my reneging on the “deal,” and rationalize it. Or, MOST probably, she would shut me out and talk to me through her lawyer, which would drive me crazy - which she knows would drive me crazy. There were no more battles left to be fought in order to win the big war, so I crossed off my name on the same envelope she used, and deliberately casually wrote her name, put our divorce papers back in and sealed it. I toyed with adding a smiley face after her name, but it seemed so childish, even in inebriation. After a long debate with myself, however, I added an exclamation mark after her name: Tseday!

      Last call from a dead man walking.

      I was best man at my best buddy Agonafer’s wedding. His nickname back when we were in high school was “Qesu” for exactly what he was not, and for his ability to become the confidant of all the pretty girls. “Esti Genetin labablat zarE,” meant that Genet was a) distressed about something, and if she was not distressed he would say something TO distress her; b) she needed to be comforted; and c) he was the one to comfort her. Qesu was the impossible combination of the playa/feminist who “connected” with a lot of girls at a level none of us could even dream about. All the while, he would chastise the rest of us who made them cry. “Setochun esti tewachew,” was his standard line when we complained about the women folk. What he left unsaid after that line was the word “le-innE!” Even though we hated the incongruity of his luck/MOD, we could not but envy him selling his tactics to a lot, a LOT of girls, all of whom thought he was their best friend. They wanted all of us to emulate his feleg. Ay Qesu!

      When he got married we thought it would never last. At his wedding we were betting how many phone numbers of the prettiest girls he would end up with. The arguments he would have with his wife were downright harrowing… in front of us too. Made all of us swear to hang on to bachelorhood with the same firmness of a lifejacket after the Titanic’s first encounter with an iceberg.

      “Ahunis beqaN!” Agonafer would often complain. “CHiqiCHiq… beqaN.” But six years later, they still laugh as hard as they scream. He was hard pressed to believe that Tseday and I were thinking of splitting up, ending what he thought was the perfect marriage of a calm, steady unity. He asked me why. I told him “CHiqiChiq nafeqeN.” He called it the “death by silence” syndrome. “Silence is the silent killer.”

      I agreed it was the most painful of deaths. Before we could talk further, Agonafer’s 3 year old called him. He hung up the phone promising to call me later.

      I thought I should call Tseday to tell her that I signed the papers. But the sting of her pencil-written note mitigated my desperation.

      My younger brother was on vacation with his wife. My two youngest sisters… they are young. Being oldest suddenly left me unimpressed.

      I called my father to inform him of my divorce. The long silence, which I thought would finally mushroom into that one heart-to-heart every adult son should have with his father, ended with Dad’s familiar “Dehna… yihun esti”. Thank God for the Lakers, Dow Jones and Ethiopian politics. Otherwise….
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      Of Email, HTML, the Web and ET eCommunication
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      I miss the dot-com days. A day spent at a Southern California Starbucks joint thinking and dreaming about the next big thing, the next big idea that will change the destiny of the human race as we know it was, in my humble opinion, a day well used and a time to remember. Sitting at a café in Washington DC one fine morning in the Fall of '95 with a friend of mine who confessed to me, among many other things, that “Hotmail” was his idea stolen by that Indian guy is a day that I often remember. Really, only a person from the Third World could have been bothered about so much on how to access his e-mail in the remotest part of his city and country that he just had to think of a solution. " I just can’t prove it, however," was what my friend kept on telling me that morning. I still believe him. Fast forward to the 21st century to a beautiful lazy but sunny afternoon in the city of Addis Ababa and imagine sitting with a childhood techy friend at a café in Haile G/Selassie’s building where the conversation drifts to what the Internet could mean to lives in our part of the world. Days filled with dreams are, anyone will tell you, great days that will be missed for a very long time.

      As Ethiopians, I often ask myself then, what has this now at-hold revolution done for us? Have lives improved? Has the coffee grower in Jimma been able to log into his lap-top and process the thousands of dollars’ worth of eCommerce transactions? Has this technology helped tens of thousands of our youth find gainful employment? Has the student with the water resources major studying at the Arba Minch Water Institute been able to “Google” all documents written about the Nile Perch at Lake Abaya and Chamo and the hunting habits of the Ganjule people? Well, too many questions. Big questions, I must add, too. The Internet, however, has left such an interesting mark on our society - at least a segment of it - that it warranted this short note brought to you, what else, through the Internet.

      Being the most used aspect of the Internet, Email, of course, is the natural place from which to start. So, how many e-mails does the average Ethiopian expatriate fire in day? 10 might be a good approximation, I think. But that is not to say we do not have brothers and sisters that are known to fire as many as 30 to 40 e-mails per day. Even Jason Pontin of Red Herring had called us Ethiopians, especially the ones in the Diaspora, quite talkative on the Internet. I am assuming that you remember the article he wrote following his visit to Ethiopia where he said effectively, the Internet is a luxury for the average Ethiopian. “False Prophet” is the term that comes to my mind. At any rate, though, the following is among the first e-mails exchanged among Ethiopians way back in 1992 – I think it has some modest historical importance.

      ====================================================================

      Date: Tue, 28 Apr 92 09:36:09 +0000

      Subject: Selamta

      From: LA@f1.n751.z5.gnfido.fidonet.org

      To: aa@vtvm1.cc.vt.edu

      Received: from cdp.igc.org by VTVM1.CC.VT. with TCP, z2.gnfido.fidonet.org

      Via GNFido Gateway, London.

      _

      Thanks a lot for responding to mail. It was very exciting to get E-Mail directly from Addis Ababa.

      _

      I feel also happy to receive mail from friends abroad who are so enthusiastic about networking.

      _

      There are a few things I would like to know. I would appreciate it a lot if you send me a reply. Does it cost you money when you send the E-mail from Addis Ababa?

      _

      Yes, there is no free lunch. I have to pay.

      _

      If so, how much does it cost for a meaningful message?

      _

      It depends. Most of the time I collect mail from various institutions and send them bundled. I am using an HST modem with error free correction capability of 192000 bytes. This is incredibly fast. Except for the negotiation period of usually 1 minute the mail can swap in one or two minutes. So this means if I have mail of 20K it takes two minute. For three minute cost to London is US$12.

      _

      How long did my message take to reach you? Your message reached 1 hour ago.

      _

      It also depend on the polling time. I usually poll London (GreenNet) three times or more a week. If polling is regular it might reach here just two hours later!

      _

      I think you posted it on Monday April 20, 1992.

      _

      Yes.

      _

      Is it practical for someone in Ethiopia to correspond directly with someone here in the U.S, considering the expense(if there is any) and the amount of time that elapses between messages.

      _

      Yes! It depends on what arrangements you make. I am trying to set up UUCP link between Addis and Ottawa (Carleton University) to test how this will be cost effective compared to what we are doing now in Fido. But with high speed modem and good technical background it seem everything works cost effectively.

      _

      Ke Kebere Selamta ena Misgana ga;

      _

      Thanks. For all the information and discussion you made.

      LA

      ====================================================================

      Well, we now have come a long way from those days. In addition to scores of active e-mail lists, there are hundreds of Ethiopian web sites with names like anythingonethiopia, Big Ben and Brother Ben on Ethiopia, Arba Minch Water Institute Alumni, Peace Corps Volunteers of 1964-66 in Welliso, etc. We do also have noisy chat rooms that make qebele and kefteNa “niqat” sibsebas look lame. AOL, yahoo and hotmail e-mail addresses with anything Ethiopian are now hard to find. What do you do when StJoe@Aol.com and StJoe@yahoo.com and StJoe@hotmail.com are taken. We have seen, and this can be proven with some luck, variations like StJoeAlways@yahoo.com, StJoeRulesandWillRuleAlwaysandForever@yahoo.com. A disclaimer, I was once told by an aspiring eCommerce attorney (was a former immigration attorney - but that is besides the point) is often not only handy but also could help the face-saving maneuvers; therefore, if your e-mail bounces to the above addresses - do not blame me. Bandwidth is still a problem.

      Looking forward, one can only imagine a scenario where we Ethiopians, a people who were among the first to record their history and culture in the written language, will perhaps learn to use this technology to bring good things to our people and our people’s lives. I am being optimistic, I know.

      Till then, you may send me your comments, if you wish, at dandewserbello_aydelehum@yahoonkahun.com.

      30 Questions
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      … to Igigayehu “Mimi" Sebhatu, Voice Of America Anchor, Journalist and SELEDA’s Nefs Inat.

      Often we say to ourselves, “Selves, why can’t you be more like the sultress Mimi? Why can’t you have a bemar yetelewesse voice that makes people want to reach through the radio and iniq your feet? Why can’t you command respect like her? Why can’t you make being cool easy? Why can’t you mekenaneb fabulousness like Mimi? Why does your tax return state you have 22 dependents all named Shewanqochew? Why, selves, why?”

      Selves: “Netraka! Shuddup and pass me a beer!”

      M’Ts.

      And so, like we often do, we cozy up to greatness and hope a sliver of girma moges rubs off on us. Presenting the one and only Mimi Sebhatu, host of Radio Magazine on VOA, news anchor, wife, mother and SELEDA Wusshimma #1…

      
        	What is the deal with the annoying “dn-dish, dn-dish" music in between news and feature programs on VOA AmariNa? Why can’t you have Addisu mandorgor a l’il zEma instead?

      

      You mean the bridges. We use them to separate items. Did you know Aduko’s… that’s what I call Addisu in memory of his girlfriend, who lived in Illubabor, Bedele town a long time ago! He used to be a teacher … could he have mamageTed one of his students?… sorry for the short tirade. I like to take a shot at him whenever possible. His mangergor is church zEma. We talk to Orthodoxes, Catholics, Moslems and Atheists… and pagans …we cannot have just Orthodox songs as Bridges … that is called alienating others and I tell you …in radio that’s a no no.

      
        	How can you tell an interviewee is a weslata lEba, ye sew molaCHa?

      

      He could be that for all I care-- my job is to expose him for what he is …… let the listeners be the judge!

      
        	What things make broadcasting to the Amharic speaking audience different from the ferenji audience? And how are they the same?

      

      The language !!! Duh!! The art of broadcasting, including the technique, on the other hand, is the same.

      
        	How long have you been doing this cushy job, and how in the heck do WE get to work 3 days a week and 14 week vacations? In other words, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a joint like this? How did you start? How did you end up being the darling of VOA? What was your motivation to get into broadcasting? Journalism? WerE manzat?

      

      Close to eleven years ……and it was fate. My calling to greatness !! ……ha ha ha … I know,… too much in your face …. We don’t like that, or do we? Modesty they say is the greatest of all virtues. But then again, unless I tell it, who will? It is not gura but fact. I started broadcasting way back when I was at the AAU, part time with ETV ……hmmm dates? I am not going into that. But it is one profession where you believe you can make a difference or are making one. VOA is a stop-over in my journey, and I joined while on tour with NYU’s Tish School of the Arts as a visiting scholar….Hey ! I can’t go into my Bio. That’s for my “book”. By the way, I could be the darling of my listeners, but VOA ….I don’t know… joro lebalebetu endilu!

      
        	Are you friendly with the kids who broadcast in Urdu and Uzbek? (Can you confirm they come in drunk and are actually reading erotic novels on air because … well, you know… love in Urdu is da bomb!)

      

      The kids from Arabic, I know very well. We meet outside the building for “ Nic …break” you know …hee hee me bad girl! And guess what? One of them is called Osama! Imagine his life after September 11! The other, called Nassir, fed up with what he called ethnic profiling, said he couldn’t take time off … Or go on vacation. He put it this way … “Anyway, where will I go with my little Arab head?”…Sad but funny!

      
        	How many correspondents/stringers do you have in Ethiopia and how do you get them? Are they affiliated with news agencies/newspapers in Ethiopia or are they independent journalists?

      

      Their number varies from time to time, and we hire them sometimes by Tqomma, or they approach us, or sometimes they happen to be where news is happening and boom! they become a correspondent. Last but not least, be’zemed !

      
        	Can there be too much freedom of the press?

      

      No, but there can be too much abuse of that freedom.

      
        	Which is the dirtiest word: GazETeNa? Negere fej? BotelikeNa? How do you think the Ethiopian society sees journalism?

      

      Add to that wereNa, and se’laii if you do investigative reporting. The society, in my opinion, respects the profession and has the knowledge that this is the profession that should serve as its eyes and ears, but alas those in the trade have failed miserably…. And hence the names. At first it was the mouth piece of the regime, now that it has a chance at “independence” it is bogged down with lack of know-how, sheer greed, rumor, libel and is barely struggling to define its mission. Of course there are a few now that have managed to live up to the expectations of the public. Women in this profession… This is one issue close to my heart. As in all other fields, we have a long way to go…journalism is no different. The same gender barriers exist.

      
        	What was the biggest journalistic coup of your career?

      

      There are two actually….breaking the story of the war between Ethiopia and Eritrea. And the first ever Interview with an Ethiopian leader for VOA Amharic, i.e. my interview with Meles Zenawi.

      
        	Who do you admire among Ethiopian journalists, and is it true that Leulseged Kumsa was Edward R. Murrow’s understudy before the advent of TV in Addis?

      

      I hate this question …….you see, this profession has a long way to go in our country. Most previous “journalists” got to where they were be’zelemad, not through proper education. I admit they were pretty talented to fill the void …Lule had a great voice, and was a good English tenagari. Not to disappoint you, but I’ll go with Paulous Ngongo.

      
        	Who would you NOT interview? And why?

      

      As long as they are news makers, there is no one I would not interview …… after all I control the mike.

      
        	OK. So how many love letters do you get from smitten men who want to make you their misht? (And… er… have you been getting Seleda Editor #456.1’s love rantings?)

      

      Numerous!!! When my marriage was announced, courtesy of my friend Aduko who surprised me with an interview of my husband to be, a flood of letters followed. One in particular, sent me his thumbprint so that I can tear it. He said he had married me in secret …One other listener declared his love by sending an article to a Gel’gazeta. From Seleda editors? Nothing yet. But maybe after this interview.

      
        	Who has the final say on what gets on air?

      

      The Editor, there are four of us in Amharic and we rotate every week.

      
        	How do you say “Tora Bora sucks the big one!” in AmariNa? Seriously though, who is the AmariNa liq who so deftly translates all them words so that you are not defiled by guramaylE?

      

      Everyone contributes to coin a new phrase/saying. When translating, though, let’s say we are all careful. Remember you take a seven-hour language test to get through the VOA doors.

      
        	What is the most popular program on the VOA AmariNa?

      

      Radio Magazine, of course!!

      
        	What is the demographics of your audience?

      

      Demographics ? …hmmm. We broadcast in three of the major languages of Ethiopia, Amharic, Afan-Oromo and Tigrigna. Because of the third language, we have included Eritrea as one of our target areas. As Amharic is the national language and has been a working language for over a century, we believe we are reaching millions of people in the Horn .

      
        	Do you think we Ethiopians communicate, mis-communicate, pseudo-communicate or just megelameT?

      

      That word, “communication”, does not exist in our vocabulary. Communication needs civilized discourse. We need to learn a lot, do some soul searching and face our weakness. Only then can we talk. Let’s take politics….America is a country where we see a husband and wife who love each other, have kids, but are of different parties and they debate . Ethiopians!! …. They can’t even be friends unless they think alike, hate alike…. They do not see beauty in differences. Even in simple conversation. Instead of listening to what you are saying, they want to know why you are saying what you are saying, and on they go with guessing your motives… the cancerous tradition of conspiracy theory is also there …. The confusion of conservatism (which is nothing more than church tradition for some) and liberalism (which is associated mostly with people with open minds) does not help. Then comes “yiluNta” the mother of all mis-communication. And we have all brought it over here and are trying to nurture it on alien soil.

      
        	What is the best way to get an uncooperative interviewee to open up and tell you his/her deepest darkest secrets?

      

      Refer to your own experience, dear Seledawian …patience, experience and a little knowledge of human behavior are the necessary tools of the trade!

      
        	So, is Telly “TelliyE” Leimbach (producer) still around or is there truth to the report that he raised your ire and is now out reporting about the mating habits of wildlife in Siberia?

      

      One person so nice all the time is him … he brings sanity to the place most times …and he is funny …. On commenting about Addisu’s weight for example, “ We have more of Addisu to love”. On our breakfast, which is mostly Raisin Bran-- he calls us “cereal killers”.

      
        	What is the hardest part of your job?

      

      This …… when somebody turns the gun (oops! The mike) at you. Well, the hardest part is distancing yourself, your feelings and emotions and maintain objectivity and balance.

      
        	Do you ever threaten Ethiopian restaurants with your celebrity? Meaning, if they don’t comp your food you’ll report that the siga in their Tbs siga is really ye-fafach ayT’s godin? If not, why the heck not? Sishom yalbela…?

      

      No way, I carry my popularity with dignity ….but I have to admit people do give you preferential treatment and it feels …so goood!

      
        	Can someone with zero, nada personality still have a career in radio broadcasting or does personality come through even on radio?

      

      Oh, yes, it does – it certainly comes through. It is so transparent, the audience can detect it with the smallest of hints. If one is hateful, depressive, slimy or whatever, like somewhere down there in the food chain, they would know. It comes out in the intonation, delivery, choice of words, etc. You have to have the personality!

      
        	How often is “the truth” and “objectivity” a casualty in news broadcasting?

      

      Many, many times. Have no illusion! Credibility is a hard-earned commodity in our trade.

      
        	What is the next step for you in terms of career? Ultimately, what would you like to do?

      

      I will grow old and fade away, but one thing I’m sure of is, I would still be in media. Maybe I might teach journalism … it is desperately needed in Ethiopia. Then again, if ever my wish is fulfilled, I want to start my own TV, radio, internet simulcast in Ethiopia. There is one other unfulfilled wish, but I need lots of money. I will do it though, through sheer will …. “Taitu Bitul” the feature film, about one of Ethiopia’s greatest women.

      
        	Undoubtedly, you keep track of the lb tirita/pulse of the Ethiopian community, especially in the US. How has the Ethiopian Diaspora changed in the past two decades?

      

      Change? What is that? The Ethiopian Diaspora is fighting against change. Change implies different, you cannot be different. Societal change needs common effort …abesha bezih ayitamam …on an individual basis there are noteworthy positive changes …… but please!!! Diaspora indeed !!!

      
        	How do you politely turn down somebody who really, really, really wants to be interviewed on your program?

      

      “Sorry, you are not newsworthy, you would bore my audience and make me look stupid. Why don’t you get your own radio and be interviewed!!!” No, I did not mean that. You know, I would interview him/her on why he wants to be interviewed so much. Then let people decide his/her fate. He or she will be a filler on an empty slot. Heartless, …… am I?

      
        	How many countries are you broadcast in, and from which part of the globe do you get the most hate mail … the most love mail?

      

      We are heard all over the world except in the USA. The founding fathers said no to the government owning media. And we are Federally owned. I guess Ethiopians are polite. We never get hate mail.

      
        	Let’s say we could arrange for the peeps from Deutsche Welle to engage the people at VOA in some verbal gb-gb? Who would win and why? (Note shall be made of gratuitous soft ball question.)

      

      How do you want me to respond to this?? We are already engaged in verbal gb’gb since we broadcast to the same region in the same language. But the last audience survey put us on top. I guess the country did matter after all ….It is the US of A.

      
        	Give us three reasons why VOA is still relevant?

      

      VOA is still relevant because there is no alternative source of news for millions of Ethiopians. The news they get is from Government owned media. Also, lack of independent media in the target area makes VOA the only forum for different voices and opinions to be heard. VOA has established credibility, and people want it to confirm news events that affect their lives ……you said three, but I’ll give you a fourth reason … we are relevant because they love us !!

      
        	Remember when you interviewed us? Why did you cut out the part when Addisu called one SELEDA Editor “ye BolE molqaqa”?

      

      He was flirting !! Dirria aychalim be’rradio.
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      by: Zeg Fanta

      _

      Growing Up Normal

      _

      Section I

      My uncle Wohabe Meaza and his friend, Berhane Meskel Redda, registered me at the askola School. I was 5 years old and still attending qEs tmhrt bEt evenings and weekends. I was excited to go to askola school at first, but later I almost changed my mind. I had a new shirt and pants. I carried a little blqaT that contained ink that I took to school on my first day. It was my Dad’s ink. I preferred the ink to the pencil that worked with saliva.

      The First Day

      The need to form straight lines was what tired me out. Our class leader was obsessed with self. If he saw two kids standing, he would walk over to them and ask them to form a straight line! He would push and shove each kid yelling, “Be straight!” This happened every time and everywhere as we walked to classrooms, to the play field, and even during our break. Our class leader would ask us to form a line if we stood around in the classroom!

      Our class leader was koltafa, and a skinny boy but very rugged. He never communicated or listened to any one. "Mesmelun abelasheh! Tk’kl gba! Qum! Wedefeet new yalkuh1 Ante yemejemeliaw temali teTamehal!" Sometimes he would scratch the ground with his toes to draw a line.

      My first day was frightening. I did not know how to make a line. I got totally confused when our class leader started shouting at me. I did not know left from right. When the class leader started shouting at me, I covered my ears and, sometimes, my face. I just stood still. He got angry. He came over and pushed me from one side to the other. The ink I had carried in my hand all morning spilled all over my new shirt. I put my hands on my chin, devastated. My ears got hot. My friend later told me my face was also red. My neck was stretched out and my head was thrown forward. Time to attack!

      I walked closer to him and grabbed one of his fingers. He let it go, too. I put it in my mouth, and the next thing I remember was a qrrrrch’ch sound! The class leader screamed the loudest scream I ever heard! I covered my ears. I was frightened. The other kids surrounded him. He was on the ground already rolling and screaming. He had his two hands between his legs. The kids were pointing at me and saying “Nekesew! Nekesew! Belaw!”

      I sat down next to him and tried to calm him down, “Aizoh! Aizoh! Tenesa!” He lifted his head and looked at his hand. He saw blood. He screamed again, the loudest scream that blasted my ears. I covered my ears again. I was shaking. I felt my ears. They were hot alright!

      A woman teacher came and the students told her pointing at me, “Issu nekesew! Issu belaw!” She took him to the clinic. As she walked away she called me aner. I cried. Our teacher came and he was told what happened. He said: “Cheqla jb meTtual!”

      I knew I was going to be punished with a masmeria. The kids were excited. I was told to stand waiting in front of the class while the rest sat. I was shaking real badly. Some in the back stood on their chairs to see the grfya. The teacher asked the kids, “Snt y_emasmeria qTat yiseTew lezih tnsh jb_?” Some said meto, others shouted asr, hamsa, hulet. The teacher quickly came to his verdict and said: “Asr.”

      I covered my eyes with one hand, and put the other on the table. I took five. The teacher said, “The other hand.” I covered my eyes with my shaking hand and put the other on the table. Every one was counting. I took all of them. But, the last one made me cry. I cried for a good fifteen minutes. I saw the class leader enter the room. I stopped crying to look at him. He had a shash wrapped around his fingers that made his hand bigger than a t’rngo.

      Berhane and Wohabe came to pick me up. They were told the story immediately. I showed them my hand. I was still red faced and red eyed. And my shirt! They were angry with the teacher.

      I thought our class leader was going to beat me to death. Not at all! The next day, he came to me and gave me qolo and dabo kesukar gar. My mother had also told me to bring him home. I took him to our home, which was separated from the school compound by a fence. I fed him injera besga weT, dabo, qolo and many glasses of qrari to drink. My mother told me not to give him any more food because he would get sick. He ate and mulu mesob injera by himself. We became friends. From there on, I was not required to make straight lines. It was obvious. The other kids used to say: “Isus?” Wohabe and Berhane made me a special kid in the school, well treated by my teachers and students. Berhane had that powerful personality felt by teachers, students and administrators alike. He carried that dynamic personality till his death, I am sure.

      (Author’s note: my uncle Wohabe distinguished himself as a pilot in the Ethiopian Air Force. He has passed away. Berhane Meskel Redda became a political leader and changed our world. He too has gone. The last I heard about my friend, our class leader, had become a decorated soldier. I live in Seattle.)

      Section II

      Ninth grade was difficult because the students were from mixed backgrounds, having come from schools all over the country. Many boys had come from the countryside. They were a bit older and very strong. They grew up eating yegebs injera. There were many awkward students and lots of mischievous ones.

      Kassa:

      Kassa had no father. His mother was a hard-working woman who sold Tela, dabo and i_njera_. Kassa had to help his mother as soon as he got off school till it got dark. They did not have electric mebrat at home. He used to sit outside the house to study during the full moon. Sometimes, he used to go to his friend’s house to study. He could not memorize at all. He had a hard time at exams. Homework assignments? No sweat.

      Several different classes met together for gbregeb, gymnastics and sports classes. The most exciting was the sports class. We played soccer, volleyball, track and field. The competition amongst the different classes were like wars and exciting. The next class suffered greatly for we were always late. The next class was always gbregeb, which was kind of boring for the boys. Aba Hanna, later named Tinzeeza by the students, was always complaining. He taught for 30 minutes instead of 60 minutes!

      One time, there was no sport, so we went to our gbregeb class early. Aba Hana came 20 minutes late himself. One mischievous boy suggested that we trick Aba by hiding under the huge desks. We did. The kids in the front row had to go to the back rows so that Aba could not see their feet. Aba came in, put his papers on the table and walked out cursing us, “Yich yegered lj hulu!” He waited for us outside some more and then came in. He picked up his books and walked out. One student took a peek and saw him advancing on Ato Yifru Gebeyehu’s (the director’s) office.

      Both came back. By then, we were in our seats. Aba was visibly shocked when he saw us all in the room. Aba claimed that we came in through the windows. Ato Yifru did not buy it. So, he checked if there were ladders since we were on the second floor. He did not see any. He asked us where we were. Some one replied: "Izihu." Aba said: “ACHberbari moshlaqa leba! Enen washo l’tadergi new?” Ato Yifru was puzzled and Aba himself looked confused. He said: “KalasdegemshbN besteqer, and’shm ene ezih qumE algebashm.” Ato Yifru laughed and we roared with laughter, too. Some one said, “Aba dgmtu’n yftut.” These were tough boys! Good thing that Aba smiled and almost laughed instead of screaming. Wallelign Mekonnen blundered, though. The first smart comment I ever heard from him. He tried to divert attention and confuse Aba some more. He said: “Erswo kewChi qumew bejerbawo sholkew yhonal yegebut.” He blew it for himself. That was not a smart thing to say. Aba made that clear by saying: “Isu erasu moshlaqa aCHberbari new. Y’gereflN! Kebt aderegeN zurE yemalay?!” Ato Yifru told Wallelign that he had implicated himself and would be punished. We shouted: “Yeh! Tetat Wallelign, Tetat Wallelign endeTela!” We sacrificed him hoping that would end the issue. He looked at us angrily as he walked past the desks. He used to sit in the back row where the older guys often sat. I told Wallelign that I could hold his kuta. He looked at me and showed me his balager buTi (fist). I said to him: “InE mn aderegkuh!?” smiling. He replied: "Yet abak, qoy ageNhalehu ante qzenam!" “Qzenam” was his favorite sdb.

      Ato Yifru asked Aba how many alenga he should give Wallelign. Aba said, “Asr.” That was unfair, I myself thought. He deserved 20 at least. I knew that means Aba was thinking to distribute the jraf qTat to all of us. I said “IndE!” Wallelign looked at me. The class shouted “Asr.” Wallelign looked at us disgusted. We started counting when the grfya started. I started counting 10 to 1. Others 1 to 10. I yelled: “stop it, it is 0.” There was confusion. Some said it was over ten, others said it was ten and some said it was 9. Aba accused me of deliberately confusing the count. Aba said pointing at me, “Ychi qebaTari achberbari tgereflN.” The director agreed, and the class said: "Awo! We agree." I became the second sacrificial lamb. I took the last grfya, one painful alenga!.

      Ato Yifru told us that each of us would be spanked in front of the student body in the morning before or after the prayer. Every body said: “Ayieeee! Yale haTiyatachn?” Now Aba, looking happy, continued the lecture about honesty and truth. He then changed the subject and was telling us about God (Amanuel) and Christ. He occasionally asked questions. He asked Kassa, “Who is the mother of the Lord?” Kassa was caught off guard; he was engaged in shukshukta with a boy next to him.

      Kassa stood up. Aba walked to the window and started looking at the trees or the Azwa Gedel waiting for Kassa’s answer – “meqelabed” as Aba often told him. He had once covered his ears not to listen to Kassa’s dramatic answer. He once asked Kassa if he even knew the name of our school. Kassa replied: “Yes, Kassa.” The class laughed for several minutes. Apparently Kassa did not hear the question clearly. He told us later that he thought that he was asked his name. Aba replied to him: "Ezihu kassa bEt tarejialesh." Kassa got help and this time, he asked the kid sitting in front of him. The communication was by touching or gushimia. The kid was punched from behind and got the message. The kid, afun aTamo, as if he was beaming his dim voice directly to Kassa’s ear: “W/o Mintwab.” I warned him by saying: "gud fela!" Kassa quickly said, “Woizero Mintwab.” Aba screamed: “W/o Mintwab?” Melaku Nerayo quietly told him that she was the virgin. This was the best hint that could save his life. Kassa did not get it, instead said: “Woizerit Mintwab.” Rezene, another mischief maker whispered : “Try Woizero Siheen.” Kassa said: "Woizero Siheen." The class laughed. As the saying goes, “if you can’t beat them, join them,” so Aba joined us laughing. We also knew that “Qolo sisq eyarere new!”

      Aba became infuriated. He picked up his things and ran out to report us to Ato Yifru. As he walked out of the class, we shouted: “Tizzzzzzz.” We knew, anyway, that the grfya was to double. Luckily, Aba changed his mind and came back. He did not want to push his luck further. He knew that he had not convinced the director the first time even by 10 percent when he claimed that we entered through the windows. His credibility was questionable. So, no wonder that he changed his mind about taking another complaint to the director. He was standing outside. I asked him if he reported us. He said that he would be happy enough to see each of us crying and humiliated in front of the entire student body.

      The following day, we were punished. The reaction was mixed. Some students shouted: “Ygerefu”. Others shouted: “Maruwachew.” Gerafiw Ato Husien gubo beyiw zebegna neber. I told him to take it easy on me if he wanted Tela. He said: “ere yetabash!” He hit me hard except the last one that he deliberately missed to get his Tela.

      (Author’s note: Kassa went on to become a well known teacher. He is no longer with us. Ato Yifru Gebeyehu became director of the Baher Dar Polytechnic, and later an Educational Attache at Ethiopian Embassies in D. C. and later in Moscow. He is no longer with us. Melaku and Rezene became mechanics at the Ethiopian Airlines. Melaku is no longer with us. Wallelign Mekonnen went on to become a student leader and a national hero. He is no longer with us. Many became distinguished professionals and educators. Several joined the army and became medical doctors and high military officers. They now live scattered all over the world. I reside in Seattle.)

      11th Grade: A Turning Point?

      It was the end of the school year. We had graduation ceremony all afternoon. In the evening, a Drama Show that became unforgettable to many was shown. It was attended by numerous dignitaries. Crown Prince Asfawossen was there. Dr. Aklilu Habte, the president of Haile Selassie I University, was there. The presence of the Crown Prince was exceptional, but Dr. Aklilu’s was the talk of the town. In his speech, the president Dr. Aklilu said: “It would be more appropriate if we made this school our university campus and the other (HSIU) something else.” I think he knew that he was in the land of Berhane Meskel Redda. We clapped endlessly. The man who later became the Patriarch, Abune Gebriel, and many mesafint and mekwannint were there. I heard the former did not like Wallelign’s speech because it was too radical and critical of tradition and religion. I carefully crafted my speech because my father, who was a friend to the Bishop, and most importantly the Crown Prince, were there. I would have lost my allowances. They could have changed my profession from a student to qEs which would have been a blessing.

      A few students presented their Diskur. Wallelign and myself were among them. We enchanted the people. It was about science, politics, democracy, religion and development. Ato (?) who became the famous linguist at HSIU, and other well-known students from H.S.I.U. on field services at our school and the Peace Corps teachers had prepared us for this showdown. We received prizes, mostly books and small things. Wallelign got a book entitled, get this, “What is Democracy?” I got a book entitled: “What is Communism?” Ethiopia was indeed the battlefield of the cold war!

      “What is Democracy?” described the worst aspects of western countries, mainly the United States. It contained hundreds of photographs showing poor blacks, ghettos, lynching, dirty streets, people going through garbage and everything that showed the worst images of the western world. In contrast, it showed a mighty Soviet Union, its modernization efforts, and its wonderful cities. The pictures of the communist countries looked like places from the heavens!

      “What is Communism?” was an ugly book to look at because it showed the Soviet Union and China inside out. The pictures depicted the worst and most undesirable places on the face of the Earth. The human condition and the poverty, the faces of millions of poor and miserable looking people were all over the pages. It showed the ravishing poverty of these countries. In contrast, it showed the wonderful images of the cities and places in the United States. The bridges, city skylines, highways, buildings and parking lots just as we see them today!

      I have wondered for years who chose these two books as gifts to students and who decided which student got what book. I suspected the involvement of much higher officials, such as the ministers. In regard to the idea of who gets which book, I believe it was the decision of the teachers and the director.

      I believe Wallelign Mekonnen started his future activities right there following that event. I believe he took it quite seriously and in some special way, the award, “What is Democracy?” became symbolic for him. He loved Atse Tewodros and, in a drama about Tewodros, he played the part. He had to lobby and campaign hard because there was another strong competitor who was also equally suitable for the act. Wallelign took the part. But, somehow, he also started acting like Tewodros in real life! At any rate, whether that was the cause or not, Wallelign had aspired to become a leader of a movement. I knew he died as a leader.

      Pamnicommunication
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      by Ezana “E-Z” Teshager

      Despite what everybody and their gossipy ij asaTabis tattled, my family was really, I mean reaaallly, not as cut-throat conservative as they made us out to be. Admittedly, there have been sparse… errr… okay, perhaps sundry incidents when their conservative convictions might have gone over the top and then some. But to date, if my selective memory serves me well, the last time we were dubbed fanatic traditionalists (or was traditionalist fanatics?) was when my parents, on my behalf, irrevocably rejected Fitawrari Merid’s daughter’s hand in marriage because of her “refusal” (failure) to present an official certification of her virginity from our family gynecologist. I mean, it wasn’t like we asked him to stamp a signature on the darn tissue. Either way, they were outraged when my parents adamantly pronounced, “We’d prefer he die a wonde laTE,” and the families have only shared glmCHas since.

      But that was then, when they were still tripping to the rhythm of the Progress. Now our ship has taken a completely foreign course. I’m really not certain where the inspiration to convert fell from. It might well have been one too many glmCHa wounds on their shriveled ego. Yet, all of a sudden! in one collosal leap! they were baptized Progressives. Yep, from being pegged preservative conservatives (or was it conservative preservatives?) to progressives overnight!

      Well, almost overnight.

      I was soon to discover, upon my return home for winter break after my third semester at the Performing Arts Institute, that even the course of Progressivism might go a liiittle overboard. AbayE insisted I transfer to a performing arts school after I confessed that I secretly dreamt of being a pop star. He was too thrilled for comfort, actually, since it was in tune with the family’s Progressive movement. Everybody in the new and reformed family was proud to see me well on my way to stardom. On top of that, in the spirit of forgiveness and reform, we jointly succeeded in gagging on the clamor of glmCHas that reverberated between us and the Merids. Finally. Everything was merry and fuzzy.

      So what better opportunity, I imagined, to announce my own mini-reversion (after the Conversion) than at my welcome home dinner?

      “EmayE,” I began buttering her up, “I don’t think I applauded you for thoughtfully sacking the igr asaTabi. I heard she flew out of here as though released from prison bars.”

      “Well, E-Z, it’s not like we were paying her or anything. She’s a pedicurist now. I mean, slave labor is just plain wrong! And illegal too, I think, in some states. Or was it most states? Whatever, it should be illegal in all states, I think. In fact, you should dedicate a song on your first album for slaves. It’s only…”

      “Just one song though,” AbayE interrupted, “don’t get overly-Free-Willy-preachy on us. Remember, consciousness is not what makes a pop star. A rock star, maybe. Remember what and who you are. Or what you have developed into, rather. Gosh, how did we waste your childhood?”

      I was slightly perturbed by the fact that my father claimed to be well-versed in the roles of rock stars and pop stars, not to mention Free Willy.

      “Ah, freedom is definitely a theme that I intend to… ehem …. What was the word… actualize? Self-actualize? Something like that.”

      They were unmoved. We continued to silently meQortem our bones.

      “Well,” my mother asserted, “we’re all free, long live the Conversion. You so should’ve recognized that by now. It’s not something that takes time or anything, you know. You either are or you aren’t. And once you are free, you can only become more free.”

      I was lost.

      “Yes, yes,” my father mumbled as he simultaneously memTeted his qlTm, “it’s like what that Nobel Prize Economist iterated - Development is Freedom. And freedom fuels development. That’s why we’re proud of you, son. You are developing into such a popular agent for Popularism. A man of the people, who has set an example by overcoming the shackles of traditionalism.”

      I was boiling with anxiety

      “Did we ever tell you how proud you make us?”

      Ahhh! I couldn’t take it anymore, “EmayE, Dad, I wanna go to Medical School!”

      “What!”, they exclaimed in unison. The crystal [wine glasses? Chandelier?] shrieked.

      “I… I… I just can’t bear this burden of having to be a pop star. Look at me! There is nothing about me that resonates popular or stardom!”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” AbayE interrupted, “you have always wanted to be a pop star. Okay, maybe not always. But at least since the Conversion. Helllooooo???”

      “Erre wedya belew,” EmayE interjected, “I distinctly remember, even before the actual Conversion, you pointing your itty bitty fingers at that Thriller poster that everybody and their Mama owned when we foolishly chose to get you the Periodic Table. The foolishness, the foolishness! Remind me, how did we waste your childhood?”

      I was dumfounded. “Wha… What are you talking about? How could you have possibly expected me to know what I want out of life? Surely after the Conversion the only path you exposed me to was Pop, Pop, Pop!”

      Their faces were blank, nay, distorted in disbelief.

      I was recharged with a little more confidence. “Well, I’m dropping that dream like a bad habit. Heck, I already dropped it forever ago. I’m expecting an interview with Yale Medical in the Spring.”

      The silence was crippling. And then, again, all of a sudden!

      “Wait, Yale!”, he exclaimed, “How about acting? They have a renowned acting faculty. In fact, transfer to the acting school. You always wanted to be an actor and a pop star. Even J-Lo does both.”

      Okay, J-Lo? Now this was unsettling.

      “Well?? You’re not even going to consider it?” My mother whimpered. “After all we’ve been through, casting out the demons of our past. Whatever happened to “Out with the old and in with the profits?”

      “Medicine brings profits,” I affirmed.

      “Ya ya, but it’s just not… the trendy way,” she wailed.

      My father affirmed, “Aye ye’zarE lij… when we agree with them they disagree with us. Ungrateful, ill-minded.”

      “Oh, c’mon…. it’s not as traumatic as you make it sound”.

      “You just don’t understand how hard it is for us, son,” AbayE’s voice cracked. “I mean, what now? Next thing, you’ll tell us you’re not gay anymore.”

      “Ehem,” I cleared my throat, “another thing….”

      The Letter
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      by: Fasil Yitbarek

      Ato Sisay Teferra used to work as a night watchman at Mr. Gordon’s house in Bole. Although the pay was good and Ato Sisay was fond of his employer, he couldn’t get along with the maid, Serkalem. A month after he quit his job, Ato Sisay wanted to let Mr. Gordon know the details of his fallout with Serkalem, and to ask for money while he was at it. He wrote a letter in Amharic, since his English amounted to a handful of words, and paid a neighbor’s son to translate it into English for him.

      _

      Dear Mister Gordon. How are you, Sir? I am fine, praise the Creator. I have never met the chance to ask your forgiveness for my sudden departure from your house. Many times you asked me why, but I never told you the truth. My heart knew that if I began, I wouldn’t stop. So, I thought maybe I will write a letter. I was angry too, and what is the profit if I lose my temper in front of you on account of that scorpion? Yes, the one who shortened my food water from your home is nobody else, but Serkalem. I left because of her. If I stayed, I would have fallen on a disease. To make whom happy? Above head, wind!

      Serkalem became my enemy from the first day when I began working at your house two years ago. I waited, thinking she will be better from today tomorrow. But she became worse. I, for my head, never arrive on people. I do what they order me to do. Why did she stick to me like a louse on the back? God knows. I said, let it be, and kept it all in my stomach. Why trouble you with our quarrels when you are like a mother to us. There is no leaf I haven’t plucked, no stone I haven’t turned, thinking she would leave me. I forgave her, I passed her, I begged her, I gave her face. But none of these was useful. Now, let the almighty God be the judge; who gave the right to a donkey like her to insult a man like me, when I am the father of a son and a daughter, both married by dignity? She doesn’t understand. She doesn’t know a man’s measure because a woman raised her. Serkalem, they called her. The ugly one, they support with a name.

      Dear Mister Gordon, I will tell you a secret that I kept for a year. I am carrying a stone and asking your forgiveness for not telling you this till today. Do you remember? When your daughter little Caroline was sick with tapeworm? A full year already. How time runs! I remember when you came wearing fire and asked us who gave Caroline raw meat. Serkalem said she didn’t, and I didn’t breathe a word. But the truth is, I have seen, with the metal of my eyes, when she fed her raw meat. “Why do you give raw meat to the little one? What will you answer if tapeworm catches her?” I asked her. “This doesn’t concern you. You should know your place!” she told me. As I feared, Caroline became sick, but thank God, she has a father like you, and she was cured at once. As it is said, run when the sun shines, adorn yourself when your father lives.

      You see Mr. Gordon, Serkalem has two faces. Before you, she is a saint. To me, she is a spiteful snake and she whipped me with her tongue day and night. For two years, she didn’t let me sit or stand. I swallowed it all and kept silent for your sake. But when your former wife, little Caroline’s mother came from London a month ago to visit you for a week, Serkalem passed the boundary. She said she knew English and every time I walked in and walked out, she whispered to the madam, and the two laughed at me. As they said, they told her you know you know, and she washed her husband’s book. And who said Serkalem knows English? If using the hands more than the tongue is speaking English, then no one knows it better than her.

      The cup filled and overflowed on the day of St. Gabriel, when I was sitting outside reading my book of prayer. I don’t know what the workhouse told the madam, but the two laughed and laughed and something sparked at me and I threw away the holy book, may the Lord have mercy on me, and went to make her taste a slap. She stood behind the madam, and I, respecting Caroline’s mother, didn’t touch her. I apologize for daring to say this, but to a good man like you, God will give a woman who doesn’t side with a pest like Serkalem to laugh at a poor old man.

      I can tell you all day what kind of a chameleon Serkalem is, but what is the use. I leave it all for God. I wanted to come and see you, but I don’t have health. Seven days, I haven’t left my bed. I don’t eat, I don’t sleep. The pain wakes me up at midnight. Something pierces me with a spear on my side, and my back burns like fire. If I sleep for a moment, in the morning my body is sweat by sweat. If I had the money, I would go to the hospital. The little money I saved for a bad day, I spent it for the holiday. I may be old and poor, but no one can say Sisay starves his family. Whatever comes, there is always food in the kitchen. Better to walk barefoot with a full stomach. As our fathers said, if they fool the stomach with collard green, the knees malinger on the hill. And now, I have nothing. I have two children, but they have their own troubles, and they don’t help me. I have a cow in the sky but I don’t see her milk, said the man. What is it to the Lord to give health to a poor old man like me? And as if there is lack of misery in our house, my wife is sick with influenza. There is no one to give us water. As they say, on the goiter, ear supporter.

      The boy Alemu who brings this letter is my nephew. He is trustworthy. If you help me, a sick old man, in my time of need, God will pay you back three fold. I will not forget you in my prayer.

      Sisay Teferra.

      _

      Why I didn’t Matriculate
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      KefeteNa Awtan InJii: Why I did not Matriculate at HSIU

      By: Berhanu Yalew Yihun

      You would be forgiven for thinking that an infraction of this sort should have been confessed to a long, long time ago. But I must protest. No self-respecting and communication-challenged Ethiopian would ever contemplate patronizing a ferenj shrink’s office - especially one that is bereft of a decent cup of buna. Even the atela peddled by that Seattle outfit that dishonors Yirga-Cheffe will not do. Dare I add: bilT-neN bai-ikko misTruun ke’sew-qerto ke’Amlakum lemedebeq yimokraal!

      Now these nameless SELEDA cha-chari’woch are begging for a juicy internet confession. Worse still, it is to be written in a pretentious grab-bag style which conjures up the colorful image of ye’zeKe teMari qollo! The esteemed editors, who probably had their tuition and board fully paid unlike our traditional young scholars, might as well have quoted Plato or Zara Yaqob: “An unexamined life is not worth living.” Dinqem.

      Okay, okay, my aging will power yields with the full knowledge that the statute of limitations has long expired. It was the best of times and the worst of times… [I hear you asking me to make up my mind: which was it? ] Sorry, no more imitating dead white men. Lemme start over.

      It was a fine Northern-Highlands Spring day on the eve of tiliqu Abyot, or what you might be tempted to call B.A.C. (before the anti-Christ). Over two hundred wide-eyed seniors had already endured the grueling battery of exams affectionately(?) known as the Matrik. That Friday, we were scheduled to take the killer SAT-type Aptitude Test which, unbeknown to most, was not compulsory. The ESLCE office, located in the far-off promised land, was apparently using it to calibrate the difficulty of the tests.

      The cleverest ones amongst us had the presence of mind to imbibe a kibur zebegna birCHiqo or two of the world famous Medhane-Alem Tela, if only to calm the jittery nerves. In the equally numerous teahouses, word was circulating that the questions on the screening test for the coveted jobs with the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia (CBE) are lifted right out of this aptitude test.

      The invigilator, an illustrious professor by the name of Negussay, distributed the exam papers with the now familiar aura of infallible authority. You know the kind to which our small cadre of educated elite are most prone - I mean the one that conveys the implicit message: I hold your future hostage in the palm of my hand. Our muted reaction to his stern demeanor was only surpassed by our fear of missing the lifeline that is a college diploma.

      To us poor souls (and bodies, too), showing up for the Aptitude Test was a meek way of subliminally ingratiating oneself to the seemingly omnipotent academic gate-keepers in that shining city on the hills of Intoto. Reminds one of the sentimental couplet:

      be’Trenta’Quatro yiCHannal geleba,

      libe gesegesech wede Addis Abeba.

      No sooner had they distribute the exams than my shokaka eyes noticed an empty seat in front with an unclaimed copy tantalizingly waiting for a warm embrace. I discreetly and mercifully relieved it from its miserable loneliness by imitating the way a frog extends its long tongue to catch a fly. The ill-gotten prize was then slid down my butanta with more grace than a cobra miraculously swallowing a big antelope in Bale National Park. The stapled pages soon found a warm, comfortable niche in the holy of holies.

      What was the much-anticipated consolation for all the trouble? Imagine having to look, day in and day out, at the monied classes though the glass windows of a CBE branch office. Doesn’t a well-dressed bank teller beat a goofy TTI graduate on any rainy day! Failing the ESLCE ceased, at least for a moment, looking like the end of the world. As for guilt and punishment should this daring feat succeed, I was confident that my guardian angel would surely employ his best courtroom antics and parliamentary maneuvers to have me forgiven by the good Lord. A good bank salary should afford a generous gift of iTan, to boot. Besides, who would not be impressed by 50 rounds of sincere prostration come Good Friday?

      I opened the exam after muttering the usual prayer: Kiddus Gebriel atirsaN; ye’ennate jebena mejen; ye’Borennaw getta mejen… Come to think of it, my mother was right all along, especially when she cried, lijE Wollo lekefiteNa timihirt hede —Erob’na Arb yemayileyibet hager! Belatedly, I can now offer a more compelling rationalization for this display of religious syncretism that certainly was not born of liberal values: innat\E, innema insurance megzatE neber!

      All this must sound a bit odd to some of you dar agerewoch. Many residents of the province, especially those with pre-Gragn real estate titles, think of Wollo proper as consisting of the predominantly Muslim surrounding districts of Dessie. Sorry about the digression concerning this piece of provincial wisdom.

      Anyway, the professor and his two assistants soon started counting: heads and then exam papers, heads and then… Something looked awfully wrong; at least one copy must have been missing. Needless to say, my friends and I were clueless about the fact that this prank might have endangered hundreds of thousands of Birr spent on test development. Then came the ultimatum from the angry professor: “I will do whatever it takes to get the missing copy back And when - not if - I catch the perpetrator, he or she will not be hired even as a gardener let alone stroll on the hallowed grounds of the University as a student!!” That was in the good old days when the university grounds were more hallowed than hollowed.

      The longest hour of my life zoomed by. My co-conspirators kept urging me (we communicated with kicks and grimaces) to do something quick or kiss that coveted slot at HSIU goodbye. The big question then was how to extricate the foreign element pressing on an already fear-activated bladder. [I do hope, that, while reading this confession, you will not be so cruel as to gloat: yelEba fetena, isir bet saidersu yejemiral’ina.

      A pretty girl finishes the three-hour ordeal in just a little over an hour (did she really?). The good professor proceeds to do a body search with the eagerness of a freshman who has just been given the privilege of carrying the heavy books of a senior. When he starts to press his fingers too close to the well-endowed chest, the poor girl screams murder. IndE, keyet yemeTa balegE sew new! Many a young man must have been getting ready to defend the honor of a sister as my sweat begins to miraculously dissipate.

      In the God-sent commotion that ensued for a couple of minutes, I manage to extract the crumpled pile which, by the way, felt heavier than a well-documented history thesis. Pretending to attend to a qimal-itch near the ankle, I give the darn thing a discreet but firm mule kick. Soon, a sharp-eyed assistant predisposed to mercifully overlooking the identity of the culprit delivered it to the visibly pleased academic scribbler.

      Would you believe it if I tell you that I was so traumatized by the experience that I decided not to show my face at the edifice across Sidist Kilo. Of course, I somehow had the creepy premonition that the ferocious lions guarding the gates of Ras Mekonnen’s Palace would see right through me.

      Well, all was not lost. From Dessie to New York - eat your heart out Addis! I bet you are wondering whether I had a choice in the matter at all. Yes, I did. Really. I did out-matrik the matrik with a V.G.D. - no, it is not some kind of disease! Woy yezemenu sew!

      What is the point of all this babbling, you ask. Well, let’s see if I can redeem myself at the last minute:

      Lesson for the congenital LeBa: stealing is an art if you are not caught.

      Lesson for the occasional LeBa: you are not as smart as you think if you confuse the bank teller for the bank owner.

      Lesson for the reading-challenged but aspiring debtera: Stash away reading materials in your undergarment for thou shall learn (but not live) by sweat and osmosis alone.

      Something to Talk About

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      by: Ye Dig

      The best way to communicate between friends, to TALK about what is on one’s mind, seems to be the conclusion of these two and any other, many other more serious matters. These in particular didn’t only result in long talks but also in an eternal friendship. I’m not trying to “…Give (You) Something to Talk About…” but rather to connect with, open eyes wide to, vibe with, say “aha!” to, and maybe even learn from. Nothing beats a conversation in the company of a good friend. Ye dig?

      Sista #1

      Poetry/Journal entry

      05.25.99

      10.25 p.m.

      Seasons

      Sang to her by him

      but I constantly find myself

      calling you back…

      You’ve played it before!

      the boyfriend you say

      …to talk it out

      but it works me in that:

      you don’t even tell me you like him

      anymore

      And I pray that this season’s changes are as beautiful,

      as healthy,

      as real

      that others may have weak needs

      week or wicked needs-

      slowly kills me when I should understand

      their needs

      I’m just jealous.

      Never understood when she said

      ALL to herself

      but she’s right, it hurts

      And in the background,

      she laughs…

      …like the season changed your mind

      but she’s only just as lonely as

      me.

      “Saddenly” it feels so good to have

      these stormy seasons

      and rainy moments

      So he’s not the answer you see

      Like today, I’m counting days

      “You-be-for-tea?”

      Always, “No,” you’d say

      and we agree

      especially chocolate will do,

      and maybe a talk with you?

      Like when we didn’t have to think

      but in peaceful flows

      In past seas…

      …on and on.

      Sista #2

      From: [Name]@hotmail.com

      To: [Name]@hotmail.com

      Subject: a bone to pick…

      Date: Sat, 15 Dec 2001 22.33.20-0700

      or maybe a few!

      andegna…- is your insensitivity… I don’t mind late night calls…in fact, sometimes they’re the best. But last night, it wasn’t cool that you called me and talked for hours after not calling for soooo long. In fact, I was soooo happy to hear from you that I didn’t even care that I had to wake up so damn early for work! It ain’t cool that you don’t call me all day (and I can’t get a hold of you… although I try), but then you call in the wee hours of the morning to “make up” for not calling.

      huletegna…- is your hibernation issue… I don’t know why you are avoiding me…if that’s the way to put it…but I thought it was all cool when you would say…“I got to stuuudy…” in fact, I made a big joke out of it to not feel bad that I can’t get a few minutes out of your “study time.” But what’s the reason now that school is out???

      sostegna…-is [M-Name] issue…You painfully (and unfairly) pointed out that I seem to be less than interested in the things that you have to tell me about him…but the truth of the matter is…is that I am jealous. BUT…it has nothing to do with liking him, or wanting to spend time (even if it is not physically) with him…the thing is…no matter how much studying you have to do or whatever…you manage to call him on [name’s] cell phone or do whatever to talk to him. Man, you called me ONCE this past semester… and even when I called you to talk or whatever…it was never a good time or a good…anything! No convo…no vibing…no nothing! And I knew that you felt that for him (the vibes, etc.)…and that made me sooo mad! [Name], I am still hurt about your negativo energies that I get…I mean (for lack of an example)…on my birthday, you really dissed me…(and thoughts of how creative and excited you got for [M-Name] killed me mooooore!) and I didn’t realize how stuck on that I am until the other day when I was talking to [F-Name] about her birthday coming up… and then again, when I was talking to [F-Name] (complaining about how much I missed you)… and well, I am glad you found your hubby but daaaaang…what does that mean??? Naturally more time and energy goes that way…but does that mean when times get rough (or not so rough but frustrating and tiresome)…all energy goes that way?..oof! Does that even make sense??? Well, let me move on from that touchy subject without saying too much[—yeah right…too late -huh- (but hopefully enough.)

      aratena- I never imagined that I would try to find you in someone else…but I found myself literally trying to drag a [Name=You] out of [F-Name]…but that can’t happen…and in the process [F-Name] and I have become soooo close and I am sooooo happy that she is (and was) there for me when I soooo desperately couldn’t find you! She was there…to give me the eight hour talks that you and I used to have so long ago…and oof…I aint gonna lie…I wish she was here so that I wouldn’t be soo bitter towards you (as I sound in this email.) Maybe if she was here…I wouldn’t feel so alone… I don’t know if that’s the right word to use!

      finally~ I am sooooo very grateful that you were there for Pops when he needed it…I even found myself getting a little jealous as he told someone on the phone that I was in [City], but his other daughter was taking care of him (didn’t even say it jokingly…he literally had the man thinking he had two daughters.) And then my mom told me to be thankful for you and then I told myself to be thankful… and then I found myself just angry. Not at you…not at anyone…but at myself…and then I called [Name] to explain my anger…not you…and for another thing I called [Name] before I thought to call you and that’s when I realized… YOU and I got issues… or maybe I got the issues… but since right now you are with [F-Name], haven’t called me all day, and left the house when I was on the phone saying hi to [F-Name] (but calling for you)…I figured…let me let her know the infamous way…the most intimate way we communicate these days…THE INTERNET!!!

      I could go on and on…but it’d probably do no good…and besides, my mom is waiting for me to do her hair…

      peace

      Clean Siminto

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      by Y. Medhin

      Listening to NPR, she marvels at the global attention focused on Afghanistan, on it’s transition from the Old Testament rule of the Taliban to something less archaic, hopefully more humane. And she can’t help but think of her own Ethiopia’s ke’isat wede remeT path to the present. No global attention was spared for Ethiopia. Escort out the old, fly in the new. Beginning. Middle. End. The attention refocuses with each phase of famine. The world must be in love with images of an emaciated Ethiopia, her children especially, too sick, too weak, too…too!..to care enough to shoo away the flies zooming in for a close-up look at their desperate eyes, their beseechingly open mouths. She used to cry when she saw those faces. She doesn’t any more. She simply turns her eyes away (wouldn’t you?), flips the channel to something more soothing, like Home and Garden, and dwells upon the clean siminto patio they are installing for this ferenj couple with their 250K American Dollar starter home. The siminto comes in nice cool colors. The couple have picked it in marbled olive. She approves silently although she prefers the qEnT-free basic white.

      Last year, she was in Addis. Legal reasons. Her husband was laying claim to her house. His reasoning was that since he’d lived in the house for the past 20 years (while she slaved away raising their children in the US, walking the daily miles from subway to office to subway to home - an attic efficiency and a shared bathroom with a stranger who was not the most hygienic of souls), well, he felt that he deserved her house, the one she had built in her early twenties, the one where she had hoped to asadiga medar her children, you know, that same house that he had contributed absolutely nothing to, while she had dealt with the delala, bought the land, hired the architects, and supervised the brick and mortar phases then sweet-talked the Italian carpenter into using quality wood on the built-in cedar closets. It wasn’t just a house to her. It was proof that once upon a time she had been someone to be reckoned with in her own land, with her own people. So, anyway, he wanted it. And damn if she was going to let him have it.

      Apart from the emotional trauma of having to play the system while trying to prove to strangers that the house she built was hers and hers alone (and the only people she had ever planned on signing it over to were her children) she also had to come face to face with the graphic deterioration of her city. Roads built decades ago had become corrugated obstacle courses overrun in nearly equal measures by pedestrians, animals, and machines. The abject poverty was like one of those Hollywood block busters with much gratuitous violence - too ugly to bear, too overwhelming to close your eyes against.

      She traversed old hunting grounds and was delighted to find the sefi and shemanE in their old spots at Merkato. There was beauty there (you couldn’t ignore that either) in strangely strange places, in unexpected moments, like a child shouting for his mother’s attention while she bartered with the shinkurt shaCH. The humanity - Lord, the humanity! Does country, in any other place, under any other sky, feel so blessedly like home?

      Standing in the midst of blissful chaos, she let the emotions waft over her and seep deep into her bones. No longer did she focus with seething frustration on the dirt walkways and the overflowing ditches. Instead, she let the perfect imperfections, the unordered order and the mixed aromas pull her back to the woman she used to be before she had become a card-carrying citizen of the anti-septic world she now called home. Open sewages were topics of discussion in her son’s college History class. In Addis, certain aspects of the European Middle Ages were alive and well. But Addis was her city, and she had grown up here, lived here. Anywhere else she went, she had simply survived. Yes, freedom had its own sweetness about it, but, like everything else in this tigist CHerash life, it came with a price. Sometimes she paid it gladly. Other times, when the memories were particularly ardent in their wish to dwell in her thoughts, she shed her tears in private places with filtered air and soulless houses.

      This, too, shall pass.

      Waiting for her turn at the courts where utter strangers would get to decide the truth based on her legions of documents and her kehadi husband’s words and allegations, she listened in stunned disbelief while another woman argue her case before the same judge that she would face later. This woman’s case was particularly farcical. It seemed that while she was in Europe pursuing treatment for a life-threatening illness, her husband of some years had declared her dead, had the sad news printed in the papers, did the whole izin and leqso bit and inherited her habt in short order. Now, this woman was back and in the oddest of positions, having to prove to the courts that she was not dead. Imagine that!! Once, back in her anti-septic tank, watching a segment on 20/20, she remembers thinking that the Muslim law that allowed a man to divorce his wife by incanting, “I divorce you,” three times was ridiculous. But the case of The Woman Hho Was Not Dead easily topped anything else in the realms of the absurd.

      When it was her turn to present herself before the judges (three on the benches to prevent shenanigans, gubo meblat, and the countless other bad habits of those in power), she stepped forward, papers and lawyer at the ready, only to be told that her case had not been read yet - never mind she’d filed the papers more than five years ago. Such was the back-up in this most dysfunctional of all bureaucratic systems. So, more qeTero. More qaTelo. A case that should have been cut and dried (what was it about the deed to the house with her signature on it, and the ledger of loan payments to the bank she had made over the years, against the overwhelming lack of evidence her husband presented that seemed to confused the honorable judges?) was going to drag on some more. She would have given up the fight…if she wasn’t tired of giving up. Thing was, she had another life to get back to, one where order, before negligible, was now a beckoning refuge. And where she had a job and a life that was beginning to seem more and more appealing with each passing day in Addis. She would have to mewekel someone she trusted to be present at the next appointment with the courts.

      The thing about wkl’na and wekils was that those who wouldn’t try to bilk you for every penny were too busy being law abiding globe trotters to bother with your troubles. And those who were eager to go fight the fight for you were eventually going to turn on you and punch your lights out with a left hook out of nowhere. She knew this because she had the bruises to prove it - and bruises really, really hurt and stayed with you forever when they were delivered by those you thought you could trust. And emotional bruises were the worst - they left scar tissue like you wouldn’t believe!

      Between getting the right papers signed to entrust her case and her secrets to yet another soul, she got her shopping done. No matter what you were involved in, if you went away and came back home not bearing gifts, you sent the wrong message, and she, well she hurt too much when she hurt others. Then she had flown back across two continents and an ocean to her anti-septic world and her home with the clean siminto on the berenda where her dog awaited her eagerly. Her children had picked her up at the airport and hugged and kissed her more than three times on each cheek. On the drive home, she had found herself zoning in on the multiple lane, smooth asphalt highway. No one honked. No over-laden donkeys jostling for position, and the beggars held their cardboard signs and stayed at a safe distance instead of banging on her window with their soiled hands, clamoring for attention with their plaintive, “Imama, Imama! Ibakwon!”

      The home improvement program is over and she flips back to the news channel. They are still talking about the Taliban and the hunt for bin Ladin. A middle-aged woman with a Middle Eastern accent and intelligent eyes was passionately arguing for the UN to observe and sanction the transitional government in Afghanistan. Will they hear her, she wondered, then flipped again…and again, until she was tired of sitting there staring into an electrical window that told her nothing more than it wanted her to know. She switched it off, rose from her seat and slipped her feet into old sneakers. It was time to walk her dog. Meqes came trotting to her side when he heard his mistress remove the leash from its hook. She clipped it onto his collar and stepped out onto the porch. She inhaled the crisp autumn air as she stretched her arms above her head. “C’mon, iniheed,” she said to the dog and walked down the porch steps, absently kicking a dead leaf off her clean siminto.

      She had eschewed her customary neTela for a light, red white and blue jacket. She didn’t want to be the isat-irat for some overzealous patriot on a warpath. When things settled down, she would get back to her neTela. Everything at a price. Some were just easier to pay.

      Patriotic Fool
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      by: Asfawossen Asrat

      I like to read books about adventures and “discoveries”, and it usually makes me laugh when I read that the source of the Blue Nile was discovered by James Bruce, or the Victoria Falls by I do not remember who, surely by a European adventurer! It makes me laugh because the Nile and its source have been known to the natives since time immemorial but it was the lowest priority for the GojjamEs of that era to communicate this information to the rest of the world. Unfortunately, that counts for a lot! James Bruce took the honour of a “discoverer” because he was the first to communicate that eternal knowledge to the world!..“YeberEn msgana wesedew feresu, kehualaw tenesto kedmo bemedresu…!”

      I am not sure if what I wrote here exactly fits to the theme of this issue. But I would like to communicate my “discovery” of Europe vis-à-vis the issue of communication! Who says that only the Europeans have the right to discover Africa, its nature, its societies, its rituals? Who says that only the Europeans have the right to impose and communicate their culture on Africans? I tried to do the inverse…I “discovered” Europe and its societies (I know I am not original in referring to Europe as a bunch since the Europeans themselves prefer to talk about Africa and Africans as such, irrespective of their innumerable geographical and historical differences), and I tried to communicate Ethiopia to the Europeans and vice versa… Do you think I should take the honour of “discoverer” of Europe!? At least one thing is sure! I have never come across any such claim so far. Here goes only a very minor part of my story.

      As fortunate as I am…hehehe! I had a European prototype as a seat companion during my flight from Addis to the unknown…I had all the allure and courage of a determined adventurer… I was clad with the most expensive product my country could provide (you guess right! It seems that the “Qoda” shops at Piazza are branches of the Immigration office, where you go right after you collect your exit visa!), I had two hand bags (the minimum required for every Ethiopian voyager!) and a book “for the road!”

      I kept smiling to my companion as a sign of courtesy every time he glanced at me. I was surprised by his “surprise.” It took me a year to understand why he was so surprised! He thought that I was “interested” in him! That was my first discovery, in retrospect! I remembered a paragraph in one of the books of African adventures that says that “when you are in a ‘traditional’ African society you should be careful to respect the norms of that society.” This holds true for the “modern” European society too…As a “normal” male adult, one is not supposed to hug or to smile mischievously at any “Adam,” neither is it appreciated to go on a shopping spree with one!.. I already started to miss home!

      The plane took off and started hovering over Addis…but not for long! We left Addis with its sporadically gleaming “30-watt” street lamps! My companion started with a question (I wonder if the chromosomes of the Europeans have an extra trait in the shape of a question mark that carries curiosity!?).

      “Where are you going?” I immediately understood that we were even in one thing. English was a first language to neither of us.

      “To France”, I answered frTm biyE.

      “You are lucky, it is a very nice place and very romantic,” he managed to construct his sentence somehow.

      “Not as lucky as you are!” I fixed my eyes at him to observe his reaction. He seemed not to understand my remark.

      “Why should I be considered so lucky?”

      “Because you had the chance to visit my country, which is equally nice and romantic,” I defended. I read the “you are an over-patriotic fool” sign in his eyes but he continued his questions without making any specific remarks.

      “What will you do in France?”

      “I am going there for my Ph. D.,” I answered casually.

      “What is that ?” It was my turn to be surprised! I tried to explain but I did not have the impression that he understood or that he believed me. It was another discovery…surely not for me…but I need to communicate this to my country people…Not every “neCh” is “m’hur,” and not every “neCh” goes to university!

      “Do you speak French?” he continued.

      “No, not even a single word!” I answered – it was a genuine reply!

      “So, how do you communicate? How will you conduct your studies?” Finally an interesting question, a question that preoccupied me most.

      “I am going to study French the first year and I will start my professional studies afterwards.”

      “Wow! That will be a hell of a challenge for you!”

      “I am an adventurer! That is what an adventurer is supposed to do! I know it is difficult, but I will try my best.” I thought it all to myself, but I only shared the last sentence with him.

      Then it was mealtime. We were served with the “best” food the air industry could provide, being on board one of the most prestigious carriers in the world. I was not in the mood to eat nor did I have the appetite. Who needs to eat a snack after having been treated with beqmem ib’d yalE qey weT during the farewell gbjja some hours ago? My neighbour started attacking with interest his plate while I kept dreaming about that qey weT. He took my gesture for “ignorance” about how to unfold the aluminium cover of the snack, and he offered to do that job for me. I told him that I had no appetite and thanked him for his generosity. I was surprised by his pre-determined linear way of thinking. Even if “ignorance” were the case, I could have imitated what he was doing. I do not need a Ph. D. to do that!

      We kept chatting about “nothing and everything” until the “one you do not see coming” crept over my neighbour, and he started to animate our part of the plane with funny snores. The plane continued on its way north, my thoughts kept running back south. We arrived at one European airport in the early morning and I said good-bye to my companion who apparently was at home. He wished me all the best and good luck, and I took it for granted! “Communicating pays!” I reminded myself. I boarded the connecting flight to my final destination.

      My real discovery started just at my arrival in my would-be “home” for the next five years. I was told to ask for information at the airport upon my arrival to get in contact with the organization that had granted me the scholarship. I went to the airport information desk and asked one of the charming ladies exactly that, in English. She could not understand. I tried to rearrange my pronunciation and I repeated my question, blaming myself for my bad pronunciation. If only I had known! The case was the opposite. My English was too much for her! She murmured something in French. I could not understand anything. She started consulting her colleagues and at the end of one solid minute they came up with a sentence…half English! half French! That was a real surprise to me. There I was in a major European city airport speaking a language the bearers of which boast is the most-widely spoken language in the world, but I was helpless because I could not communicate properly!

      “You go à droite…non you go …merde, j’ai le mot au bout de ma langue! [Shit, I have the word at the tip of my tongue] …Chantal!” she called her colleague, “Comment dit-on droite en Anglais?” [How do we say right in English?]

      “Rrkight” replied Chantal – she seemed to be very proud of her knowledge!

      “Oui, You go at rrkight…après…non, afterrk you go left…you find _un Otobus en sortant…_You vill see a bus vhen you get out…” She continued to show me the directions with the help of her hands and a map. I believed more her hands and the map than her “Frenglish!”

      How amazing - there I was with a CV where I had proudly noted that I am well versed in three languages, but those languages could not serve me to communicate! On the other side of the counter stood a lady who spoke a unique language and my compatriots back home would not ask her if she could speak English! By default, she is an English-speaker! I honestly believed till that day that all Europeans could at least “understand” some English!

      As every determined adventurer could have done, I managed to find my way and to contact the organization in question! I discovered it! irgT new! It may have taken me nearly three hours to do that and I may have lost one of my handbags, bihonm, what counts in any adventure is attaining one’s objectives!

      I spent the weekend in that world-acclaimed, romantic city. At the beginning of the week, I continued my voyage by train to my final destination, at least for the year: the town where the language school was located. My voyage by train was not any less interesting. I had to change the train at the town of “Niort,” as had been marked on my boarding ticket. The conductor was announcing the consecutive stations on the microphone. People got off and others boarded the train at each station. Towards the end of the morning, I heard him repeating “prochaine station Niokk” [next station is Niokk], some people started to prepare for the descent. I was attentively waiting for “Niort.” When the train finally stopped at the station, I saw “NIORT” written on the platform. I had only a minute to get out of the train but I was there sitting comfortably, my baggage twenty metres away from me. I collected the baggage and got off the train at the speed of light. When I came to my senses, I remembered what a friend had told me and I smiled: there was this Indian guy who could not understand the French language and had said, “These French people are crazy, they write Bombay and they read it Calcutta!” How right he was!!

      I finally arrived at my destination. A representative of the school was waiting for me at "la gare." He did a short welcome address for nearly a minute while I stood there exhausted and trying to load my baggage into his car. I could not understand anything but I just sensed what he was saying. I told him politely that I did not understand what he said and I did not understand French at all yet. “Oh…_je suis desolé…_I am sorrkky!” It took him as long a moment as he spent for his welcome address, to say in English that he was sorry. I understood at that moment that I had over-estimated the power of English. I honestly believed that I could communicate with everyone in Europe in English. I sensed the magnitude of my duty of an adventurer right there and then. If I was supposed to succeed in my adventure…even to survive in this part of the world…I had to drop “English” and take “French” seriously. I should be able to communicate! I understood at that very moment that it was me who should fine-tune my bandwidth…adieu! English.

      I started class the next day. I was assigned to the “Beginners” class…where else could it be!? Classes had started two weeks earlier and you could imagine what would happen the first day of my first-ever French class. Besides, I was late. Class was in full-swing. I slipped into the room searching for an empty chair with my eyes.

      “Comment vous appelez-vous?” [What is your name!] The teacher caught me off-guard. I tried to reason out that she meant “welcome.” It was the moment to make use of the unique French word I learned by then.

      "Merci"! [Thank you!] I understood my error when the little Chinese and Japanese lady- students had a laugh-festival. At least I tried my best to speak French! The teacher smiled and allowed me to take a seat. She started to explain…at least it seems like that to me …for some minutes and she asked me again.

      "C’est quoi votre prénom? [What is your first name?] Ah, that was the question!? It was my turn to smile. I recognised “nom” and I equated it to “name”

      “Asfawossen” I said. It was too complicated for her and she repeated her question:

      “Non, votre prénom?” I could not understand what she wanted to know.

      I repeated “Asfawossen”. She went into some more explanation and she asked me the same question. [What she said was that “Asfawossen” was probably my family name and she wanted to know my first name. “Asfawossen” was too complicated to be a first name!]

      “Asrat” I said, maybe she wanted to know my father’s name. She was happy this time and said “Voila! Asrrkat, c’est ça!” [That’s it!] I was not in any position to explain to her that that was my father’s name and in my culture we do not have family names…it is just name, father’s name and so on…(But I explained that to her some months later in her own language!). I was renamed and was known by “Asrrkat” during my stay at the language school. It had been a great pleasure to me, though.

      The next day, I met two compatriots who had arrived some weeks earlier and were in another class. I could not have been happier …at least that was what I felt at that moment. It was a great pleasure to be able to communicate spontaneously, without thinking back, without any extra effort to communicate one’s ideas! And I realized that life would have been much more difficult if one was always obliged to “think” a language instead of simply using it!..We formed a band of “Three Musketeers” and started our adventure and discovery…

      It did not take us long to discover that our town was in fact a village with less than twenty thousand habitants, ninety percent of whom were senior citizens. I easily recognised in them the “Simam Arogitoch” of GashE Sibhat in his novel “Tikusat”! Chances were high that we were the first “blacks” most of them had ever encountered. I could never forget the fearful eyes of one kid in a supermarket who tried to hide away, gripping the hem of his mother’s skirt when I passed by him…But it was a perfect place to learn French. If you were lost in town and you did not speak French, you were really lost! So you learned French not only as a means of communication but also as a means of survival! …and fortunately, we survived.

      As weeks passed by, I started to understand some French. I liked the challenge of learning the language. I liked my adventure. It became more interesting when I was able to communicate my ideas to the instructor and the students. I liked it because every one of us was given the chance to communicate our culture in French, and I used this opportunity to the maximum.

      One day we were discussing “Time.” The teacher asked me what time it was. It was in the morning. “Four o’clock!” I said in the most natural way. Everybody looked at me, amazed.

      “Are you still sleeping, Asrrkat?!”

      “Oh sorry, I meant ten o’clock,” I said, but I did not stop there. I explained the system for telling time in my country and said that was why I confused the hours.

      “It is interesting! Well, in which year are we?” she continued.

      “1998” I said and I continued “But if you are interested to know, it is only 1990 according to the Ethiopian Calendar!” Everybody started to look at me as if I were some extra-terrestrial being!

      “Why are you so late?!” asked one European student sarcastically!

      “No, we are not late but we use a different calendar from yours!” I answered. “Moreover, our new year starts in September, not in January, our calendar has thirteen months, twelve months with thirty days and the thirteenth with five or six days!” I added. “It’s unique because it is the official state Calendar” I explained more.

      My “Asian” friends started to explain their respective calendars, too…and from that day on, every body was curious to know what this or that looked like in the “Ethiopian” culture. Bingo! That was the goal of my adventure!

      I tried to communicate my culture in this manner at every session. I was very glad to inform my “European” and “Asian” counter-parts that there existed somewhere another civilization, an undiluted African patrimony…in a place called Ethiopia! My compatriots in the other class were not less “over-patriotic fools”. One day, they were practicing the phrase “who or what is your favourite…?”

      “Who is your favourite singer?” asked the teacher.

      “Tilahun Gessesse,” replied one. The teacher made no remark. He was sure that it was some sort of a “Rapper!” What else could a “black” have as a favourite singer!

      “Who is your favourite actor?”

      “Debebe Eshetu,” replied the other. This time the teacher started to be angry. He used to boast in class that he had seen every film…and knew every actor by heart.

      “What is your favourite flower?”

      "Adey Abeba!" …

      At the end of the year, we were marked as the “Bizarres!” We liked our group nick-name, though, because the real meaning of the word is “peculiar or different!” We respected and tried to integrate into the European culture, but we also tried to transmit the “word” of our “bizzare-ness,” our difference and our peculiarity, at the same time!..and we had some “European” and “Asian” converts at that…converts that believed that there exist other civilizations than “western” and “eastern”… but that is another story!

      Tirs

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Top ten

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Top Ten Meanings of ishee

      10. (repeated with vigorous bows): “No way in hell!”

      9. (drawn out): “One one thousand, two one thouasand,… darn it, say something!”

      8. (whispered): “My Place or yours?”

      7. (terse with a swing of the head): “Next sucker in line…! Get your sorry adhari butt over here”

      6. (slowly with a pensive look): “I don’t have a freaking clue what you just explained… but i see that you had gomen for lunch”

      5. (with a sigh of relief): “Gosh… I thought he was never gonna leave.”

      4. (Over the phone): "Go on… (sotto) my toes really do look pretty in slippers… "

      3. (In a qnE song): “Shoo!”

      2. (repeated vigorously and rhythmically): oh wait… may be it’s another affirmative we have in mind.

      1. (hesitantly): “Fine, I won’t keep you looking silly kneeling down like that, but you bet I’m having this appraised the moment I get outta here”

      Backpage
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      AmariNa abbreviations in chat/email protocol…

      IQL8 - ay qlEt !

      BNL- Be negerachin lie

      ABI - Afer B’la/Biyi Inna

      ii - Intina intin

      2FM - hulet f’rank mtahl (hasabEn bakaflach’hu)

      EL - Ere lemehonu

      KBI - kkket byE iyesaqku

      MTKBI - meret tenkebalyE ket byE iyesaqku

      MQA - Mn quriT argoN!

      MA - mn agebah(sh)?!

      EYE - Eshi yene emebEt

      EYG - Eshi yenE gEta

      QME - Qoi meTahu Esti

      LGW - le’gzEw weTa (byalehu)

      AM - abet maganen!

      EII - Ere innE itE!

      UUT - U U tay!

      ISB - idmE, Sota, bEt quTr

      IIY - Ingidih indesu ylalu

      WG - Weiche gud!

      Btf - beterefe

      Hud - Hulu dehna

      Ijn - ij nesichaleu

      Twb - tew bakih/bakish!

      Wstla - weinnne! SisyasTella!

      EQN - ere qeldEn neber!

      PrD/PoD?- pre derg or post derg?

      mtbtA!- mengist tmhrt bEt temari alert!

      ZA-Zemecha Alumn

      Nazi- went to Nazret School and I only chat with Sanjo boys.

      Zg- Zigatam/Yizgah/Yizgash

      Do the right thing
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      This month, SELEDA presents a patchwork of organizations armed with the force of hope, assistance and awareness in the fight against AIDS.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      50 Lemons

      50 Lemons is a non-profit, non-political and non-religious HIV/AIDS relief organization founded by Africans with the goal to make a difference in the HIV/AIDS infected African community both in the continent and also in the Diaspora. Their mission is to understand the extent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and promote public awareness of the problem. It has already conducted a Knowledge, Attitude and Behavior Study targeting high school students in the regions of Addis Abeba, Jimma, Baher Dar, Awassa, Dire Dawa and Dessie in addition to HIV/AIDS prevention education for over 1000 high school students in Ethiopia. Their current project is to facilitate a sponsorship network for AIDS orphans in Ethiopia.

      You can learn more about 50 Lemons, make donations or sponsor a child by by referring to the given links. For more information on how you can assist their efforts, please contact them at:

      fiftylemons@yahoo.com

      or mail: 50 Lemons

      2117 L Street NW, #215

      Washington, DC 20037

      http://www.50lemons.com/

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact:

      ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call: (617)496-5998(617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for

      Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home is a new, non-profit organization launched in Addis Abeba in the aim of providing more than a source of refuge for the 700,000 AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. Affiliated with HIM (Help International Ministries) and directed by a Board of Christian Ethiopian Professionals, the founders of Yezelalem Minch believe in the significance of building small, clinically and spiritually nurturing environments for such children. Their goal is to establish small, family-oriented homes of up to 7 children. Their broader ambition is to become the core of an internationally involved AIDS orphan adoption network, and branch out to individual families and humanitarians in the global village.

      You can join Yezelalem Minch by contacting them at info@zelalem.org

      Or mail at:

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      PO BOX 70822

      Addis Ababa Ethiopia

      http://www.zelalem.org/

      Hope For Children - Ethiopia

      Testimony to the truth that a solo voice can resonate volumes in the Diasporic community, Hope for Children (HFC) is a local organization dedicated to serving orphans and caregivers in the community. Sara Jewett’s HFC-Ethiopia projects provide a new and necessary bridge between those of us far yet still fortunate enough to make a contribution to the cause. HFC is an organization that renders service and provisions to families and children affected by HIV/AIDS. HFC also serves as a reference center for those seeking to sponsor HIV/AIDS orphans either through an institution or otherwise. Sara Jewett completed Duke University’s Hart Fellow program in August 2001 and is currently working in Ethiopia.

      On behalf of HFC, Sara Jewitt appreciates personal donations to fund her projects in Ethiopia.

      Memorial Baptist Church wires 100% of your financial contributions to a bank account in Ethiopia that is designated to support Sara Jewitt’s work with HFC. Simply send a tax-deductible check made out to “Memorial Baptist Church” indicating “Ethiopia Project” to the following address:

      Sara Jewett-Ethiopia Project

      PO Box 421

      E. Middlebury, VT 05740

      You will also be added to an HFC email list through which you will receive regular updates of how your contribution is making a difference in people’s lives.

      Sara Jewitt can also be reached through email:

      sarajewett@hotmail.com

      Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS Orphans National Association

      Launched in December 1997 by a visionary body of HIV infected patients and orphans, Mekdim emphasizes preventive action through public education and provision of support to HIV/AIDS patients through counseling and facilitating their access to healthcare. Among Mekdim’s accomplishments includes the implementation of more than 50 awareness-raising programs. Mekdim is also a member of the Technical Working Group of UNAIDS and a Board Member of Kelel 14 Administration Office’s Office on HIV/AIDS. Their work has inspired a collaborative effort amongst local institutions with common missions.

      To inquire on how you can support Mekdim:

      mail: Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS

      Orphans National Association

      Mr. Mengistu Zemene

      PO Box 31218

      Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

      or call: 251 1 560380 / 115171 / 559960

      or fax: 251 1 552950

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      The Ethiopia Issue : April 2002

      The Triumph & Despair Issue : May 2002

      The Sex Issue : February 2002

      Ay-hey-hey… wedEt wedEt. Long after we’ve been pegged “undersexed, desperate dorks” by those who, well, aren’t, ineho proof that we might really, really …ere le werE’m ayamech.

      OK… so, this is the Sex Issue. Ah…the “S” word, feared and adored in Ethiopian society…that confounding mixture of promiscuity and piety all wrapped in one neat dr’b neTela teeming with tension and confusion. We’re blasé about _CHn gered_s but, ho-ho-ho, let an adult woman wear a strapless dress, and it’s all “waiter, I will have an extra large kenfer memTeT with my outrage”. Conversely, are we Diasporic Ethiopians over sexualized? Is there something to be said for ET inhibitions?

      In layman’s terms, at what point do issues of sex, fidelity, freedom, love, passion, lust, secrets and fantasies… megenaNet? Is our sense of piousness six feet or six inches deep? Are we capable of deep, hard thoughts about the myth and reality of sex in our society? Where is our emotional bed at? Do we have the tolerance to openly talk about sex, or are we going to just medabess the issue and not thrust to the core of the matter? Are we able to come, collectively, to an agreement, or are we doomed to always mafen our screams of ecstasy or frustration? What was the orgy-nal sin? Kama Sutra? You wish-imma!

      UUUUUuhhhhhh?

      Listen, we just ask the questions, aiight! Because we are proof positive that some reproductive organs should NOT reproduce, we look towards you, oh sage SELEDAwiyan, to help us address some of these issues. Enlighten us. High time for some frank, fr’T-rT , healthy discussion.

      Speaking of high…we’re done here. Articles are due on or before January 15

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      To dig or not to dig? To poke, to puncture, perchance to bleed? _MoyalE_s can be painful, no? Yes they can. The distress of walking on a damaged heel because that miserable little wretch decided to dig itself into your body. Imagine that! YOUR body, damn it! And there it is, lodged comfortably in your heel, the pride and soul of your flawless walk and prance. There it is, grinning ad infinitum, while you huff and puff in an effort to dare the needle. That bastard! Your heel will never be the same again. Never! Imagine the expenses for psychiatric care to nurse your severely damaged self-esteem … all on account of that miniscule wretch. Yet abatu, ya agdim-adeg!

      Is the perfect heel too much to ask for? Imagine the joy, the sheer bliss of waking up and looking at a flawless, smooth heel, sans intruder infestation. It would even make the most menial, tedious jobs seem like heaven.

      In all seriousness, March is our “Depression and Ecstasy” issue. The hours spent fiddling and toying with sanity while itching from depression bites … momentous outbursts of ecstatic celebration that would put to shame the CHiffera and dinfata of a igir-aTabi who got promoted to Tegur-astekakai … folks, here’s your chance to tell us your stories. Come hither and vent; our support group welcomes thee.

      So … all megl-yeQuaTeru terekezoch due on the 15th of February? 17th, if u have pedicured feet.
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      The Sex issue

      February, 2002

      Note from the editors
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      Our bosses were witheringly dismissive about our inquiries into why a gigantic painting of über corporate majrat mechi Ken Lay was suddenly placed in our boardroom. Throughout editorial meetings, they kept menacingly glancing at the canvass and slooooowly nodding their heads the way they do when our comptroller asks for the receipts for the “miscellaneous” items in their expense reports.

      Whhhhoooowat? What? What does it all mean? Believe us, we here at SELEDA are already ravenously swathed in conspiracy theories (we know who killed Kennedy and disco), so it don’t take much to get us worked up into a foamy lather of innuendo and alubalta.

      For a few weeks there the tkus werE was that was that Ato Ken “eski mnew bitewut” Lay is SELEDA’s Kristna Abat… that upper management, in what was a touching gesture of thanks-for-being-born, bequeathed Seleda.com and all its properties (which, incidentally, includes all editors and staff writers) to Lij Ken at the last annual SELEDA “giggle!” Humanitarian Awards.

      Frankly, we found the prospect of being chattel to an even more notoriously sinister gudeNa not too magnificently demeaning because that meant that there are others (in this case them Enron workers) who ranked above us in Fortune’s “Five Worst Oppressed Workers” list. We call this the “Lekass lElam Ale” method of boosting one’s ego. When you are us, you find comfort wherever you can, ladies and gentlemen.

      Alas, our sanguinity was shorter than ye mengst tmhrt bEt’s third shift. According to the “kefitachihu y’neTleN” water cooler rumor spread by the assistant to the assistant of upper management’s Chief Ij AstaTabi, it is Ken who is an apprentice of our very own upper management… that he’s naming them as character witnesses in all upcoming trials/congressional hearings, “may there be many”. Not only that, but Kenny-boy was not even their best student… his business frailty so aptly demonstrated by the fact that he only managed to sell just a few billion dollars worth of stock during the blackout. Qeshm! But, the story goes, even with such blatant incompetence, upper management is sticking with their protégé… “For a C-student, he did ok.”

      Ok… so what do we do with all the “At least I don’t work at Enron” T-shirts and coffee mugs, and “Hey, baby… let me do to you what Enron did to its stockholders” screensavers?

      Welcome to the Sex Issue, SELEDAwiyan!

      As the denizen of SELEDA’s biggest shrine put it, “I am looking for Mr. Tk’kl not just Mr. Tkl”. We braced to be impressed by this month’s contents, and we should have braced tighter because, as Merigeta Dinberru Bedilu used to put it, “EstomakE aychlm!”

      First tingatingoch first… an adoring emmmpphoowa-essssssseyiii! to all our contributors who… who… tikilllll-ed us one after another with their brilliant take on matters of gbre sga. Once again we fall deeper into the debt gudwad. We continue to be amazed, humbled and honored that wordsmiths of this caliber continue to grace our little forum. One day we will be able to adequately express our gratitude, our friends. Thank you for your humanity.

      E-sniff.

      Second tingating, we hope you enjoy this month’s offerings-the provocative, the humorous, the “ahun esti mn y’balal”. It was not an easy subject for us to broach… mostly because we don’t know nuthin’ about it… but, it was one we wanted to dare broach–tastefully yet honestly. We hope we don’t disappoint.

      So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      You mean besides the yummilicious new look we debuted last month? Oh… naaateeeinnng! Thank you to all who noticed our facelift. Our webmassa’s muse, as highly strung as any muse can get, finally burst through several layers of quTa and kurfia to deliver this masterpiece. We hope to keep improving at least our look since we’ve basically given up on the possibility of actually saying anything the least bit qum-negerish any time soon. As always, we are open to suggestions on how to make mengelaweding through these SELEDA pages a little more pleasant.

      LElass?

      Oh, yes… we heard from the SELEDA guy on our logo, who is all bristly about constantly being referred to as “the SELEDA guy”. (Mskeen neger… if he only knew what upper management calls him after they wore out “Ya Tuncha Rass”.) Hence, we’ve decided to have a “Name the SELEDA Guy” contest. Please send in your suggestions to editors@seleda.com. We’ll publish the ones worthy of mention, and one grand prize winner shall be the recipient of a SELEDA T-shirt. Yes, we use the word “winner” with the phrase “SELEDA T-shirt” very apprehensively. Mn mareg ychalal? We look forward to getting your entries. Have a valid email address if you want us to contact you lest you “win”.

      LeTiqo…

      The search continues to secure ourselves a permanent correspondent from Ethiopia. Really, wegenochachin, surely there must be one person there whom we have not offended and who could entertain the possibility that we are, underneath all this literary shr gud, upstanding citizens who don’t drink (outrageously) and who don’t stab each other in the back (daily)? We are SELEDA… we put the “fun” in dysfunctional; the “men” in demented; the “b’lashh” in blash-phemy; the “sd” in “sd-nbab”. (Aside: get ourselves a PR agent while we are at it.) So, calling all writers from Ethiopia. Note: those who have vast experience in moogt, ashmoor and mamtatat given preference.

      Upcoming issues… Get a hold of yourself and amuse the muse… March will be our “Depression and Ecstasy” issue. And despite the confusion, we don’t mean the you-can-routinely-buy-it-at-the-SELEDA-Intern’s-Cafeteria- for-10-bucks-a-pop-Mondays-and-Wednesdays-between-4-and 4:21-a.m. kind of Ecstasy. Abo! We mean the cerebral, physical endorphins which make you float on air. Hmmm… now that we think of it, it could mean the you-can-routinely-buy-it-at-the-SELEDA-Intern’s-Cafeteria- for-10-bucks-a-pop-Mondays-and-Wednesdays-between-4-and 4:21-a.m. kind of Ecstasy. But, go ahead and tell us about pre-finals CHat fersho at AAU; regale us with the outrageous tales of your uncle Wendimiye whose stories used to make you high… Vent about your loss and despair, and the triumph from coming back the brink of hell… Share your million stories of simple pleasures from your last sojourn back home. The deadline for submissions is February 15… the 16th if you’ve ever drunk bong water.

      April will be our el grande third anniversary issue… Is it even possible that we have kept up this charade for three whole years? M’Ts. Mekari maTat! It will be our Ethiopia Issue, where we will pay tribute to she who is Ethiopia… she who vexes, tempts, heals, toys with and embraces our psyche. We hope you will help us in making this berzday issue one we can show our parents to finally get some approval. Submissions accepted until March 15. March 16th if you still remember the words to “Hbretesebawinet”.

      Okkk, we gotta go. HR just called us all in for a “Year-end update on SELEDA employee_s_ stock –tee hee– options meeting_”. Tee hee-ih?_ Ere d’dachew yrgeff! This we have to see.

      Drop us a note. We love hearing from you even though none of you has as of yet offered us a decent sized bribe we can even boast about at employee stock options review meetings. Gffachihu inde injera inatachihu!

      Selam inihun, SELEDAmoch.

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com.

      Ho BiyE meTahu, Ho BiyE!

      “Ho BiyE meTahu, Ho BiyE!”

      by: MT

      Lideta was the harbinger of glad tidings. Not only did it mean furlough from never-ending, rigorous chores at this place called home, it also meant kiss-genzeb, and kiss-genzeb got you more than just a kiss. Aberash! It got you all of Aberash! . . For an entire month, your nature would have sizzled under the intense heat of rising testosterone until, to the rescue, came Lideta, so named for taking the lid off the pressure-cooker that was your libido. Come Lideta, Aberash would be there, to take your hard-earned kiss-genzeb before she took on your mounting pressure and defused it in the nick of time before it blew its load! . .If you were going to risk life and limb braving the sordid surroundings of the red-light district that was SerateNa Seffer, a whorenet’s nest, you figured you might as well go for the queen, who gave you the most bang for your buck! Aberash of _SerateNa Seffer…_a credit to her profession, the greatest assset in a community of great asssets.
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      SerateNa Seffer was not for the faint-of-heart, the pusillanimous of Piassa-Proper. It was an oxymoron of forbidding hospitality, a dense enclave of rows of ramshackle one-room shacks behind the clean façade of Piassa. Each property relied on the strength of its neighbor to prop it up as each was a slightly inclined lean-to resting unsteadily on its slightly inclined lean-to neighbor. White-washed walls and doors of rough-hewn sanQa lined the arterial road that cut through this giant brothel cunning men and their pockets into every nook and cranny, of which there was an abundance in this world of purchased nooky. Tucked away in its mercurial nature, SerateNa Seffer was near desolate by day, but with the last rays of the sun it sprang to life in unbridled boisterousness, and with a vengeance it struck out, ensnaring men who came here for the sole purpose of coming. It was a treasure-trove of goods and services: here, Kongo-CHama, kessel and CHat…mesheta bEt, pasti and gulit found fertile ground for proliferation, all anchored by the main-stay of the local economy, Aberash and company…purveyors of perversion.

      Only Iriiii Bekentu, its partner-in-sin across the valley, matched its vitality, and…as in there, here, too, amid the hustle and bustle your Irrriii!! was to no avail should your hedonistic soul fall prey to the forces of darkness lurking behind the dark corners of this world engulfed in darkness. Gonorrhea wouldn’t kill you, thanks to BorchelE, but majrat-mechi certainly would! If dying was undesirable, dying in SerateNa Seffer was unacceptable! Yemot mot is what it was! If they found your limp ass up there on the hill, you could bet your rigor mortis your family would never speak to you again! There simply was no reasonable excuse for dying there! …Zemed TiyeQa? Forget it! Nobody had no zemed in SerateNa Seffer. In the unlikely scenario that you did have some long-lost zemed there, God forbid, you did to her more than meTeyeQ, thereby compounding the tragedy! Not only did you die in this place of haTiyat, you died having committed the unforgivable haTiyat of unloading your haTiyat in an act of incest!

      There was something about this place that blinded you, that kept you from seeing the pitfalls that pervaded it. Well, at least, going in you didn’t see it, going out, however, you did! You were audacious when you went in, proud to put your bid in alongside men of real manhood, with women, who were perfectly willing to do your bidding in a fierce, dog-eat-dog competition to outbid each other! Here, you were a MAN! While the week-kneed stayed away, you the courageous came… came, and left with your knees buckling, the drive, the vigor drained from your fearless soul, the inferno in your groins extinguished, your exaggerated libido-induced sense of invincibility diminished into naked vulnerability! It was then and only then, as you slowly made your way out of the hellhole that took your money and your strength that every koshita startled the life out of you, whatever little of it was left in you . .in your post-Aberash fragile state: "Lord, if I am to meet my death tonight, please let me make it back out to Darmar first!"…Darmar was only a few yards out, but it was out nonetheless, out in polite society, where it was OK to meet your sudden death, if you had to die! “Darmar ber lai gedelut . . mTs” made for a heartbreaking story! "SerateNa Seffer gedelut," however, was a story of a miscreant, who died in Sodom & Gomorrah, gateway to biblical hell…affer yiblana yihE lksskss!

      You were nothin’ but a kid who overstepped his bounds in a game that the menfolk played, real men with pubic hair and Adam’s Apples! You were a mere boy among hundreds of men, a whoreny boy among hundreds of whoreny men! . . As every step after shaky step brought you nearer and nearer to “thee, my Aberru”, however, you channeled your fears into “devil-may-care,” thus blending into the SerateNa Seffer scene with seamless assimilation! With increasing confidence, you pushed and shoved your way to her, oblivious to the macho-whoremen scouting left and right. They, too, were oblivious to you, deeply immersed in the inexact science of “cherchez-la-femme”, a daunting task indeed since all the ladies on display looked alike standing in their doorways appearing to be suspended over the threshold, drenched as they were in bright-red lighting that played cruel tricks on your vision. No way to tell the geTaba from the geTab-er and the geTab-er from the geTab-est with any reasonable accuracy, what with your perception and your judgment testa-di-casso-ed by a sudden shift of testosterone from your testa to your testicles! In SerateNa Seffer, men underwent such behavioral change that they literally shermuTated into predators on a prowl; . .yedur anbassa following their dick-kula through the jungles of this underworld: . . Stop-look-hesitate…stop-look-go…stop-look-nahhh…stop-look-Yesss! Ti-l-l-l-i-Q! …Yay! And, some lucky door would close and through the crevices in the panel, beams of red light would filter through to ward off the next impatient lover: "Back off, ante sheffada, meeting in session!"

      You felt a certain camaraderie with these men, this menagerie of whoremongering forlorn souls with haywire hormones perfectly willing to risk their lives for one single moment of whoremonal adjustment. And yet you felt you had an upper hand here in that you knew where you were headed, having made your choice months ago and sticking (it) to her. The down-side of that was, of course, that you had to wait in the event that her “Back-off” sign was on when you got there, that dreaded beam of red light through the crack in her door-panel! An intense feeling of jealousy gnawed at you whenever her door was shut, which meant that she was doing it with some other fool. Frustration simmered in your gut as you stood there, put out over having been put out, your eyes fixed on her TrQ’m-door, your mouth open in disbelief that your Aberash would do that to you…you! her loyal patron!

      Oh, how difficult she made it! …If you walked around a bit while she accommodated the gentleman caller who beat you to her, you ran the risk of losing her again to yet another balegE who might dart in there before you got back. If, on the other hand, you stood a safe distance away and waited, you were not safe, because being stationary was the worst thing you could do in SerateNa Seffer – it made you conspicuous and thereby easy prey to the multitude of duriyE-hangers-on, who would see you for what you were: an out-of-his-element, hard-headed hardly goremssa kid, hardened by his hardcore intent, his pocket swollen with hard . .um . .currency, his hard-earned kiss-genzeb before the kiss! Waiting was out of the question, therefore! So, what beYesus sm did you do? Well, you did the only sensible thing anyone in your condition would do. You WAITED! You waited for your cue, that unmistakable sign that Aberash and her company were done; she would crack the door open a wee bit, stick her head out, glance up and down the lane and throw out the bath-water “with the baby” from her portable bidet, a banged-up popo. S-p-l-a-s-h! …And, all types of Human DNA would splatter across the dejaff to terrify children yet unborn and in a way that would have made Monica turn green with envy! (Say what you may about her, Aberash was a neat freak, never failing to do her gbr-wuha routine at the end of every single encounter of the gbrE-balegE-kind) And so, soon her door would be flung open and it would be your turn! Not long now, before your results, too, your ejected DNA, would be ejected into the wind unceremoniously to be followed by your libidinous ass, being evicted into the unforgiving streets like a reject!

      And that was what your month-long wait from Lideta to Lideta to Lideta amounted to! Having done your bidness, you were reduced to stepping into a sea of your own semen floating in a sea of ice-cold water across the dejaff as you left! Not a pleasant feeling when you considered that that could have been your first-born you just stepped on! Thank Goodness, the cruelty of crushing unborn children under your sole was the farthest thing from your mind during the month as you waited impatiently for Lideta and your kiss-genzeb. In fact, as the days of the month dragged on interminably, what sustained you was the prospect of spending those few precious moments with Aberash, however ephemeral the resultant exultation was. She made it all worth your while! Somehow, all the household drudgery, all the back-breaking chores you had to perform during the month before your still unappreciative father gave up that kiss-genzeb, were well worth the dem and wez they exacted which, incidentally, would have earned you a real demoz in any other democratically-inclined household. What you did around the house was exactly what a serateNa would do and more, only what a serateNa would receive in compensation was called demoz while yours was kiss-genzEb… a clever legal distinction that exempted your father from the Workers’-Rights-Statutes of the land.

      Ay giff! From dusk to dawn you toiled for a measly 15Birr a month gadEmit, and even that paltry sum your father parted with grudgingly … and with a reminder that you and your private-school, the tuition of which he never paid, were the sole reason he was broke all the doggone time. You would have believed him, if you were not forever playing hide-and-seek all over the school-yard with Herr Direktor, who knew you as the dead-beat-kid, whose report-cards were piling up on his desk, held hostage in hopes of coaxing some dough out of your dead-beat-dad! . .But, nothin’ doin’, not your Dad! …He had no practical use for your report cards and your grades, because he had other ways of determining your worth, acres and acres of it! A huge landmass that surrounded your home that required cleaning. (YihE b’Tasham ferenj… yale-genzeb ayaqm indE? yezarE wer bilohal belew, yezarE wer …)

      Lucky for the bTasham ferenj, he knew not to hold his breath. It was difficult enough for your old man to fork over the 15 lousy Birr you had earned by the sweat of your brow, which he handed to you with an air of philanthropic irreverence and self-congratulation for supporting you on purely altruistic grounds month after month. MeTnE! . .Where did this guy come from, anyway? Where was he when other balanced fathers learned how to balance their sons’ “allowances” against grades received and made adjustments accordingly? How did this father arrive at the formula that Son had to clean up acres of undemarcated marsh-land God Herself (tsk tsk) waited until Meskerem to clean up, before Son received all of 15Birr? You pondered your father’s mysTirious predilections for the absurd as you stood at the edge of the yard in pouring rain and looked across acres and acres of swamp that stretched into the horizon. You shook your head in utter disbelief: “How do I clean THAT…just how do you clean a prairie?”

      Lideta! . .15Birr! . .Aberash! . .That’s how you cleaned a prairie! And, unlike your father, who had misgivings about compensating folks for services rendered, you thought nothing of turning over almost all of your prairie-home-meager-earnings to your companion Aberash. Besides, there was that added bonus that came in the form of a sick sense of vindication you felt as you lay in Aberru’s embrace contemplating how terrified your father would be to know that his money and his CHewa-yebet-lij went to that number one unmentionable on his list of taboo items. SEX! In fact, if your father had known of Aberash’s existence, the lead-off item on his list of items forbidden to his son would have read: "Aberash: . .forbid!" And that would be the only time you and your Dad would be in perfect agreement, since the lead-off item on your list too read: "Aberash: . . forbid!"

      Aberru was unlike any other! Of course, she was instantly recognizable as a woman of her profession. She looked just like every woman of her profession would look like every other woman of her profession. But, look, looks had little to do with it! If you were fortunate enough to have bought her services just once, it wasn’t long before you too were sold. She knew how to make you come …clamoring for her time after time. Sure, she hailed from windy Kutaber, but she had that jumbo-GojammE feature that stood out notably even on this hefty body, a physical attribute she was endowed with by a stroke of luck, and one that stroked her lovers into premature purging of their sin! … .And so it was that you counted the days to Lideta with great eagerness, preoccupied with thoughts of gojamming that jumbo-GojammE-thingy! … .You longed for this woman with all the eroticism in you! SHE was the stuff that your prurient day-dreams were made of.

      The warmth of her fleshy flesh… the perennial scent of brgud and libanja that hovered over her inches-from-obese-chubby figure…the artistically illustrated neck – niQissat of rows of miniature crosses separated by tiny swastika…insosila-dyed hands…love-handles that rested comfortably on her ample hips, buttressed by sagging buttocks outlined in a snug-fitting boys’ James Bond swim-trunks! Oh, how irresistibly attractive she was! No girdle to undergird her generous proportions, no delicate halter-top, no virginal Victoria’s smoke and mirrors to tantalize, no stringy thong to tease, no silky satin HERE! Just a dingy foreign T-shirt, a life-saving gift from Castro’s Cuba to the drought-victims of the nation that had somehow found its way into her boudoir. Wow!…A T-shirt that spoke to you in blood-red Spanish: “Venceremos,” with the Amharic translation below it: “Inashenifalen!” Behind venceremos and inashenifalen were a pair of ample bosom that stretched poor venceremos and inashenifalen out of immediate legibility. The first letters “venc” and “inashE” were pulled forcefully to the right and were tucked way back in the right armpit while the last letters “mos” and “len” were safely stashed in the left, leaving for prominent display across her chest “ere” on the top and “nifa” below it!

      She stood there full frontal facing you! This busty woman fixin’ to bust your butt for the kiss-genzeb you had busted your butt for for an entire month! Perfectly asymmetrical, right shoulder higher than the left and fixed in a permanent kErEdash-shrug! . .This summo-wrestler in Mammo’s swim-suit, the fake belt-buckle on her beltless trunks sporting a Colt-45 hand-gun striking ominously through the shiny brass emblem: 007 !! As she stood over you, her skin acquired a reddish tinge against the illusory red light that flooded the tiny room…tightly wrapped in shash of many colors her momma made for her, her hair sat in a great Qul’lat undisturbed, and with every heaving of her Dolly Parton breasts, “ere . . nifa” across her chest rose and fell with perfect pacing! Soon, she would throw off her home-made slippers, a tattered pair of shera CHama the heels of which were folded over and matted down, toes cut out for easy slip-on! Soon, she’d join you in your firm position on the bed! Oh, this woman worth her weight in…uh …sheer dead weight! … … … ."Ney esti yenE Nefertiti, ney esti . . yenE shega!"

      And it was ON the bed…on the bedspread, an awful imitation of an Oriental rug of awfully abrasive material. Depending on your position, the angle of your position, your movement, and the intensity of your movement, it lacerated your skin in concentrated areas on your knees while you were concentrating on what you were doing on your knees! Consequently, you walked around for days with a patch of irritated skin on your knee-caps, scuff-marks you didn’t remember how you got, because you got them while deeply engrossed in getting some . . aberrant practice with Aberash that left you with abrasions! The user-unfriendly bedspread was one of Aberru’s cherished possessions. On one of her forays into Merkato for her monthly asbEza, she had seen it draped over the entrance of Nurredin’s store at Islam Mesgid and had taken an immediate fancy to it. Sure, she had considered its liquid-repellent quality owing to its polyester-backing, but it was more for aesthetic reasons that she had thought nothing of shelling out practically the entire Iqub she had “eaten” that month for it. The huge picture of a roaring lion sporting a thick mane right smack in the middle of the bedspread had stolen her heart, a blue lion against the backdrop of snow-capped Himalayas jumping out at you through a hoop of Arabic lettering! "Betun yademQewal," she said. Incongruous, and beautiful somehow when juxtaposed against incongruous Aberash herself, so conflicting in her British butanta, her Nazi-German neck, her Spanish T-shirt, her Arabic bedspread, and…her GojammE-beacon, a siductive beckoning to love-making: "ante-nna …ante-nna …!"

      Against all reason and expectation, there was nothing about Aberash that spoke to a hurried disposition. It just wasn’t fittin’ a lady of her stature to jump into bed without a little Qoda-mawaded! What did you think she was, loose? So, things were at a standstill as you lay aching on your back, your bare butt firmly lodged in the lion’s jaws! Impatiently, you took in Aberru’s foreshow as she strutted her stuff, now shifting her weight from one foot to the other, now pussyfooting about within the constrictive space of the tiny room, a few feet only from the door where the lion roamed! When she finally did climb on and you got down to the bottom of things, you found yourself in a tight spot right away! . .“Nature makes no leap…”? Hah, your nature did! You had barely gotten started when it threatened to end it! Oh, what to do? If you thought about how much you enjoyed it, it was over before you enjoyed it, because something in man’s makeup says don’t enjoy it or else you won’t enjoy it for long, if at all you get to enjoy it long enough to know that you enjoyed it! On the other hand, if you didn’t think about how much you enjoyed it, well, you missed out on enjoying it!

      So, in a futile effort to freeze the moment, you desperately let your mind take a detour to the Qebele. (That oughta do it!) You invited thoughts of endless hours of nQat-sessions to creep in, unpleasant images of mouthing off popular slogans with your clenched fist raised high and slicing through the heavy air: “tefeTron inashenfalen!” the chairman in your mind would shriek: “tefeTron inashenfalen!” you would repeat with all the fervor in you. Just then, right when you were about to conquer nature, Aberru seemed to take a cue from your tightened fist and…as if to say: “ashe—niff THIS, yeNa Marxist,” she tightened her muscles…certain sets of muscles you were never warned were standard feature on the female anatomy! Igzioo! Labia-majora and labia-minora were indeed familiar, but labiaberra? . .You began to feel lab-lab hoodwinked by lab-making that unleashed a labia-blitz on your would-be-laber self…lending credence to Sexism’s claim that sex is a matter of neither the heart nor the brain, but of the labia!

      MeTa…the moment of truth! . .The blood pounded in your temples! You choked… probably because your body was in an out-going mode and exhaling was all you did! Brief spurts of rapid breath escaping through your nostrils in clusters of three with an abrupt intermission in between: "tnfash, tnfash, tnfash stop! . .tnfash, tnfash, tnfash stop!" You felt a subcutaneous itch mewrer your ass all up and down your thighs and buttocks as your haTiyat made its way to the exit, a tingling sensation you could not scratch, but one you could not ignore either. It was an elusive itch that seemed to course through your veins teasing you along the way, not tickly but prickly as if Mao Tsetung himself was acupuncturing your ass with a million needles! Where in the body was this haTiyat coming from, anyway? If it ain’t your butt, why does your butt butt in on an act that ain’t none of its business? But, above all, indEEEEEE…why…oh whhhhyyyy, pray tell, was Chairman Mao acupuncturing your butt into near madness like thaaaaaat?

      And so it was that you approached the point of no return! That tingling in your rear was the forerunner to the run, the flow you couldn’t stop if your very life depended on it! A vicious tremor bounced your body all over the jagged slopes of the Himalayas. Suddenly, as in a fairy-tale, the famous bedspread came alive and swarmed with busy animation. It all began to make sense as you metamorphosed into the blue lion, ferociously devouring the huge circle of Arabic lettering and spitting out words in a huge roar that reverberated through the tiny room: “B-i-s-m-i-l-a-h-i-AberriyEEE!” …Your newly minted Moslem-hide got weaker and weaker as every outburst got louder and louder, a cum laude moment that distinguished you from real men of silent ecstasy! Louder and louder still, now loud enough for the neighbors to hear, escalating well into gorEbet-summa-cum-laude range while under your burning butt, the Himalayan snow began to thaw, and with it, years of Orthodoxawi indoctrination melted deep inside the warmth of her clenching labia as you forgot your religion! … . ."Simo-o-o-tlish AberiyEE, QiTen … . QiTen yaZiliNNN!"

      Embarrassing? . .You betcha! Even Aberru could not believe you said that. She gave you that quizzical look that said: "C-o-m-e a-g-a-i-n?" …“Noooooo! No come again, no come again AberiyE, beqa, beqa!” . . S-h-o-o-t! There come a time in every boy’s life when he comes into his own . .to realize that coming full circle (of Arabic lettering) means knowing when to fold his tent! . . Spent? Well, you had it coming to you! It was your comeuppance for coming here cock-sure-like-a-man wishing to come like a man, BUT . . wachug’ndo… it’s over when the fat lady clings! For all your efforts at manhood, you elicited a single “mTs” from her…a sympathetic ejaculation, if you ever heard one!

      W-e-l-l…for better or worse, YOU got your splendid orgasm, even if SHE simply arga-zmmm-ed like she wasn’t touched! … .Oh, hell, can’t have your cake and eat it, too! Then again_,_ perhaps if you could eat…uh…eat? . .eat m’n? . .ere besmab . . ma? ma? inEEE? …nyyyyyver!
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      by: Felleke

      “At the end of each harvest, my younger children’s legs would sink deep in the mountain of soybeans as they trudged up to the summit carrying inflated inner tubes. Unbeknownst to my neighboring commercial farmers, my plantation–”

      Irritated at the almost inaudible sigh, Dejazmatch leaned back on the sofa and cast fierce glances at his two adult sons, seated on separate chairs to his right and left. Haile, the older of the two siblings, now in his early thirties, stood up, and without a word, left the room. Mekuria exhaled deeply and stared at the hollow imprint on the seat Haile occupied moments earlier.

      Dejazmatch ignored the histrionic interruptions and looked straight at me across the coffee table. “When my children and their cousins finally arrived at the soybean mountaintop–mind you, in 1974, the year before the junta seized my land, the heap reached four or five stories–they would set their inner tubes down–”

      “Father,” Mekuria broke in, “you’ve told this story a million times. Why don’t we talk about–”

      “If you are tired of hearing my stories, my son,” Dejazmatch interrupted acidly, “you may follow your brother’s footsteps.”

      Mekuria walked out of the room and slammed his bedroom door.

      Dejazmatch stood up and stepped toward the corridor. I marveled at his agility and wondered if I’d be as nimble at 83.

      He listened intently to the sounds emanating from his sons’ bedrooms. The cheers and screams of ecstatic New York Giants fans echoed from Haile’s room, drowning Howard Cosell’s weary commentary. Quarterback Scott Brunner had just led his team in defeating the Philadelphia Eagles 23 - 0.

      Ornette Coleman was blowing Lonely Woman on his alto sax in Mekuria’s bedroom.

      With a mischievous twinkle in his eyes, Dejazmatch tiptoed back to his seat. He then leaned forward over the coffee table and whispered, “Have you ever done it yefended with Gojjamé women?”

      Stupefied, my palms began to sweat. Uncertain about what I had just heard, I fidgeted with my camera strap for a few seconds and asked him to repeat the question.

      Dejazmatch repeated the very question.

      I shook my head from side to side and set my camera down on the coffee table lest it slipped out of my clammy hands.

      “Well then,” he continued somewhat disappointed, “have you ever tried it with Borena women, locking their long limbs around your waist?”

      “No, I haven’t,” I mumbled.

      “Surely you must have tried it with Tigray women, seated upright on a chair, no?” he asked disdainfully.

      At a complete loss for words, I shook my head in abject humiliation.

      No longer smug about my cosmopolitan samplings, I deplored my inexposure to regional delicacies. Immediately, I did some quick calculations in my head. I reconfigured and shifted the gradients of the origins of the sexual revolution from the Woodstock pastures to the Metekel woodlands while the ebullient Dejazmatch waxed poetic about the merits of the 45° angle over the 90° and 180°s.

      All of sudden, I realized the Cosell and the Giant fans were no longer in competition with Dejazmatch. Haile must have just turned off the television. Charlie Haden’s bass, kicking off Coleman’s Focus on Sanity track, dominated the quiet hallway.

      The bare hardwood floors creaked as Haile stepped out of his bedroom and knocked on his brother’s door. Startled, Dejazmach released the love handles of the imaginary Gojjamé woman and grudgingly clasped his hands. He then sat bolt upright, reinstating his former and familiar dignified comportment. Haile, followed by Mekuria, entered the living room.

      “It was the glyphosate that did the trick,” Dejazmatch said, looking straight at me. “American scientists,” he continued, “had just discovered how the chemical controlled perennial and annual weeds in soybeans.”

      Haile bent forward past Dejazmatch’s shoulder and grabbed the car keys from the coffee table. “Abiy, you must know all about fertilizers by now, no?” Haile said sarcastically, twirling the shiny tri-colored brass key chain around his index finger.

      Irked by his older brother’s disrespect toward their father, Mekuria yanked the front door open. “That’s enough, Haile. Let’s go!” he said curtly.

      “Herbicides not fertilizers,” Dejazmatch stated matter-of-factly. “I was just telling Abiy how we used to apply glyphosate after the soybean pods had set, seven to 14 days before the harvest.”

      Haile glared at his younger brother. He then turned slowly to face Dejazmatch. “Ababa, we’re going to Adams Morgan to get some injera. What would you like to eat?” he said in a conciliatory tone.

      “The usual,” Dejazmatch replied, coldly.

      My eyes wandered around the living room past the obligatory Ethiopian Tourist Organization posters hanging on the wall above the sofa. I looked behind to my right and noticed a silver-framed photograph of Dejazmatch and his wife in ceremonial court attire atop a large speaker. She appeared tiny standing next to her tall and broad-shouldered husband. But her diminutive frame could not contain the fiery sparkle in her eyes as she gazed directly into the camera.

      “I’ll pick up some yogurt from the grocery store for your collard greens, Ababa,” Mekuria said.

      Dejazmatch nodded without looking up.

      Haile looked at Mekuria ferociously.

      Our last meal had been a late breakfast at a diner off of Route 20 near Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s residence. We had all spent most of the day touring the manor, the grounds, the nurseries and the plantation before coming home a few minutes ago. I was famished.

      “Abiy?” Haile inquired.

      “Kitfo for me,” I replied.

      “My children and their cousins,” Dejazmatch continued, "would then sit on the inner tubes and coast down the soybean hill. On my word of honor, it would take them a full minute to reach the bottom.

      “We’ll be back shortly,” Haile said, resignedly.

      The front door closed.

      “Thanks to the glyphosate,” Dejazmatch continued," the soybean yield on my plantation was phenomenal."

      Haile and Mekuria’s footsteps faded in the distance.

      Dejazmatch stood up and stretched his arms.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said as he hurriedly walked out of the room.

      “Abiy!” Dejazmatch shouted a few minutes later. “Come over here with your camera,” he ordered from the bedroom he shared with Mekuria.

      Wrapping the strap around my forearm, I grabbed the camera and walked down the hallway. I stopped outside Mekuria’s room.

      He spoke before I knocked on the door. “Come in, come in,” he said rapidly. I stepped into the bedroom.

      Dejazmatch stared at me in his boxer shorts.

      I averted my eyes at once and stared at the dimly lit street. A light wind blew some snow against the branches of the budding elm trees that lined the neighborhood street.

      “Does it have a flash?” Dejazmatch asked in the calmest of voices, refusing to acknowledge my agitation.

      “W-w-what did you say?” I stammered, with my eyes glued on the trees.

      “Does-it-have-a-flash?” he repeated, enunciating each word.

      “Yes,” I murmured, fumbling with the camera.

      “Well then, what are you waiting for? They’ll be here any moment. Go ahead and take my picture!” he barked.

      Reluctantly, I turned and faced Dejazmatch. My hands shook as I raised my camera and peered through the viewfinder. I adjusted the frame with some difficulty.

      “Make sure you get my entire body,” he said, pulling his shoulders back and thrusting his chest forward.

      The flash momentarily illuminated the dark room.

      “One more for safety,” he said.

      I waited for him to change his pose but he did not move. I took a second picture.

      “Now you may wait for me in the living room. I shall join you in no time,” he said.

      I quickly stepped out of Mekuria’s bedroom, closed the door behind me and rushed back to my chair. I set the camera down on the coffee table and rubbed my sweaty palms on my jeans.

      Moments later, Dejazmatch returned in the same black wool coat and trousers he had worn before had left for Mekuria’s bedroom. He sat down on the sofa and leant forward over the coffee table to hand me an envelope.

      “Once the film has been processed and the prints are ready, remove the letter inside the envelope and wrap it around my photograph. Then, insert the photograph and the letter back into the envelope and mail it for me,” Dejazmatch said.

      “When do you think they’ll have the photograph ready for pick up?” he continued.

      “In a couple of days,” I replied.

      “Then my wife should have it in about…two weeks,” he said self-contentedly. “Here’s her address in Addis Abeba. Make sure you write it down on the envelope,” he warned, “once you have inserted the photograph and the letter and sealed it.”

      I nodded and slid the envelope and the small piece of paper containing the address in my jacket pocket.

      The front door lock turned.

      “Ah, if they only knew. Soybeans could have been Ethiopia’s salvation,” Dejazmatch lamented.

      iScandalous

      **
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      **by Yeshi Medhin

      News of Abai Kidane’s sudden death hit the family hard. His wife, Imai Bizunesh, and their children, received the news with varying degrees of grief and disbelief.

      Imai Bizunesh and Abai Kidane had simply discontinued their marriage sometime in the turbulent 70s, but had never actually gotten a divorce. Who wanted to maragef the details of too many dreams deferred for the silent amusement of shimaGiles with little else to do than Tirs mefaq while they listen to your list of irreconcilable differences, then try to decipher the sem of the matter from the wrq of the disclosure. Besides, there were not enough words to adequately explain things, only stifled emotions that had long subsided into the untreated cavities of mashed down molars. It was too late to rebuild this meseret back into the proud, meaningful edifice it had once been. It was healthier to move on and let old wounds lie nicely scabbed over by layers of other, perhaps finer, memories.

      Their children received the merdo in three different countries, did their respective grieving then converged in Addis to be with their mother for the Arba. The church service went well and the ensuing digis was attended by Abai Kidane’s extended family and friends. The following day, with Abai Kidane’s nefs Abat in attendance, the family gathered again for the reading of the will. A brief prayer was said, and his spirit was wished well and God’s speed. Then, just after Ato Abraham, the executor of the will, stood up to do his bit, the maid entered the room and announced the arrival of a guest.

      The family tried to frown the poor maid down, but, cowed as she was, she said that this guest was insisting on being seen right away. Petros, the oldest of the siblings, rose from the table and followed the maid out of the room into the foyer, where he found a young man, pacing the sanqa there. When the young man turned to face him, Petros’ heart plummeted and landed somewhere in the roiling acid of his stomach. Dear God! He muttered under his breath, then thought immediately of his mother, sitting innocently in the other room, waiting patiently for the will to be read.

      The young man relished the acute expression of recognition on Petros’ face and even dared to smile. Vindication! At last. His own father may never have publicly acknowledged his existence, but the eldest son, caught in an unguarded moment, had given the younger man more than he had hoped for.

      Emboldened, he stepped forward, broad shoulders back, head held high, quite unconsciously mimicking the posture his father had oft assumed in moments of stress and triumph.

      "Tena yisTiliN."

      And there it was again, in the timber of his quiet yet self assured voice, the stamp of his paternity.

      Petros inclined his head ever so slightly, his guarded gaze noting the familiar directness of the other man’s eyes, the telling flare to his nostrils that lent his face that look of arrogance. There was a saying his mother had oft repeated, something about the strong resemblance of a diqala to the father. And the proof of that adage stood before him, looking at him out of a face that was at once that of a beloved and a stranger.

      “What do you want?” Petros said, though he knew.

      “Only what’s right,” came the unflinching reply, and stepping forward, the younger man held out an envelope stained brown with age and from frequent handling.

      “What is it?” Petros asked, reluctant to accept what he knew would be the proof.

      “My introduction,” the other said. “Take it.”

      And left with no acceptable alternative for a man of honour, Petros did.
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        * * *

      

      _

      For him, it was love at first sight. Something about the tilt of her head, the length of that proud neck, the lilt of her laugh. For a man who has never been in love - who didn’t know what it was to love anyone other than his children, who, at the age of twenty, had mistaken infatuation for love and married her - to experience it for the first time at the age of 55 is perhaps more calamitous than getting caught in a lightening storm with no shelter in sight. But that’s exactly what Kidane’s heart had done — gone helter-skelter and fallen in love with a girl less than half his age, a girl, moreover, who had been brought to Addis from Harrer as mogzit for his first grandchild.

      __

      Horrified by the unfamiliar emotion, Kidane had fumbled about with it, now yaz, now leqeq, feeling feverish and sleepless like child with a secret. Always a private man, he could only consult his Bible, and it clearly said, atamenzir. He read that commandment over and over again, and prayed for a sign as to what he should do. Atamenzir! But the battle was lost before it had begun. Kidane was quite sure that whatever this thing was, he was not in control. It had him, and it had him good.

      It took him a month before he found himself alone with her in the kitchen as she stood over the stove, stirring puréed vegetables, to come completely undone.

      For her, it was not love at all — in the beginning. It was a gradual thing that had crept into her heart during discreetly stolen nights when he came to her, heart in his palm, offering her the world with his eyes, and taking hers with his body.

      Sofia was a young woman not unaware of her beauty and what it did to men. At as young as nine years old, boys and young men had began to approach her, some interested in the obvious, others imagining themselves in love with her. So, by the time she was 18, she was well versed in the art of flirtation, in how to keep a man in thrall and send him home with nothing but the scent of her perfume on his clothes. So, when she started to notice Ato Kidane’s prurient interest in her, she did not, as the wife did, choose to mistake it for a preoccupation with parliamentary matters.

      It was amusing, in the beginning, to tease the poor man, to send him consciously unconscious glances of shy flirtation out of eyes he would often tell her were yedoqma frE. But as time wore on, and their affair continued, Sofia began to long for his touch, to crave the sound of his voice against her ear when they made love. As the old saying goes, fiqir’ina wiha iyasasaqe n’w ‘miwesdew, and so, by the time she realized she too was in it for love, she was willing to drown in the eddy.

      Their love was stronger because of it’s impracticality. The furtive sex was that much more intense, an addiction, almost. They would meet at prearranged places, arriving separately, and spend several blissful hours living their own version of the Kama Sutra. Sofia found the touch of a mature man more erotic than the untalented groping of the callow youths of her previous acquaintance. And Kidane, a slave to his emotions, found the very essence of his lover reason enough to live.

      Still, neither suffered under the misguided notion that this affair of the flesh and the heart was going to lead them down the aisle. A fish and a bird may fall in love, it is said, but where would they build their nest? So they were careful not to let their little world spill into reality.

      Sofia’s pregnancy came as a rude surprise to both of them.

      Kidane:

      My love, every day without you is an eternity in darkness. Every thought leads to thoughts of you. Every dream is a dream of us together. I am bereft without you. Everything I eat turns to sawdust in my mouth. Everything I touch I find lifeless and uninteresting. When I pray, I pray for you and our unborn child. Everyday, I have to find a new reason not to come to you, for I know, if I were to come and find you, I would never let you go again.

      Sofia:

      My heart, I am well…as well as I can expect to be without you here by my side. Our baby is well, too. My mother suspects, but I have not said, who the father is. In some ways, I feel more fortunate than you. I carry inside of me proof that what we had was not just a sweet dream. When our child is born, if it is a boy, as I feel so sure it is, I shall name him after you. If it is a girl, I shall name her QalkidanE. Stay well, my love. Perhaps, in another time, in anther life, we shall meet and love again.

      _ _Kidane’s wife, Bizunesh, would have cried her pain out on her mother’s shoulder…if her mother were still alive. Well, pain is not the word, really; more like simmering anger. Her husband’s infidelity was no secret to her, although she let them believe they were successful in hiding their affair from her. She let him have his fun and turned a blind eye for as long as it went on. After all, the girl was a very good mogzit. When Sofia left, Bizunesh knew why. In fact, she was the one who had insisted on it after she had caught the girl doubled over the toilet emptying out her stomach in the morning. After the girl left, Bizunesh watched her husband suffer his loss as silently as she’d watched him have his affair. And she thought it would pass, this quiet pining he did for his mistress. After all, sex was only sex, and family was…well, family. If it were more, he would not have let her go so easily. When months turned into years, Bizunesh realized that her husband was not really hers anymore. More attached to her pride than her heart, she chose to walk away rather than try to salvage what had long been lost.

      Kidane lost no time after his wife left. He telephoned Sofia, to tell her that he wanted to send for her immediately.

      And Sofia said, I am married._
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        * * *

      

      Petros pulled out the letter from the open envelope while standing right there in the foyer and read the it with a grim expression on his face. The words were explicit but succinct. His father had fathered this man, and had, with this letter, acknowledged him. The letter was mailed out by the estate executor as per Abai Kidane’s instructions. This man, his father’s secret illegitimate child, was here to sit at the table with them and claim his share of whatever was in the wil. And it wasn’t the man’s legitimate claim to his inheritance that bothered Petros so much. It was that his mother was in that room, waiting with the rest of them. To have Abai Kidane’s indiscretion follow him back into that room was quite unappealing.

      So he said, “This is not a good time.”

      “This is the only time,” came back the implacable response.

      “Then wait here,” Petros told him and strode back down the hallway into the living room where everyone awaited him.

      “Oh, good, you’re back,” Ato Abraham said when Petros entered the room.

      “Yes.” Petros looked around the room at his siblings and his mother, who were all looking at him questioningly. “Ato Abraham, forgive me, but will you excuse us for a minute. I must confer with my mother in private.”

      “Of course, of course,” Ato Abraham said watching in bewilderment as Petros helped Imai Bizunesh rise and lead her out of the room.

      Petros led his mother to an adjoining room and closed the door firmly behind him. Then, taking his mother’s hands in his, he said, “I don’t know how to say this, Ima…” he paused to clear his throat. “There is a young man here — I left him waiting in the foyer - and he…well, it’s clear even without the letter, but he brought with him a letter to prove…well…. Imai, his name is Kidane.”

      Imai Bizunesh smiled humorlessly and patted her son’s hands comfortingly. “I know,” she said.

      “You know?” Petros asked startled.

      “I’ve always known,” Imai Bizunesh said. “I didn’t know that your father would acknowledge the child, but I’ve always known that there was a child. I even knew his mother.”

      “You knew her!! Do I know her?” Petros asked running over in his mind the possible list of candidates, but they were all really too old for him to imagine them inflagrate with his father, or their bellies swollen with his father’s diqala. He shook his head trying to dislodge the inappropriate images from his mind’s eye.

      “Oh, yes, you knew her, but I don’t think you would remember her.”

      “Well…, what do we do?”

      “Do? Nothing. I gather he’s here for the reading of the will, so we let him come in, sit with us and hear what there is to hear.”

      “You’re so calm about this,” Petros said.

      “Well, your father is not the first man in Ethiopia to populate the country outside the marriage bed,” his mother said matter of factly. “Bel, na, Petros.” Her tone implied, let’s get this over with.
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        * * *

      

      "Bes’me’Ab! Kidane!? tey’inji, BizuyE. AyareGewim!!" weizero Abebech said and dramatically pseudo-spat twice onto the nice Parquet floor of the living room.

      The two ladies, friends from before the second war with Italy, were sitting in weizero Abebech’s condo, bought for her by her children, who wanted their mother close enough to visit but not close enough to live with. Imai Bizunesh came to visit her friend in America once every few years, and, because they had precious few secrets between them, was quite comfortable divulging the story of Abai Kidane’s other son to her.

      “Ayhehe,” Imai Bizunesh said, shaking her head. “demmo’ko quCH Abatun n’w, Zerihun yimut. Kidane mekad inqua beefelig, aychilim nebereh,” she said and took a dainty sip from a melekia of AreqE.

      The two old friends contemplated the truth of the matter in silence, then, “meches, iskandalus n’w, BizuyE,” weizero Abebech said, repeating the new addition to her growing vocabulary in English. "mts! Awon…Iskandalus!"

      School, Sex and my Elusive Brush with Fame
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      by: Jemberu

      My father often preached that to distinguish myself from those other critters in Kingdom animalia, I should utilize my brief stay on this earth to effect a monumental contribution to yesew lj. Otherwise how could I set myself apart from the beaver or the ape? I guess less fur, more upright posture, and…

      Anyway, I had for years strived to capture this moment of fame, but my various backyard experiments were not coming to fruition. With airplanes surpassing the sound barrier, light bulbs already coming in all sizes and shapes, and pneumonia succumbing to penicillin, this self-proclaimed scientist was getting desperate by the minute. Of course the Internet was not yet to be and HIV was not that much of an epidemic yet. It is in such trying times, at the ripe age of 12, that I discovered a simple and nifty ent’n, how do you say… “maneuver”… which I thought would be my contribution to providing an endless joy to all mankind.

      So, it started as just another Sunday evening of gela metaTeb…the usual sitting in the bath tub with lukewarm water routine. I sat there assaulting my body with a soapy washcloth, determined to rid myself of few layers of skin before dinner. I had finished off the arms, chest and back, when the strangest of all feelings got my attention. As I was working down my belly towards my legs, I started to realize that a heretofore quiescent body part, that had for years inconspicuously rested between my legs, was, all of a sudden, starting to assume a life of its own. I felt the anatomy in question firm up and confidently surge its head towards me as if to say, “What’s up man, have we met before?”

      Is this a cause and effect relationship or just a coincidence, I wondered? I stroked a few more times and started to realize that I was indeed onto something. I empirically continued to probe further to tease out any dose-response effect this gravity-defying outfit might exhibit. It was during this curiosity driven fierce experimentation that I got a bit carried away with my stimulation that culminated in a sudden, never before appreciated, astronomic, lightening like jolt that appeared to have electrified my whole body. And then it was gone within a few seconds. Somewhat scared and a bit shocked by the study in progress, I jumped out of the tub, swung the bathroom door open and screamed out for my sister: “Chuchu, neyma andE!”

      My 18-year-old sister, who spends most of her days designing more ways to smuggle ye fqr debdabEwoch to her boyfriend, came rushing in to investigate the cause of my shrieking. When she got there, I was back in the tub beaming with what I had just discovered. I related to her “yhEn endezih adrgE endzih sadergew qeT blo y’qomal” and I started to demonstrate to her what serendipity had dropped in my very own palms. She stood by the tub speechless, displaying an unclear expression that was far from the look of admiration and appreciation I had expected. Clearly, there was some disbelief sprinkled with stifled disgust. Yet, in my moment of triumph, I felt like she was saying “You son of a gun, you discovered it on your own and mankind has been struggling to uncover this wealth for centuries. I am so proud of you, mamush.” Of course, over the years I have come to realize that the look on her face was actually that of unadulterated disgust and disappointment.

      I couldn’t wait 'till Monday morning to get to school to share this finding with my circle of nerdy friends. Heck, why not with the whole class so all can get the “jolt.” Then we would see who was the nerd after all. Then I thought, maybe I should just enjoy it amongst my close friends first, before slowly working my way to the next layer of friends, perhaps in exchange for favors, maybe somebody’s lunch or pocket money. I could imagine the lunch time discussions revolving around my “maneuver” and the popular kids coming to me to further inquire about the salient features of this self-joy induction. Perhaps I could even insist that they name the maneuver after me…

      Next morning I met Bzuayehu at the “Homework Exchange.” He was one of those kids who progressed quite leisurely through the grades since he managed to make it to school only a couple of times a week. Bzuayehu was now taking a second stab at sixth grade as a 15-year-old bully. We had established a symbiotic relationship where I let him copy my homework and in return he’d guarantees me nerd-shield through some serious gulbeteNan mewebez as it was deemed appropriate. Such protection was quite valuable in an all boys’ school where harassing the smaller members of the herd was a favorite pastime for the goremsas. Monday morning was often primetime for the “homework copying” part of our transaction as the weekends brought on plenty of assignments.

      I had often envied Bzuayehu in his effortless display of male bravado and his frequent flirting with the young ladies who came to our campus to pick up their siblings. Although I didn’t quite appreciate the weight my finding held in the world of sex and woman, I reckoned it would establish my prowess in self-discovery and afford me more credibility with Bzuayehu and his goremsa friends. Ergo, I grabbed the first opportunity to tell him about my latest brush with serendipity.

      And so he listened to my embellished story with the same kind of enthusiasm one would reserve for a local bowling game. He looked so indifferent to my details that I continuously wondered if he was actually getting it. Preferably, I didn’t want to insult him by expounding on my findings any further lest I trigger some fury. Once I got done with my longwinded description of the maneuver, I awaited eagerly for his follow-up which I presumed would abound with admiration and even further curiosity.

      To my surprise, I was somewhat off with this assumption.

      “Anchim sEga memtat jemersh?” he inquired in a patronizing tone, as he was scanning one debterafter another while dutifully siphoning all he could from my homework.

      “M’n memtat?” I retorted, a bit surprised.

      He explained “sEga memtat” with such detail and compassion it was too much reality for my Monday morning. In spite of feeling dirty and shameful, in an odd way, I also got the sense that I was joining the ranks of Bzuayehu et al.

      That was when I started to consider the possibility that perhaps that look on my sister’s face the previous evening was surely not that of admiration.

      “Hey, you think my sister will know about this…?” I asked Bzuayehu.

      “Chuchu, you mean?”

      “Yeah, will she know about this sEga thing” I inquired, a bit surprised by my ability to incorporate this new naughty word in a complete arefteneger.

      “Of course not, anchi demo. Qelem aydeleshim endE? Girls don’t have a penis!”

      “No, no, no. I mean, if she was to see someone …oh, forget about it.” I attempted to spring to my own defense since he was not even giving me credit for the little I had known about boys and girls. But then, kewedequ wediya menferageT, lemelalaT. I figured I had enough bruises. No need for any more.

      I couldn’t believe that my fortune would so quickly turn into ashes. My mind frantically started to search for any socially acceptable ways I can move out of my family home to avoid my sister’s gilmiCHa.

      But then it could have been worse, I comforted myself. What if my mom had responded to my distress call instead? Oh gross…!

      SadisteNoch
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      On the Word Meshafed
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      Yes.

      This is NOT a Seleda creation. It is an entry in Aleqa Kidanewold Kifle’s g’Iz-amrNa Dictionary. But first, about the book.
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      Rather ominously titled “meShafe swasw we gs we mezgebe qalathadis”, it is considered one of the best examples of Ethiopianscholarship. It is 905 pages of g’Iz grammar, historical notes, spiritual lessons, and a vast collection of g’Iz words and their Amharic definitions, occasionally accompanied by their Hebrew, Arabic, Syriac and Greek equivalents.

      The dictionary was actually published by Desta Teklewold, who on the good Aleqa’s death, completed the work and would have been justified in putting his name to it. He, however, took his cue from the Aleqa, who himself built on the work of an earlier scholar named Memhir Kifle (his own father), as well as a Memhir Kflegiorgis. Most of the work was done in monasteries ranging from DebreLibanos through Massawa and Keren right through Jerusalem.

      And now to the topic at hand.
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      If, like us, you first heard the word “meshafed” or some conjugational variation from the mouth of an arada, you will be forgiven if you too, like us, find yourself shocked that the word has such an impressive pedigree.

      As they say, there is nothing new under the sun. Even of you are ensconced in one of the many male-only monasteries all over Ethiopia and the Middle East.

      However, this entry begs deconstruction.

      Having read that “sefede” proceeds from “indesefEd mehon”, one is quite unlikely to see the innocuous sefEd quite the same way again.

      And then there are those two words, “mengalel” and"mezergat." Both drawing us pictures of females lyingprostate, awaiting … er… completion of sorts through playfulness of the Amharicword “medrat” or worse, through the forceful insertionso dramatically illustrated with the use of the Hebrew word “shafad"which is here translated into Amharic as “besa” and"nedele”.

      Of course, that the female would have maneuvered her lover to the point where she can be assured of reward for waiting laid back and …er… spread open (a la sefEd), is not a point dwelt on here. Needless to say, the good Aleqa ties up his few lines of superb etymological discussion with that word that puts probity firmly back to the province of males and exclusivizes the possibility of promiscuity with females.

      And that word, the last word, is “le inist” (for females).

      Because, everybody knows, males don’t get sefEdma.

      Sex as the Language of Love
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      by: Ephraim Chamberlain

      Sex, like all forms of communication, is messy and imprecise. It is perhaps even more confusing than speech, because it is composed almost entirely of jabs and incomprehensible grunts; imagine a really animated cave person who is trying to explain to you the significance of his favorite rock. You get that he really likes the rock, it is not exactly clear why.

      Which raises the following question: what exactly is it conveying? Some people claim that it is an expression of love; sex should be about making love. If that is true, then I am in real trouble, because I have a hard enough time making a sandwich.

      Some say that the communicative nature of sex comes from its symbolism. My gut reaction is to think that is rubbish. It’s hard for me, the product of a clumsy one-night stand that took place in a broom closet in a Roman hotel between a famous American basketball legend and an Ethiopian Airlines stewardess, to find much symbolism in sex. According to my now deceased father’s close friends, I was able to guesstimate that my mother was the 11,214th woman my father had slept with. Then again, she was the 37th Ethiopian woman he had slept with, so I suppose that does make her kind of special.

      And then, there was that affair I once had with this affluent Dutch woman, who felt compelled to buy me things and sleep with me to protest the injustices suffered by people in developing nations as a result of colonialism and neo-colonialism. She said she was so mortified when she learned about Surinam in a high school class that she didn’t sleep for three years. The act of love was her revolution, and her body and self-sacrifice its manifesto.

      While I am sure that hungry, illiterate kids in Ogaden would have preferred that she shell out a portion of her multimillion-dollar trust fund for a year’s worth of grain or to build a school, I like to think that my personal satisfaction was educating and liberating for her. The affair eventually ended after I learned that she apparently had an enormous amount of guilt, so much so that she had enlisted almost all of my African male friends to help her work things through. I lost faith in the cause.

      Maybe, the truth of the matter is that sex actually tells us more about ourselves. One of my best friends growing up was this fellow Ethiopian kid named Mesfin. We went to grade school together here in the States in the late seventies. At ten years old, we had just transitioned from thinking that girls were icky to wondering if Rog’s foxy new girl from an episode of “What’s Happening” would hang with some bad-ass, righteous cats like us. Mesfin even went so far as to track the actress down and write her a letter. He enclosed a picture of himself wearing a fedora, boa and a three-dollar moustache and goatee set we bought from a local novelty store. At the time, I thought the “DYN-O-MITE!” T-shirt he was wearing in the picture made him look a bit immature. Mesfin, a budding Marxist at the time, claimed that comment reflected the fact that I had been brainwashed by capitalism to hate the poor, symbolized most poignantly by our main man J.J. Evans from “Good Times.” I just thought he would look more like the eighteen year old he claimed to be in the letter if he wore his corduroy suit, plaid shirt and green polyester bow tie. But, that is neither here nor there.

      She eventually sent us back a beautiful, autographed head shot, and we both fell madly in love with…well, whatever her name was. Our infatuation turned to lust, and fueled our budding obsession with learning all there was to know about sex. We enlisted the aid of the most knowledgeable kid on the subject, a Lithuanian classmate named Radjan who, for fifty cents, would let the fellas in class sneak a peak at a copy of the December 1977 issue of Playboy. Radjan agreed to let us see it for free because we knew about his “dirty little secret” (he had this weird habit of peeing into jars and keeping the jars in his locker; there might have been some connection between that behavior and the fact that he was constantly sniffing White-Out). We thought we knew what we were in for, but the whole “hair down there” thing mortified and utterly confused us.

      Mesfin was especially taken aback. He went so far as to ask his father, an obvious sign of desperation. His father told him that he would tell Mesfin about it when he reached eighteen. Still bewildered, yet mollified by what his father told him, Mesfin refused to discuss sex with the fellas until he had that talk with his father. Unfortunately, his father ran off with a concert violinist when Mesfin was sixteen, and the conversation never happened. The shock of his father’s desertion and the fact that three of our high school buddies contracted Chlamydia squelched any desire on Mesfin’s part to learn about the topic.

      The summer between our third and fourth years of college, Mesfin finally let me tell him about sex. He became so obsessed with what I told him that he took a year off after college to study tantric sexual techniques at a Costa Rican ashram with this narcoleptic yogi whose main claim to fame was that he could lift various heavy items with his privates. Mesfin, now a urologist living in Milwaukee, is on his third marriage, this time to a Nigerian adult film star. His second marriage was to the Dutch woman I discussed earlier.

      I haven’t slept with my current girlfriend, yet. What does that say about us? Perhaps it is a function of the doubts and confusion I have about what having sex with her will mean. I have had several girlfriends before, but as I edge past my mid-thirties, I realize that time is running out and every relationship is meaningful…as is every aspect of a relationship, including communication and understanding. But, since my most successful relationship was this two-week fling I had with an Peruvian woman who didn’t speak English while I was on a post-graduation backpacking trip through South America, who knows.

      I am also plagued by countless questions. What if she is not a virgin? Am I figuratively sleeping with everyone she has slept with? What did she take away from those experiences, and why should I have to share them with her? Should I wait until I am sure that I am in love with her before having sex with her? Is the pleasure derived from sex a prerequisite to falling in love? Does sex complete love or is it reflection of it? And, perhaps most importantly, what would my wife think?

      Confessions to Mother
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      by: Fitsum Hailu

      My intentions were honourable.

      I promise.

      Although my promises seem dry and irritating,

      Unattainable and distant like the stars,

      Blurred and forced upon,

      like the dust of the harmatan season,

      dissipating and disappearing into oblivion.

      How many of them did I not keep?

      Even failed to remember?

      I meant to keep the all.

      Honest!

      When I mutter and utter those two words,

      ’ I promise’

      These two words man used to honour,

      Now I trampled upon wearily like that muddy ground I used to play grown ups and ball games

      I discarded readily like that inconcievable idea that I will inevitably grow up

      And spitted out like that repugnant and awful spinach I detested

      And you made me eat.

      But my intentions were honourable.

      I promise.

      ‘Do you love me?’ you used to inquire

      Without any idea, the heavy weight this probing exerted ,

      On my shoulder,

      And on my young neck,

      And on my innocent mind.

      Oh, but you targeted my fragile heart

      With your cannon of inquisition.

      Most pleasing, it was for you,

      Just to see my affirmative nod

      Or to hear the proverbial ‘yes I do’

      Which was enough for your dark, golden eyes

      To sparkle rays of genuine delight

      The bud of your soul to flower your peace

      The hurricane of your anxiety to tranquil.

      And I,

      Was young or foolish

      Or both

      To know.

      My love was the apex of your existence.

      My happiness, the pick of your achievements.

      That you were the quintessential mother.

      You said to love God

      I do love God.

      Honest,

      And Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit.

      But to my agonising and deserving pain

      The scale of my love would tip on your favour.

      I pray; God would not hate me for it.

      As I struggle to extinguish the inferno of this

      shameful and unholy fact,

      As I attempt to hide it,

      from your angelic being,

      I would feel but like a sinner

      Pinched, poked and pricked constantly with guilt.

      Knowing…

      That one day,

      You would discover my burden,

      When your piercing gaze would shatter

      the strong safe of my heart

      exposing the reading of the measure of my

      love to you.

      When you finally know this,

      This blinding, sudden burst of fact that I kept secrete

      This undesirable and insidious knowledge

      This inequitable and inexorable love of mine

      That most shamefully transcended above

      my love to your God

      your God I cherish and revere

      Above all

      Just like you said

      And this power that wholly engulfed my conscience

      And my consciousness

      Would culminate in breaking your heart,

      I fear.

      But I will prey for forgiveness

      Prey to the Almighty that my love for him

      Will surpass yours

      Then I will be absolved

      Honest!

      Now you watch down on me from heaven

      And I, like the red sea, wait forever

      As questions flow eternally like the river Nile

      To fill me with answers

      To satisfy my curiosity

      If you knew,

      When you taught me to be humane

      Values, that you said were the cream of humanity

      When you siphoned integrity into my heart from yours

      When you gave me the will to swim against the tide of greed

      That I may stray!

      As I do often

      Please don’t judge my action,

      For my intentions are honourable.

      I promise.

      Menelik Times
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      We have it from reliable authority that in the grand old days of early 1900’s Ethiopians were more liberal about things sexual. While we can’t find any references to the use of the word “wesib”, we have however, been lucky enough to run into this little gem of a book.

      Need to know what it took to have a “Cn gered”? Read the book.

      Speaking of Cn gereds, those of you who might have an old grandma or so who can still remember those Cn gered times can tell you that the title is a masterpiece of understatement. While comforting both Cns of the local grandee was her secondary responsibility, the Cn gered was an institution of a de facto second wife, a comfort woman who was also expected to manage the roving household when the master was on a trip or a military campaign. So usually it was the wife who carefully selected her for the job. At the very least the wife has to approve of her as the choice. Wife usually instructs Cn gered on the whats and the hows of getoch’s preferences — be it culinary or carnal. Getoch gets one for the home and one for the road. ImEte knows getoch is with a known commodity. Cn gered (usually a widow) knows she gets rewarded both materially and in social standing. Everybody wins.

      Now, how to get this custom started for all the road warriors of today started? A wife minding the home in Southfield, Michigan. A “Cn serateNa” (the word gered ain’t PC no more), for those extended trips to a maquiladora assembly plant in Guadalajara, Mexico. Ahhhh … a blissful vision….

      OK, back to the book… or rather the back of the book where the commercial ad and the poetry of the times need no embellishment.

      Enjoy these snippets. If possible, buy the book. Yours truly got a copy at a store in Berkeley, CA. Or you can contact the publishers, Africa Sun Publishing at P.O.Box 21365, Oakland, CA 94620, and help an Ethiopian business
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      Legalize Lust

      **
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      **By: W.L

      So, last time I checked, I was faring well with the six out of the seven deadly sins. You know: pride, envy, avarice, gluttony, anger, covetousness. But without any surprise, the last one, lust, the one that guarantees a spot in a boiling pot somewhere in the nether regions of Satan’s abode, is the one I have a major problem with. It is the one sin I succumb to and try to give myself over to completely. After all, what kind of a God puts the most deliciously gratifying thing in our face and expects us to follow complicated rules or strongly recommends that we not touch?

      Reflecting back to when I reached the dawn of a new state of mind following a period in my life marked by confusion, I am glad now that I feel settled and have acquired a new sense of clarity about lust that I had not had before. Maybe glib on my part, but my reference to clarity may be construed as justification of my shortcomings and the shortcomings of society… as well as my attempt to quell the turmoil caused by contradictions and hypocrisies of the social order within my mind.

      Actually, it is not just a justification but also an acceptance to obey my propensities endowed to me by Mother Nature. The shortcomings (no pun intended here), the contradictions, the restrictions, the social pressures, the taboos and the justifications are all part of the story of a repressed, horny Ethiopian apprentice of life, who went on a journey to differentiate between love and sex.

      With that said, let me go back to the time just before the end of my troubled years. Back then I was a dejected fellow always contemplating the rights and wrongs of the world, always wondering why I feel what I feel for the opposite sex.

      Then, all of a sudden, my long pondering came to an end with a realization that was profound… at least to me. I pulled the wool that was over my eyes and finally came to terms with infidelity and lust. They have always been part of humanity right there from the beginning of time, concealed and disguised in layers of religious edicts and fabricated social norms. Ok, it might not sound like an “eureka” moment, but I want you to understand that the simplicity in accepting lust and infidelity as natural entities is truly a liberating experience. So I urge you to become and an apostate for a moment and take a plunge with me and indulge the world.

      Here we go…

      Not unlike the framers of the US constitution who understood the importance of separation of church and state, it is very crucial to understand the separation of Love and Sex. The two must be considered two unique entities. In other words, emotions that come with relationships, love, etc… should be independent of the pleasures generated by intercourse. Everybody knows that love is long lasting and deep. It is the connection between individuals of the highest level. It is more of a spiritual joining that is beyond the physical world.

      Sex, on the other hand, is nothing but the icing on the cake. It would be nice to have good sex with the one you love but there are numerous circumstances where love is sustained without sex. So why do people make sex such a freaking big deal???

      Ok… calm down…

      Now allow me to assume that sex is not a big deal… With that established, consider this scenario. Your most loved one was gulled by lust and had sex with another individual, who he/she does not love. What would be your response? Are you going be deranged by jealousy and go on a rampage or are you going to calm down, analyze the situation logically and forgive your mate full heartedly?

      Yes, you’d be deranged. It’s the common response considering that in moments like this, our thinking is clouded by emotions.

      One thing to remember: decisions based on emotions have led many a fool to great depression, embarrassment or even a trip to the slammer, or, even worse, six feet under. But if one evolves beyond petty emotional BS, then sex is nothing but a source of pleasure. No more horrid than eating a Snickers candy bar.

      Lust on many levels, is the opposite of love. It is like the beautiful fireworks in the night. You see the bright colored flashes rise up to the sky and explode, and then, just like it came so suddenly it disappears in the night. It doesn’t last long, and you know if it did last longer it wouldn’t be fun.

      And that’s why committed and married people have secret one-night stands and impromptu sex when the opportunity provides. But in the whole scheme of things, the feeling of love is most likely unaffected. It is all about the hit and run baby. For guys, it is a futile battle to restrain the third leg. It is known to have its own head which is usually more coercive than the one carried on our shoulders. Females, on the other hand, are more illusive with their physical manifestation of their emotion and therefore appear much better at restraint. However, I am not going to pretend to be an expert in female psychology or for that matter their physiology. So I am not going to get into it.

      However, when it comes to the male species, how many of our fathers have cheated on our moms? Tell me how many of those bars in Addis are really brothels? How many of us met our half sibling at our father’s funeral for the first time… the list goes on. That is how the story went since time immemorial, and it will persist long after we are gone. So no matter how much we sweep it under the rug, sexual infidelity will always exist.

      It might be crazy, but I am advocating regression of the humane psyche back to our animal ancestors at least in terms of sex and start using our medulla oblongata more than our frontal lobs. For a change, be more like dogs… huh? Ok, that might be a little too extreme but we don’t even have to go that far in the evolutionary scale. Just look at our recent ancestors… like our grandfathers. I am talking about the first half of the twentieth century people. Whats up with the CHn gered and wushima, and the generous spilling of zer, all at the timid consent of our grandmothers…

      I know, I know with all the patriarchal system, women being powerless and all, but still… if you look at our society as a whole, it seems like they tolerated the basic undying human need to mate and understood the principle of the separation of Love and Sex. I mean are we losing our senses when we are becoming more “civilized”, “westernized” and “individualized”? Are we becoming more inclined to be more physically possessive of others? What is going on?

      Anyway, one thing I am sure of, for all you females out there, when you get into relationships I would say at least 99.9% of the men will at some point consider cheating on you. If your mate doesn’t, then he probably belongs in a monastery or he is an absolute faker. So I say, instead of denying it in our society and our personal lives, we should embrace it and accept it as a truth.

      When we realize Sex and Love are separate, we can move forward and add understanding to the whole mix. If love is truly the highest form of connection between two individuals then they should rise above extra-marital lusting and adultery. That is how true love is tested. That, of course, is assuming that there is some responsibility and that no one is bringing back any disease.

      So accepting the fact that cheating is eminent in most relations, the thing to do is to stop fighting it and allow it to exist so it can easily be managed and regulated much like alcohol, drugs and prostitution.

      Fighting against infidelity and lust is much like the U.S’ war against drugs, it is futile no matter what restriction and measures the government, institutions and the society impose on its people.

      FiqrE’s Ode
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      by: Yewbdar
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      I have made it a past time of studying all the pores in your face. And now, watching your breath slowly return back to normal, the beads of sweat settling, satiated, on your forehead… As I stare at your closed eyes which, just a few minutes ago, were looking down at me with crazed fervor and entitlement… as I gaze at your hands, the hands which freed my hair from its careful bun and played with its locks before scrunching it up in abandon… as I gawk at the muscles in your legs which supported my weight, which are now draped possessively over me…I realize this is the first time that I’ve made love to someone I am in love with… the kind of absolute love that is calm yet turbulent, tormenting yet forgiving, frenzied yet ordered. I am in new territory…
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      What is it about amarinNa? What is it about the words that make it so splendidly seductive? What makes me shrivel in ecstasy when you make love to me in amariNa? They are words I have heard before… phrases I’ve said before. But what it is about you that when you utter “yenE emebEt” in between torrid kisses that makes me want to be a little girl? What is it about your lips against my ears, softly telling me in amariNa what I’m doing to you… what is it about the way your voice and your grunts that make me want to give you the world? What is it about the way you caress me with words that makes me want to be anything you want me to be… do anything you want me to do? What is it about the way you say certain words that amplifies my excitement five and six fold… Heighten my awareness that I am, indeed, in new territory….
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      Is seduction dead? Are you the last seducer on earth? Or are we getting old? Gosh, I see these prepubescent boys and girls sparing so little to the imagination. But, I, too, am a new convert to the art of being seduced the old fashioned way. It was not long ago that I believed that ours was the new era of overt over-sexualization, and we the upholders of this asresh michew of our generation. Ahhh… the lost art of looking at each other from across the room… inching closer together… creating sebeb to go to the restroom in hopes of running into each other… the first brush of hands… the fist ‘t’rm" of an accelerated heart acclimating to seduction… the fist knowing glance, the first yearning at the pit of one’s stomach… that ache… that wonderful, beautiful ache that lasts and lasts and lasts throughout the first date and way the first kiss… Is it all dead? I remember the first time I saw you… across a room, and everything changed. I remember walking down Bleeker Street … it raining, and your hands reaching out for mine… hesitantly at first. You protectively putting your arms on my shoulders and then parlaying your newfound strength to finally hold my waist. I felt so elated by your hesitation… the boyishness of your hesitation… gedelkeN. I remember praying, “please God, let him be real”.
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      So, I see that love doesn’t complicate lust. The thought of you still pinching my behind when we’re well over the hump of life makes me fall madly in love with you over and over again… years from now, I still want to sneak you a kiss in a crowded room, and then sneak with you into a closet. I want you to keep chasing me around the bed before you capture me and throw me on it and say with fervor… “Tei biyesh alneber?”
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      I am restless. I reach out and kiss your lips with just enough pressure to wake you up. You stir slightly. I kiss you again, this time a little more firmly and with a little more purpose. You open your eyes just a little and smile when you sense my listlessness. But you pretend to ignore me, sigh in exaggerated exhaustion and turn around, murmuring “Bei esti dehna ederi”. I see you’re not going to make this easy…
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      Oh no you don’t! I’m not that easily ignored…
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      I’ll let you initiate round six…

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Places Not to Have Sex

      10. At a leqso… the scratching, the biting, the screaming uncontrollably… er… wait… that goes under places TO have Sex.

      9. At Sandford School… unless you have time to explain what sex is with the aid of graphs and stick figures.

      8. On the beach in Langano… skinny, ultra hip expat ETs from California who’ve seen “Blue Lagoon” one too many times have spoiled that fantasy for all of us.

      7. At Mosvold… they’ve wised up to the excuse… “frashun iyemokernew new”… and, er… they’ve made it into some kind of felony misdemeanor.

      6. In an Ethiopian kitchen… we know you have seen “Nine and a Half Weeks” but trust us… there are only so many ways you can use miTmiTa.

      5. Behind any church… even though your partner screaming “Gebrieliye, *gulp* … siletEn semtehal” could be a good cover.

      4. At Cinema Ethiopia… IndE! And interrupt the 200th screening of Waqt, featuring the lovely Bispasha Basu? New’rm yele indE?

      3. Anywhere in ECA… the lonely, married African paper pushers need every nook and cranny.

      2. At Mandefro’s Tej bEt where ecstatic clients might be given a play by play account of your performance by the sharp witted azmari, while your westernized stupid self thinks he is talking about morality when praising your gbre-geb.

      1. In Shemsu’s suq in his “secret room” behind the sack of sugar… Lest Shemsu, in the middle of ye Tofe mirqanna, mistakes your, er… aroused manhood for a microphone and he gets a hankering to sing.

      Backpage
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      Dear Imahoy:

      I’m not sure how to broach this topic so let me just jump right in. My husband of 33 years, Ato Zergabachew, has become as horny as a schoolboy watching a woman breastfeeding on the #22 bus for the first time! I, on the other hand, have gone through “the changes” and have as much interest in the shmaglE as a donkey has for a sturdy whip. I would love for him to take his “interest” elsewhere and leave me in peace, but I’m worried he’ll come home with a disease or two. And, AbatE ymutu!, I refuse to die of that asafari beshta like some 20 year-old street walker !! So what am I to do?

      Akbari’o

      Woizero Mazengya

      Dear Woizero Mazengya.

      Here’s what I advise, mraq-yewaTech-woman-to-mraq-yewaTech-woman. It is perfectly acceptable for you to find your aptly named husband a nice girl (whom you shall appropriately tested, of course) to take care of his needs while you attend to more important matters (like overseeing the drying of drqosh to send overseas, for example). There are several good headhunters (or should I say tailhunters) that I can recommend – Woizerit Maritu at Sree Doors Agency in Kazanchis can help you in this regard. A particularly useful contact for me in my own time of need was Imet Bezabish, who has her establishment in the Tedros Adebabay area. I will send you their contact numbers offline, and will also include the name of a good testing laboratory. Once you find the right girl, all you would have to do is hire her to help out at home – Ato Zergabachew, if he’s worth his salt, won’t believe his luck…and of course, you would pretend to know nothing, as wise women always do.

      Yerso’m akbari,

      Imahoy
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        * * *

      

      Haji bejahi,

      My girlfriend, whom I love dearly, brays and kicks my shins violently, every time she has an orgasm. She says she’s trying to curb this bizarre behavior, but she hasn’t done Jack shit about it so far. Although the upper two-thirds of my body can’t be sufficiently satiated with her whole, my lower third is rebelling. Like many of my compatriots, I am weary of rebellions. How can I quash the ass within her without losing her?

      I Get a Kick Out of Her

      Dear I Get A Kick,

      How times have changed! In my younger days, a man would consider it an Allahsend if a feisty woman manifested herself on his bed and rode him like a horse (or a donkey, for the sedate). Don’t worry. It’s not your fault. I blame it all on the introduction of the ampul in our country. Before the ampul, a little kick here and there in complete darkness would poke or jab our imagination when we became a little too complacent. I know it is haram to pine for what we have already crossed but I must confess I do long for the Dark Ages. Young man (I am assuming you’re young because I would otherwise suppose you’d have known better), all I can say is turn off the ampul, fasten the imaginary spurs on your heels and gallop the whirlwind. Stop whining about the occasional debris shower.

      Haji Haraye

      Do the right thing

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      This month, SELEDA presents a patchwork of organizations armed with the force of hope, assistance and awareness in the fight against AIDS.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      50 Lemons

      50 Lemons is a non-profit, non-political and non-religious HIV/AIDS relief organization founded by Africans with the goal to make a difference in the HIV/AIDS infected African community both in the continent and also in the Diaspora. Their mission is to understand the extent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and promote public awareness of the problem. It has already conducted a Knowledge, Attitude and Behavior Study targeting high school students in the regions of Addis Abeba, Jimma, Baher Dar, Awassa, Dire Dawa and Dessie in addition to HIV/AIDS prevention education for over 1000 high school students in Ethiopia. Their current project is to facilitate a sponsorship network for AIDS orphans in Ethiopia.

      You can learn more about 50 Lemons, make donations or sponsor a child by by referring to the given links. For more information on how you can assist their efforts, please contact them at:

      fiftylemons@yahoo.com

      or mail: 50 Lemons

      2117 L Street NW, #215

      Washington, DC 20037

      http://www.50lemons.com/

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact:

      ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call: (617)496-5998(617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for

      Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home is a new, non-profit organization launched in Addis Abeba in the aim of providing more than a source of refuge for the 700,000 AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. Affiliated with HIM (Help International Ministries) and directed by a Board of Christian Ethiopian Professionals, the founders of Yezelalem Minch believe in the significance of building small, clinically and spiritually nurturing environments for such children. Their goal is to establish small, family-oriented homes of up to 7 children. Their broader ambition is to become the core of an internationally involved AIDS orphan adoption network, and branch out to individual families and humanitarians in the global village.

      You can join Yezelalem Minch by contacting them at info@zelalem.org

      Or mail at:

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      PO BOX 70822

      Addis Ababa Ethiopia

      http://www.zelalem.org/

      Hope For Children - Ethiopia

      Testimony to the truth that a solo voice can resonate volumes in the Diasporic community, Hope for Children (HFC) is a local organization dedicated to serving orphans and caregivers in the community. Sara Jewett’s HFC-Ethiopia projects provide a new and necessary bridge between those of us far yet still fortunate enough to make a contribution to the cause. HFC is an organization that renders service and provisions to families and children affected by HIV/AIDS. HFC also serves as a reference center for those seeking to sponsor HIV/AIDS orphans either through an institution or otherwise. Sara Jewett completed Duke University’s Hart Fellow program in August 2001 and is currently working in Ethiopia.

      On behalf of HFC, Sara Jewitt appreciates personal donations to fund her projects in Ethiopia.

      Memorial Baptist Church wires 100% of your financial contributions to a bank account in Ethiopia that is designated to support Sara Jewitt’s work with HFC. Simply send a tax-deductible check made out to “Memorial Baptist Church” indicating “Ethiopia Project” to the following address:

      Sara Jewett-Ethiopia Project

      PO Box 421

      E. Middlebury, VT 05740

      You will also be added to an HFC email list through which you will receive regular updates of how your contribution is making a difference in people’s lives.

      Sara Jewitt can also be reached through email:

      sarajewett@hotmail.com

      Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS Orphans National Association

      Launched in December 1997 by a visionary body of HIV infected patients and orphans, Mekdim emphasizes preventive action through public education and provision of support to HIV/AIDS patients through counseling and facilitating their access to healthcare. Among Mekdim’s accomplishments includes the implementation of more than 50 awareness-raising programs. Mekdim is also a member of the Technical Working Group of UNAIDS and a Board Member of Kelel 14 Administration Office’s Office on HIV/AIDS. Their work has inspired a collaborative effort amongst local institutions with common missions.

      To inquire on how you can support Mekdim:

      mail: Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS

      Orphans National Association

      Mr. Mengistu Zemene

      PO Box 31218

      Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

      or call: 251 1 560380 / 115171 / 559960

      or fax: 251 1 552950

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      The Ethiopia Issue : April 2002

      The Depression & Ecstasy Issue: March 2002

      To dig or not to dig? To poke, to puncture, perchance to bleed? _MoyalE_s can be painful, no? Yes they can. The distress of walking on a damaged heel because that miserable little wretch decided to dig itself into your body. Imagine that! YOUR body, damn it! And there it is, lodged comfortably in your heel, the pride and soul of your flawless walk and prance. There it is, grinning ad infinitum, while you huff and puff in an effort to dare the needle. That bastard! Your heel will never be the same again. Never! Imagine the expenses for psychiatric care to nurse your severely damaged self-esteem … all on account of that miniscule wretch. Yet abatu, ya agdim-adeg!

      Is the perfect heel too much to ask for? Imagine the joy, the sheer bliss of waking up and looking at a flawless, smooth heel, sans intruder infestation. It would even make the most menial, tedious jobs seem like heaven.

      In all seriousness, March is our “Depression and Ecstasy” issue. The hours spent fiddling and toying with sanity while itching from depression bites … momentous outbursts of ecstatic celebration that would put to shame the CHiffera and dinfata of a igir-aTabi who got promoted to Tegur-astekakai … folks, here’s your chance to tell us your stories. Come hither and vent; our support group welcomes thee.

      So … all megl-yeQuaTeru terekezoch due on the 15th of February? 17th, if u have pedicured feet.

      The Ethiopia Issue: April 2002

      This one is about evocation. About fishing into your memories and your dreams, your fantasies and your hardships, your senses and sensibilities. This issue is less ABOUT Ethiopia as about YOU, and what Ethiopia means to you. Perhaps it is just the word, its sound, the way it is written, mispronounced, or its “P” misstressed. Maybe it is a past you would much rather get away from, or a future you feel you have an iron destiny with. Maybe it is a projection of what you consider to be bliss — a sense of community and worth.

      Or maybe Ethiopia is an infinite source of inspiration, contemplation, irritation, hey even intellectual masturbation.

      Maybe Ethiopia is not an It at all, but a loving motherly she, a stern fatherly he, an immature teenager, an old man holding too fast to his old ways. Maybe Ethiopia is the scent of freshly turned earth, the whirrr of the gossamer-winged kremt awCHi insects, the smoke of Mesqel chibbo hanging in the air, the busy busy busyness of Merkato. Maybe Ethiopia is where you did not know ‘’you’’, and only knew ‘’us’’.

      Maybe, just maybe, Ethiopia is where you are right now in Chicago or Toronto, London or Sydney, Accra or Tokyo, Delhi or Rio. Maybe Ethiopia is that irresistible burning in your eyes as you see the flag fly in Olympics and Reggae concerts.

      Imagine a past or remember a future or dole out from your present. Sing us your dreams, draw us your poems, paint us the scents that make you go wild, and touch us with your sensation as your mind turns wax to gold.

      Words, Pictures, Music, Voices are all welcome.

      Evoke something, and get us a masterpiece by March 15th.
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      The Depression and Ecstasy issue

      March, 2002

      Note from the editors
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      We here at SELEDA have signed lots of petitions… none voluntarily, of course. Let’s see… we remember signing the “We demand Upper Management have its own Tabot celebrated on the 7th… SilassE can share a day with Mikael… those two get along anyway” petition. Oh, yes… that was fun, even though the postscript threat to d’rash maTfat anyone who didn’t sign was a tad… garish.

      And then there was the “We demand never to demand equality and democracy at SELEDA” petition. That, surprisingly, garnered 110,021 signatures… which was… bewildering since there are less than 100 SELEDA staffers. But at least it wasn’t rigged or anything. No Robert Mugabes in this bunch, thank you very much.

      And then there was the “Legalize Polygamy” petition, which we though was law already, but that’s between our parole officers and us.

      It used to be that our subconscious would metazeb our conscious about the elasticity of our morals at signing our names so mamby-pamby like. But eventually even our subconscious fell prey to towing the status quo yacht.

      But no deeper zeal have we felt, no moral imbroglio have we relished, no spiritual rectitude have we enjoyed more than when we were asked/told to sign the latest petition that found its way in to our in-box. This one is to be compiled and sent to (gulp!) the White House, no less: The “We demand that Upper Management be considered one of the Axis’ of Evil” petition.

      In what our bosses considered to be an extraordinarily egregious, “d’rom ye ferenjie neger” slight, the SELEDA hallways shook with upper management’s fury at being de-Axised.

      We told them, "Ayzwachiu… we consider you, and only you, the ultimate Axis’ of Evil (sort of the three Tnd Telatoch of EtyoPia that MengE used to carry on about…). To wit, we told them: The First Axis of Evil-upper management in a bad mood; Second Axis of Evil-upper management in a good mood; Third Axis of Evil: upper management in any mood.

      They were momentarily starry-eyed, but it didn’t take long for them to spit out our earnest attempt at mababel after half-heartedly _maNeq_ing it. No, no, a thousand times no! Nothing short of being added to the list would satiate them. Tadiya mn mareg ychalal?

      Thanks to the theory of inertia, however, akale snkul and less than wholesome ideas don’t elude upper management for long. And thus they who are choleric said unto the people, “There shall be a petition,” and thus there was a petition. And the people of SELEDA signed it, and soon the president of the free world will see the error of his ways.

      Indemn senebetachiulin Seledamoch?

      Welcome to the Depression and Ecstasy Issue. D’rom iko tenagren neber. Didn’t we say that this would be light on the eykkkkkkkkkkstasi? Do we know you people or do we know you people? Ah, well… we won’t beat a dead intern. As always though, wefram gratitude to our writers and contributors who manage to, as always, make us feel that the universe is absolutely in chaos and we are to blame. Thank you a million times over for weaving words finer than spun gold. We are, indeed, humbled. From Alaska to Debre Tabor, from Amsterdam to Accra, from Addis Ab’a to New Dehli, to all of us Ethiopians who have felt the sting of loneliness, the chenefer of isolation, the drq of belonging… to all of us who have felt like our skin was getting just a little too tight… ayzon!! We are not alone. We hope you enjoy this issue.

      So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      Er, that question would assume that we have been doing at least some work. Nah, the _neholel_s that we are rapidly becoming, we’ve been vegetating in front of the television wondering why we find the CNN logo curiously arousing. AeCHHHH!

      We would, however, like to mention to our readers that the kids we love to love, the kids who will one day rule Ethiopia with the same tender hands which hacked into computers and handled playstation thingies, are at it again. The second annual Ethiopian Students Association International conference will be held in Atlanta the weekend of March 22. Huh? Atlanta? Oh, like Sherman didn’t burn all scholastic aptitude in Atlanta along with them antebellum, mint- julep-sucking, cotton-trading, dung-throwing contest having passtimes in all of Geowjah. (Hmmm. Was that necessary?) Although it might be against most ethical codes to be seen in Atlanta, we urge all of you to attend and support this yearly erudition fest, even though, once again, the kids forgot to invite us to host our famous “How to say nothing with a lot of words” workshop. It begs the question: Why don’t they love us?

      Heavens to glory, kick us where it hurts and call us Nelly! We are extending the “Name the SELEDA Guy” contest one more month because of anemic responses. Er, people… interactivity… Send us your suggestions on what to name the guy on our logo.

      What else is new…

      What else could we possibly tell you about? Oh! Knock our heads and call us M’Tn Shrro … why, could it be… it couldn’t … is it…? Why, yes! It be, it BE our birthday next month. No way. So way. NO way. SOOOO way. Ok, way. Yes, for three whole years now we have been wading in the kiddie pool of asmesai intellectual dexterity. Oh, look at us splash. Run, Spot, run.

      Ehem… esti sine s’rat. (MechE y’hon mialfln?)

      What we meant to say before we started acting like our SAT scores is… yes, it is April again… and yes, SELEDA turns three. And yes, we are celebrating this very unimposing achievement, as miniscule and underwhelming it might seem to the rest of humanity. Listen, besides breathing, and we’re not even sure about that thanks to our pre-AA days in the 80s, we have not done anything consistently for three consecutive days let alone years, so heck yes, we will be celebrating.

      Ok. Enough already. Third year, schmerd year. Oy vey!

      Our April issue will be the Ethiopia Issue… Ahhh… need we say more? Need we tell you why you need to pen your stories and chronicle your tales so that your grandchildren can wonder why grandpa/ma was not sent to a home much earlier in life? Need we urge you to share your anecdotes of a country, a concept, a land, a phenomenon that beguiles and bewitches us? Need we beg you to memoneCHaCHer your fables and memories, gains and losses? We think not! Deadline is March 15th… 16th if you know the difference between Flseta and HudadE. Send all submissions to editors@seleda.com.

      What else?

      Oh yes… We have a bunch of new issues for the coming months… ke lie be-t’izaz yemeTu. May will be the Family Feuds Issue; June the "M’Ts"Issue; and July/August the 2015 Issue. No word yet on when we’ll have the Is God from Gojam? Issue.

      Much as we hate to, we have to leave. We’ve got to go sign the “Teddy Afro for President” petition.

      We love hearing from you. Drop us a note from the Comment page, or email us at editors@seleda.com.

      Selam inihun.

      The Humble Editors.

      The Last Frontier
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      Depression and Suicide

      by Dr. Tedla w. Giorgis

      _

      The frantic call

      _

      In my office, the phone never stops ringing. So, I didn’t find it at all unusual that the light indicating that there were messages on my voicemail was already blinking at 8:00 a.m. I pressed the play button and sat down to listen. I had at least five frantic messages. Before I had a chance to listen to my messages, there was a call. I picked up the receiver, and on the other end was a family friend who sounded both excited to find me and pissed off that I hadn’t returned his call right away. I said to him, “Listen, it is only 8:00 o’clock.” He replied anxiously, “I did not sleep a wink last night, I need your help.” He told me that he had spent the night at an emergency room assisting and comforting family friends who were trying, unsuccessfully, to have their brother examined because he was socially withdrawn, uncommunicative, and at times extremely irritable. This friend wanted to bring the family and the patient to my office immediately.

      When they arrived, I approached the waiting area to find a group of five people huddled together looking anxious and frightened. They were holding various parts of the patient’s body as if the patient would bolt out the door if they let go. We introduced ourselves and I escorted them into my office, bringing in extra chairs to accommodate all of us. When I inquired what had happened, the sister immediately began to cry, saying “if something happened to him, my mom would die, he is her favorite.” His brother went on to say, “If he can only get a little better, we can send home to Ethiopia.” After everyone except the patient had had a chance to vent their frustration, fears, and solutions, I looked toward the patient and asked, "How are you doing? After a long silence, which was consistently interrupted by the others who cajoled him by saying “tenager inji, atifra,” he said “min Tiqim alew,” with a dejected look and a barely audible voice. Before I had a chance to probe further, the brother let out a loud sigh of frustration and said, “you see, Doctor, what we had to face for the past three months, he does not work, eat, talk … he stares at the wall the entire day.”

      One by one, frustrated and indignant, his family tried to impress upon me that there should be nothing wrong with the patient, because “minim yegodele neger yelm.” They said that they took him to the emergency room after they found him wandering in the middle of the night outside the apartment oblivious to oncoming traffic. After six hours in the emergency room, the doctors prescribed a medication and told the family to take him to a mental health center the next morning. Throughout this entire dialogue, the patient did not show any sign of emotion, but sat staring at the floor as if he was in a trance. Mentioning his name, I said “Can you please look at me when I talk to you?” When there was no response, I got close to him, and tapping his shoulder I said " ayzoh, yalehibet huneta yigebaNal." He barely noticed my face and said, “No one does.” After a pause, I said, “It must have been difficult for you to explain what you have been going through to your family.” This time, he looked at my face a little bit longer and said “awo kebad neger new.” Again, after a measured pause, I said, “One really doesn’t understand what you are going through unless they experience it themselves.” This time, the patient looked up, took a thorough look at me and then at his family, and nodded his head up and down in the affirmative. Seizing the moment and opportunity that the empathy and understanding had provided, I said to him “I am not sure how I can help, but when I see you, I see someone that is really down, unhappy, and hurting and really not interested in life.” Before he had a chance to comment on my observation, I asked, “How long have you been feeling this way?” With a look of amazement, as if I had read his mind, he said “negeru quoyitwal.” Again, after a carefully measured pause, and after inquiring exactly how long these feelings persisted, I said, “It must have been quite a struggle to cope with all the demands of everyday life.” This time, with better composure and with a long exhale he replied, “I know, memot yishalal.”

      By this time, half an hour had gone by, and the sister asked impatiently, “Doctor, why don’t you simply ask him min endegodelebet, sira alew, genzeb alew, gwadeNoch alut, min yibalal yihE, Tigab ayibal?”

      “It must have been difficult for you and the family to help out without understanding what is going on,” I replied. After all of the family members had chorused their approval of my comment, I said, “As much as you have had a problem understanding him, it also appears that he may have felt that even if he had told you what he was going through, you still would not understand.” Unlike the whispered voice before, the patient looked right at the family members, and with a glaring look, he said “ahun gebachuh.”

      I felt as though I had spoken in the voices of both the patient and the family in order to communicate and explain their feelings of frustration and exasperation toward each other. Now that we had identified the feelings and misunderstandings between the patient and the family members, both appeared willing to listen and share their concerns. After probing the patient and the family with many open-ended questions, it was revealed that the patient started to withdraw from family and friends over six months ago for no apparent reason. The patient explained that he had started to lose interest in many things that formerly gave him pleasure: his girlfriend, visiting friends and families, playing soccer, etc. Moreover, the patient’s tardiness from sleeping late and irritability with colleagues and customers cost him his job three months ago. Since then, he had a continued problem with sleeping and inability to concentrate. With a big sigh he said, “dekemegn, I just can’t see going on like this.” My subsequent questions revealed that he had an active thought of suicide and actually worked out the details on how he was going to act upon it. Once I determined that he was a “danger to himself” I convinced both the patient and his family that he should be immediately hospitalized for observation and medication. Although there was a great reluctance by both the patient and the others, he was hospitalized after a good deal of discussion.

      _

      The cousin returns

      _

      After having hospitalized the patient, I continued to complete some of the paperwork for the medical chart that goes with such intervention. Approximately two hours later, there’s a knock on my door. Surprisingly, it was one of the patient’s cousin who had accompanied him and who had sat in and listened attentively to all the questions and answers. I asked, “Is everything OK?” He replied that he came back because he started to feel scared when he realized that some of the questions I asked struck a chord with his life. I asked him to sit and we began to talk. To make a long story short, he confided to me that he had had several suicidal thoughts in the past year and actually attempted to kill himself approximately a month ago. He said he swallowed a bunch of pills and he fell asleep thinking that he wouldn’t wake up. In his words, “I am still here, in the world and unhappy.” He said that listening in when I interviewed his cousin resonated with everything he was going through, and said “I had to come back and talk to you.” For me, hearing such a request from the very person who was in my office trying to save his cousin’s life was a pleasant surprise. After a thorough assessment we both agreed that he should also be hospitalized for observation and medication. Because he did not want his relatives to find out, I managed to find another hospital in another part of town that would admit him.

      _

      Prevalence of depression

      _

      Depressive illnesses are among the most prevalent of the psychological problems in Ethiopian communities, affecting Ethiopians of all ages, socioeconomic classes, and educational levels. Depression continues to be like the “common cold” for many immigrant/refugee communities, including our own. Fortunately, depressive disorders respond well to treatment. Over 80 % of all serious depressions can be treated successfully. Unfortunately, however, relatively few Ethiopians who experience symptoms of depression seek professional help.

      Too many Ethiopians suffer needlessly because of a taboo associated with seeking help for psychological problems. Many do not recognize that their aches and pains, and their exhaustion and irritability, may be symptoms of an underlying depression. Many do not seek help because they attribute their symptoms to personal weakness. For many, recognition of their depression comes either at a friend’s insistence, or when the pain becomes unbearable.

      According to the U.S. National Institute of Mental Health, major depressive disorder — often referred to as depression — is a common illness that can affect anyone. About 1 in 20 Americans (over 11 million people) get depressed every year. However, fewer than half of those suffering from depression seek treatment for it. One out of five adults will experience depression at some point in life. Twice as many women as men experience depression. A World Bank report estimates that in the developing world, depression ranks fifth in illnesses among women and seventh among men. There are no reliable statistics regarding the prevalence of depression among Ethiopians; however, a survey of patients visiting primary health care clinics in sub-Saharan Africa indicates that depression is the principal or secondary reason for seeking care in as many as one-fifth to one-third of cases. My twenty two years of experience, as well as the findings of my research suggests that there is a high prevalence of depression in Ethiopian communities in the United States.

      _

      Symptoms of depression

      _

      Depressive illnesses should not be confused with the transient or passing feelings of unhappiness that everyone, including immigrants and refugees, experience. Depression is also different from the periods of sadness associated with unhappy events and failures, or the emotional letdowns that commonly occur around holidays. Sadness and loneliness are normal and temporary reactions to life’s stresses. Usually, time heals, the mood lifts, and people continue to function. In contrast, individuals afflicted with a depressive illness do not feel better for months, if not years in some cases. Depressive illnesses affect feelings, thoughts, and behavior.

      When someone is depressed, that person has several symptoms nearly every day, all day, that last at least two (2) weeks. Below, put a check mark next to any symptoms you have had for two (2) weeks or more.

      _____Loss of interest in things you used to enjoy, including sex.*

      _____Feeling sad, blue, or extremely down *

      _____Feeling slowed down or restless and unable to sit still.

      _____Feeling worthless or guilty.

      _____Changes in appetite or weight loss or gain.

      _____Thoughts of death or suicide; suicide attempts.

      _____Problems concentrating, thinking, remembering, or making decisions.

      _____Trouble sleeping or sleeping too much.

      _____Loss of energy or feeling tired all the time.

      Other symptoms include:

      _____Headaches.

      _____Other aches and pains.

      _____Digestive problems.

      _____Sexual problems.

      _____Feeling pessimistic or hopeless.

      _____Being anxious or worried.

      If you have had five (5) or more of these symptoms_, including at least one of the first two symptoms marked with an asterisk (*)_ for at least two (2) weeks, you should consider being evaluated by a mental health professional.

      On the other hand, individuals who suffer from another form of depression, called bipolar depression (also called manic-depressive disorder) experience alternating bouts of depression and mania (an excited state). When depressed, these persons experience the symptoms associated with major depression. These terrible “lows” (depression) and inappropriate “highs” (mania, see listing of manic symptoms below) can last from several days to months. In between the highs and lows, they feel completely normal.

      Just as eye or hair color is inherited, bipolar disorder is, in most cases, inherited. It can also be caused by other general medical problems, such as a head injury or neurological or other medical conditions.

      You can use the following list to learn the symptoms of mania and to check off symptoms you might have.

      _____Feeling unusually “high,” euphoric, or irritable*

      _____Needing less sleep

      _____Talking a lot or feeling that you can’t stop talking

      _____Being easily distracted

      _____Having lots of ideas go through your head very quickly at one time

      _____Doing things that feel good but have bad effects (spending too much money, inappropriate sexual activity, foolish business investments).

      _____Having feelings of greatness

      _____Making lots of plans for activities (at work, school, or socially) or feeling that you have to keep moving.

      If you have had four (4) of these symptoms at one time for at least one (1) week, including the first symptom marked with an asterisk (*), you may have had a manic episode. You should consider an evaluation by a professional. There are effective treatments for this form of depression.

      Not everyone who is depressed or manic experiences every symptom. Some people experience a few symptoms, some many. Also, severity of symptoms may vary from person to person.

      _

      Help-seeking behavior among Ethiopians

      _

      In a culture where any form of mental illness is associated with “madness,” it is not surprising that Ethiopians avoid seeking professional help. Many of us have difficulty recognizing when we experience psychological depression. Our tendency is to attribute depressive symptoms to physical reasons rather than to psychological causes. Often, we seek help only when the bad feelings become intolerable. Consequently, our desperation reaches crisis proportions. While some of us only contemplate the idea of suicide, others act on it and succeed. There are no reliable statistics available to show the prevalence of depression and suicide in the various Ethiopian communities around the world. However, one need only ask any member of the Ethiopian community about his or her perceptions of the prevalence of depression and suicide incidents to get an earful of anecdotes regarding the subject.

      The ultimate goal of this article is to help those who are suffering from depression. In some cases, they may be able to save the lives of other Ethiopians who are contemplating suicide because of their depressive illness; in most cases, they may prevent unnecessary suffering from depression. Achieving an understanding of how we feel and how we cope with our roles as immigrants and refugees is especially important.

      _

      Depression and suicide

      _

      There is a definite relationship between depression and suicide, with more than 1.4 million people around the world committing suicide in 1990. Men are more likely (ratio 4:1) to commit suicide than women. According to the Center for Disease Control (CDC) “more people die from suicide than from homicide in the United States, and everyday approximately 86 Americans commit suicide, and 1,500 people attempt to commit suicide.” A more recent statistics also reveals that suicide took the lives of 30,575 Americans in 1998 (11.3 per 100,000 population).

      Most people who take their own lives do so during a depressive episode. Furthermore, most people who commit suicide are not in treatment at the time of their death. This is one of the reasons I stress the importance of seeking treatment for depression. Often, with treatment, suicidal thoughts can significantly diminish.

      There are no specific statistics to indicate the exact prevalence of suicide among Ethiopians. One study indicated that there was a 14% prevelance among 519 randomly selected adolecents in Addis Abeba. And according to Dr. Atalay Alem of Amanuel Hospital there is only one study on completed suicide in Ethiopia in which cultural attitudes have been addressed. A study by Dr. Abdulreshid, regarding the trends in suicide, parasuicide and accidental poisoning in children in Addis Ababa, reported on the variation of rates in various age groups.

      Nevertheless, various professionals who work closely with Ethiopian communities have observed that, in the past ten years, there has been a growing suicide rate among Ethiopians. The number of emails that I received from those that read my article on Seleda regarding depression (Volume II, Issue I) from across the US, Canada, Europe, and Ethiopia have also pointed out their concerns regarding the high incidence of suicide in their communities.

      I am also personally privy to many incidents where a number of Ethiopians have either attempted suicide, and or succeeded. The harsh methods they use to kill themselves, such as jumping off bridges, poisoning (drinking Clorox), or hanging, do not provide an opportunity for rescue. The nature of the methods they use to kill themselves, common in Ethiopia, makes it very difficult to intervene quickly enough to prevent death.

      Remember, not all Ethiopians who are depressed attempt suicide. However, it is clear that suicide is the most serious complication of depressive illnesses. Feelings of worthlessness and guilt, combined with a special kind of pain associated with leaving one’s homeland, may overwhelm the individual. This can lead to feelings that (s)he is unable to go on, or is unfit to live. Sometimes these thoughts of ending life haunt an individual for months or even years, leading to suicide attempts.

      Who can forget about the incident that took palce at Harvard University. Sinedu Tadesse was a twenty-year-old junior from Ethiopia. For two years she had roomed with Trang Phuong Ho, a refugee from Vietnam. Both were juniors and pre-med biology majors. One tragic day, Trang’s body was found by Sinedu’s bed where she had been stabbed forty-five times. And Senedu, was found hanging by a rope from a shower-curtain rod. After her tragic death, I had an opportunity to review Sinedu’s extensive and detailed diary, which made it evident that she was clinically depressed and crying out for help.

      Many Ethiopians use the expression "I would rather die than . . . or memot yishalegnal " casually. Such casual expressions becomes problematic when heard by a mental health professional who is not familiar with Ethiopian cultures and expressions. In the past, some Ethiopians have been involuntarily committed to inpatient settings (hospitalized) because of such statements. Even though it may be difficult to know whether or not a verbal threat is serious, in such cases it is better to err on the side of caution. Again, not all those suffering from depressive illnesses attempt suicide, nor are all those who attempt suicide suffering from a depressive illness. However, it is estimated that 15 percent of depressed persons may eventually commit suicide and, among suicide victims, more than 50 per cent suffer from a depressive illness. A person hospitalized for depression at some time in his or her life is about 30 times more likely to commit suicide than is the nondepressed person, with the greatest risk during or immediately following hospitalization. A family history of suicide is an additional risk factor.

      Tragically, as many as 17 percent of untreated depressed persons will eventually succeed. A majority of those whose depression is profound enough to cause suicidal impulses do attempt suicide. Therefore, depression must be thought of as a potentially fatal illness. Friends and relatives may be deceived by the casual way that profoundly depressed people speak of suicide. Any comment such as, “I would be better off if I were dead,” or “I wish I could just jump out of a window,” signals an immediate danger; the depressed person must be taken to a professional who can monitor his or her condition. A concrete statement such as, “I’m going to jump in front of the next car that comes,” may signal a medical emergency, and requires an immediate intervention such as taking the person to a hospital emergency room.

      Depressed persons who are suicidal often give little warning of and need little time to plan for an attempt to kill themselves. They are also willing to attempt more painful and immediate means, such as jumping from a bridge or hanging themselves.

      Myths and realities

      Following are myths and realities regarding suicide.

      Myth: Individuals who talk about killing themselves rarely do.

      Fact: Of every ten people who have killed themselves, eight gave definite warnings of their intentions.

      Myth: Suicide acts are impulsive, occurring without warning.

      Fact: Most suicides are planned, with lots of clues for the careful observer.

      Myth: Suicidal individuals have made a clear decision to die.

      Fact: Most suicidal individuals are ambivalent. In other words, they are not completely

      sure whether they should act on suicidal thoughts.

      Myth: Once an individual is suicidal, (s)he is always suicidal.

      Fact: Usually, individuals who wish to kill themselves are suicidal only for a limited period.

      Myth: The risk of suicide is over when improvement occurs in mood swings.

      Fact: Most suicides occur when the individual is still depressed but improving.

      Myth: Suicide is more likely among the rich and famous.

      Fact: There are no differences due to economic status.

      Myth: Suicidal individuals are sick, psychotic, etc.

      Fact: Suicidal people are often extremely unhappy, but do not have to be severely mentally ill.

      _

      It is good to be alive

      _

      It was a year later that I was walking into an Ethiopian restaurant when I saw the cousin that I had hospitalized. He was standing by the door of a restaurant with a couple of people talking. Our eyes met, and I felt both surprised and curious. As is my usual policy, I do not go out of my way to say hello to my patients in public. Because I am afraid that they might be uncomfortable or others who are with me may suspect that they might be a patient. This time, just when I was about to enter the door of the restaurant, he extended his hands and said, “selam Dr. Tedla.” Actually, since a year had elapsed, I did not remember his name, and I simply said, “selam,” but I clearly remembered who he was and what brought him to my office. And I asked, “How is everything going?” He smiled at me and replied, “Fine.” With all my curiosity, I couldn’t help but continue to probe, and inquired after his family. Again with a big smile, he said “hulum dehna new, menor Tiru, bizu yasayal.” I smiled and said , “awo, Tiru new, bizu yasayal.” That evening, after such a pleasant encounter and a wonderful meal of “kitfo,” I said to myself, “Yes, it is great to be alive.”

      [Dr. Tedla is author of “Understanding and Surviving Depression, Alcohol & Drugs: A Personal Guide for Ethiopians.” For information about his book and about depression, please send email to Giorgistw@aol.com. He may also be reached via mail: P.O. Box 73145, Washington, D.C. 20056-3145. And by phone: (202) 671-1212.]

      Delightfully and Maddeningly Lonely
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      By: GT

      01/01/02

      There is nothing worse than waking up one morning and realizing that you may be somehow utterly repulsive to the opposite sex. You are not ugly, nor have an offensive personality. It’s worse than that; you have no idea why, but at some gutteral level, women are not attracted to you. Some may say death is worse, but, frankly, if you are dead there is no chance you realize how repulsive you are and at that point it doesn’t matter anyway.

      Rationalization or internal reflection has always caused me to make short-term changes in behavior that never seem to change my circumstances: I am utterly alone. I haven’t had a girlfriend in going on six years. I had to either accept that is my fate or wait for it to change. Fatalism…blech. After five years of hoping, I guess really I am giving up.

      It has gotten to the point that I am conscious of every second of time that passes, seconds that are lost forever. Every day, the hair gets thinner, the waist gets fuller and the soul seems emptier. The lost seconds feel somehow wasted. It is not so much that I devalue myself and my own experience, but, things seem incomplete. And, I don’t understand why I have been consigned to this.

      I need a higher truth. Well, that and a woman.

      1/15/02

      I was a little distrustful of the first psychic I went to see with good reason. She was a first-generation Romanian woman with bad grammar, and even worse teeth, who kept interrupting the reading to yell at her four kids, all of whom seem to suffer from chronic clumsiness and attention deficit disorder. You think she would have been able to foresee when her ten year old was about to fall down that flight of steps.

      I did seem to strike gold, though with the second psychic I saw, this waifish 15 year-old I met with who spoke in odd, non-rhythmic spurts like she was stricken with some sort of cosmic Tourrette’s syndrome.

      If, as the girl said, my soul mate’s name has the letter “C” in it, I have trying to come up with a list of acceptable names for her. I always wanted to end up with one of my fellow Ethiopian women, but in the minute I spent thinking about I couldn’t come up with one Ethiopian woman’s name that started with the letter “C.” Maybe “C,” like the “th” sound – its like Chinese water torture for my mother when she has to recite her social security number which, in a cruel twist of fate, has six 3s in it – is consigned to Amharic purgatory. Maybe it is just a reflection of my general ex-pat ignorance.

      Good:

      1. Cassandra (rolls off tongue)

      2. Cassiopia (sp? constellations=cool)

      3. Cleopatra (I had more of the image of Pam Grier as Cleopatra Jones kicking some jive turkeys’ asses than the Egyptian ruler in mind. I can see myself with a tall buxom, crime-fighting groovy mama with a big afro and bad attitude, giving her the sweet, quiet and gentle love she needs after a long day of dealing punishing karate kick blows to pimps and pushers as she makes the ghetto an overall safer place.)

      Bad:

      1. Carmella

      2. Clarice

      3. Charles

      I realize the “good names” are all the names of ancient Greek “heroines,” all of whom meet some grisly end in some soap opera-ish, tragic tale – e.g., woman realizes that her husband is actually her son AND also his own father – but it turns out some lesser god was a playing a trick because he was angry that Zeus, appearing in the form of an enchanted ox, slept with his true love, this siren who gets off on enchanting sailors to drown themselves – sorrow stricken woman disembowels herself in angst, the gods drink ambrosia and lovingly chastise the lesser god for his mischief. It’s a wonder any Greeks ever took Aristotle’s theories of causality seriously.

      01/21/02

      Finally met a woman with the letter “C.” But, I had been really hoping my soul mate’s name began with the letter “S,” because I became mesmerized by this woman who I watched give belly dancing lessons at the neighborhood recreational center named Saba. Maybe the psychics vision had come in blurry or something, because Saba was perfect. I couldn’t stop thinking about the rippling, wave-like movement of her belly, and her loose hips undulating freely. And then she demonstrated that she could do that while balancing a sword on her head. Now put it all together, having sex with woman whose belly and hips are slowly rippling up and down…all the while managing to balance a sword on her head. Incredible. And useful too. What if I am attacked by a bunch of marauding Huns or something while in the middle having sex? That sword and her ability to balance it would come in real handy then I would think. She agreed to have coffee with me, and I was in rapture.

      The “C” was Cleo. Cleo is an obese, Berber woman from Niger who I met at the video store. She had just beat me to the last copy Orson Welles’ “The Trial.” When she saw my disappointment, she invited me over to watch it with her.

      I told Cleo not to watch it for a couple of days and I’d get back to her. And there it was; Cleo might be my destiny. Maybe all Cleo and I have for companionship in this world is each other. That night I had a dream that Cleo was chasing me around. Finally, she captured me, wrapped her large, gelatinous arms around me and squeezed tightly, and I squirted out, shot through a window and got caught in a tree. When I woke up, I was hyperventilating.

      1/22/02 – Sweet, Sweet Saba.

      This may sound arrogant, but I like hanging out with dumb people. Their likes, simple. Their goals, attainable. Their joy, infectious. But dumb people often define themselves by those around them. And, in the end, they get this warped caricature that has no grand meaning, rendering their steady, self-gratifying existence an polymorphous reflection in the spiritual equivalent of a funhouse mirror.

      That, among other reasons, is why I had a good time with Saba last night. I soaked up her predictability joyfully, like I was dominating some facile video game. Making her laugh was a cinch, and tolerable even if she didn’t get the jokes. After a while, it became clear that she was a walking, talking oxymoron; a paradoxical simpleton; a delicious canard. She’d reached a level of Zen simplicity which rendered her a perfectly clipped Bonsai tree, too much for my confused deciduousness.

      The difference between intelligent people and smart people is that smart people have an occasional tendency to outthink themselves into stupidity. I guess I am just not ready for the existentialist joy she brings, and, because of it, I am the fool. I don’t think I’ll call her again. It is probably a smart decision.

      1/23/02

      Cleo loved “The Trial” for the very same reasons I did. She’s been feeling disaffected for no particular reason either. She comprehending laughter was an absolute joy, except when she went into an asthma attack and broke the chair in my kitchen while heaving violently. Yeah, Cleo was going to be a good friend. And, when she hugged me, it didn’t hurt. It felt good.

      2/13/02

      Yesterday, I met Tigist in the library. She was sprawled on the floor reading a book on automobile repair. On my way to the periodicals section, I tripped over her and banged my head against a combination of the shelf and Thomas Pynchon’s “Gravity’s Rainbow.” Twenty minutes later, we sat in some chain coffee shop finding meaning in one another’s every word, motion, sound.

      That night, I went back to the 15 year-old psychic and asked if there was a way to change my soul mate from someone whose name starts with a “C” to someone who name starts with a “T.” She said that for $200, she would burn some love candles, meditate and do some crystal work and it would so be. I handed her the cash, realizing that happiness does come with for a price. Thankfully, it was a lot cheaper than I thought it’d be.

      Life after our Brother
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      How often we have heard the phrase “Life is short” tossed about, yet it is only when someone close to our heart dies that we appreciate that life really is, as the poet wrote,

      " a fleeting shadow." Are you really gone, our brilliant, precious and wonderful brother? Because, Telahun, when we close our eyes we still see your face, we hear that big laugh, we feel your warm, tender embrace. How can we sum up the years we had with you? What words will ever adequately convey our ocean of love, our undying gratitude for all that you have done for us, and our immense pride for having had someone like you as our brother?

      On January 19, 2002, at 8 p.m., Athens time, it was two years since you left this life. This life which you embraced with joy, living each day to its fullest. You never let this world’s complexities and horrors defeat you, even when at a very tender age death robbed you of those you loved best. Instead, with a wisdom and resilience far beyond your years, you patiently struggled to overcome, and to survive, the impossible.

      What of your love and protectiveness to all those who belonged to you? You loved and provided openhandedly and lavishly for your family, and accumulated for their future with all your might and capacity. As for us - you were our world when we were very young, and we looked up to you as we grew up into adulthood. You cared for us and looked after us like a mother, even when you were a tiny fledgling of a boy, barely able to look after yourself, let alone others. As far back as we could remember, however much you did for us, you never thought it was enough. You were our protector.

      Even after we were grown up, and in fact until the day you died, you continued to worry about us. We know of your great love for us. We felt it and relied on it until your last day. You loved your family, you loved your sisters, you loved people, and you loved life. You disregarded the bad and tried to find something good in everybody. You were able to forgive and move on even when people caused you indescribable hurt. You were sympathetic and kind-hearted. You never ceased to amaze us. In short, you were love and generosity itself.

      Your life was about giving. You always seemed to understand people. No matter how sad or depressed one felt, no matter how tragic or disheartening the situation was, you had that special gift of reassurance, and brightening up one’s face with a smile. You dried the tears and replaced them with laughter; you so often encouraged those in despair; you generously gave to those in need. You visited the sick and buried the dead. We know all this Telahun, not only because of what we saw of you in our own lives, but also because so many people say what a kind and great man you were and what a good influence you were for them. You were also so capable of sharing in people’s joys - always a larger than life presence at happy social events. We can still see you dancing away at weddings or at parties, eagerly sharing the latest jokes with people, and bringing joy and conviviality to the meals you shared with others. You really brought sunshine and great expectation to every body irrespective of their age. The young and the old enjoyed your jokes and your company.

      Even in the jobs you did you shone. You believed in giving your best, and all your life you worked hard with dedication and reliability. You were a meticulous and scrupulous man, very neat, always properly dressed to suit the occasion.

      And, as we remember all this, we weep because you never had the opportunity, after a lifetime of hard work, to reap the harvest of rest and relaxation you so much deserved.

      Yes Telahun, you were a very original man, one in a million.

      We could go on endlessly about the wonderful and brilliant man, and the unique and self-sacrificing brother that you were, Telahun, but even remembering and writing the above is almost unbearable. Unbearable because you have gone away. We cannot begin to express our desolation and pain. Your death ripped something unimaginably huge out of our lives, leaving a gaping wound that will never heal. We really do not have adequate words to fully describe how much we, and our families, are suffering, because of your departure. Even as we remember, yet again the tears flow in an endless, endless stream.

      So, this is how our lives are after your death. This is what it is to be broken hearted.

      Who will comfort us now, Teleye? Yesterday you were here to reassure us of a better tomorrow. Now there is only emptiness. We strain to hear your voice again, we grab greedily at every memory we have of you, but memories, although precious, are only a poor shadow of the reality that once was you.

      You are greatly missed by your family, by your sisters and their families, and by every one who knew you. Telahun, we are proud and privileged to have had such an incredible and remarkable brother like you. Our secrets were safe with you. You were not only a special brother, but also a substitute of our father when he passed away, and a very dear and genuine, and earnest friend. Rest in peace our dearest and precious brother. You are in our hearts and in our thoughts forever. Your extraordinary memories will burn in our hearts until the day we see you again in our Saviour’s home.

      Your loving sisters,

      Guennet Zerihun and Almaz Zerihun.

      A Walk in Progress
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      the night began frigid

      without shade, hue or personality

      only faceless halos of scattered streetlights

      fallen

      beneath

      the Infinite

      and suspended

      over

      my private finite corridor of glacial gravel

      celestial winds whispered eddies of Spirit

      and grudgingly,

      sense dislocated by soul,

      my ashy feet followed

      i walked.

      i walked while the stratosphere fiercely shook off snow like dandruff

      i walked over and past howling gorges and slithering waves.

      ripple

      dribble,

      ripple.

      i walked until i was readily lost in the gradual formlessness of the distance

      i walked, fearlessly, in the absence of right angles and perpendiculars,

      arrows and crossroads.

      i surrendered

      until night flushed

      into a million colors and every path appeared to be my very own pavement

      and i got lost again

      qE
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      QuCHit in Solillqoy
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      “anasgebam sergeNa idej yiteNa”

      *cough* *cough* maybe if I make enough noise it will block out the voices or maybe… buna…that’s it…buna.… That will clear my head… . Instant coffee… no… reach for the little Ziploc bag…the one mom left last time she was visiting… ye Harrerun buna… .

      “kurat kurat yiwedal betu kurat yiwedal betu….”

      oufffff! damn song has been in my head all night…I hope I’m not going

      crazy… pour coffee into paper cup…

      “kurat…yiwedal betu…kurat…yiwedal betu”

      turn on stereo…volume 5 -6 -7 -8 -9 -10… Youssou N’Dour wails… bop head back and forth…brain ignores ear…somehow the song turns to…

      “nibo nibo atinadefi nibo atinadefi…mushirochun aytesh elefi…nibo…”

      I gotta get out of here…into the cold. Glance at the clock above the fridge… imagine the events taking place half the world away. I’ve been doing this since midnight. I couldn’t sleep. It is now 7 am here, it should be lunchtime there. They are probably at the park…taking pictures…agelgil full of goodies for the wedding party…

      a few miles later a sharp pain in my palms reminds me to put on my gloves…throw away the coffee, barely touched…reach for gloves in my pocket… seconds later… I remember… he gave me these gloves. I take them off. Walk back to the trash bin …and toss them in. They land near the cup… ye Harrer blend starts spilling onto ye Nordstrom cashmere…

      hands in pocket…wind beating down my back…ears…burning…cold… an eye stinging…nose is starting to feel runny… alaleqsim… imbiyew…

      I refuse to be miserable … And imba…shiriririr bila weredech…Abo…it’s the cold, not me crying… He’s probably bawling too…happy tears … inatun!..

      “ayzosh mushirit aybelish kefa…hulum yidaral beyewerefa”

      flip the cell phone open…beep beep beep…scroll down the phone book… “Dawit - Et” entry … Press 'Send"

      silence…silence…crackle…beep…then it starts to ring… I hang up for the 30th time today. My toes hurt… I regret answering my phone yesterday…Rahel, his cousin, from

      California who, I am surprised even knows my number…she called to tell me he was getting married.

      nege…she said cautiously…

      lemin?

      she wanted to hear my reaction…meseleN… I told her I already knew…wishetEn…

      I haven’t even spoken to him in a year… This was my punishment…besua bet… for not holding on to a good man…

      inatun! He is ruining my entire weekend.

      Rahelisha also gave me a number…mobile new…she says…lemin?..who cares… Evil, she is, that girl. But I didn’t give her the satisfaction. Tenk you so much. dewiyE congratulations ilewalehu. beterefe dena nesh? min addis neger ale…"

      cell phone … “Dawit - Et”

      silence…silence…crackle…beep…riiiiiing

      static…riiingggg

      static…riinnng

      “he-llow” says a man’s voice…not Dawit…do I expect the groom to carry a mobile on this day of all days…

      CLICK … That’s number 31 for the day. What , what am I going to say???

      Fuck

      Fuck

      Fuck

      Fuck!

      What do I want?

      Nothing.

      beqa…enough…let me walk back to my senses…

      3 steps back…

      “amora besemay syayih wale…”

      Fuck it…

      “Dawit - Et” Rinnnggg… Rinnngg

      “He-llow”…

      *silence* on my end…I can hear a lot of commotion on his… “he-llow”

      “Dawitn neber… ke America new”

      “qoy qoy AndE”

      fingers inch to the “end” button…yes, yes…end this madness, child!

      for the love of GOD press END! Please!

      min litiyiw…

      “hello …”

      “Dawit?”

      “yes.”

      *silence*

      “who’s this?”

      “nobody…just called to wish you all the best. Bye”

      “wait! Please don’t hang up.”

      “eshi”

      “thanks for calling.”

      I can hear faint sound of ililta in the background

      “you better get back to the party.”

      “you’re right…” he laughs nervously.

      “good luck. bye.”

      “thanks.”

      *silence* neither one of us hangs up…

      “aren’t you going to hang up?”

      “simi…”

      “abet”

      “qoChesh aydel?”

      I laugh…I remember why I let this good man go…

      “beTam”

      he senses my sarcasm…chuckles again…“ay anchi”

      “ciao”

      “ciao”

      I hang up and can’t stop laughing. inde qews…

      weTaliN

      I saw a bus coming down… put my hand in my pocket to see if I have change…empty pockets…then I remembered… my cash, I had put inside aforementioned cashmere

      gloves… I get a mental picture of Dawit smiling…

      inatuuun!

      start walking back hoping no one has emptied the trash bin.

      [Note: All names in this article, except Dawit’s and Rahel’s, have been changed to preserve all individuals’ privacy. ]

      Rapture or Rupture
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      by Exasperated

      1/1/2002…

      It’s a new year and what not. At least on this side of the Atlantic. Who knows what’s happening on the other.

      Last night was interesting. I was flipping channels on the TV, and “Basquait” was playing on HBO. I caught the tail end of it. The last couple of minutes. And the main character was telling a story his father had told him once.

      A boy prince was kidnapped by rogues and held hostage in a cramped room in the mountains. His only contact with the outside world was this tiny hole in the wall, with wrought iron bars. In hopes of being rescued, the little prince started to bang his shiny, lustrous crown against the bars on the window. Maybe someone will follow the constant clangs and come to his rescue. He banged his crowned head against the bars for days and days. The people in the village down below heard this clanging all day and all night. They were puzzled by it, then came to love this intriguing sound. It was hypnotizing, yet comforting. They would stop and listen in a trance. They enjoyed this pleasurable sound for weeks … then months … then years. The prince was never rescued.

      1/3/2002…

      Redemption is a funny thing. Second chances are even funnier. I think I have secondchancesophobia. I never understood why people jumped at second chances so readily. So confidently. What’s so different this time around? Second chances should be more petrifying than they are redeeming.

      1/14/2002…

      I haven’t written in a while. School had me stressed for a while. What’s that little thing they sell you to relieve your stress? It’s kind of like silly putty in a balloon. (What is its name?!) And you squeeze on them, I think. I have a couple of those. Sometimes I feel like I am one of those things, though. My breath getting squeezed out of me from ‘external pressures.’ Exasperated from deforming myself to fit the folds of these hands, just to save myself from rupturing into a mess of cruddy silly putty that once used to be my sanity.

      Disinterest is one of my flaws. A long time ago, I used to be able to do things even if I didn’t like doing them. My parents called it discipline and diligence. Well, some of it was, I suppose. It does take some discipline to wade through waters that aren’t quite to one’s liking. It’s different now, though. I have stopped doing anything that disinterests me. It’s cost me a lot though. Sometimes it’s worth it. Almost redeeming.
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        * * *

      

      1/28/2002…**

      I lost everything. Three years worth of material gone. My wretched computer crashed earlier today. Totally wiped. And I hadn’t backed anything up. Min yishaleNal zendiro bakachihu.

      2/20/2002…

      Not knowing is like death in disguise. I’m not too fond of death. That’s why I’m plowing through medical school. I turned 24 last week. It was a small party. Me, a cheap cigar, and eight chapters of assigned reading on cardiac malfunctions. Nobody called. My parents called the next day and apologized for forgetting. I forgave them.

      But yeah, not knowing is really a terrible thing. We only technically use a minute percentage of our brain in the entirety of our lifetimes. Add to that the little that we are allowed to know because it has been pre-ordained by some other entity … well, it’s not very pretty. So what am I doing dragging my limp ass through medical school? I’ve asked myself that many times. Initially, I wanted to help people. Maybe do volunteer services treating children somewhere in the middle of nowhere where the doctor-to-patient ration was 1:200,000 or less. Idealism is like a pair of shoes you buy at the store without trying it on, and it ends up not fitting you. At the end of my undergrad years, I wanted a comfortable wallet to sit on more than anything else ….

      Shit, I’m late for a date. She’s 18. An undergrad freshman. What the hell does she see in me?

      2/21/2002…

      The date didn’t go so well. She was too happy, and ended up calling me a bore, after talking about her plans of going back home and starting up an NGO. I was quiet for most of dinner, and when she didn’t return 45 minutes after she left for the ladies room, I wasn’t surprised one bit. I paid for the dinner and left. At least the walk home was nice. There was a cute Abesha couple playing gebeTa on a table outside a chic café. What was my last entry about?

      Yeah … the med school prerogative. Well, hopes of a good salary was a good and attractive enough of a reason to keep me in one of the country’s best med schools. After a while, that wasn’t good enough of a reason either. So why am I still here? I’m convinced it’s too late to change. I’m disinterested, and I don’t want to go on doing this. I need a vacation. Maybe I need to go back home to Nazret. It’s been a long time.

      3/12/2002…

      Museums are great places to nurture solitude. I think they’re more fun that way. When you go alone. By yourself. Just take it all in … accept or reject … understand or ignore. I thought it was extremely cathartic today. One of the security guards stared at me indiscreetly with an odd frown as I spent a good half hour in front of a piece that seemed like the painter just ran about splashing colors on canvas. It’s not that I understood. But it just kept me there. Maybe that’s what the whole hoopla is when it comes to contemporary art. Right now, I couldn’t be bothered.

      I haven’t written in more than two weeks and I can’t find much to say. I think that’s sad. I keep to myself more than anything, though. So I suppose that could be a reasonable explanation. Nothing dramatic ever happens in my life. Not yet, at least. Maybe a movie or two that manage to raise an eyebrow.

      I don’t know. I’ve run out of things to say. Maybe in another two weeks …

      3/13/2002…

      That girl from that miserable date three weeks ago called at 5am. I would have been aggravated if I were sleeping, but I was up … insomniac … squeezing the living hell out of the stress balloons.

      Hey … I’m so sorry I called this late.

      It’s ok. Dehna nesh?

      No.

      What happened?

      I put my silly putty stress balloon things aside. I need to find out what they’re really called really soon.

      I’m going back to Addis tomorrow.

      Lucky you. Can I come?

      It was hard not to be cynical. Besides, I really was nostalgic.

      My father died today.

      Oh.

      I didn’t know what more to say. I didn’t have to, because she readily burst into tears over the phone and did not stop for a good twenty minutes. I sat there in silence, not knowing why the hell I was fighting back tears. It’s very weird how everything seems to work. Or not work. I was on the phone, crying, with the same girl that ran out on me on a date three weeks ago. I pulled back a sackful of nifT and blinked wide-eyed so as not to echo her bawling.

      Were you serious about wanting to come?

      Uhm, how do I answer that?

      Uhm

      Well, I was just wondering …

      Yes?

      …if it’s ok with you … to … accompany me back home. I have no family who lives here, and I don’t think I want to take this trip alone.

      I kept quiet. I stared at the sillyputtyballoonstressballs. They stared back blankly, seemed to shrug helplessly. I picked them up again with an anxious adrenaline rush. They exploded into a sick mess of silly putty all over me with a muted pop!

      Uhm … Yes, I’ll go with you.

      PMDD and Cyclical Hell
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      You knew there was something terribly wrong with members of your immediate family when you flew off the handle one day. Were you speaking Klingon? Why could they not understand you? Hmmmm, maybe they simply didn’t speak whine, and you were fluent in it. But this is all really hindsight. Now you understand that you were always right and they…well, they couldn’t care less one way or the other. Your lean toward things logical has made you a very unhappy 20-something year-old. You have the most asinine arguments with siblings and parents and, dammit all, no amount of logical screams and whines from your quarter seems to make a bit of difference. So, one day, you rent a U-Haul and remove yourself from the source (you think) of your angst. Your mother stood with her back to you as you tried to say good bye. She was crying. You left, nursing a pounding tension headache all the way to your new digs. You didn’t fight with your family any more. Instead, you had…how to put it?…verbal skirmishes with your new cohabitants. (As an aside here: unless you have been legally remanded to some correction facility or mental hospital, don’t do the group house thing. It never works. There is always one person who is regrettably rather low on the evolutionary totem pole. So, group-houses?- No.)

      Over the next two years, you relocate three more times, each time to a place with less people than the last, until you end up on your own. Ahhhhh!! Clean place when you left? Clean when you come back. Light blinking on answering machine? Message for you! You can’t argue with yourself…and lose. You can’t get mad at yourself…and sulk for days on end. You can’t refuse to clean the tub this week hoping that someone else would do it in your absence. In essence, you are on your own - blessedly, tranquilly, happily…alone. Your mother would often ask: You’re not afraid to be alone? Nope. Never. You like your own company. Strange (for our community), but true enough for you.

      But the thing about being alone is that you finally have no one but yourself to confront. There are no distractions pulling your attention away from that person inside your head, inside your heart, inside your soul. You begin to quantify the number of times you feel low, depressed. Your mood swings fall into a pattern. Some mornings, you simply can’t get out of bed. Other days, you pull the blinds, draw the curtains and hibernate inside your apartment, zoning in on the TV, escaping into the horrifically sorry lives of the guests on the Jerry Springer Show. You avoid Dr. Phil on Oprah 'cause that man is so damn annoying. You nap intermittently and ignore the phone when it rings. When you try to explain to your mother what it feels like sometimes, she will say, quite seriously, "Depression? What is depression? simi, all you need is Sebel. And you can’t help but wonder if she’s right.

      Then there are those times when you feel absolutely fantastic…at the top of the world with no “down” button in sight. You’re light on your feet, quick to smile, everything is easy. The day flies by. Your job doesn’t seem so bad anymore. You can hack it. In fact, you can hack anything. And you wish you could feel this right always. But you know, because you’ve noticed the pattern by now, that you’ll crash again, like you’re coming off an unnatural high.

      You feel the irritability seep in first. You snap and bark at nothing. The slightest thing makes you livid. You gnash your teeth and wish the world away. Why is everyone so goddamn annoying? Why can’t they fucking leave you the fuck alone!? The old lady in front of you at the check out line is counting out change and you have seriously unkind thoughts about wanting to drop-kick her ass out of your way, so you can get your shit scanned through and move on out of hell, get back home where you can escape the moronic world closing in on you. Some idiot cuts you off in traffic, you sit on your horn then flip him off - never mind the tales of road rage and getting shot in the head for not having your blinker on. Right then, you could take on that Cro-Magnon sitting behind his behemoth, elevated truck. You sure could use something to work off this roiling lava in your chest.

      A couple of days of bursts of rage and all you want to do is bury your head under the innocuous comfort of your comforter, listen to the whirr of the A/C rushing out of the vent, and fall in and out of sleep, dreaming disturbing dreams, not wanting to eat, drink, or get up and perform the simple task of brushing your teeth, washing your face, taking a shower. It feels like forever, but in reality, this lasts only a couple of days. You come out of it like a bear coming out of hibernation, eager to return to life. Things are great. You don’t feel high or low - just magnificently normal. You can smile again and not through your teeth. Your family is not irritating at all. In fact, they’re downright loveable. Work is good. You wonder if you should call up a couple of friends…hang out.

      And the whole time, at the back of your mind, you are wondering when it’s going to start all over again.

      You speak of this - hesitantly - to friends, usually, non-Ethiopian. You try to describe the terrible cycle and you think you may have come off looking like some psycho. Of course you’re not…despite the frequent homicidal feelings…you are not!! But, Jesus, someone else must feel the way you do. They just won’t talk about it - for fear of looking like a psycho, maybe. Or maybe, they really haven’t clued into their emotional hell the way you have. Maybe they still live at home or, God forbid, in a group house somewhere, so they end up blaming their frequent bouts with rage and depression on external influences. But you’re most definitely clued in. Of course you know that that idiot in the truck will always be a Cro-Magnon, but you probably would have resisted the urge to flip him off were you feeling a little less emotionally overwrought. Okay, okay…a lot less!

      So, one day, during a routine visit with your gynecologist, you take in a deep breath and decide to mention it to her. You’re thinking, you tell her hesitantly, that your emotional roller coaster may be tied in with your monthly cycle. What is it, she asks, that you experience? Well, you begin, ticking off one finger at a time as you list it out, fatigue, depression, hyperactivity, insomnia, antisocial sentiments, paranoia, anxiety, hopelessness, intense feelings of guilt over negligible things, rage, irritability, forgetfulness, clumsiness, disorientation, confusion, nausea, headaches and…um…sometimes…uh…a heightened sense of…er…. Sexual desires? She asks. Yeah, sure, why not. You’d have used the word, horniness, but sexual desire sounds way better.

      Well, my goodness, she begins, and you’re thinking: Here goes…what now? I’ve heard of women having SOME of those symptoms, but I think you have ALL of them! Relief. Of all things, you feel relief. You’re not crazy? You’re not experiencing a gradual mental breakdown!!? You want to throw yourself across the wide expanse of her expensive desk and hug her. You want to hang your head out her window and shout to all the passersby below: Hey, I’m normal!!

      So, you want to know, is there a cure. A cure? Well…no. But help? Yes. Have you heard of PMDD? Your new heroine wants to know. No, you haven’t. What is it? PMDD is Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder. It’s a more intense version of PMS. There, she said it, you have a disorder…and there is help for it. Um…you have a disorder. Okay, no biggie. Howard Hughes had one, too, but at least you don’t have the need to wear a face mask and scrub your hands raw trying to get them clean. And you figure, Michael Jackson probably has a disorder of some sort, too, but you know yours ain’t nothing like that. You just have mood swings, that’s all. Severe mood swings…some homicidal thoughts…, but hey, you have yet to bleach your skin white or have your face sculpted to resemble Liz Taylor. So, really, you’re way ahead in the disorder game.

      So, now what?

      Why don’t you try this, Dr. Heroine says handing you a sample packet of little blue and pink pills. They’re Sarafem, a form of Prozac (Okay!! It’s Prozac with a new face!!) and it will help regulate your moods. God, you hope that’s true. Hope it works, you tell her. Yeah. Could be the silver bullet that slays the PMS beast, she jokes. From her lips to God’s ears!!

      Technically speaking, you’re not a pill-popper. You think Tylenol is too much medication. Usually you try to wish your headaches away rather than use a chemical aide for fear of eventual dependency problems. So, faced with a daily dosage of 20 milligrams of Sarafem, you decide to take it very seriously. You design a diary of sorts and begin to track your moods, what you eat, whether or not you exercised that day, and note down your cycle. In the beginning , it’s hard for you to remember to take your silver bullet, so you track whether or not you’ve taken your meds. It’s a comprehensive spreadsheet that’s impresses even you. Eventually, you buy a little vitamin pill box and track your intake more carefully.

      Gradually, you notice that your symptoms have all but dissipated. Your family is the first to notice how sweet you’ve become lately. Your paranoid mother wonders if this means that you’re about to leave your earthly existence. You wonder if you should recommend your doctor to your mother. Eventually, you confess to the family that you’re on medication. You explain your symptoms, you name the beast, and you tell them that you’re taking Sarafem. First, everyone warns you about the dangers of using chemicals to alleviate anything. Your one brother, who is a candidate for the Howard Hughes League of the Germ-wary, tries to instill in you the fear of all things…of all things…well, all things. But you say, quite diffidently, I don’t care if I die of cancer at this point. I just wanna be happy. You hope that that expresses the severity of your situation. Eventually, they come around. How could they not? The new you is just so damned happy, so very friendly…so affectionate and loving. One day, your brother picks up your bottle of Sarafem and kisses it soundly. You laugh together. Life is pleasant when viewed through the paisley-pink lenses of dressed-up Prozac.

      But being you, you wait for the other shoe to drop. Is this emotional equilibrium psychosomatic? Sort of like the slight changes you experienced when you were popping St. John’s Worts? Or is it for real? And by the way, it’s not really gonna cause cancer, is it? Am I experiencing headaches more frequently? Was my curious lack of emotions on 9/11 normal? It’s been nearly a year. Your prescription is about to run out, so you decide not to renew it, to see if life without Sarafem is going to be okay or revert back to hell.

      You’ve been off your meds for a few weeks now, and you do notice that you cry at sappy cheese commercials with puppy dogs and chubby babies in them, and your housemate (don’t ask!) is not so adorably idiosyncratic any more and you are experiencing slight insomnia now and again. The other day, during a road rage episode with a cab driver, you flipped him off…and felt good about it. You can feel yourself striving to maintain emotional balance, but now it’s more of an effort. Your sleep pattern is less regular and you have difficulty getting up and out of bed every morning. Still, you’re willing to wait it out, to see if things will level out or if you’ll begin to spiral down into hell again. But this time, the difference is you know you can get help. So, the next time you find yourself fighting the urge to drop-kick an arthritic old lady paying for her groceries with a purse full of coupons, you know you’re only 20 milligrams of Sarafem away from bliss and sanity.

      Six months after your Sarafem hiatus, you dial up Dr. Heroine again and request a refill on your prescription for pink and blue bullets.

      [All humor aside, PMDD is a serious problem for many women and there is more than one method of dealing with the symptoms. For more information, go to http://www.drdonnica.com/display.asp?article=1086, or go to www.Google.com and key in PMDD in the search bar. Be sure to address the issue with your doctor.]

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Things NOT to Yell at Someone Considering Suicide

      10. “Bey wrej! Asafari! Isti sew mn ylal?”

      9. Hey… could I use your credit card?

      8. Hey… hang on a sec while I get my camera.

      7. Dude… ferchrissakes… your fly is open.

      6. Go “Hey… it’s your soul… abba slemiqoTu we’re gonna bury you in an unmarked grave.”

      5. Waaa… you’d better jump the other way – if you even so much as scrape my corvette, I’ll kill you myself.

      4. Be’nat’h yezare’n teweN. Semonun leqso aymecheNm! …

      3. Now… we’re gonna send a lawyer up there… so, be considerate and sign your will. If you wish, he’ll kindly give you a shove aftewards.

      2. Hey… could you at least hang in there until channel 7 shows up.

      1. You’re always in a rush! We could’ve done it together!

      Backpage
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      Transcripts from a session between various members of SELEDA’s upper management and their group therapist…

      Upper Management #6: I had a dream last night.

      Therapist: So did I!

      #6: I dreamt that I cashed in my SELEDA stocks and bought Atse Fasilidus’ castle in Gonder… but then the cable guys came in and they were going to charge me a bizillion Brr to wire it for high-speed connection. Then I realized that the lighting in the good king’s ilfN did nothing to flatter my imitation 18th century bedroom suit from Pottery Barn. Do you think I am going crazy?

      T: Most definitely. Whoever still buys Pottery Barn crap is beyond help.

      #6: I know! But what does it all mean that I want to transform an historical Ethiopian building into my personal playroom?

      T: It means you were not held enough as a child.

      #6: I knew it! I keep telling mom that but she keeps saying “Weigd! Demmo lij ke hulet wer huwala y’taqefal tebale? QebeT!” And then I asked dad why I don’t have any memories of him holding me and all he says is, “Mn? Mn? … Mn? Gud new eko!” I told him about my Gonder dream and all he did was turn to mom and say… “Ayesh lijochish yet indederesulish?”

      Upper Management #3: I, too, have childhood issues. I’ve never seen my parents hold hands or kiss or show affection. I asked them why that was and they said I was being a “menaTi ferenj”, which I don’t think is a compliment. Is it a compliment?

      T: What’s your favorite color?

      #3: It used to be baby blue- the color of the sky in the early hours of a Bahr Dar morning. … Now it’s sage… the sage of ripened rosemary on a billowy evening in Dessie.

      T: You are so a menaTi ferenj.

      #3: Cool. But what does it mean that I’ve never seen my parents be affectionate.

      T: It means that they are good Ethiopian parents. Keep your emotions to yourself and save it for when there is a leqso. That way you can let out all your pent up issues in one go.

      #3: Isn’t it unseemly to take advantage of someone else’s leqso to work out my personal issues?

      T: Good lord, man! We are Ethiopian, ferpetessake! We invented S&E… Suppress and Explode. Are you new here?

      #3: Oh… of course… suppress and explode… suppress and explode… suppress and… ex-plode I knew that… I think.

      Upper Management #8: Well, I’ve S&E’ed for a long time. Great system. In fact, I have several leqsos so if any of you are dry, I’d be happy to let you tag along. But here’s the problem I have with S&E: its outdated look. It needs updating. I mean, nothing wrong with the stoic-stare-slow-nod, followed by the slow-exhalation-of-air-and-a-barely-audible-yet-notable-m’Ts"… but can’t we spruce it up a little? I mean, new century and all.

      T: Tell me, #8… What is it about you that is rebelling against 3000 years of history? Who hurt you this bad?

      #8: I…I think it stems back to when we moved from BolE to Kassanjis. In a lot of ways, it was childhood interrupted… a story of being ruthlessly transplanted and infliction of trauma… I still suffer the scabs… (sniff!)

      T: OK, stifle #8! Stifle! Let’s get rid of that at the next leqso, why don’t we.

      Upper management #4: I hear you, #8. I, too, was plucked from the bosoms of my mother and unceremoniously dropped into a raging sea of humiliation. I speak, of course, of those zemecha days where I lived, for three unspeakable months, with people who went to public school. I mean, people who didn’t have dinner jackets…I… give me a minute. The pain is still…

      #8: We’re with you, #4. Let it go…

      #4: It’s just that I felt abandoned by the ones I trusted and loved. My shell of security shattered into a million pieces… I am still picking them up.

      T: How did that make you feel?

      #4: Like I did not want to live in a world that makes me live in a tent that is not pitched in SoderE. It’s where I became an expert S&E-er… It was especially hard since the government had banned leqso, so, there I was, a sprout of a child and nowhere to vent. Lucky I discovered SIUS-Self Isolation and Ultimate Secrecy. I was so secretive even to myself that one day I forgot my name. I had to call home to find out. My mother started crying when I asked her to remind me my name. Poor thing. She could use a little SIUS Therapy… bares her soul to non-inanimate objects. One day I heard her reveal that she likes sleeping with the window open.

      T: And how does it make you feel that your mother is so needy of attention that she reveals so much of herself to … did she tell that to a person or to the large rock outside Mariam?

      #4: Ere to a real, live person! I had to give her (secretly, of course) the “Ere sew mn ylal?” look… the one where you put your hands to your mouth and stare at the subject. Then I gave her the customary “meTnE” gesture-you know, the one where you put both hands up like you are “raising the roof” in rapid succession… If it were up to mother all our family secrets would be heralded from atop Zquwala.

      T: Family secrets are to be cherished and held close…perpetuated and adored. They are like very expensive perfume… to be brought out only at the most special of occasions-to make a potent point or to show someone off, and even then in very tiny doses. Alebelezia… inde Derg Jeep gliT’lT… that’s no good. That’s so quintessentially new’ir!

      Upper management #1: I guess I have been relatively lucky. My parents were very thoughtful and considerate in not telling me anything. They were so kind that I did not even know they were divorced until my father’s second wife had a baby. And if it were not for #4’s mother who blabbed it out to me because dad’s new wife just happened to be her sister, I would still have been nice and sheltered.

      T: Your parents are the sustainers of our rapidly dying tradition. They are the Lalibella rocks from which we should hew our souls. You need to come to my AAEE class.

      #1: Your what?

      T: Advanced Ayto Endalalye for Ethiopians-AAEE. It explores the mysticisms of shrouding your imagination into denying what you are seeing when you see it.

      #1: Ahhh. Like when I see that #7 is so whiny about being lonely and I shroud myself in seeing that I really don’t see what I am seeing?

      T: Indeed. If #7 needs help we can help her… but only after she takes drastic measures. That way we know she is serious. Incidentally, we can’t keep jumping to “help” someone just because they say they need help. They have to prove they need help. Otherwise, ezam izim inTaT inTaT … that would make us Enablers. Tliq new’ir. We don’t want to be crutches.

      #1: I know. #7 is prone to some histrionics, anyway. She raised a stink about feeling isolated and angry. She keeps cornering us and wanting to talk about feelings of lonliness and inadequacy… fears and …

      #8: Her fears and uncertainty.

      #4: Yeah. What’s up with that?

      T: #7… Why have you lost your Ayto Endalaye… Semto indalsemma burkah? Why do you insist on walking naked in the avenue of life?

      Upper Management #7: I want to be free of the shackles of y’luNta… I seek open communication… I…

      T: #7… Do you hate who you are?

      #7: No. I love the new me trying to get out… I love…

      T: #7…?

      #7: Yesss?

      T: #7…?

      #7: What?

      T: #7… Why are you so self-loving? Self-loving comes from… selfish.

      #7: I don’t…

      T: Have you taken all your pills #7?

      #7: No. I don’t need pills to tell me I am wrong to want emotional health.

      #1: M’Ts.

      #4: M’Ts.

      #8: M’Ts… M’Ts.

      #6: Hey, that is so menaTi ferenjinet.

      #7: No. It is all of YOU who need help…

      T: #7…?

      #7: What… what?

      T: Why are you so shokaka-like? You know you are among friends.

      #1: No she’s not!

      T: #7…?

      #7: What?

      T: We hurt the ones we love, don’t we?

      #7: How am I hurting you? By not conforming?

      #1: M’Ts.

      #4: M’Ts.

      #8: M’Ts. … M’Ts.

      T: [Long sigh.] M’TTTTTTTTs.

      …

      …

      Do the right thing
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      This month, SELEDA presents a patchwork of organizations armed with the force of hope, assistance and awareness in the fight against AIDS.

      Name of Organization

      Description

      How you can help

      50 Lemons

      50 Lemons is a non-profit, non-political and non-religious HIV/AIDS relief organization founded by Africans with the goal to make a difference in the HIV/AIDS infected African community both in the continent and also in the Diaspora. Their mission is to understand the extent of the HIV/AIDS pandemic and promote public awareness of the problem. It has already conducted a Knowledge, Attitude and Behavior Study targeting high school students in the regions of Addis Abeba, Jimma, Baher Dar, Awassa, Dire Dawa and Dessie in addition to HIV/AIDS prevention education for over 1000 high school students in Ethiopia. Their current project is to facilitate a sponsorship network for AIDS orphans in Ethiopia.

      You can learn more about 50 Lemons, make donations or sponsor a child by by referring to the given links. For more information on how you can assist their efforts, please contact them at:

      fiftylemons@yahoo.com

      or mail: 50 Lemons

      2117 L Street NW, #215

      Washington, DC 20037

      http://www.50lemons.com/

      African AIDS Initiative

      Founded by Elleni Gebreamlak West together with Dr. Seyoum Ayehunie, the doctor who diagnosed the first case of AIDS in Ethiopia in 1985. This organization was the outcome of the First International Conference on AIDS in Ethiopia, organized by Mrs Elleni West. It is an international non-profit organization dedicated to HIV/AIDS awareness in Africa, and provides services in AIDS prevention, education, outreach, teaching, and counseling. After a year of tireless work, Mrs. Elleni West has managed to convince the Ethiopian government of the urgency of the problem and the immediate need for action. She has also been able to convince the Ethiopian Orthodox Church of the need for their involvement in educating the people about prevention. She organized an AIDS rally in Addis Ababa attended by 35,000 people. The organization plans to build a Center in Addis Ababa to encourage awareness education and research on AIDS in Africa. The organization is associated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for Afro-American Studies at Harvard University.

      You can help by joining the organization as a member and/or donating money for their work in Ethiopia. For more information contact:

      ethio@fas.harvard.edu

      or call: (617)496-5998(617)496-6935

      or write to:

      African AIDS Initiative

      W.E.B Du Bois Institute for

      Afro-American Studies

      Harvard University

      69 Dunster St.

      Cambridge, MA 02138

      www.africanaidsinitiative.org

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home is a new, non-profit organization launched in Addis Abeba in the aim of providing more than a source of refuge for the 700,000 AIDS orphans in Ethiopia. Affiliated with HIM (Help International Ministries) and directed by a Board of Christian Ethiopian Professionals, the founders of Yezelalem Minch believe in the significance of building small, clinically and spiritually nurturing environments for such children. Their goal is to establish small, family-oriented homes of up to 7 children. Their broader ambition is to become the core of an internationally involved AIDS orphan adoption network, and branch out to individual families and humanitarians in the global village.

      You can join Yezelalem Minch by contacting them at info@zelalem.org

      Or mail at:

      Yezelalem Minch Children’s Home

      PO BOX 70822

      Addis Ababa Ethiopia

      http://www.zelalem.org/

      Hope For Children - Ethiopia

      Testimony to the truth that a solo voice can resonate volumes in the Diasporic community, Hope for Children (HFC) is a local organization dedicated to serving orphans and caregivers in the community. Sara Jewett’s HFC-Ethiopia projects provide a new and necessary bridge between those of us far yet still fortunate enough to make a contribution to the cause. HFC is an organization that renders service and provisions to families and children affected by HIV/AIDS. HFC also serves as a reference center for those seeking to sponsor HIV/AIDS orphans either through an institution or otherwise. Sara Jewett completed Duke University’s Hart Fellow program in August 2001 and is currently working in Ethiopia.

      On behalf of HFC, Sara Jewitt appreciates personal donations to fund her projects in Ethiopia.

      Memorial Baptist Church wires 100% of your financial contributions to a bank account in Ethiopia that is designated to support Sara Jewitt’s work with HFC. Simply send a tax-deductible check made out to “Memorial Baptist Church” indicating “Ethiopia Project” to the following address:

      Sara Jewett-Ethiopia Project

      PO Box 421

      E. Middlebury, VT 05740

      You will also be added to an HFC email list through which you will receive regular updates of how your contribution is making a difference in people’s lives.

      Sara Jewitt can also be reached through email:

      sarajewett@hotmail.com

      Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS Orphans National Association

      Launched in December 1997 by a visionary body of HIV infected patients and orphans, Mekdim emphasizes preventive action through public education and provision of support to HIV/AIDS patients through counseling and facilitating their access to healthcare. Among Mekdim’s accomplishments includes the implementation of more than 50 awareness-raising programs. Mekdim is also a member of the Technical Working Group of UNAIDS and a Board Member of Kelel 14 Administration Office’s Office on HIV/AIDS. Their work has inspired a collaborative effort amongst local institutions with common missions.

      To inquire on how you can support Mekdim:

      mail: Mekdim HIV+ Persons and AIDS

      Orphans National Association

      Mr. Mengistu Zemene

      PO Box 31218

      Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

      or call: 251 1 560380 / 115171 / 559960

      or fax: 251 1 552950

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Ethiopia Issue : April 2002

      The Family Feuds Issue: May 2002

      The M’Ts Issue: June 2002

      The 2015 Issue: July 2002

      The Ethiopia Issue: April 2002

      This one is about evocation. About fishing into your memories and your dreams, your fantasies and your hardships, your senses and sensibilities. This issue is less ABOUT Ethiopia as about YOU, and what Ethiopia means to you. Perhaps it is just the word, its sound, the way it is written, mispronounced, or its “P” misstressed. Maybe it is a past you would much rather get away from, or a future you feel you have an iron destiny with. Maybe it is a projection of what you consider to be bliss — a sense of community and worth.

      Or maybe Ethiopia is an infinite source of inspiration, contemplation, irritation, hey even intellectual masturbation.

      Maybe Ethiopia is not an It at all, but a loving motherly she, a stern fatherly he, an immature teenager, an old man holding too fast to his old ways. Maybe Ethiopia is the scent of freshly turned earth, the whirrr of the gossamer-winged kremt awCHi insects, the smoke of Mesqel chibbo hanging in the air, the busy busy busyness of Merkato. Maybe Ethiopia is where you did not know ‘’you’’, and only knew ‘’us’’.

      Maybe, just maybe, Ethiopia is where you are right now in Chicago or Toronto, London or Sydney, Accra or Tokyo, Delhi or Rio. Maybe Ethiopia is that irresistible burning in your eyes as you see the flag fly in Olympics and Reggae concerts.

      Imagine a past or remember a future or dole out from your present. Sing us your dreams, draw us your poems, paint us the scents that make you go wild, and touch us with your sensation as your mind turns wax to gold.

      Words, Pictures, Music, Voices are all welcome.

      Evoke something, and get us a masterpiece by March 15th.
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      The Ethiopia Issue- SELEDA TURNS THREE* issue

      April, 2002

      Note from the editors
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      “You mean to tell us,” upper management howled with the same indignation that had them frothing when they found out that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church will not amend huhadE to sanction venison as the new Tsom mgb - "You mean to tell us we have been slaving away at this SELEDA thing for three years without getting a raise? Without so much as a few token dollars to go have a decent meal? What…kind… of… animals…are… you… people… anyway!!? Abiyotu lemin ayfeneda??? Bezbajj hula! Dem meTach hula!"

      Eeehhh?

      Actually, we pointed out to them, upper management has pretty much always been in charge of all monies at SELEDA, and, according to the expense reports we have seen, it has been spending freely on pretty much everything “upper management related.” And ever since the comptroller was fired for pointing out some… inconsistencies….

      “Sdebun! Sdebun inji lEla mn taregu! This we get for adding comptrollers to our job description after ya menqara mnqrqr left? deb’nen quCH bal’n? Iyesus… tayaleh? Iyayeh new?…”

      Well, we interrupted their spiraling logic. Well, we gently reminded them, “You kinda fired the comptroller….”

      “Tadiya!… isu s’ram aydel? sntun,” they said, their voice shaking with anguish. “sntun serten inchalew…?”

      We’re not sure what the exact psychological term is, but 25 minutes later we had our arms thrown around them "iyE yE"ing like a well-paid sefer alqash. Yes… yes… bedel dersobachihwal, we wailed in contrition. Of course, of course we are aremenEs.

      (How do you say “hamotebisoch” in psychiatrist-iNa?)

      We were in the throes of tearing our skin off and qliTTTT yale “U U Uta” that made the marble pillars of the board room quiver, when we got the gentle tapping on our shoulders. “Hate to interrupt,” said upper management. “Would have loved to stay and play, but yoga is in 10 minutes. We have to… intin… go. We’ll talk about this later.”

      “Really?” we whimpered, feeling a little … unfulfilled by this leqsoitus-interruptus.

      “Really. Now go warm up the car.”

      “Oki dok.”

      And so, off they jettisoned to … well, they don’t exactly inform us where to they jettison… but something tells us it was not to get us a “Happy Anniversary” card.

      And so, another year at SELEDA.

      Dehna snetebetachiuln SELEDAwiyan?

      Three years ago, mechEs aylafilin, we were up to the same no good cyber madwelweling. And here we are today, pretty much an environmental hazard on the virtual community. Mn teshale?

      But, goodness us, it has been one fun, healing, invigorating ibdEt of a ride! And you still let us go on about this anja granja like we have every right… and man, do we owe you! We are indebted to our readers and our supporters, our contributors and our critics for allowing us to carve this little space in the Katanga section of cyberspace. We always said it, but we have never meant it more… we are humbled. We are humbled by the level of almost zealous CHewinet you extend us even when you vehemently disagree with what you may have read on theses pages… we are humbled by all of you who took your time to write to us to tell us that you are, indeed, out there, and that you’ve found a little respite. Most of all, we are humbled by those of you who have put ink to paper, fingers to keyboard and poured out stories that have made us think, laugh and "weiche-gud-ye–sew-negre"ed. Thank you, ye hagerachin lijoch, for letting us have a voice.

      Ere beqa! Tnish qomTeT…qonTeT yasfeligal! Ok… ok… Happy birthday to us. Send presents. Mnew itE!

      Welcome to the Ethiopia Issue!

      There are, is the only conclusion we have come to, entirely too many of you who write like imiyE Mariam errrrraaaasuwann! Case in point… we did not know what to expect when we announced the Ethiopia Issue, but we are, once again, blown away by the level of pure "bessssmeeeab"inet out there. Thank you to our Ethiopia Issue contributors who have made our anniversary issue so very, very special.

      So, things have come full circle as we try to examine Ethiopia and our Ethiopianess in this issue from exile lenses. Oh, yes… we could wax poetic all we want, but there are simpler ways to put things in perspective about being Diasporized and grasping to understand ItyoPitawinet. … Like the story of a certain qess striding down 18th Street, a cell phone, pager and a PDA strapped around his waist like little grenades with which to tackle the "mn ytaweqal"s of urban living… a fancy book bag hanging around his shoulders making himm look like a mnisher yanegetu wetader. Wow, we said… This is the new Ethiopia. Abba’s pager went off and with furrowed brows he paused to press some buttons on it. He scrolled down the pager with a look of “I told them not to call me here,” clouding his face. “AndE,” Abba motioned to an Ethiopian passerby who had paused in front of him to mesalem his mesqel. Abba flipped open his cell phone and pressed the “On” button with the casualness of a seasoned urbanite. “OK,… celphonE eski gl sew lasalm,” he said to no one in particular as he fished inside his robes for his cross, the biggest of all grenades, especially in DC. A) Ye passerbyu mesqelun agelabTo messam as if this scene was in Debre Tabor, b) ye Abbaa hurryingly moving along while speed dialing who knows who……! Tell us this is not Diasporization at its sweetest!

      We hope you enjoy this Issue.

      So… what’s new at SELEDA?

      Actually, we would like to start off with an apology to our readers. It may not show, but we try to publish SELEDA on the first of each month. Lately, however, we have been… well, we have not been. We hope you know this is not out of man alebiNinet. We really, really do try hard to make the 1st of the month deadline. Unfortunately,… well we won’t bore you with excuse. Suffice it to say that we owe you profound apologies. We promise to try our best to revert back to our “SELEDA inna ye Lideta demmoz be a’aand” motto. At the very least, we owe you that.

      Well, as we brace to take on another year, we hope you will consider contributing to the brand spanking new themes we have lined up to last us through the summer. May 2002 will be our Family Feud Issue. Oooh… ooooh… teacher… innE…innE… techeriyEEEE innnE! …Ehem. No, we at SELEDA don’t consider each other family so we have to turn the podium over to you. Oh them family feuds, as fabulous as they are… fabulous. Remember ‘TiyE Amakelech’s and ‘TiyE Zuriyashwerq’s (“U U tE! demmo yetiNaw zuriyawa new werq… indihm argo!” Wzro. Amakelu, 1982) verbal qariya Tffis about their mother’s coveted Tej recipe? beqa. You get the point. Write about it!

      June will be our "M’Ts" Issue. Everything you ever wanted to know about that one word we Ethiopians know to have exactly 10,201 meanings. Platitudes? We got it by the kuntal. The Ethiopian way to claim the Fifth? “Senator… on the advice of counsel I … m’Ts.” Share your stories.

      The July/August Issue will examine Modernity. Zemanai, zemenainet…etc. You know the whole “ferenj honesh moteshal” syndrome. Who knows what our grandmothers take back home after spending their vacation here alone in an apartment watching soap operas all day? Let’s hear your side.

      Remember, we could not have come so far without you, and…

      Oopsi. We gotta go. We have limited Internet access now that severe cuts had to be mandated to accommodate our bosses’ new demoz CHmari. We asked them if, possibly we could have a menaNa cost of living adjustment considering the nature of the economy these days.

      Upper management: “What is the nature of the economy these days?”

      Us: “Well, the country is in recession.”

      Upper management: “Oh. We better tell everybody then. Do we have to do everything around here? Ok… so who’s in charge of making the recession thingy happen?”

      Us: “Actually you don’t want the recession, er, thingy to happen…”

      Upper management : “Right. We’ll work on not making it happen. Must we be everything to everybody? Do we get paid enough for this? Hey, comptroller boy…”

      By the way, SELEDA now has a new comptroller, although none of us has seen him/her yet. Only his/her signature on the memo announcing upper management’s big “Third Anniversary Raise” for their “dkam, lfat and all that stuff we they do. Signed,” …actually, it wasn’t a signature exactly… more like a thumbprint. Actually, not exactly a thumbprint either… more like an oval with tiny specks drawn on it.

      These comptrollers are so weird!

      Doro matta, doro matta, doro matta…

      Check up on us, will you?

      Selam inihun.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Reconciliation
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      “RECONCILIATION”

      by: Besefiyu

      _

      Dust, dust, and more dust………

      _

      I had returned (feeling quite like the prodigal son) to my grandfather’s ranch in southern Ethiopia after almost 25 years, filled with trepidation over the inevitable wave of emotion that would no doubt wash over me. After all, this was a place that held a very prominent position in my childhood psyche. Located about one hour’s drive from Addis, and occupying a huge expanse of land between Nazareth and Sodere, this ranch was a constant and endless source of adventure and mystery to me and my siblings in our youth. It was the one place where we were left to our own devices, without any significant supervision or control. I fondly recall my summers there as quite carefree and unstructured, with an absolute, self-imposed carte blanche to do, say, eat, drink, and destroy as I pleased (within reason, of course). Mind you, this was a thriving, mechanized working farm, occupying over 150 gashas (approximately 6000 hectares), and producing various food staples year-round. This constant swirl of production, however, was a mere backdrop to our eventful summers, as we viewed the activity on the property as something which we became involved in as we pleased, and only to supplement the various other activities which occupied our days. This was the Ethiopia of my youth, and I would not have traded it for the world.

      Ah, those were good days…….

      _

      And then, it all came to an abrupt end……

      _

      After all of the effort, the sweat, the frustration, and the constant struggles with Nature, all that was left was dust as far as the eyes could see…. the absolute antithesis of what I had expected to encounter. The farm, the ranch house, the orchards, the stables had all been decimated, and a small penitentiary had been erected in their place. Extremely disillusioning, and yet, a fitting metaphor to describe what had happened to the nation as a whole during that chaotic period.

      As a boy barely in his teens, my somewhat structured and idyllic world was turned into chaos…… that which was, wasn’t; that which existed, disappeared. An overall sense of uncertainty and panic pervaded, and initially seemed especially compounded in families with situations similar to mine. What had seemed to be an orderly and predictable existence was catapulted into a dark chasm filled with uncertainty. Economic status and/or political privilege defined whether one was an Ethiopian or persona non grata, whether one traveled freely or not, whether one had access to Legal redress, whether one was an object of political persecution…… Any association with the ancien regime was seen as an instant justification to persecute at will, with no regard for justice, evidence, practicality, or humanity.

      _

      And yet, the human will is strong….

      _

      I survived that dark period. I joined the masses in the exodus from Ethiopia, and became part of the ever-growing Diaspora, resolved that I would never set foot in my birth country again. All that I had lost, all that I had been deprived of, all that I had experienced made me resolute in the conviction that I was never to return to that place which had caused me so much pain. I was content to believe that I could choose to deny my birthplace, my heritage, my history … my very existence, and delude myself into thinking that I would be content to live as another immigrant statistic in the gracious country that offered me refuge.

      _

      With age, however, comes maturity and wisdom…

      _

      I came to understand the advice given me by a friend regarding our similar situation. He was convinced (and tried to convince me) that no one (be it government, organization, or entity) had the right or the power to take away from you what is rightfully yours. He argued that to continue to feel as if one was disengaged or disenfranchised was actually acquiescence to the demands of the very same ones who had forced this situation on you. He argued that to become alienated from the very thing that defined oneself was actually admitting defeat. I was not convinced by his weighty arguments at first, and continued to view the world through pained and tinted glasses. The situation remained so until the prospect of going back home for a very personal and obligatory event presented itself, and I was forced to reevaluate my decision never to return.

      _

      With wisdom comes the fortitude to accept the irrefutable…

      _

      I did return then, and in fact have spent many months back home since then. Each subsequent trip has forced me to realize that I am from a place where I am “one of many,” and not a minority; where I can go for hours (if not days) hearing nothing but a native tongue (my native tongue); where I need not be pressed by the artificial, self-imposed sense of immediacy and urgency that defines my existence in my adopted abode; and, that there is something absolutely therapeutic to the prospect of waking up to the sound of a rooster crowing and the smell of eucalyptus leaves burning.

      I have come to accept the fact that one must learn to differentiate between individuals and groups, and between groups and entire nations. I have also accepted the fact that I should feel wronged by people (definitely), by groups (absolutely), but not by an entire country (impractical at best, futile at worst).

      After all, I (like many) am American by choice and circumstance, but Ethiopian by birth. I would have as much success changing that fact as I would of changing the color of my skin (Michael Jackson notwithstanding). I have therefore arrived at the best conclusion possible……

      _

      ……I accept the irrefutable fact and revel in it.

      _

      The Mail
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      Ok… so we are not the deftest of scientists.

      For the past several months we’ve been tip toeing past the Mail Editors’ office wondering if the “Be Anthrax L’mot new. Do not enter. Place my daily sinq outside this door every morning and leave!” note meant that Mail Editor was in some pain. What we definitely knew was that Anthrax meant that Mail Editor was, above all, contagious… So we diligently "M’Ts"ed the situation and went about life, occasionally comforted whenever we heard Mail Editor’s faint, slurred singing, “InnE inna AnthraxiyEEE”…

      It was not until a new intern (and boy, they make them smart these days) pointed out that this must be a ruse to not do the Mail ‘coz, apparently, you can’t get Anthrax via email!

      Wei neddo! They can send a man to the moon but they can’t send some molaCHa Mail Editor a little… Ere metew new!

      We finally broke in the door and, true to form, there was the Mail Editor, all newly qei and wefram, perched on top of a makeshift bed, seemingly verrrryyyy satisfied at having pulled this grandest of all shokakanets.

      ENass… eNa nen… but… putting you, our precious readers in the middle of this uninspired drama? Too-too-too.

      But at least there is finally, the return of The Mail.
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        * * *

      

      We have a new filing system here at SELEDA to help us categorize the mail we receive. Our “Stuff everything under M for Miscellaneous” system suddenly felt very… Jesse Helms_ish_ … old and crazy. And so, in the spirit of modernity we hired consultants who charged us too much money to tell us our filing system was “so five minutes ago”. Ya? You think? Lenegeru, we tried a homemade remedy… filing everything in the new “I for Intin” file. But, funnily enough, it, too, soon became too borCHam. (Yes, we put the Zor in Alsheshum zor alu.)

      Several thousands of dollars and many glmiCHas later, ineho our new filing system.

      M, writing about PMDD Cyclical Hell, had this volley to volley. "It’s a story of an ultimately endearing girl caught in the throes of a stubborn but an all-human condition; so misunderstood . . .even by the “owner” herself. The reader is made to feel her pain.

      Trapped as she was by a force against which she had little power, she “disengaged” from life; and her self-isolation betrays a feeling of loneliness that makes the reader just wanna HUG her.

      Funny how this thing depression has a way of feeding off of itself. One gets depressed and withdraws. The withdrawal then exacerbates the very condition that the person has sought to remedy, because it serves to provide proof to the “depressive” that he/she is not liked which, in turn, tends to affect the self-esteem . .ultimately leading to “valuing oneself less!” Boy! A sure way for the “depressive” to sink even deeper into the quicksand.

      The “anger” (grumpy) expressed is a constant theme among people who suffer from some form of this condition. That it is a cry for help often goes unrecognized. In fact, it almost always works against the depressive, because people (loved-ones included) refuse to allow this person’s sufferings to radiate through their lives making *them* unhappy.

      And so, . . .hey, that’s enough!

      I ain’t no Dr. Tedla!"

      Ok… you see, in the “CHelema” days of filing we would have filed M’s letter under “W” for “WeinEEE” because that’s where we usually sent all things intimidatingly insightful and thoughtful, because we have not been insightful or analytical since that time we discovered how to open a milk carton without tearing it to pieces and cursing MengE for life in exile. But these days … this baby is going straight to the “H” file, to be tucked under “Hugs”… as in, “People we need to remember to.…HUG.”

      You’re getting how this works? Huh? Huh?

      Oki doc.

      Our cover art for the “Depression and Ecstasy Issue” did not go over well with E.G. “Thank you for giving a voice to a much-needed topic, ‘Depression’. Although, I was excited to read this month’s issue, unfortunately, the opening artwork was one that expressed nothing less than the myth associated with depression. Personally, depression as in any other malady, is the voice of the soul. A voice that needs to be heard attained to and addressed from inside out. It is a process by which the mind gives the physical entity an opportunity to slow down and make cogitative changes.”

      And the snakes on the woman’s head doesn’t say all that and more, how? We kid. We kid. We must admit we never thought about it with the same intellect E.G. did. Not only that, but this is how dumb we are… the only thing we requested/ordered after seeing the cover art was that the artist make the hairstyle “a little less John-Tra”. That… it… that was not terribly perceptive, was it?

      Point well taken, E.G., and we file his/her letter under P for “People who we will never be as intelligent as”.

      Observes someone we will refer to as Nega Selam: “Well, browsed through my monthly issue of Seleda, and must say was thrown for a loop! It started with the odd Medusa-like figure on the home page … somewhat uneasy, but as [they] say, “Whatever, dude” - moved on. I read through several articles and was sufficiently emotionally wrecked, so started to look for the uplifting - misleadingly named - ecstasy to draw me out of the doldrums. To my shock, each succeeding article proved to be even more of a downer than the previous. I am of mind to initiate litigation based on false advertisement! Seriously, with the exception of a couple of articles, very well written and put together.”

      Even though, deep inside of us, we all know that ‘false advertisement’ is a victimless crime, we went ahead and filed Nega’s letter under L for “Someone who strikes us as knowing more ruthless Lawyers than us.” Just in case…

      Last month’s Top Ten disappointed Yami from Pennsylvania. “… I must say I was very disappointed to read this month’s Top ten,” she writes. “I lost a good friend of mine to suicide last year, and it was very painful. The “Top ten” article was very insensitive and distasteful to people like me, who’ve lost loved ones to suicide. Next time, please be considerate of your reader’s feelings before making fun of such sensitive matters. Suicide is no joking matter.”

      Nope. No joking matter at all. But we’ve given up on trying to make the Top Ten considerate, sensitive or funny. But still, filed under M for “Mea culpa”.

      Speaking of inconsiderate, we’re not sure which article mekejelled Yilak Mesfin to share with us this vent. “Bless you sista. I thought I would never meet someone who felt the same way. You speak only the truth and sometimes the truth hurts. I was only six months old when I left Ethiopia. I still like to call it home. Life is hard in the States but my father and mother escaped the danger in Ethiopia. Since then I have been trying to meet Ethiopians my age but none exist in OHIO. I even went to D.C. to visit and I couldn’t believe young Ethiopians are becoming more and more like black America, lost. I have found that many Ethiopians are arrogant, self-centered people when it comes to meeting an Ethiopian who was raised in America like me but doesn’t speak the language. Instead of treating Ethiopian-Americans like me as if we were nothing like the dirt, they should be willing to share and teach us because many of us are lost and want to find our way back home.”

      Hold it righhhhhhtttttt esu gar. Yike! Ethiopians treating someone who doesn’t speak the language only like dirt? Tell us, where do they live and how can we reform them? And they certainly don’t deserve the “arrogant and self-centered” title you so kindly bestowed on them, those manquratam, b’Tasham asedabi good fer nothings…ok, ok… Our High Horse is not saddled yet so we’ll stop here, and just flip to the S file… “Stuff we should consider doing in the event we ever become sensitive, caring people.”

      We were starting to get that familiar queasy feeling until, bam!, Mettasebia Tadesse’s email calibrated our sensibilities. About SELEDA regular, Eyasu’s, Amharic poem, “qE” she gushes, 
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      Oh, that Eyasu! He is soooooo out there to confuse people like Yilak. It’s awful how insensitive…Filed: 0200 Hrs. Under: C for "Chicks like this “qE” thing. Try to wow Metti with our poetry, "If you like his qE, you’ll love our “sE”.

      Which brings us to the Sex Issue…

      The poem Maritu garnered a lot of menCHaCHat among the SELEDA community, but none so beautifully as reader Tewbel’s gudeNa rejoinder:
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      Hello and good night! Filed under U for “U! U! U!”

      Solomon, on Yewbdar’s “FiqrE’s Ode”: “Gud! Gud!..Yewbdar failed to mention Muluken Melesse! Those were his lyrics she used in her paper! Kesu beterefe this edition is the Koolest I’ve read so far…I like it…Sexual introspection of our culture. I love it…”

      Like we keep saying, plagiarism is a victimless crime. Or so our defense lawyer keeps telling the Supreme Court every time we’ve been dragged there. We’re not in the habit of defending our contributors, so we wrote to Yewbdar to ask if she was trying to pull the wool over on Solomon’s eyes because he was onto her little scheme like lega QibE on kinky hair.

      She was quick to respond. Curse word… curse word… big curse word…Yadda… Yadda… what kind of nincompoops are we exactly…? Yadda yadda… who doesn’t know those lyrics…? Yadda yadda… she hates talking to us because it makes her feel like she is wading in… in intellectual filth… Curse word… curse word.

      Annnnniiiiway, SelE. Just for that helping of wurjibiN, we are filing your letter under Q for “Qoi Bicha”.

      A couple of comments on Menelik Times and the definition of CHn Gereds. First one from Hirut Michael…“What are you talking about saying YeCHn’Gered is from Minelik’s time? I’m not 40 yet and I know someone who was one, though not the way you described it. This dude was a Bale’Suq up the street from where I lived and a widower with a son. Till he got a wife this woman was his Yechn’Gered. When he got a wife he sent her packing without any fuss. I bet you think I am from Enchequorer. Not so. I was born and raised in Addis, though Gulelie. Don’t think we’ve come so far.”

      We have, too! We don’t know about you _GulelE_ans, but the rest of us now call them ye CHn Wez Aders, Hirut… which is so much easier on the tongue, not to mention on the Bale’Suq’s son when he has to ‘splain who the lady holding his father’s… hands was. “Wez Aderu nat,” we… we mean HE can say with pride.

      Filed. 0230 hrs. Under D for “Daddy’s ‘friend’”.

      Also on this contentious issue, Megaladire, who we are so sure has no Wez Aders of the CHn or Taffiya kind, had this to say. "Dear Seledas: Thank you for developing such fabulous page. I am amazed with the literary values of the articles posted on your site. I love the Esperanto ‘GuramilE’ style. The transparency of your editorial message is very paramount.

      On the …February 2002, I read the article on ‘Menelik Times’ on the chronicle of the Cn gered in Ethiopia. I believe the Cn gered was not cohabiting with ImetE. Usually, widow men get into Cn gered marital commitment. This was done to bar the wife [who is] the Cn gered from claiming an equal share to the wealth in [the event of separation] or on the [death] of the husband, gEtoch. The Cn gered is entitled to claim only what was stated on the marriage contract. The practice was more like the modern days of prenuptial marriage. Similarly, there was another marriage arrangement called Inde gered bedmoz inde mist besemanya. I hope this may help rectify the record."

      We’re glad Megaladire thinks this will set the record straight because it sure caused nothing but pandemonium here at SELEDA. Now the darn interns want to have “contractual” agreements. “Even CHn Gereds in Menilik Times had contracts. Are we less than them?”

      Ya-ha! If you want a contract, we told them, do what them CHn Wez Aders do! Ask our friend Hirut for a detailed list of what those are!

      We had to file Megaladire’s email in two parts. The first paragraph under F for “Find out what our “editorial message” is, and why it ain’t that transparent to us.” And the second part under D for “Damn Interns”. Send carbon copy to the "Daddy’s Friend: what exactly are the terms of her contract and is my inheritance in jeopardy " file.

      Jemberu’s “School, Sex and my Brush with Fame” resonated with a Yonas… apparently. “Jemberu has captured that one defining moment in every boy’s life…“indih arigE sinekaw indih yiqomal?” alE?? MotkuN…m-o-t-k-u-u-u-N. … Jemberu negaliN.”

      Wehhhell! How come in our days that one defining moment in every boy’s life was when he’d beat a girl to a pulp because he liked her? In our days… mn yaregal tadiya! As they used to say about CHiseNoch who became Lab Aders who became cadres… "Sewu indehon indasqemeTut ayqoy… "

      Filed under G for “Gudikonew!”

      We always love emails that start with a vigorous, “Uuuuggghhh”, which is how Mike Solomon started his. " I read several articles on Seleda that make an art of snobbery at the very people that constitute 99% of the Ethiopian population. You know what I’m talking about. A little ‘complex’ here, a little 'Qutr Amest Melestegna …’ there…

      It would be a colossal waste of what the previous generation (unwittingly) sacrificed by trading the last remnants of deep-seated Ethiopian culture for Nat King Cole and Macchiato (the latter from the Italians, none less.) It will be a waste if ‘we’ (more specifically folks with that publish newsletters decrying anyone who could not pronounce ‘asked’ like ‘as’t’ at the age of 9) use our opportunity only to make (or continue the long tradition of making) silly comments about the rest (did I mention 99%) of the folks that are not properly ‘educated’ or are not of this or that ‘class’.Pretty harsh, you would say. I think that there is really no such thing as comedy, only truths inoculated to the hapless who can’t take a dose of reality any other way. As such (an expression of reality, or someone’s version thereof), that is written down or said as a joke does have the same effect (on the target, of course) as a proclamation that is published in the local newspaper to the same effect as the punch line."

      Ok. We have no idea what Mikey here just said, but we get this deep-seated inkling that he won’t like our CHn Wez Ader joke, which is 99% upsetting. Which means we have to get a machiatto and listen to Nat King Cole as we wallow in guilt. (Did the previous generation do that, we wonder? Did they ever have anxiety attacks over existentialist guilt?) Still, we were sufficiently intrigued by Mike’s email that we emailed him back and gave him an open forum in the Communication Issue to write about how we’ve made art out of snobbery, which, we assume, is no longer considered an accomplishment? Go ahead, we said to him… no holds barred. Mike has yet to take us up on this or even reply even though we “as’t” very nicely. Bummer!

      Filed 0740 Hrs under Y for “Yemin blowing hot air on us and zor malet new itE!” Copies also sent to the “Erediya” and “Snobbery-A New Art?” files.

      Who knows if he who calls himself “BeTam Yberdal” went to QuTr Amist MelesteNa… but he had to say this about SELEDA… “Is this still the “young Ethiopian professional” readership you have? Because it seems to me that the articles in here come from a really old Ethiopian crowd. Frankly, its not as interesting as when Seleda first started out, now its a lot of boring, long winded stuff. The only thing I can stand to read is the Top Ten.”

      Good point, BeTam, and truth be told, we, too, are with you on the whole “why can’t we not evolve and stay where we were three years ago?” argument. But these sly, wily editors here!.. These curmudgeons! … They bring in articles that are more than 3 paragraphs to nala mazor. They preach “intellectual maturity” and “evolving”. AeeeCH! Mozazoch! Do you see Britney Spears trying to sing like Billie Holiday? Noooooooo. Ayderegm’ma! Aynonim’ma! But, we’ve lost this war, you and us, BeTam. But in solidarity with your erroro we are filing your letter under B for “Bring back the good old days when men were men and hager was hager”.

      Strangely enough we were comforted by Yohanes’ iTr mTn yalech foray into scholarship. The kind of social commentary that makes you wonder why you didn’t think of it. The kind of subterranean scrutiny that makes you nod slowly and suck in your breath. “You,” he said to us, “stink”.

      Ahhh. While others use highhanded lexis to deride/define us, Yoni just… lEla mn yasfeligal? You inna stink. Amen. Filed under T for: TaTa inna wushimma alemabzat new.

      But, just as negeroch mesken sijemiruln, (we call it being "Yoninized"… aliam to be in “a State of Yoniness”) here comes Getachew R. to confuse us. “There always are times when, by some Cyber-tech accident, you stumble over something incredible; like Amharic Guramayle yaswabew sweet stuff. That is what exactly happened when, by that aforementioned accident, I got to know about Seleda.com. If Addisu Abebe actually referred to you as YEBOLE MOLQAQOCH, then that remark brings home some new truth home to me; Yebole molqaqoch can really be entertaining, if not more. For the Hill Billie debtera that I am, Memolaqeq simply used to mean to be less than funny. Edme yesetew endilu… With a million cheers.”

      Uh oh. We think we love this Getachew person. Quickly… file under F for FORBIDDEN.

      And finally, Paulos… “I was so much into a lot of staid drivel before, that I marvel at my discovery of the free-wheeling world of Seleda. Actually it was not a discovery. I was introduced to Seleda by a friend in a casual e-mail communication. It was not the first time that I saw the word on the Internet; but I always assumed that the term referred to one of those Ethiopic Script programmes. Could I be more mistaken! I read the whole content in one evening and enjoyed every bit of it. I can’t wait for more! I am not of a generation that exults in Sandford, St. Joseph or Nazareth: I am of the Wingate variety; I mean old Wingate with a headboy surrounded by eight minions who had the arbitrary power of invoking detention on “Qoshts” [unordained students] they hated and were as a result dreaded as “Qurs” punishing prefects! In hindsight though, I am glad that I was not a “Qusht!” I remember that at Wingate, we were too much into Shakespeare and [as I realize now] missed a lot on the light hearted and contagious humour lacing your prose. I was amazed at how much of contemporary English syntax is employed in Seleda side by side with archaic Amharic euphemisms and every day Abyssinian vernacular. I am sure you also break dance and do “Eskesta” as the occasion demands. We can’t, for when it comes to the latter, our generation is, to say the least, pathetic. We can only twist! You have won one Abyssinian scholar who has no choice from now on but be a reading rut of your artistic expressions. As I say to my students who happen to be smart cookies, “Keep up the Good Work!” And thanks H for introducing me to Seleda.”

      Gawsh…. Oh… Gawsh. File under all the alphabets. (Le QomaTa andwa Tat…) Send two copies to the “L” file for “learn break dancing tolo”.

      Ahhhh. SELEDA Mail is back! Write to us.

      editors@seleda.com

      Life diaries
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      There are some Life Diarists who take your breath away… and then there are some diarists who just snuff the very life outta ya and meCHefer on what is left of your carcass until you deliriously maqaset the way your grandmother used to when describing the aftermath of a “draft” that hit her after finding its way shulllllllllk blo through the sealed window and somehow landing on her t’kesha …. “Ehhhh…. Weine… motulish innatiyE…. MammiyE… motkulish…”

      Gudfellazendiro!

      We knew we were up for the thrill of a little lives when we finally got Lijit Heran and Debtera Fasil to agree to be the Ethiopia Issue Diarists. What we did not expect was to be washed away in the perpetual gorff of their wordsmithery. By the end of Entry #3, all we could do was exhale deeply and come to terms with the irrefutable fact that neither the Life Diary feature nor us will ever be the same again!

      With that, we bid you happy reading.

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, April 2002. All Rights Reserved.
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      From: Heran

      To: Fasil

      Subject: Be Kukulu QiNit …

      They had arrived hot and sweaty from the long bumpy ride to Lalibela. The pale peach of the rocks against their unforgiving angles had caught him off-guard, as though the secret smile of the sun had warmed their center and in its exuberance, had snuck and spread on the surfaces. The university professor with deadlines to meet and theories to explore, felt suddenly dwarfed by the presence and permanence of imagination in stone, hushed by its incense anointed silence and low meditative murmurs. He cleared his throat and rather abruptly demanded to see Abba Gebre Mariam, his reliable contact whose insights would help him shape the indigenous Ethiopian view of the creation of the universe which he would then present at the upcoming conference to certain accolades. Abba Gebre Mariam soon appeared and inquired without pretense what the good university professor had studied that led him to this sacred place. The professor began, “yemejemeryawin degreeyen be qwanqwa Tinat CHerishE kezyam Ph. D-yEn be filsifina serichalehu ….” Abba Gebre Mariam squinted against the sun, “isti belew, lijE.”

      All this by way of summarizing our predicament with unscrupulous Seleda Editors offering the theme of Ethiopia and gleefully incanting "isti belut!"and “ijachehu kemin!” Fassil dearest, I come to you from a very scattered place of snap-shot images and sound bites that swell and recede to their own rhythms enjoying the madness of their own muddles. Thus forewarned, yekebere selamta, kewegebe qinTis (and I mean qinTis like minTile’s Tenadam in Ha Hu Besidist Wer) iyalku! I encountered Maritu the Marvelous not once but twice in the past two weeks — a friend sent the poem from Addis Abba right after I heard it read to me. (Won’t Santana be persuaded to do a sequel to “Maria Maria”?) May I say how light and loving your touch with language, how playful (and pungent) your imagery, and how replete with leza your invitation to Maritu’s private moments. May you live long and strong as the Gimbs in Gonder that guard the castles of your namesake, and may many more Maritu’s multiply. (Amen lezelalem.)

      I resume mid-thought with my latest preoccupation — the illusion of permanence presented by “tradition” juxtaposed to the unfinished state of things. Let me elaborate. Some friends and I recently went to a showing of Deepa Metha’s controversial film Fire, and had the pleasure of a question/answer session with the lead actress Shabana Azmi afterwards. Fire tackles several social issues head on, and alarms many in its story of sexual attraction between two women: one who’s husband practices the emptying of desire while laying beside her and controlling any physical or emotional response, and the other just recently plunged into an arranged marriage with a husband who is amorously occupied elsewhere, but is reluctantly going through the motions.

      As this compelling story unfolds, there is a third character (Biji, the grandmother)who is struck mute by a debilitating stroke and is tended to by these two dutiful women at the beck and call of her ringing bell. Ethereal in her translucent white sari and talcummed presence, Biji is privy to the activities of this sexually repressed household and visibly repulsed with the carryings-on. Despite the noisy, largely male displeasure at the assertion of independence by the two women, Biji’s condemnation has the heavy-handed finality of the last word by “tradition” that, as the metaphor extends, even in its crippled state eventually (literally) spit in the face of Shabana Azmi’s character.

      At the end of the film, many older Indians expressed their diplomatic dismay which the actress respectfully accepted. I braved the question of how the one voice that would have changed the dynamic between the three women (tipping it to “tradition”) was mute, to which Shabana responded that tradition was omnipresent and needed no one voice to represent its demands. An Indian friend next to me wryly murmured, “Tradition need only ring the bell … everyone responds!” The question that keeps resurfacing in me is how things considered of “tradition” are, like religious experiences, in an unquestionable realm, in a seemingly uncompromising state of stern finality that affords shelter to many and a choke-hold on others.

      My recent school pursuits led me to Wello where I hung out with Nigus Mikael and followed the scenic route to power by Lij Iyasu, all to the soundtrack of Mary Armday’s singing. Talk about the state of in-between! For a while there, Lij Iyasu kept one step ahead of those breathing fire on his heels, sending them in a tizzy with his controversial efforts to bring about social redress and political equality. Signs of life and motion as he whizzed about the country looking for new wives to marry, and unconventional alliances to cultivate … until the light of the unimaginable slowly flickered its last in a lonely amba.

      Mary’s ache for the unfinished was the perfect sound track. Mary with her scratchy sandpaper yemyankeratit ashewa lashewa love … blind wanderings …shattered stories strumming her own solitude …

      Something about uncharted courses and their drunken weavings stays true to life and creativity. Where and when “tradition” in its silencing might is summoned, even the most straight forward of tasks is unseemly, suspicious in its very spontaneity. I paint you another picture of an actual occurrence. In December of 1959, the Crown Prince of Ethiopia and his entourage were visiting San Quentin prison when the unthinkable happened. The Crown Prince’s shoe became untied. The accompanying author, well-armed with his observations of décor and protocol, was immediately captivated with probable outcomes: How would this problem be solved? Would the Prince stop and tie it himself? Would he ask someone in the party to tie it for him? If so, when? Nothing happened and the tour resumed. The lace became looser and looser until the shoe began sliding up and down with every step. Still, nothing happened. As the author laments, “Toward the end of the tour, the Prince was limping slightly no doubt because of a blister … The shoe was never tied …”

      Something about the untied offers possibilities, with ample room and reference. The poet Pablo Neruda uses the term unfastened … as though casting a wide net into the night sky. I’d like to believe that “tradition” is neither still or static, has room to play and renegotiate territories new and old. The untied shoe never gave a thought to being defiant. It just became undone at an inconvenient moment that, in the larger scheme of things, can also be embraced … no limping foot or ringing bell required.

      Don’t ask me what any of this has to do with the price of tea in China … but I’ll ramble myself off screen for now and await to hear from you …

      Heran

      From: Fasil

      To: Heran

      Subject: Be GuramaylE QiNit …

      In a list of sundry email from friends near and far; a pile of spam offering me a 0% interest credit, supposedly because I turned out to be the most credit-worthy individual on the face of the earth ( “DinQem!” ale Mengistu Haile-Mariam), or as the saying goes, “Doro’n siataliluat, bekissing aTofuat”; and an appeal to me to take advantage of a recent breakthrough of a miraculous penis-enlargement gimmick with a photo, to tempt me, of a monstrous pink plantain dangling between hairy thighs ("Esti beseTeN Tirs emibelaw ayasaTaN" alu emahoy); and, of course, Seleda’s “let’s-stay-in-touch” spiel; I see your email, Heran, and I click it open to soak in yemoQe selamta, something in the vein of: “BalawQhim enkuan ….” But what do I see instead? An unflinching heart-of-the-matter! And I say to myself: well, I guess I am up against a Ms. Qumneger who wouldn’t waste time on inconsequential Enka Selamta, and wiping the eager smirk off my face, sit reading the first paragraph line by line, betemesTo. And then, several lines down comes the part that restores my belief in the fact that I am not a nameless, faceless, e-chimerical entity; a mereEgele@Eziamado.comwho would mutely suck in what he is given, chew it up in his hole somewhere, anonymous in a sea of humanity, and spit out what he has made of it.

      And yene neger! After waxing weak of knees at the “Fassil dearest” and waiting for my heart to get its act together and get on with its ancient, immutable, imbecilic, two-beat rhythm, your praise of my giTim “Maritu” sweeps me off my feet and leaves me cross-eyed with a sudden surge of…what do you call it…self-adulation. Yep! I can’t take compliments with my eyes straight.

      And Heran, don’t think the “After I heard your poem READ to me…” part has escaped my notice, and on the first read at that. Read to me? Minew, minew jal? And of course I latched onto that piece of info with a look on my face of one who has lost a simuni and found a’nd birr. And here is one of the seemlier of fantasies, possibilities, what-if’s, my mind has concocted with the rapid fire squirt of a nanny goat “dropping currants”* from beneath its indecently upturned bit of a tail. Dros fiyel!

      Me — Yeneta — seated on a battered three-legged barCHuma wrapped up in a slightly soiled gabi adorned with a thick blood-red Tilet and my head imposingly wound with asra-arat zoor TimTam. Yeneta, of the flabby mound of a belly and the overflowing nebrima riz, one hand avidly yet discreetly scratching hidden crannies beneath the colossal gabi while the fingers on the other play with a length of the most durable whip money can buy (you don’t expect any less from a dried, lard-polished Qoorz that has sired several yemiamru gideroch, do you, now?) Yes, Yeneta Fasil in his desasa gojo waiting for Heran who slinks through the half-open door hugging a brand-new fidel pressed to her bosom, and with a bow and a smile, squats next to him. “Ha hu hi ha…” she parrots him, her sebez-gripping hand in his, a warty toad on top of a slender frog (ay siminteNaw shi, joro yemaysemaw yelem!) With that, her baby steps towards literacy in AmariNa…

      As the sun begins its descent behind the horizon and the late afternoon quiet of the village gives way to the cacophony of man and beast trudging homeward after a long day of toiling, foraging and dunging, the eerie twilight draping the hilltop where Yeneta has built his hut overlooking the church of St. Ghiorgis stirs up the spooky brainwaves of the myth-riddled priest. He takes it into his head to regale the doe-eyed korreda crouching next to him with tales of aganint, rkusan-menafist, and how twilight unfetters them to their favored time of rampage. “keQenu se’atat hulu endedingizgiz leganen yetemeche yelem. Sew betu sigeba, enesu medawun yiworrutal”, he begins, stroking his beard with loving fingers, and goes on spinning his hair-raising yarn. The sweat on Heran’s palms stains the new fidel as her eyes roll in trepidation behind their lashes, roaming the dingy corners of Yeneta’s shack. Yeneta steals a furtive glance at the dembel throbbing on her deret in rhythm with the quaking of her heart, and he unleashes an avalanche of horror with renewed fervor.

      “Yeneta, ferahu!” she whimpers, snuggling closer.

      “Ene Eyalehu min yasferashal? Ma meselkush anchi? Enkuan tera ganen, saTna’el erasu bihonem yichin mesQel ayQerbatim!” he brags fishing out a wooden cross, encrusted with oily dirt. “Ney Tega beyina samiyat!” he orders her. As she thrusts her face forward to kiss it, the cross accidentally-on purpose, slips from his hand and …wah wah wah!…enjorri kenafir meet Yeneta’s yewoizero medaf.

      Four months later…

      Deprived of his shield against Ekuy menafist when the cross slipped out of his hand and dropped, head first, onto the dung-polished floor of his home, Yeneta had become a prey to one of the twilight demons of his tale that roamed the land in search of souls to tempt and possess, and his descent down the abyss of gehanem was begun with a kiss planted in the palm of his hand. Now, he is a fallen priest, they say, a disgraced ex-servant of God who has bartered eternity for a few years of earthly joy. But he is happy, by the look of things. Stripped of his menfesawinet together with his titanic gabi (which he has replaced with a hand-me-down blazer infested with various buttons gotten for a bargain at a faraway flea market), having parted with his massive TimTam and shorn the lush growth of beard that used to tickle his navel when he sat naked in his bed for an early dawn prayer, he has been transformed into a strapping hunk, sleek and shiny like a snake that has just sloughed off an old, worn out skin. He is living in sin, away from judging, prying eyes, shacked up with a gorebet lij he had seduced one evening four months ago. They are happy, shamelessly happy, they say, “giggling like a pair of fifteen year olds in love.” Wuha siwosd eyasasaQe new.

      Having raved, ranted and foamed at the mouth, I must simmer down because I could almost hear the Seleda Shumamint grumbling “ehem…uh…esti sine sir’at!”

      Humbled by your wogeb QenTis selamta, I am standing hat in hand, and won’t sit down until I hear you say: "Ere ayigebbam! Bemariam, beGebriel teQemet ebakkih!" TenayistiliN, Heran. Thank you for the encouraging words, and I might churn out one more Maritu just for that.

      Now wedeQumnegeru.

      First thing, you may not believe it, but not until the fourth time reading your email did I realize that the movie title “Fire” was actually the English word for “Isat”. Maybe because of the Italics, or perhaps despite my bilingual exterior, the words that whisper and gurgle in my veins are yamariNa Qalat with all their plosive-studded resplendence (ChiQa QuanQua TenQuai QaCHil netsebraQ ), I mistook “Fire” for the Amharic “fire” as in “firew”, hee hee! And I was asking myself what Deepa Metha was thinking messing around with my language.

      On the theme of change and the resistance to changing some old detrimental practices carried on in the name of tradition, convention, culture, heritage and all that fine-sounding wind, of course I am for doing away with the ugly, as long as we know exactly what to replace them with. In other words, as long as the whole thing doesn’t end up being kediTu wodemaTu. But even now as I am writing these words, I feel the undercurrents of faint rebellion at my halfhearted advocacy for change. I hope you don’t judge me harshly for that, for after all I hail from Ethiopia, the land of ragged permanence, a country whose people have always looked for signs of their doom or bloom in the skies of June, July and August. And yet, our farming tools — ox-drawn mofer, Qenber, irf, wogel, etc, and all those yehiliwunachin awtaroch remain unchanged through thousands of years, despite a staggering 3% birthrate that has littered every nook and cranny of Abyssinia with yesew me’at. Change? Sialfim aynekan! Hence, the enduring, quintessentially Ethiopian aphorisms: “yalageru!” “yalabatu!” “yalewogu!”, meaning, innovation = doing things yalewogu. Therefore, it should be condemned, laughed at, avoided like the plague, frowned up on, spat at, ground to dust!

      Having said that, some sense of permanence in this ever-changing world, a rock of stability in this time-driven chariot of change cruising headlong to God knows what end, wouldn’t hurt. Even if that could mean Woizero GeTenesh would keep addressing her hubby of thirty years, Balambaras Birru, by the deferential pronoun “Irsiwo”, and that she would get through that rare virile spell of his without a peep, because she had once let herself be carried away and squealed like a delirious puppy. Vexed and incredulous, Balambaras had halted his exertion and waited to let her know that she was making a fool of herself. Still in the fuddling fog of Eros, she had asked panting:

      "Minew Balambiwa, CHeresu ende?"

      "BiCHeris balCHeris min tiliQ aregesh? Demo kemeche wodih new Balambiwa yehonkut? Wochew guuuud!" he had grumbled and resumed the rough and tumble, now to the creak and groan, not of his shame-shrunken wife, but of the sprawling yeshibo alga.

      Yeah, there might be some truth to the saying that “KemayawQut mel’ak…” Maybe just a shred of truth. What do you think? Do I sound like a thick-hided conservative knucklehead? I am just indulging myself in bualt.

      By the way, “the indigenous Ethiopian view of the creation of the universe” is truly worth looking into.

      Bemakber,

      Fasil
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       From: Heran

      To: Fasil

      Subject: Lisann’e Quanqua

      Savory delights across the cyber-space arrived unannounced some days past.

      And always in between, the grand tentacled arms of Seleda fanned the flames, goading. Wasn’t there some story of how Seleda had come by the patent of the amazing Mobile Margebgebya from the original creator (ArogitE negere gotitE) who had discovered its application quite by accident (isatun iif bey izyaw witiff bey)? The word in certain circles is that Seleda editors have since celebrated an annual event to honor the old lady’s predicament and gifts of anti-histamines, prunes, Liquid Drano and other things that unplug, are reverently offered at an undisclosed location. Secretive Seledawian, diros!

      My margebgebya musings are interrupted by the radio announcement that Fasil’s gimb in Gonder had indulged in its rare shiver and shake causing the usual shibbir all around. People had looked for doom or bloom in the skies, and cliff-hanger prophecies clinging to the crumbly sides of coffee cups. Once again thwarting the conspiracy theory that he never fell but was indeed pushed, Habte DamTe (Humpty’s GonderE counterpart) had leapt his limber self from the wall to the more stable doorway, which had passersby worried of precedents that would make the sacred décor of seven ostrich eggs atop church roofs terribly secular.

      And there by the doorway you stand … aynafar by a bit … but with the prowess of your gaddemizenhower imagination so casually unleashed … the kind of imagination that would need all the space and colors of Mary Armday’s "Semayin yemyahil biranna tefiqo / Abbayin yemyahil qelem tebeTbiTo …). She still has me in her grip, Mary. So does Maritu. Here’s my small confession why — you see, when overly eager gentlemen insist on asking me my name, (which inevitably leads to the Herald/Hewan approximation), I would say, “Maritu.” This bewilders them, but would evoke her searing Ambassel rendition in my mind, and the vision of that mysteriously stoic, dark chocolate, neatly afroed woman accompanying her on the masinqo. What a rush!

      GuramaylE qiNit has people talking … Is it the language of the hyphenated Ethiopian, that made-up-slap-dash-funky Esperanto Ethiopian mix that rolls and rhumbas off the tongues of learned Seledawians …or the deep bottle green of Lakech’s beautiful niQisat against the dazzling white of her teeth and warm earth of her skin … Gigi certainly doesn’t help with her "Lijju…(Guramayle)… QuanQua…" and the guy who mefokers in German… maybe it’s the breeze of Yeneta’s bass murmurs under the guramayle sparrow’s wings in flight …

      ….

      Aaaah yes … the lulling cadences of Yeneta’s voice coming around and around the bends of those letters and lines … circular rhythms matched only by the asra-arat zoor TimTam on his head … .

      Seasons and separations later …

      “Let us try this again,” the group leader said, a note of frustration creeping unwittingly into her voice.

      The setting was the back room of an unlikely evangelical church in San Jose, California, where my mother and I had been ushered in with suspicious enthusiasm. We had been invited by concerned fellow Ethiopians we barely knew to visit the church and pray for my father’s failing kidneys. Our hosts had disappeared shortly after the sermon and the moving choir hymns, leaving us alone to ponder the one question raised by the pastor: Which one of us knew Jesus?

      This was not the only time I would be faced with this (yechibo amlak yimeskir…) question which would again catch me unawares. Who’d have thought that in the dusty aqwaraCH backroads of Kazanchis gebeya I would encounter a shy gubil modestly covered in her neTela, softly inquiring, “Iyesusin tawqiwalesh?” I briskly called upon my own floundering sense of direction and with concerned urgency responded, “Iyesus ma?” Her eyes filled with disbelief bordering on reproach, which worsened with my every effort at comeback. “Iyesus yeGna? Yelay betu Iyesus?” and, weakly, “Iyesus Igziabher???”

      Well …

      My family and I back in San Jose felt that day, as most other days, that we knew Jesus some, and stood up to so indicate, little advised that this was church-speak deployed to weed out the presumptuous from the pious. Called to the front of the congregation, we stood before the swaying audience singing us an imparting hymn with renewed vigor … abet anjet meblat sichilubet …

      As their last lingering note faded, no nonsense church staff emerged from the shadows behind us to organize the most efficient path to our salvation. My mother and I were placed in a group of five others with a cheerful but firm group leader whose task it was to teach us to speak in tongues.

      “All you have to do,” she instructed with assurance, “is open your mouth and make ba-ba-ba sounds with your eyes closed. The spirit will take over from there.”

      Always game to try something new at least once, my mother and I joined hands with our group members in an unexpected feeling of team spirit, and bellowed a rousing round of ba-ba’s. As if on cue, our group leader took off on an improvised albeit alarming solo, her voice one octave higher, weaving a fantastic path with unintelligible but enigmatic lyrics. Some moments passed, and she stopped to catch her breath and offer ecstatic encouragement for our second round.

      A third and fourth attempt came and went with no liberated lisan in sight. I felt personally miffed. Was I not the girl who was determined to finish reading the Bible at fifteen, who memorized the palm-sized version of “Peace with God” given to me by my friend Haimanot (her real name, inne limut!), who would recite this same text in low meandering melodies to the delight of my parents? So amazed were they that they once asked for my (shortened, 20 minute version) recitation before a small gathering of their friends. With all the authority my 10 year-old self could muster, I began. “God be merciful to me a sinner …Lord save me …” Encouraged by the appropriate mTs in all the right places, I double-paced my way through the prayers and arrived, eyes closed and headlong with the same serious solemnity, at the ending. “For more copies, please write P.O. Box 9438, Kijjabe, Kenya … Printed in Canada, 1976.”

      An hour and some bleary ba’s later…

      “Let’s try this again.” The group leader was getting hostile. In the split second distraction when she looked away, my mother turned to me with her trademark fierce resourcefulness signaling a plan of action. “When I squeeze your hand, do as I do, and DON’T laugh.”

      The group held hands and began again. My mother’s voice soared above the background ba’s, rivaling the group leader’s as she raced her vertical path down rows of fidel … "ha… le… ha… me…"I quickly caught on. "Aa … bu…gi…da…he…wi…zo…"I paused with shock that my diagonal zig-zag that was weaving a lovely pattern with my mother’s path, was about to come to an abrupt and frightening end …from the misty past Yeneta’s voice steadied me, “Misten wesedat wezwizo…” I ended quite pleased to have hit house, chanted fidel and flirted with spirit all at once. …Wait until Yeneta hears about this! … What with him thinking I paid him no mind all along …

      “Stop!” our group leader’s eyes had grown wide with excitement, the twin moustaches over them (as my Eritrean friend once so eloquently dubbed eyebrows), forming perfectly perched arches.

      “Again!” she commanded breathlessly.

      The signal hand grip from my mother dropped the flag at the starter’s line. “Ha… le… ha… me …/Aa …bu…gi…da…” We swirled and swelled in chorus.

      The group leader thanked the good lord for his endless miracles, as did we for the leap and limbo of our own lisann with which to navigate life.

      bicha min yadergal … Ms. QumNeger has left the building …

      Yih albeKa bilo, the goose that lays the golden egg is now so passé, long replaced by the goat that lays the golden currants, and the Made in India fabulous Fire Firafire basket in which you could nestle such precious matter has been surpassed by the plush Polish Fire Fersiki packaging

      And all the while … I am undone as Yeneta’s TimTam… by the whimsy of a kiss in his palm…

      Iij Iyenesahu,

      Heran

      From: Fasil

      To:Heran

      Subject: **_Intin’na Bualt

      Heran, do I know this Arogite, negere gotite? I am talking about the old lady who, you allege, bequeathed her skills of fanning the flames of neger to the Seleda folks. Is she that stringy widow, the one whose late-blooming scandalous flings with a decrepit old goat by the name of Aya Mulat inspired the azmari to mezref the following lines?

      Yezendiro fiQir miniNa deneffa

      Yigremachihu bilo Emahoyin deffa

      Qobachew tegeNe, meQuTeriachew Teffa.

      The rumor goes that Aya Mulat, a quintessential gefi who had long since buried his contemporaries and yalageru, yalewogu, outlived even his wife, was seen sneaking in and out of Arogite’s shack bemaleda while the birds darted about twittering above the steaming turds of yelemmaN a’r. The neighbors, the church-going, arb-rob-fasting, priest-worshipping, tsebel-guzzling, imnet-rubbing busybodies who knew this Qillet for what it was — a harbinger of the end of the world foretold in Fikare Iyesus: “BesiminteNaw shih, beQlo tiwoldalech, menekuse Qobuan Tila tamaneziralech” — they lapped her up with baleful eyes and flung curses at her. “Yansash!” “Yizosh yihid!” “Besterjinna melkeskes!” But what do they know? True, she had toyed with defiant thoughts at the start, something along the line of “Whose fault is it if the decades failed to quench the fire in my loins?” But didn’t she take a humbler view of things later, in light of the fact that her earthly days might have been numbered for all she knew? And what did she do to lighten the burden on her conscience? She headed to the church of Tekliye to cleanse, with nissiha, the acrid stench of sin that still clung to her guyya in the aged lion’s spoor of Aya Mulat’s Teren.

      “Mindinnew haTiatish?” asked the handsome priest, about ten years her junior.

      “Yenatih Qil enkuan manTelTeya alew, ant amedam! Qes batihon noro, lik likihin enegrih nebber,” she fumed inwardly, belibua, as she began to part with her secret.

      “Semay midiru sayilaQeQ meTTana…”

      “Man?”

      "Mulat yemilut yizo muach newa."

      "Beje…"

      "Meskotun kua kua kua

      Gud ayalehu biye zim

      Berrun kefto dirgim

      Gud ayalehu biye zim

      Kalgaye gebto giddim

      Gud ayalehu biye zim

      Zoro kangete TimTim

      Gud ayalehu biye zim

      Tekenafire giTTim…

      “Ere bekash silefeTTeresh!” pleaded the celibate priest waging a losing battle against the same demon who, in the guise of yegorebet lij with fuddling eyes and trembling lips, cheated Yeneta out of the promise of heaven. The starkly lewd confession of the old lady had stung him with a sudden urgent desire to witness her transgression with his own eyes, from within the shoes of her early morning visitor.

      "Ahun arba sigejinna Qeriwun nege Tuat initesaseballen," he had quipped with a horrid smile of the newly fallen, revealing beredo Tirsoch which she was powerless to resist.

      Taken aback yet flattered at the apparent power of her charm that was still alive and potent despite her age, Arogite cast her eyes down in fake penitence, stifling a fountain of laughter that was bubbling in her chest. You see, she was thinking: “What if that besotted Mulat catches me in the act with this wolf in a sheep’s cloak?” And the very thought of tumbling for a few blessed moments with this priest and his odor of sanctity (exuding myrrh and frankincense) was enough to send shivers of expectant thrill down her spine. As her forehead touched the hallowed ground of the church, she could no longer contain her laughter and she shook in quiet mirth, prostrated, and the priest, towering above her, mistook her agitation for a burst of passionate contrition.

      The moral of the story: the rkus menfes that has snared Yeneta is out to trap a hundred more cross-wielding wolves in sheep’s clothing, and the Devil knows who is next.

      Correction: Heran, it is true that Seleda editors have indeed honored the old lady. But I have heard, from reliable sources, that the gift they chose for her contained no such thing as prunes or Liquid Drano (God knows what that is). What she got was, I found out, a mere corkscrew. Brutally practical, you might say, but even prunes and what you call “drano” (sounds like a super-strong anti-clogging solution used by industrial plumbers) are no match for bowels that have simply quit moving after decades of service, elishalehu.

      Esti esu andiye kesterjinna QillEt yiTebiQen

      Mejemeria gin, yekermo sew yibelen, anchin, enen endihum the praiseworthy movers and shakers of Seleda.

      Bemakber,

      Fasil.
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      To: Fasil

      From: Heran

      Subject: Welel blo tayeN … (yeah, okay…)

      Fasil —

      It seems as though the cyber-space screechings of Seleda editors refuses to abate till the question of Ityopia agere gara shentererewa is addressed. Where do they think Yeneta and Arogite with their biliCH dirgim tales hail from, I ask you?? MeTne yenesus neger iyalku, I send you a brief entry of a day in my life with the how, when and if Ethiopia graced me with an appearance or otherwise turned a corner, chuckling coyly. Before I launch into it all, I must thank you for such a pleasurable journey … there’s nothing quite as beautiful as imagination in flight… inna fly robin fly ilihalehu…

      _

      Ethiopia last night…

      _

      The moon a luminous eye in the sky … Gebre Kristos whispers, "Mn alech CHereka/bemeskotish gebta/sitneka fitishin/tedegifa algashin? I think about him while blowing streams of his poetry underwater in a pool all to myself one New Year’s eve in Addis Aba …I think about his words caught in the unabashed act of making beauty, the explosion of circles in his paintings and how his very skin was canvas …

      _

      Ethiopia this morning…

      _

      I continue my wade into a thickening mass of swirling family alliances that I must pick my ginger way through, find the threads and braid them. Notions of a nation forged, a togetherness visualized and the constant thinly sheathed pain held in place by duty to the motherland visit my mind. I have a thirst for the pouring sounds of Tilahun and he obliges with “Sithed siketelat” (such yearning) and “Meleyayet mot new” (such finality).

      _

      Ethiopia by noon…

      _

      I attend a talk on “Drinking the Word of God” — Islamic practices in Zender (Niger) and Bonduku (Ivory Coast). Inscriptions of the Koran, painstakingly rendered on wooden slabs are washed off and used as Tsebel. Slides of children wearing amulets against harms real and imagined flash across the projector. Assab’s sun, salt and sea traverse on tiptoes across my soul. I am seized with a need to make a huge amulet to protect the spirits of Ethiopia and re-align our own sense of well-being.

      _

      Ethiopia in the late afternoon…

      _

      A man bussing tables at the restaurant looks like kinfolk. I pose the delicate question and he responds that he is from Addis Aba. The English rides uncomfortably on his Amharic intonation but my own efforts to bring respite in the form of Amharic words casually inserted are ignored. Fractured stories fall from his lips about his past peppered with his conviction that a history of the people, that of absolute truth, must be written for Ethiopia. I wonder about his krrir mrrir yale stance against different perspectives or interpretations, and his immediate dismissal of a dialogue of possibilities.

      _

      Ethiopia this evening…

      _

      Is the flair that berberE brings to any dish it’s invited to … It is the playful percolation of shiro bubbles that, yemyashofu meselew, burn their presence upon my cautious hand at least once. I sense the desolation of a scarred and traumatized collective psyche emptied of such imaginative risings and hope for creative channels to direct our love, sharpen our instincts for tolerance, alleviate the plagues and pains of poverty, displacement, and indifference. I wrap myself up in my red tilet gabi, its warmth exuding comfort against my naked skin as the muse beckons me to a place where Ethiopia’s vibrant existence is real, and the Ityopia lezelalem tinur buna bEt in Kazanchis is renamed Isuma owo! I believe mystic poet Rumi on this, that fish would never run out of water to swim in and birds would never run out of sky in which to fly.

      Ke kebere selamta gar

      Heran

      To: Heran

      From: Fasil

      Subject: Tz AleN Ye Tntu (no, embi…)

      Heran — TenayistiliN.

      Before I plunge headlong into whatever my cornered imagination might be kind enough to squirt through the nib of my bi’ir onto the ashen barrenness of the paper mutely staring at me, I must say that your bereka (definitely not the third draw of the coffee my own Maritu pours from the jebena into the fnjal) was worth the wait. Endiaw baCHiru: malefia malefia malefia new.

      _

      Ethiopia last night…

      _

      The sky weeping copiously, unloading what it has scoured from the seven seas onto the denuded land. Infinite clouds being squeezed not to nourish but to punish. Vein like rivulets swelling into vicious streams, frenziedly combing the rocky expanse in search of booty to carry off and scatter across an ocean of sand. Shrill thunderclaps interspersed with burrowing rumbles prodding deep into the earth’s innards. The firmament incandescent as if a wrathful god were dissecting it every which way with a white-hot sword. And I am trying to lull myself to sleep, in vain, because unlike the comforting whisper of a gentle shower, this torrent battering the zinc roof conjures up the horror of an apocalyptic hailstorm. Mercifully, the storm abates as suddenly as it has come, and gives way to profound rreCHta. Relieved, I am slowly drifting off to sleep when Gash Molla, the perennial drunk, passes by on his way home, disturbing the doff-cleansed neighborhood with a raunchy serenade in his molasses voice:

      Mistim alageba lasabim alchekul Andu yagebatin eQemsalehu yekul

      True to his word, he has remained a bachelor.

      _

      Ethiopia this morning…

      _

      My heart sinks as I crawl out of my bed because it is only Thursday and there is school waiting for me. On my way out, I dawdle in front of a neighbor’s house making fun of the little Welansa as she squats, over a steaming swirl of what looks like a baby rattle snake ready to pounce, with her doro dabbo split open to the morning sun.

      A new teacher has come to our school — a potbellied, spindle-legged alcoholic halfwit who looks like a giant pear on stilts. He is mean beyond words and gets a kick out of terrorizing us. Two days ago, he rapped Lulit’s knuckles with a ruler and wouldn’t stop until she begged for mercy while hugging his knees. The reason? He had earlier barked at her to make a sentence using the Amharic word “hiyaw”, and scared witless, she had whimpered: “Abebe hiyawun bellaw.”

      _

      Ethiopia by noon…

      _

      At the public buanbua wuha, a bunch of women with big clay pots are raising pandemonium because someone has upset the stones they have lined up as queue markers. Teshome’s mother is the one who shrieks the loudest. When she thinks she is treated badly, which is almost always, her eyes become as big as eggs and her nostrils flare like those of a furious bull. She has a loud shrill voice that can outshout any of the women’s in our neighborhood, and no one knows as many vicious words of insult as she does. Kids are afraid to touch her sons because when they do, she goes to their houses and harangues their mothers, and that will mean a whipping for them.

      _

      Ethiopia this evening…

      _

      We are wild with joy because it is Friday evening. Saturday is just around the corner, Qidame Ehudin argizo / yefenTeziya feres yizo… We play soccer in front of the famous Tej-bEt because we know we have a better chance of wheedling money from drunks to start our yesport budin. The name of the Tej-bEt: "YeSoviet Kominnist Party Kegonachin New Tej-BEt"

      As twilight falls, a man from the rich part of town pompously strolls by with his son and we all halt pounding the ball and gawk at them. Tilahun, the Tella kommari’s son, enviously watches the rich kid’s bright shoes while scratching his belly through a rip in his shirt and munching on an unsightly slab of yeTella QiTTa his mother has thrown him for mekses. The rich man’s kid turns to his dad with goggle eyes and says:

      “Abbaye Abbaye ya lij gidgidawun bellaw!!”

      And the father gravely admonishes: “Abbi, besew gidgida ayagebahim!”

      Cher YigTemen.

      Fasil.
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      My Ethiopia
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      _

      A SELEDA EDITORIAL ROUNDUP

      _

      _Occasionally, and we promise to not make a habit of this, we let some editors pontificate on a subject. Our last attempt at this venture was pitiful… probably because we should have known that the mesqeleNa TiyaqE “Is upper management Authoritarian or Totalitarian?” would not exactly charter new intellectual territory. (The general izihm b’sot, ezam b’sot consensus was that upper management was an inimitable feudo-capitalist monarchical anarchy, that uses parliamentary dictatorship to keep the people down. Hmmm, that was a waste of several thousand brain cells!)

      Anyway, this time we asked, “What is your Ethiopia?”… and the results were a little more, indEt inibelew, civilized.

      _

      Our artists of the past who have chronicled us, our fathers and our grandmothers… our artists of the present who are watching and recording history… our artists of the future who will paint their own Adwa… to me, our artists are my Ethiopia. The words of their qinE, the red of their paint, the slow click on the shutters of their cameras, the break in their voice when they sing Bati… our artists are holders of our culture. To all artists, you readers, writers, singers; you crooners, scribes and painters; you photographers, filmmakers and actors… you are my Ethiopia because you define me… and because you loved your craft when I didn’t, and because you knew long before me that I’d come back… and rest… and because you give me peace when I hear your poetry, when I sing your songs, when I drown my demons in your art; and because you never turned your back on art… because of these reasons and more, you are MY Ethiopia. Your poems are my Ethiopia. Your canvas is My Ethiopia. From Qidus Yared to Girmay Hiwet to Jorga Mesfin to Robel Kassa… they are my Ethiopia.

      Editor #34

      A day trip in the Great Ethiopian Rift Valley, with its six lakes, its millions of acacia trees, hundreds of thousands of gazelles, lions, elephants, hippos, and the beautiful Arsi, Sidama, Shoa, Guji, and Gamo people.

      Soccer games on a Sunday afternoon by the side of the Jimma road way outside Addis Ababa as the Sun negotiates its slow descent behind the Mogley Mountain.

      A beautiful Saturday morning at one of the Cafés on Bole Road savoring the smell of freshly roasted coffee and the hissing sound of an old espresso machine.

      A Kremt evening by the side of a kesel midija with all in the family wrapped in their bright white Gabi and talking about the details of everyday Addis Ababa life.

      Paulos Gno Gno and Mamo Wudneh’s books.

      Meskerem days in the Ethiopian highlands as God’s hands visit the land with the magic of the bright yellow Adey Abeba.

      Tizita and Erikum songs.

      The anticipation of breaking 40 days of fasting (whether one likes it or not) by waking up at 6:00 AM.

      The small talk of Ato Kassa, the guard at the embassy building next door and his not infrequent advices of “don’t drink and smoke.”

      Moments like these and many many more define what that magical land, Ethiopia, means to me.

      Editor #14

      My Ethiopia is a land of the majestic mountains, of smiling lips, of undulating hips and dazzling eyes. She is the birthplace of immeasurable beauty, of roaring rivers and yawning canyons…and of thundering falls; a land of enchanting stories as yet untold, of sunlight poured like golden threads from her azure skies.

      I love this about my Ethiopia, but not just this.

      No, my Ethiopia commands me to love her in all her glory. Looking through her checkered years, I see the cracks, the wrinkles…the scars. I do not turn away from her rotting stench, her unraveling morality, her relentless anger…or the fatality she breeds. Undaunted, she flaunts her unsurpassed poverty, her unrealized potential, and broken dreams…and I acquiesce. I witness and attest to the cowardice she harbors, the avarice she applauds and her celebration of bloodshed. I bow in the face of her intolerance, her belligerence and incomparable sorrows…

      And I love her still.

      (would that we were all loved thus)

      Editor #5

      This question is very difficult for me to answer. Ethiopia, the physical place of daily experience, of social belonging is where I am from. I was, in many ways, literally in the heart of Ethiopia. I grew up in Addis, shielded, but aware of a nation that was in the middle of a whirlwind of what we probably still do not completely know.

      But like a cruel, unfulfilled Yin and Yang complementarity, I am now outside the heart of Ethiopia, but find Ethiopia the center of much of my existence. Ethiopia questions my morality, my sense of destiny and history, my ambitions and future dreams. The longer I stay away, people and place grow even more abstracted and distilled, losing their organic wholeness. Ethiopia becomes a duty - to zemedazmad, to culture, to language, to political rapprochement, to institutions and persons under real or imagined attack.

      And yet, just when I feel that Ethiopia has become nothing more than a consuming abstraction, memories flitter through - of deep azure cloudless blue skies against equally deep green forested hills, of the full throaty laughter of peasants in complete surrender to the joy of the moment, of grandfathers enjoying the serenity of a magnificent mefaqiya in their sons’ city home, of the hopelessly eternally hopeful little kids up at the crack of dawn to polish shoes and sculpt a better tomorrow for themselves out of the skin-cracking Addis morning chill.

      For me, the diasporaed me, Ethiopia has become as opportunity to always learn something new about something new - about religion, language, history, politics, love, geography, etcetera etcetera etcetera…

      If nothing else, Ethiopia is an eternal inspiration to discover myself.

      Editor #7

      "M’Ts. Ay, igzer baililet new!" When the neighbors son dies of “pneumonia”

      “Min, yihegnawin? Min lihun bileh?” When you try and buy a pack of “Hiwot” from Shemsu, the neighborhood souq honcho.

      The green, gold, and red Tiletoch beye’neTelawina jenow come Meskerem 1 …revolutions and politics have never been more subtle and embittered.

      The comforting smell of qibE in bilqaToch, in hair, and on skin …

      The generic ye’shai birCHiqo with the crooked mamamesia mankia … not to mention the qimem shai and ambasha … igzio!

      The listro that tries to cajole and swindle me out of one more simooni, while smiling knowingly and eyes sparkling with anticipation.…

      That I can walk anywhere and not get lost; and IF I do, the right path is only one friendly be’ageCH-tiqoma away … “izichihu gar nata!”

      That’s my little niche in Ethiopia … the comforting constants.

      Editor #23

      The early, enchanting solitary prayer of EmetiyE, wrapped in her private yetefteletele neTela, rehearsing her Dawit and working her rosary at the crack of dawn … My mother, the spellbinding sight of her spirit preparing to walk the long walk to QulibE…My father, wrapped in the cocoon of his aged gabi,eTan, and wisdom, relishing at best he can, his Ethiopia away from home…

      My mother’s selets, my brother’s koltafanet, my father humbled on the celestial siminto of Urayel…

      That space between my Creator and my family. That is my Ethiopia.

      Editor #2.5

      I long labored over this moment, to answer fully what should be such a simple question: What is your Ethiopia? Well, my Ethiopia never was - maybe never had been - but, perhaps, could one day become that yenat hod to which I return after an odyssey away in far away lands, on turbulent seas, with strange people and stranger customs, still. Ethiopia is my childhood home (where I fashioned dist out of her soft red mud), now nothing more than a chimera burnt like an after image onto the silver screen of my over imaginative mind’s eye. Ethiopia is a place, like a mirage, that insists on disappearing when I reach out, again and again, to find her with my blind woman’s touch and feel what it is to be Ethiopian. Now I’m clinging to the pride, now I’m clinging to the upheaval, now I’m clinging to other people’s spoken words of their Ethiopia in all her unsightly and magnificent splendor - but all I know is that I’m clinging, like one clings to the memory of a lover lost at sea or in battle. My Ethiopia, on good days and bad, is that hope that glimmers at me at the end of a long, dark tunnel I’m convinced is leading me home.

      Editor #4

      My Ethiopia is about strolling down Addis Abeba for the first time in 10 years and casually buying some copies of Addis Zemen printed over 30 years ago from a street vendor … “le mastwawesha”. My Ethiopia is about browsing the Addis Zemen back in my apartment thousands of miles away and finding myself staring in shock at the obituary of the grandfather I had never met. My Ethiopia is about finding myself face to face with history as I read of the battles he fought against the Italians and all the Italian Generals he killed. My Ethiopia is about living so many years as an irrelevant alien with a hard-to-pronounce name floating around anonymously and invisibly and in minutes finding myself personally rooted in a proud history of a proud country. My Ethiopia is about my identity.

      Editor #10

      Menelik Yimoot
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      by: Felleke

      We both knew that Lieut. William L. Calley Jr.'s parole had nothing and everything to do with our bitter and escalating quarrel. Still, neither of us dared climb out of the trenches from which we’ve been firing at one another ever since the day I turned twelve and accidentally found out about my mother.

      It was a typically cold November evening. Once he had retired from the Italian Air Force a few years back and moved from the officers’ quarters at Aviano Air Base into the Roman apartment he inherited from his parents, he forsook a lifelong Spartan existence and embarked upon a life of comfort with a vengeance. My father kept his spacious home toasty throughout the winter months, all the while imprecating OPEC for the soaring cost of energy.

      He poured coffee for all three of us as my wife, Serena, served the habitual number of brown sugar cubes with Nonna’s chrome tongs and I splashed some cream into his coffee cup.

      Serena set the sugar bowl down on the silver serving tray and lit a cigarette. He glanced left toward the corridor. I told him that I had checked earlier and that Aster was knocked out, sound asleep. “General, she couldn’t stop raving about all the fountains you showed her at Piazza Navona during your outing today,” Serena said gleefully.

      Beaming, he raised his saucer and cup up to his chin. “I don’t see why you don’t leave Naples and move in here with me. No need to tell you there’s plenty of space here. Piazza Navona and Campo dei Fiori would be at the little one’s doorstep, Botanical Gardens and Mount Palatine a few bus stops away. What more would a little girl want?” he asked rhetorically. Steam rising from his scorching coffee began to condense on his forehead.

      Lieut. Calley’s photograph in uniform stared at me from the front and top page of the Corriere della Sera, folded neatly next to the tray. I expressed my outrage at the American army’s decision made a day earlier, essentially freeing Lieut. Calley, an officer responsible for the carnage of over five hundred innocent South Vietnamese civilians at Mai Lai. Father held the coffee spoon and replaced it on the saucer without stirring the sugar and cream in his coffee.

      “Why do you insist on ruining our evening? Why pick that story for an after dinner conversation?” Serena said vehemently. She leaned over the coffee table and snatched up the newspaper. “You want to talk about current affairs?” Serena said, turning over the newspaper. “Look,” Serena exclaimed, striking the newspaper with her hand, “here’s an election special, exploring Aldo Moro’s relationship with some members of the Socialist and Communist parties.” She rapidly flipped over a few pages. “Ali and Foreman’s Kinshasa boxing match in pictures,” she added. Folding the newspaper backside out, she tossed it on the coffee table knocking Nonna’s chrome tongs out of the sugar bowl. “Oh yes,” she said with renewed vigor, “there’s also a mock Covent Garden market obituary. They’ll be relocating from central London tomorrow after 300 years. Now, which of the three news items should we discuss?” Serena said leaning back into the art deco leather chair.

      While keeping the saucer and cup below his chin, father removed a handkerchief from his coat pocket with his right hand and wiped the beads of moisture off his forehead. I carefully replaced Nonna’s chrome tongs in the sugar bowl. Father raised the cup to his mouth, pinching the rim with his lips.

      I then proceed to tell father that had I been the judge at the Lieutenant’s court marshal, I would have sentenced him to death. Papà’s hand shook as his café au lait sloshed and spilled, the stain encroaching the embossed corners of the napkin on his saucer. Serena cursed me under her breath as I abruptly stood up and left the apartment.

      Fortunately, my brisk footsteps on the marble lobby floor did not wake up Signor Enrico, the concierge, from his slumber. As usual, numerous cars, parked bumper-to-bumper, lined both sides of the side street. I tightened the scarf around my neck and turned up my overcoat collars to shield myself from the frosty night air. I walked past Palazzo Braschi and crossed Vittorio Emanuele II Avenue, heading toward Campo de’ Fiori. Convivial Romans, seemingly indifferent to the OPEC induced double digit inflation, filled the pizzerias, restaurants and cafés. I climbed down the stairs into La Caverna, my favorite Roman bar. Antonio, the waiter, brought me my usual scotch on the rocks soon after I had sat down on my chair at a table, past the bar, in the far end of the room. He asked about Aster and I inquired after his sons in New York. I promised to bring my daughter with me next time. Antonio excused himself to greet a few familiar customers at the entrance. I looked around the crowded and smoke-filled room, recognizing a few regulars at their usual tables. A conservatively dressed unfamiliar elderly couple sat at a corner table next to me. The woman was dubbing her red eyes with a wet handkerchief as the man stroked her back and spoke softly in her ears. “I don’t want to!” the woman said loudly in Amharic. I unconsciously turned and stared directly at them. The husband looked up and glared at me.

      I excused myself in Amharic and asked them how they spoke the language. The woman looked up and smiled at me. “We’re Ethiopians. We arrived from Ethiopia only yesterday,” she said, racked with sobs. She must have noticed the puzzled expression on my face for she continued, “It’s funny how I have to relearn having to explain my nationality every time I’m outside my country. My Armenian family was originally from present day Syria,” she said, as if by rote. The man introduced himself and his wife as Monsieur and Madame Hagop Chakarian. I told them my name. “And you,” M. Chakarian asked, “how long did you live in our country? Your accent and command of our language is extraordinary.”

      I explained that my mother was Ethiopian. Mme. Chakarian looked at me in astonishment. “Forget Italian, you look almost Swedish or Danish,” she maintained. I nodded with studied nonchalance. Several frustrating years after I had discovered my mother’s existence and identity, I had decided to stop trying to find kinks in my straight blond hair and traces of dark pigments in my pale skin. M. Chakarian asked me to join them at their table as Antonio appeared and took the couple’s order for me. I sat next to Mme. Chakarian and across from her husband.

      They both instantly turned glum when I asked if they were enjoying their visit in Rome. While I attempted to formulate an apology for my innocuous query, Antonio appeared with our drinks. He set Mme. Chakarian’s Grand Marnier, M. Chakarian’s Armagnac, my Dimple Pinch on-the-rocks and a bottle of Pellegrnio with three water goblets, down on the table.

      Once Antonio had left, M. Chakarian slid his fingers around the brandy snifter stem, lifted it slightly above his eyes and stared blankly into his drink. I swirled the ice cubes in my drink while Mme. Chakarian kneaded an errant thread with her thumb and forefinger. T-Bone Walker’s lamentations about a baby he couldn’t find at the train station reverberated through an old hi-fi speaker mounted on an arch above M. Chakarian’s head, enveloping us all in our solitary melancholy.

      Mme. Chakarian coiled the thread around her finger and asked if my parents lived in Rome. When I didn’t respond right away, she demurely sipped her drink. I gulped down half of my drink and told her that my mother, as far as I knew, lived in Addis Abeba and my father in Rome. It was now their turn to be ill at ease. We then stopped asking questions and talked about ourselves without any prompting. They had just escaped from Ethiopia via Djibouti and were on their way to join their daughters in the United States. I told them that I had never returned to Ethiopia after the age of three and that I didn’t remember and hadn’t seen my mother since then.

      “For someone who left home at such a young age, I still can’t get over how well you speak Amharic,” M. Chakarian said. I explained how my father had insisted on my lessons ever since my childhood. “You should be thankful that you have such an astute and conscientious father,” M. Chakarian said solemnly. He emptied his snifter and slammed it down forcefully on the hardwood tabletop. Mme. Chakarian frowned as her husband grunted and slumped in her seat. “You should have no problems fitting in when you finally go home,” he added.

      “If I may ask,” Mme. Chakarian said looking up at me gingerly, “what’s your mother’s name?” When I mentioned her name, she gurgled with delight. She explained that she knew my mother well and had sewn all of her formal clothes as well as my sister’s wedding gown and bridesmaids’ dresses. I was aching to ask my sister’s name but couldn’t summon the courage. Gloom resurfaced once again, casting a shadow on Mme. Chakarian’s transparent face. She unconsciously hooked her index finger around the button on my jacket sleeve and rubbed it vigorously with her thumb. “You do follow the news back home, don’t you?” she asked.

      I used my free hand to sip and fill my mouth with scotch. With my tongue, I tossed the dissolved ice cube discs vigorously against my slightly extended cheeks. She looked up at me, expectantly. I bit and held the ice with my front teeth as I swallowed my drink. “Several months before the sergeants and majors deposed the Emperor in September,” Mme. Chakarian continued undeterred, “they were arresting numerous high-ranking civilian and military officials including your father, the General. If you have contacts in the Italian government that could influence the junta in any way, now is the time to act. I speak from experience. Most of my family refused to leave the Ottoman Empire until the Turks wiped them all out. That’s why Hagop and I decided to leave everything and flee before the situation turned from bad to worse. Do you think we want to be refugees? Do you think we want to start from scratch in a new country at our age? I’ve seen what exile did to my mother. We’re only going to wait from a safe distance with our daughters in America and return when the madness dies down. But your mother, she’ll need all the help she can get. She has to take care of your sister’s two children at home as well as your father in prison. The soldiers have–”

      I interrupted Mme. Chakarian and asked what had happened to my sister.

      “Last I heard, she and her husband were both completing their Masters or Ph.D.s in California or Arizona, I’m not sure which. Thank God, your mother is surrounded by her grandchildren. Imagine contemplating your father’s uncertain fate behind bars. I wouldn’t–”

      “Tamariye,” M. Chakarian said, enveloping his wife’s manicured hand with his large and stocky fingers, “Bekerie is not this gentleman’s father. He’s his stepfather. What did you say your father’s name was?”

      “Please forgive me. I hope you understand. You see, I’ve known Aster for almost twenty-five years and when I think of her husband, naturally it’s Bekerie that comes to mind. They’ve been together ever since His Majesty returned from exile. Your sister and Nemzar, my eldest daughter, were classmates at the Empress Menen School,” Mme. Chakarian said.

      I smiled and gestured at Mme. Chakarian explaining how anyone could easily make the same mistake.

      Never having told another Ethiopian my surname, I hesitated before I spoke up. “Lieut. General Fioravante. My father’s name is Lieut. General Apollonio Fioravante,” I said. Several bar patrons seated a few tables from us glanced toward our table. I realized that I had unconsciously uttered his name loudly.

      M. Chakarian ground his teeth and abruptly looked away. My hand shook as I picked up my glass and emptied the last drop. Swaying in their seats, a young couple at a table nearby belted out I Don’t Hurt Anymore in unison with Dinah Washington as a few strands from the tattered fabric behind the hi-fi speaker grille pulsated through the cracks every time Dinah hit a low note.

      Nervously rotating her fingers around her husband’s wedding band, Mme. Chakarian stared at the wall above my head. After a few seconds, I glanced over my shoulder and looked up at a framed engraving hanging on the wall. Mt. Vesuvius spewed molten lava in the background as doomed Pompeians scurried in a foreground courtyard surrounded by soon-to-be-destroyed Doric columns.

      “He was Capitano Fioravante when we first met,” M. Chakarian said almost inaudibly. I slowly turned my head to face the couple. He stared vacantly at his empty snifter as he continued to speak in a murmur. “Militiamen stung by the humiliating defeat and subsequent retreat from Maichew had besieged my family’s estate in Gefersa when your father, Capitano Fioravante and his fighter plane emerged from the sky.”

      “Hagop,” Mme. Chakarian said, “you should first tell him a little bit about the war, about your father, about your feelings toward your country lest he misunderstands your reaction towards his father.”

      I asked, uneasily, if my father and his men had hurt M. Chakarian or his family.

      “On the contrary,” M. Chakarian said aloud. “On the contrary, I wish that were the case. That would have made the meeting with your father much less painful,” M. Chakarian continued.

      “Hagop, there you go again, speaking in riddles,” Mme. Chakarian interjected.

      “I apologize. I’ll start from the very beginning,” M. Chakarian said, twisting open the Pellegrnio bottle cap. He filled up the three water goblets and set the bottle down.

      "Leaving behind his entire Levantine Armenian clan, my young father, after brief sojourns in Damascus and Alexandria, arrived penniless in Ethiopia to seek his fortune at the tender age of eighteen, the year Emperor Menelik acceded to the throne. Six months after his arrival, my father managed to get an audience with the Emperor and showed Janhoy Menelik samples of his recent work. You see, my grandfather was an extremely respected goldsmith in Beirut known for his unique and exquisite craftsmanship. My father must have inherited his father’s gift for, in one sitting, he used to be able to transform gold nuggets into intricately linked bracelets and wielded lumps of silver into filigreed snuff boxes with undetectable bullet compartments. But my precocious father, with his six older brothers - all avid goldsmiths intending to inherit the family business once their father had died - knew not long into his adolescence that Beirut was not going to be his El Dorado. Within five years, the who’s who of Janhoy Menelik’s court was all wearing my father’s medals, rings, bracelets and cape clasps and buttons. In his fortieth year, my father finally decided to marry and betrothed the younger sister of a wealthy Armenian ivory exporter. After an extended honeymoon and hunting expedition in Goré, they moved into a house he had built on his budding vineyard in Gefersa.

      M. Chakarian gulped down and emptied his glass as Mme. Chakarian glanced at him disapprovingly. She shut her eyes and winced seconds before her husband slammed the goblet on the table and grunted in satisfaction.

      “Unlike the children of the affluent members of the Armenian community,” M. Chakarian continued, "my father refused to send his children to boarding school in Beirut or Alexandria. My four brothers and I all attended Dagmawi Menelik School with the children of my father’s friends, colleagues and customers. Two or three years before he became a complete invalid, Janhoy, that’s Janhoy Menelik, awarded my father with the highest honor, the Star of Ethiopia, for his service. In fact, since the Emperor wanted to surprise my father - remember my father made all the medals for the court — he secretly sent word to Beirut and commissioned Uncle Sarkis, my grandfather had been long gone by then, to design the medal.

      "Until the day he died, my father would invoke Janhoy Menelik’s name when making an oath or shaking his fists at his grandchildren. It was always "Menelik Yimoot" this, "Menelik Yimoot" that.

      "So it was only natural that I enlist with my old classmates and friends, not long after the infamous Italian Captain Cimmaruta and his followers killed 107 of our men at Walwal, the border dispute that ignited into a full scale war almost a year later. My father donated a vehicle to the war effort and I joined the military medical corps as an ambulance driver. What can I tell you about the battles of Tembien, Amba Aradam and finally Mai Cew that you already don’t know? The Emperor launched a massive frontal assault against Marshall Badogalio and his six divisions, but it was impossible to break through their lines. Throughout the entire day, Italian Air Force pilots and artillerymen pounded us with bombs and shells that were filled with mustard gas. Even St. George, whose feast we had celebrated that very day in mass before the break of dawn, was no match for the poison that first burned our hands and feet and then killed thousands of our men and women. Two days after Mai Cew, the Emperor, under continuing bombardment from the unrelenting Italian Air Force, ordered a retreat.

      "More demoralizing than Mai Cew, our month long trek back to Addis Abeba - mind you, with the road today, that same distance could be covered by car in less than a day - was beset by local insurrections and unnerved by wild rumors about Graziani’s advances in the Ogaden. For all we knew, the Marshal could have reached Addis Abeba before we did.

      "Since Tamara was two or three months pregnant with our first child before I had left for the front, needless to say, I was anxious about returning to Addis Abeba. Two of my older brothers had left with Ras Desta to fight in the southern front; my two younger brothers had joined Ras Imru in the northwestern front. Before our departure, we had entrusted to the protection of our ailing father, our wives and five of my older brothers’ young children to several of our trusted guards.

      "By the time the remnants of the Emperor’s defeated army returned to Addis Abeba, the end was clearly in sight. Order in the city had already begun to disintegrate. Random gunfire broke out in the streets in broad daylight. Panicked residents scampered to hoard all the water and food they could ill afford. All the foreigners fled to their respective embassy compounds and blockaded themselves against looters and angry mobs who had branded all whites as Italians. Many Armenians sought and were granted sanctuary at the Greek, British and Russian embassies.

      "Since my father had refused to leave Mount Ararat, the name he had given our home and vineyard atop a hill in Gefersa, the guards were anxiously awaiting our return to be relieved of their duties. Two days after I got back, the day the Emperor and his entourage left for Djibouti on the last train from Akaki, Tamara had a miscarriage. Being as advanced as my wife was in her pregnancy, she desperately needed to recuperate. It was thus impossible for us to move anywhere for several days. On that same day, we learnt of my older brothers’ deaths in the southern front. Through a trusted intermediary, I arranged the immediate and safe passageway of my grief-stricken and hysterical sisters-in-law and their children to the Greek Embassy and braced Mount Ararat against Marshall Badoglio’s entry into Addis Abeba.

      "Presuming our family to be Italian, a band of Mai Cew veterans surrounded and attacked our compound at dawn, a few hours before Marshall Badoglio’s column rolled into our capital. Initially, the sturdy and dense branches of the Lebanon cedar trees that my father had imported and planted around our compound twenty five earlier shielded us from the early morning assault of the nascent resistance army. Nonetheless, I distributed my father and my brothers’ hunting rifles to my feeble wife and the other two dozen members of the household and quickly launched a counter offensive.

      "When the crossfire outside his bedroom finally awoke my gout-ridden father from his deep sleep, he pulled out Empress Taitu’s present, a Mauser pocket pistol, from his nightstand drawer and limped out of his room in great haste. In the vestibule, he found GashE SeboQa, the vineyard overseer, training his rifle through the porthole. He asked if the Italian Army had finally arrived. When GashE informed him about the unfortunate misunderstanding, my furious father stomped out of the house, muttering, ‘Menelik Yemoot!’ He hobbled toward the gate, past his shiny Model 7 Citroën parked on the driveway, his arm raised above his head and firing the gun in the air.

      “It was just then that Capitano Fioravante….” M. Chakarian’s narrative trailed off as he looked around the room quite disoriented. The few remaining patrons were huddled around the bar languidly singing a popular Paolo Conte song.

      Ever attentive, Antonio noticed M. Chakarian’s wandering eyes and advanced to our table. I noticed his approach from the corner of my eyes and gestured under our table. Understanding my surreptitious signal, he immediately turned around and walked back to the bar sink. My eyes did not waver from M. Chakarian as I waited for him to continue. Mme. Chakarian poured some Pellegrnio into her husband’s goblet. She picked up the drink and offered it to him. M. Chakarian waved his arm and wearily resumed his tale.

      “Capitano Fioravante,” M. Chakarian said, clearing his throat, "your father, probably out on a reconnaissance sortie before Badoglio’s march into the capital, suddenly appeared from the smoke-filled sky in his Fiat CR.32 fighter plane and nose-dived straight toward our front gate. Fearful of yet another poison bomb attack, the militiamen fired their last round and fled into the wooded hills. I heard one of our assailants shout, ‘Didn’t I tell you? They’re Italians. Why would the pilot otherwise come to their rescue?’

      “I had run out of the warehouse looking for my father when I saw your father’s CR. 32 touching down on the grass strip next to the vineyard. I dashed past Papa’s Citroën and noticed the blood splattered on the navy blue hood. The old man, shot by one of the retreating militiamen, lay dying in a pool of blood a few meters ahead on the driveway. I kneeled on the ground next to him and lifted him into my arms. He held onto the Empress’ Mauser pistol as he gasped for his last breath.”

      M. Chakarian removed his handkerchief from his breast pocket and blew his nose.

      “You found us quite shaken earlier because all of my jewels, as well as Papa Chakarian’s Mauser pistol and Star of Ethiopia medal, were stolen from our hotel room when we had gone out to have our dinner,” Mme. Chakarian explained apologetically.

      M. Chakarian carefully folded his handkerchief and replaced it.

      “Your father,” M. Chakarian continued, “walked up to me and removed his hat when he realized my father’s condition. He pointed at the vineyard, looked down at me and asked, ‘Italiano, vero?’”
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to Papà’s apartment, he was still up, seated on the same chair, listening to the same Ellington LP he’s been playing on the phonograph since the Duke passed away several months earlier.

      With both of my hands deep in my heavy overcoat pockets, I walked toward him and stopped next to his chair. He did not look up.

      “I need to know what happened, father,” I said hoarsely.

      He covered his mouth and squinted his eyes.

      “Father,” I insisted impatiently, “I need to know.”

      He removed his hand from his mouth and looked up at me. “You should go back home for the answers, if there are any to be found,” he said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      NafqotE
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      induh

      ashes scattered

      we flew

      everywhere

      (carried on God’s tinfash?)

      we went

      to every place

      that would take us

      _bring me your weary

      _

      _your disenfranchised

      _

      and yes, those looking for

      all those things

      _yeItiyoPia merEt mafrat yaqatat

      _

      (like peace and freedom and health and love and…and …education, clean water, life without hunger…)

      damn, but I wanna go home

      dig my hand deep into the dark rich soils

      (can you smell it like I can?)

      and claw out in my hungry fists

      all the treasures she’s kept buried

      ever since jegninet died

      ImayE speaks of places and times

      of people and things and stories of birds and

      (yes)

      even slaves

      of war times and peace

      of the thunder in the Wellega sky

      and the isat in the _ferenj Teb-menja

      _

      [I will one day become

      the ink for her stories

      and wish

      with every fiber of my being

      that I had been there

      to meqmes on my own _milas

      _

      the sweetness

      of my mother[’s] land]

      last night I dreamt again

      of things I’ve never known

      and wished with all I am

      to be back there

      again

      leave my heaven for the birthplace of my

      nirvana (…and my pain)

      mother

      is earth

      and I hunger for her cool touch

      upon my tired soul

      I long for her to take me back

      and keep me this time

      I’ll lie docile on her

      Welcoming knee

      and let her worry out the wrinkles

      of the Western land that had mothered (smothered?) me

      long (enough!)

      I long to be

      back amongst the flock

      who bleat like me -

      my land is my shepherd

      my conscience and my voice

      my soul’s melody and my heart’s choice.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Lillu

      1/2/02

      Citizenship
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      by: Annon

      Head down and leaning a bit forward, I walked across the slippery, slushy pavement trying not to be late for my appointment. The temperature was 17 below zero with strong winds and a bit of flurry activity (well, for the metric challenged, the 17 below translates to 1 degree Fahrenheit). For the time it took me to walk the two blocks from where I parked to the building, my face was frozen with my ears ready to fall off. It serves me right, I mused, as this happened to be the day I renounce my Ethiopian citizenship to swear allegiance to the Queen of England. I felt I was being given a chance to repent, turn around and go home–on the other hand, I thought, this is a perfect day to become a citizen–if this doesn’t turn me back, nothing will.…

      Deep in reflection, I raised my right arm and started repeating what the judge was reading out loud to about 82 of us from 23 different countries–so she continued, “I swear” and we repeated, “allegiance to the Queen of England and her heirs and descendants”…my mind was racing–how many before me had taken the oath without fully appreciating the irony of it all? While most of us left our country fleeing the Derg regime, wasn’t the main movement that brought about the Derg the contempt that people had for Royalty?..and now?? ah, well!!! Maybe it’s okay because she is a ferenj.

      We had a friend there who was witnessing the event and recording it for, I am sure, some sinister scheme. He was the one suggesting naming my son “Keda” so that his name would read “Keda Alemu.” I looked down for a brief moment and wondered why I was so dressed up - I didn’t feel that this was a moment of triumph, but something I was forced to do - “imbi lehagerE”…I should have worn my ije Tebab - but remember, it was 17 below - ije Tebab was never designed for this…

      My Ethiopia… My Ethiopianess
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      by: R.A.

      Prelude…

      My Ethiopia

      My origin

      My Ethiopian-ness

      My memories and future dreams

      Even if my origin is continents away and the memories sketchy I have my dreams and self-dialogue to convince me

      On the days of muted dialogue

      There are my feelings

      Strong and unrelenting

      Leaving me no choice but to believe that I have a patriotic duty

      To go back, give back

      That my people may even need me

      As we all say, my plan is to return home eventually. But I sense at the lowest depth of my being, at the highest ranking of my most basic human need, truthfully, I want to return home for my own sake, for my own sanity

      I want to see the land that was witness to my birth

      I hunger for the land that fed my first thought

      I yearn to listen to the land that echoed my first word

      I thirst for the land that absorbed my first tear

      And I can no longer wait to meet the guardian of half my spirit

      You see, truthfully, I just want to feel the contentment and simplicity that comes from saying — I am home…I belong

      In the meantime tonight, I meet my Ethiopia, my Ethiopian-ness, my origin, my memories, my dreams and my people through images and sounds in the form of a narrative. You see, while destiny is defined by circumstance and identity masked with foreign layers, my longing is only accessible through a documentary on American television.

      While I sit wrapped in my gabi and life’s irony, sipping my qmem tea, a stranger’s voice tells and shows me how grand her history, how ancient her ways, how strong her faith, how proud her people, how fascinating her landscape…

      Oblivious that my spirit has traveled

      I sway between laughter and tears

      Completely lost in the act of virtual belonging.

      Illusion and reality, however, abruptly mark their boundaries, this time predetermined by a television network schedule, and as I recover from the trip, slowly making sure that my life’s truth returns to its underground home, I ask myself for the thousandth time. How long will it be until I am home? When exactly did this voluntary exile turn into a bar-less prison without my permission?

      “Is it the comfort,” I ask myself? But it seems my spirit is chronically tired.

      “Could it be the money?” It can’t be. Making ends meet seems like the style of living

      “Is it peace, security?” Then, I remember September 11…when red, white and blue didn’t serve as a protective measure.

      What a life I lead, I say to myself, as I fall asleep wiping away my tears. Half the time spent making a stranger’s land feel like home; the other half vowing not to let go of my real home… And as night gives way to another day, I return seemingly confident to the notion of my Ethiopia; and my Ethiopian-ness; and my origin; and my people; and my memories; and my dreams; and…

      Stand Alone
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      by: Shibbiru

      I woke up and smelled the Bunna a few years ago. Not that I didn’t get a whiff of the elusive aroma now and then, but this time my nostrils could not escape the pungent fumes. Some of you have not only smelled the Bunna, but have had a couple of cups already. Likewise, some of you might be asking, “umm…what Bunna?” For some of you, what I have to say may not be a revelation, but for those of us who haven’t had the benefit of understanding life, or rather understanding ourselves before leaving Ethiopia, it is sometimes a long, tortuous road that leads us to some comprehension.

      I’ve been here in Addis for almost ninety days now, after planning to be here for only a brief month. Stuff happens. Interestingly enough, the whole reason for my trip was to decompress and address a distressing and growing dissatisfaction with the life I was leading in the US. After bribing some of my superiors, I took a sabbatical from work, and came in search of some long-overdue mental relief. Although I was certain that my mind-frame was skewed and in dire need of adjustment, it wasn’t till after I arrived in Addis that I realized just how off-balance I was. The contrast blew my mind. The serenity I felt was almost immediate. I rediscovered a long ignored but never forgotten love — the love for my noble country and its sublime people. The enchanting and almost mystical phantoms and whispers of my distant past the memories of which had long since echoed wispily in the recesses of my consciousness came to life once again and engulfed my spirit.

      I had left Ethiopia at the tender age of 6 and lived in East Africa for 7 years before coming to the US as a Clearasil-doused 13 year old. My time spent in Africa was truly a life enriching and fulfilling experience, one that has forever contoured my outlook on life. I am convinced that the second leg of my journey to rediscover and reclaim myself would be to visit Tanzania and Kenya once more, to relive the essence of the 2 countries that have so deeply and permanently defined my person and character. I hope to share with you that experience at another time if all goes well. Since arriving in America, however, it seems that I lost all perspective of time and balance and was lured into a veritable rat race. I did all those things that you were “supposed to do,” immediately joining the corporate world upon my college graduation, and scurrying up the ladder in the high-speed dot.com world.

      Thus, I was prancing at E-Speed when two years ago, a tragedy in my family rocked me at my foundation and brought the semi-oblivion to a grinding halt. Looking back at that surreal time, I remember that I had completely lost interest in life and the mundane day-to-day pursuits, and found myself standing on the slippery slopes of an abyss. Never in my life had I been filled with such cynicism, hopelessness, confusion, bitterness and anger. I was taunted relentlessly and preoccupied with existential thoughts, and questions about the meaning and purpose of life. I saw life more and more as a cruel, pointless, and utterly arbitrary game, and was ultimately oppressed by that reality. I’m sure the people around me at the time can testify that I wasn’t very good company during this dark period.

      My difficulty with the tragedy was compounded by the “early-life crisis” I was going through within. This event had coincided with the time in my life that I had virtually sold my soul to a startup company. However, I was forced to press the ‘Pause’ button on the remote control in what was a hectic life on overdrive and think about where the hell I was in my life (and it did seem at the time that my life was being guided by remote). The picture I saw was grim and depressing. I found myself in a situation that more and more people in the West are finding themselves. I asked myself, “What am I really doing?” “What is the purpose of all this?” I was struggling to find some tangible social or philosophical redemption in my existence and my pursuits. Suddenly, that salvation became the most important thing in my life, and I was determined to attain it.

      As simply as I can put it, unless you are really aware of things, life in the US has a way of taking over and sucking you into ….drums please….the system. Yes people — Babylon — a man-made complex with a mindless fixation with work, materialism, and “progress;” a relentless capitalism that thrives at the expense of humanity and all things human, leaving in its wake a sea of poor souls, diluted in spirit. Of course I’m being a little dramatic but I don’t think this is far from the truth. I was disoriented with the uneasy feeling that I was living a sort of masquerade in a house of cards. The whole thing just smelled funny and lacked realness. I kicked myself for not seeing it for so long, and for being swept up in the crap. I had never seen American society and popular culture through such austere, black and white lenses before, where almost everything was dictated and valued based, not on its own merit (social, moral, or otherwise), but rather on the merits of the bottom line, stock value, market share, TV ratings, and everything else that made me lose faith in America. I was overwhelmed and repulsed by this frigid, vacuous, myopic obsession. I ached for a more fulfilling personal and spiritual life, and longed to be in a more far-sighted and compassionate environment.

      After years of the ritual annual promise to visit Ethiopia (which was ritually broken), I finally visited Ethiopia last year after 14 years in the states and my realization was confirmed and validated. Upon returning to the US, I wondered whether the magic I felt in Ethiopia was just a one time home coming sensation. But when I returned again this year, I found the same magic, and peace in my soul. Things and people were more real here. I was, and continue to be, spellbound by Ethiopia’s haunting spirituality, grace, and beauty — a veritable Zion, a land I believe that is unique on this planet in its antiquity, dignity and profundity. One of the first things I noticed was how people treated and interacted with each other. As a friend who recently returned to live in Addis said to me, “Fiqir alle izih!” I was bathed in the affection of family and friends, with an authenticity and depth of feeling that I have rarely seen in relationships in America. I wondered at the inexhaustible selflessness, sacrifice, patience, and tolerance that I witnessed time and time again, and prayed that I could one day elevate myself to that level. One thought struck me and has stuck with me since — the spiritual wealth and abundance of love in the everyday relationships of people in Ethiopia is precisely what I find missing in a lot of people’s lives in America. In its absence, many people in the US find themselves going to great lengths to fill that gaping void — I’m certain that many of them aren’t even conscious of how strong this force is in their lives. If you observe closely, I think this need explains a lot of the behavior you see rampant in the states.

      The focus here in Ethiopia is completely different; people have TIME here - time for family, time for friends, time for a Macchiatto at La Parisienne, time for themselves, and time for the spiritual. One of my best and wisest friends, always said to me “take time to smell the roses, man,” with a knowing look in his eyes. In America, there are so many man-made distractions that steer you away and make you lose sight of the small, good things in life.

      Oddly enough, during my 3 months away form the states, I also renewed my appreciation for America, regardless of the issues I still have with it. I am in awe once again of how advanced the systems and structures are in America — political, economic, judicial, educational…you name it. I am also reinvigorated by the American passion for knowledge and how its people tirelessly push the boundaries of art, music, self-expression, science, technology, philosophy and every conceivable facet of human thought and understanding. I can’t tell you how much I missed the kaleidoscope of faces and cultures that makes this country a virtual museum of the planet Earth. Lastly, I came to respect even more the trite but true gift of America — the liberties and freedoms that are sanctioned and guaranteed to us, arguably more than in any other corner of the globe. Yes, I know, this theme is overplayed, but you don’t appreciate it until you’ve been away for a while. Of course, Ethiopia and America compliment each other — what I saw missing in one I found abundant and accentuated in the other.

      As I sit here preparing to come back to the states, I am beginning to digest the events of the past couple of years, and am getting a much more fulfilling perspective on things. My recent hostility to America and the way of life there has given way to a more compromising outlook. You can blindly fall into the system, or you can maintain a well-balanced circle of sanity and normality. America is what you make it. I realized that my recent predicament was in large part of my own making. Armed with this new attitude, and a renewed love and appreciation for the people in my life, I am prepared to bring that magic into my life in the US, and have another go at it. The difference of course is that in Ethiopia, smelling the roses comes naturally and aesthetically, whereas in the states, you have to go against the grain, swim upstream if you will. The system is not designed for smelling the roses…but it is certainly possible.

      When people say everything happens for a reason, it is with good reason that they say it. I doubt that I would have challenged my well-established life views, assumptions, and convictions so fundamentally, sincerely, and relentlessly had it not been for the tragic events that unfolded recently. I view the reversal I’ve made in my life in the past few years as a direct consequence of my family’s loss, and the tumultuous year preceding it. One of the greatest joys that I had was very recent. Several weeks after arriving in Addis, I began to reconcile some of my existential issues following what I can only describe as a series of deeply personal and, dare I say, revealing experiences, and am now making a path back to faith; I am happily resigning myself to the unfathomable wisdom of our maker.

      Where Are You From?
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      by: B. Makonnen

      Lots of people, lots of places:

      Puzzled look and silence.

      Lots of people, lots of places:

      Your country has the most beautiful women in the world.

      Lots of people, lots of places:

      Ohhh Ethiopia, really…after which follows some long story about how they spent time in some other African country doing whatever and blah blah blah.

      Lots of places, lots of people:

      Ohhh Ethiopian, really, do you know so and so?

      Walking to the movies, uniformed street sweeper in South Beach, Florida:

      I knew you was from the islands girl. I knew it. Do they have more pretty girls like you over there?

      Meeting with one of my neighbors for the first time in Austin, Texas:

      Effiofia? Where is that? Somewhere in Africa?

      Random stranger on a street in Manhattan:

      I knew you were either from Ethiopia or Urethria? Ain’t I right? You still got famine over there or are y’all doing all right now?

      Talking to a cab driver in Rio de Janeiro:

      Ethiopia, you guys are good runners. Yeah, I always watch you in races. There is Haile Gebremariam and the woman Fatuma (of course with great mispronunciation, but he at least knew the names). Yeah, I love running. Do you run? You know we say here that you guys are good runners because you always have to run away from the lions…HA HA HA HA.

      A woman I meet for the first time at a party in Austin, Texas:

      Ohhh Ethiopia, do you practice genital mutilation there?

      Ethiopian convenient store worker:

      Nesh inde, ennenma tiq’ur messelshiN.

      Early eighties, I am a little over ten years old exiting a Thrifty’s in Los Angeles, double scoops of ice cream in hand. Three very tall, bearded, dreadlocked, Jamaican men dressed like diaq’ons from church:

      No reply, as I watched with my mouth open, they, all three, bowed down to the ground. I walk away, with my friends asking me what the hell just happened.

      I Come From
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      by: Yodit

      I come from

      green blades

      over brown mountainous territory

      of breasts

      and hips

      and lips

      spilling coffee sips

      I come from

      salty dew droplets

      in early mornings

      and the latest of nights

      of waiting…

      of wanting…

      of worries…

      humming stories

      I come from

      ten magic wands

      weaving cotton white

      and black fluffs

      and strings

      and things of grass-

      -land, sand, seeds and stone

      that fed strong bones

      striding–

      gliding in golden sunsets
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        * * *

      

      The Re-Exodus
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      by: J. Mesfin

      It is not a sacrifice. And it never will be. What my return to Ethiopia signifies is just one more step to fulfill the unfulfilled. And I have made so many such steps in the past without much indecision that I sit marveling at my current mental tossing and turning over the issue. I am plain scared of discovering for myself what most have concluded as the undisputed reality of my future home - joylessness.

      Yet,

      I speak in the language of possibilities and not negations. Live in the world of “Why not,” and breathe the air that is semi-purified by the struggles, sufferings and convictions of those who spoke my language before me, in my present and the future. Those addicted to the vision of how things ought to be, cannot hide their withdrawal when they collide with the way things are. This collision emits the brightest sparksI find my way in the darkness from such unparalleled brightness. Light created out of the heat of soul friction.

      I can only walk upon what has been illuminated for me. My refusal to walk in darkness is not a moral choice but just instinctual. There is no need for discussing whether I trust my decisions or not. I am not deciding to return to my Father in a way a judge decides a sentence after considering the Pros and Cons. Mine is a choice. I choose what I see, hear, believe and how I act. I make a choice that is a matter of taste and not a product of calculations. One might miscalculate, but one never mis-tastes.

      Sofi’s Voice
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      Mezegbe Qalat - Dictionary
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      An entry in aleqa kidane-weld kflE’s Amharic-ge’ez dictionary on the meaning of “Ethiopia”. Will you be edified, tantalized, mystified? We don’t know. But at least you will read what the good aleqa has to say about the word. Enjoy, o ye descendants of Noah, who begat Kam, who begat Kush, also known as Ethiopis, who begat all of ye strewn about after your own apocalypse …
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      Ye sherereet D’r
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      i drown

      in your eyes

      try to resurface

      and wish i could rescue you

      from the tragedy

      (awaiting you with a gaping jagged jaw)

      cinemascoping in my troubled mind’s eye

      you live

      hanging by _yesherereet dir

      barely treading water

      through a life

      left to you like a wounded legacy

      to mark

      (with your heartbreaking, glistening, saucer eyes) on the trail of your ghostly breath

      your mother couldn’t hang on long enough

      your father

      (a foreign stranger, with his foreign touch, foreign money, foreign heart)

      didn’t hang around at all

      when you pass, your caretaker may mourn you

      dry sobs leaking through her dry, worn eyes

      you are not a rarity

      i see you, even when i close my eyes

      in dreams

      (dreams, like roots, can take and grow and become) of a world where

      you don’t have to live

      only to die

      and i don’t come to know you

      in a black and white celluloid print

      (gazing at the future with a soothsayers intensity)

      prophesizing what is to come

      before what will be

      i live

      to dream you again

      playing with a child’s energy

      on green fields under mountains with trees

      where you live long enough

      to bury _me

      _with love.

      Lillu

      2002

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Things Not to Say When You are about to be re-sworn is as a “new” Ethiopian citizen.>

      10. From previous aristocracy: “My good man… Tell me… does this mean that I get all my CHisseNoch back?”

      9. From a Tateq escapee: “You sure the Abiyot is over ‘coz mefekirrochu hulu TefewiNal.”

      8. From a former student activist: “I shall name the new underground movement I shall create after…me.”

      7. From an Addis A’ba moleqeq: "Excuse me, Mr. Swearer-Inner… before I sign up for this… I don’t eat Qei siga … Can you guarantee me pursuit of hapiness and neCH sga?”

      6. From a nouveau riche parkiologist: “When do I get to have my picture taken with the Ark of the Covenant?”

      5. From those returning from Canada: "Abo eski… where do I get a touch up for my yedebezzeze nqisat?”

      4. From a former Derg Abal: “Ere lemehonu…. meserete Tmhrt snteNa zur geba…”

      3. From an Ethiopian American who is more American than Ethiopian: “Duuuuuude…. MaletE… Atttttoooooo. What’s been shakin’ up in the motherland?”

      2. From an Ethiopian Yuppie: “I assume this is what they call a mad bEt…?Oh, its your entire house… charming. Rustic charm is in.”

      1. From those returning from DC: “Pa-pa-pa. ItyoPPia wusT yihE hulu abesha ke yet meTa?”

      Seleda salutes
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      SELEDA SALUTES: Celebrating Ethiopian Excellence

      Places, People and Tingatingoch We Like

      ETHIOPIAN SOCIETY of WINNIPEG

      The best thing that has ever happened to Winnipeg, in our distinctly irgo zinbish opinion, is that no SELEDA Staffer has ever set foot there. Good thing too, since the number of cities we have been told not to d’rish mallet is starting to give us a complex. (Besides, we never could find Winnipeg on our trusty “Map of the World” … that map which stretches all the way up north to BolE, and then allllll the way south to SoderE. Winnipeg taddiya yet ale?)

      All the dengara speculation ended, however, when we came across the web page for the Ethiopian Society of Winnipeg. We were struck by the genuine sense of community them people have over there yonder, but were particularly struck by what they humbly call their “Little Project”… The first one was building houses for the homeless in Ethiopia, and their current august one is collecting books to be sent home. Ahhh, the sweet sounds of the veins reconnecting to the Motherland. Besides hosting the usual festivities such as parties celebrating the Addis Amet, Fasika etc in grand style (we love the dress codes for these soirees… “No runners, No sweat pant, No Kesha Kofia …anything that makes you look like Duryea”), the Winnipeg ETs organize events with more ummph!… On April 7, for example, there is going to be a Crime Prevention and Awareness Workshop, covering domestic violence, alcohol/drug abuse etc, which made us wonder if any of their workshops are as informative as SELEDA’s last workshop, “How to make white collar crime work for you, Part 9.”

      Anyway.

      SELEDA Salutes our neighbors up north, and we’ve put Winnipeg on our “Map Of the World” … right there by BolE Mini… a spot coveted by many, we might add. Bertu teberatu.

      To get that warm fuzzy feeling about community, visit the ETHIOPIAN SOCIETY of WINNIPEG home page.

      MEDBAB

      Oh, the age old question… how to tackle Ethiocentric home décor other than the tried and true “nailing of crosses glued to velvet covered cardboards” to our walls? It’s been a dilemma that has caused more anguish than the perfectly spaced square mesqel Tlf napkins that we’ve been placing on the headrest of our sofas ever since the exodus of ‘74.

      But just when we are about to re-think the ferenjinet that made us remove the plastic seat cover from our recliners, and feeling shame for the “Tgab” that made us remove the Tsehai Gbat danteel from the gargantuan mesob EtiyE Amakelech ishurrurru-ed all the way from Dessie to Addis to London to Dallas as a housewarming gift, here (thankfully) comes Meddab to the rescue!

      To wit: “At Meddab, we pride ourselves in offering you cultural and functional modern home accessories, office products, and school supplies.”

      ……Effoyyee. BejjjjEEEE.

      Their 2002 catalogue include “placemats, clocks, journals, coasters, letter boxes, mousepads, lunch boxes, kente collection and feedel Ethiopic collection.” (Whhattt? No “Story of Sheba” terry robes…"?? Belu tolo.)

      Beqa’ko.

      Of course it’s nice that Meddab’s business tenet is to “promote understanding and compassion” through their fabulous, absolutely classy designs; and yes, yes, we think it’s estimable that they “firmly believe in a contribution to what is of the highest importance in this season of humanity’s development; CONNECTION”, BUT, if just one Ethiopian household is saved from taping one more NTO poster above a fireplace… if just one more branna painting of two figures eating with an astonishingly illuminating title “Sibelu” is yanked from a countertop, then, sniff, they would have made a great contribution to life in exile.

      We hope this is just a beginning and that Meddab will add to its repertoire. The possibilities are endless.

      Check out Meddab’s very reasonably priced collection here by going to www.meddab.com.

      ETHIOPIAN BOOKS FOR CHILDREN & EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATION (EBCEF)

      We wanted it to be noted that we were the first ones to have made the claim that that purple dinosaur with that sickly nasally voice was the anti-Christ. As Teacher Tewelde used to say, “Didn’t I tolded you?” So, y’mezgebiln.

      What was our point?

      Ah. The EBCEF. Here’s the phrase that sold us on the EBCEF… Founder Yohannes Gebregerogis: “Literature has the capacity to change lives, to change attitudes, to change beliefs. In fact, literature can heal people.” Er… ya, we said that too. (No we did not.)

      EBCEF’s goal is to “produce books for Ethiopian children in Ethiopia and in the Ethiopian languages.” While oral storytelling has its charm (who can forget the enrapturing stories of your grand uncle who would sit you by the mdija and regale you with scientifically dubious tales until your mother comes breaking up the ambiance… “Ante lb adirq! Libih’n yadirqew geta IgzihabEr!”), the power of opening a book and letting the words wash over your soul is… celestial. Especially when the book in question will “encourage children to be strong, to be brave, to be honest, to be proud of their culture and history.” And if you can “produce kids who will be responsible for building their country and who will become citizens with compassion for others” without, we assume, a heavy dose of Ridlin, then heck sign us up.

      The EBCEF has published its first book… Mamo Qilo, and encourages young writers through its creative writing contests, as well as encourage children’s book publishing, literacy, and ultimately hopes to establish an Ethiopian Children’s Book Center in Ethiopia.

      We are humbled.

      Click here to find out more about the EBCEF and ways to support its effort.

      PROFESSOR TILAHUN YILMA
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      Who knew that “foot disease” was not just another term for a really, really wretched pedicure? Good thing Professor Tilahun Yilma and not we are in charge of finding vaccines for the affliction known as Foot and Mouth Disease, a deadly cattle disease that has been causing havoc with livestock especially in Africa.

      The Professor’s achievement is daunting, especially in light of the fact that

      Rinderpest has, since 1980, reportedly “killed an estimated $400 million worth of cattle and sapped more than $2 billion in related losses out of Africa’s already weak economy,” according to people who know these things.

      Hello! Slap us silly and call us “ShnqT shemonmuwanna”, but that kinda seems like a lot of lost revenue. But, what do we know?

      As one of the top veterinary virologists in the country, Professor Tilahun genetically engineered this vaccine at UC Davis, where he was named the 2002 Faculty Lecturer by his colleagues, or, as we affectionately call scientists, “people who know many words that end with the suffix —ities.”

      Says one of them, “His research efforts have advanced our knowledge of vaccine biology, created new vaccines, and saved and empowered lives in developing regions of the world, particularly in Africa.”

      If it were us, we would have rested after such a prodigious achievement, relentlessly taunt others with our superiority, and then take a cushy job at a multinational pharmaceutical company and become fanatical golfers… which is why God made us the way he made us. Not the good Professor. His next project is to duplicate his success with the AIDS virus. And, no doubt, pretty soon you will be reading the headline, “AIDS Vaccine Found by Ethiopian Scientist.” Maybe then Professor Tilahun will take up croquet and cigar smoking.

      We are awed.

      To read the UC Davis news story about Professor Tilahun, click here.

      ATO MELAKU GELAW

      We are sure it is no longer such an adebabi misTr that we are known leflafiwech, of the quniTnT variety, no less. We are rarely at loss for words, yet words fail us miserably when we try to describe the indescribable beauty of Ato Melaku Gelaw’s self-titled album. At a time in Ethiopian music where the tired and true has become simply… comfortable, Ato Melaku delivers a much-needed injection of a raw, graceful yet potent musical genius in our otherwise complacent psyche.

      This album is devoid of synthesizers, drum machines, computer generated falsettos and saccharine lyrics the Amharic equivalent of “Boom, Boom, Boom/Let’s go back to my room.” Instead, Ato Melaku’s masterpiece harps back to the times when music was the musician, his krar, his washint, and his devastatingly organic voice.

      Ato Melaku’s musical journey starts with that washint harmony of “Ye IreNa CHewata”, that singularly most powerful melody in Ethiopian music that scales the mountains of Dashen, walks on the waters of Wabi Shebelle, tames the ferocious T’iss Esat, and seduces the angry skies over Dembi Dollo. His bouts of inhaled and exhaled air into his washint reconstruct the great Aksum Empire, fertilize the soil of Yrga Alem and rally the Gembi trees to sway to a lonely shepherd’s harmonizing while his friends, the birds, accompany him in the background. This, our friends, is not just music… it is Art at its most cathartic.

      Ato Melaku takes the listener on a journey that is sometimes joyous, sometimes painful but always curative. By the time he croons Bati and Ambasel, and then crescendos with “Ebakish” he has managed to stop time.

      Especially for those of us who were not lucky enough to ever witness Ato Kassa Tessema’s brilliance, here is our salvage. Who knows how many countless Ethiopians from generations back have listened to these same tunes, sung them, loved them…

      We also salute C-Side Entertainment for their insight into the importance of artists like Ato Melaku, and for preserving their work so that our children will some day feel the same euphoria. We are grateful. Now, if he will only start touring! Someone… please?

      Here is a short biography of Ato Melaku.

      To purchase his CD on line, go to http://www.soukk.com/melaku/index.html

      Backpage
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      “Ethiopia, the Musical” – The History of A Nation Over Six Octaves.

      A Review

      Ken Krantly of the New York Tymez

      By: G.T.

      In a bold, albeit senseless, endeavor, “Ethiopia, the Musical” attempts to traverse the wide expanse of that African nation’s history through piercing drama and song. To be sure, much is manipulated or left out of the ancient country’s vibrant history in this show, but the distilled nectar that contrarian playwright Georgis Tesfaye squeezes into the three hour performance still proves chokingly rich.

      In the end, however, the play seems to fall face first in a morass of faux sentimentality and sheer absurdity that left me wondering whether it was high art or utter tripe. I stumbled out of the Off Off Broadway Revisionist Theatre feeling like I had just been seduced by a long, loving embrace from the most beautiful woman in the world, only to learn later that she is, in reality, a steel pole. I could not help feeling somehow betrayed.

      The show opens with a misplaced light, brassy piece – vaguely reminiscent of The Friends of Distinction’s remake of Hugh Masekela’s “Grazing in the Grass” – called “Most of Us Swat The Flies Away,” sung by a chorus composed entirely of overweight people in leopard-pattern leotards, an obvious attempt to challenge the audience’s pre-existing misconceptions about Ethiopia. During the number, the chorus glides through some lackluster synchronized dance steps, simultaneously swatting at enormous papier-mâché flies that swoop down at them from above the stage.

      To drive home some sort of message, the flies are labeled “USA,” “Russia”, and, curiously, “Ecuador.” With lines likes, “listen, Ms. Sally Struthers/for some of us, hunger was hell/our bellies may have been swollen/ but not as much as our sense of self,” the number proves poignant, if overwrought. My companion, Milwaukee area urologist Mesfin Paulos, commented, “It was kitfo-reffic. Raw, spicy, and nourishes the soul.”

      Unfortunately, the subsequent plot of the play leaves the audience feeling as if they had a truckload of contempt unceremoniously dumped on their heads. The overwhelming majority of the show is fictionalized without any semblance of a reason or purpose, and historical time seems to ebb and flow like the Blue Nile during a transcendental cyclone.

      During the first Act, Moses’ wife returns to her Ethiopian homeland to hide the Ark of the Covenant from nosy Harvard professor Henry Louis-Gates (portrayed in a Tony Award level performance by a restrained Al Roker). Gates’ solo, “Let Me See The Box,” drips with scorn and self-righteousness, transforming him into a banal villain. The song is guided by a menacing organ riff that would make Billy Preston squirm in his seat.

      We are left not loathing Gates so much as having a pressing anxiousness to be rid of him. Hence, there is understandably scant sympathy for him when he is eaten by a flatulent hyena named Bobbi, who soon thereafter aligns himself with a group of Portuguese who are attempting to convert the Emperor Yohannes to Buddhism in a mad-cap scheme to take over the world’s supply of tef in a plot line that eventually goes nowhere.

      The Italians, not to be outdone by the “flashy Portuguese,” attempt to kidnap a subsequent Emperor’s, Menelik, grand obelisk to coerce that emperor into allowing the Italians to establish pig farms in the country as part of an incomprehensible grander scheme of conquest. It is never explained how or why pig farms were advantageous for the Italians; “I hate pigs,” was the succinct, unhelpful explanation Mr. Tesfaye gave me when asked about this part of the play. Nevertheless, the “Prosciutto Plan” is thwarted by the devout Hindu forces of Mahatma Gran, who pummel the Italian miscreants with meditation and dance. Thereafter, the country enters into a period of gloppy, shifting political boundaries that are chronicled in the Act’s signature piece, “This Land Was Your Land, Now It’s My Land.”

      The second Act of the play leaps forward to the World War II period, where the Italians return to colonize Ethiopia. It is here that the play, much like a nervous cuttlefish, begins squirting out even more obtuse nonsense seemingly to obscure the playwright’s utter inability to control his play and make a genuine connection with his audience’s sensibilities. It is also here that it becomes increasingly clear that Mr. Tesfaye’s “creativity” would perhaps best strike home if one had ingested a heavy dosage of Lithium.

      The Ethiopian Army, headed by Emperor Haile Selassie, retreats to Paris to regroup after a vicious Italian invasion (led not ironically – nor originally for that matter – by the “Bacon Brigade,” a group of salty commandos handpicked by Italian Dictator “Fussilini.”). In need of reinforcements, Selassie convinces a group of pot-smoking Jamaicans that he is the human incarnation of God and that they should join his army. Selassie’s forces then proceed defeat the Nazis in just three days. Offered to chance to rule the world, the humbled Emperor decides that his country is more than enough for him, and he returns to Ethiopia to start a tomato garden and commence post-war rebuilding efforts. Struck by God’s humility, the Pastafarians (as they now became known because of their love of noodles cultivated by their time fighting in Italy) return to Jamaica to reflect on his greatness by smoking ganja, not combing their hair and playing drums.

      None of this action is displayed on stage. Rather, it is recounted to us by a narrator sitting alone center stage on a bucket in soiled white underwear. His significance is never explained, but seeing as I had already grow weary by the show’s shameless existentialism, I had come not to care so much. All I could think of was how much Lawrence Fishburne had really let himself go.

      The narrator then recounts how Emperor Selassie grows restless in his early retirement from world affairs. He puts together a band of lovable imps and well-meaning misfits who, using cunning and guile, liberate Ghana from the shackles of British colonialism and later inspire the rest of Africa to reach for liberation. “Ghana Get You To Believe In Freedom” is quite simply the most powerful performance in the play. Sung in the al dente style of 1950s African-American pop, the song spreads hope and inspiration like warm margarine: lightly, but tastefully. After liberating Africa, Emperor Selassie becomes an explorer and later discovers the Moon.

      Act III is a winding exegesis that goes nowhere in particular. At least, that is what the common theatergoer would think, as much of it involved rocks banging together or people diving on top of rocks or rocks falling on top of people as Mulatu Astatke tracks play in the background. The rock action is broken up by a brief, nonsequitur interlude, where a group of British pop singer look-alikes serenade a group of thin Ethiopian children with their mid-1980s anti-hunger song, “Do They Know Its Christmastime?” The Ethiopian youths respond with their own song, “Half of Us Don’t Care Its Christmastime Because We Are Muslim (Just Send Food).”

      My companion Mesfin speculated that the rocks might be some sort of political allegory, commenting on the emptiness and meaninglessness of the civil strife that his country has had to contend with for decades. His explanation was thoughtful, yet, it does not take into account (i) the man in the giant parrot suit or (ii) the pile of pears on the left edge of the stage or (iii) the grand finale which featured an Idi Amin in drag holding a tea party for what appeared to be a government building and a group of elderly British pensioners.

      Towards the end of the Act, Robert Mugabe arrives with the wine, and the party devolves into an almost orgiatistic rave as the show climaxes with the psychedelic and vulgar “I Want Those Rocks, Give Me Your Rocks, Get Your Rocks Off, Baby!” Mugabe leaves with the building, more rocks bang together, then, finally, the curtain. The final act comes off as being rushed, truncated and incomplete.

      It is unclear whether Mr. Tesfaye is trying to trivialize the rich and storied history of his homeland or has dived head first into some sort of jargony artistic “ism” hoping to redefine popular conceptions of self and nation. I cannot bring myself to conclude that the nonsensical can be art, and, yet, I was riveted to some extent by his apparent madness.

      I later asked Mr. Tesfaye – who stands a Lautrec-esque four feet tall and has a habit of gesticulating wildly with his enormous, callused hands even when he is sitting silently before you – whether his play reflects a disdain or contempt for his history and culture. His sole response was to poke me again with a stick. His erratic behavior brought back troubling memories of the time David Mamet harangued me with a sock puppet. Then I asked him whether his piece was an exercise in gross self-absorption. He responded by put on a pair of large white gloves, a Mickey Mouse hat on his had and sat there for what seemed like hours, grinning maniacally at me. And, just like that, my interview with him turned into performance art, and I was left unprepared, disturbed and startled.

      After having sat through his play, it was par for the course.

      Ai Injera
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      by: MT

      The first lesson I learned about ItyoPia coming of age in ItyoPia was that it was a place where I had to relegate Science to the “Not-Applicable” column, or declare it outright unscientific based on lack of scientific evidence that I had to have 2-3 servings of poultry and fish, 2-3 servings of milk or yogurt, 2-4 servings of vegetables and fruits and, Jesus Almighty, 6-11 servings of Cereal a day, every day, just to accomplish the simple act of growing. If there were one iota of truth to all that hullabaloo, I knew I had no prayer! So, I refused to take my marching orders from Science-types, who knew not of what they spake when they gave me the song-and-dance about the “Food-Guide-Pyramid” and told me where each food item came from without telling me where it would come from!

      "An-egg-comes-from-a-hen-boys-and-girls," my Science teacher would sing out without missing a single beat. “Nooooo kiddin’, Mrs. Einstein, really?” Mrs. Einstein had no clue! She would go on to tout the merits of the “three-essential-food-groups” in an earnest attempt to force me into that cookie-cutter-mold of kids, whose diet was calibrated in compliance with “scientific” truth that was so untrue where I came from. How naïve of Mrs. Einstein! She should have known that I was a breed apart, and that the only part of her beloved “three-essential-dog-and-pony-show” that made sense to me was the “three” since I did eat that many times a day. The rest of her so-dinqEm-essential g’rg’r, I downgraded to . . .what? “Not-Applicable!” What was Mrs. Einstein trying to do anyway, . .start a revolution? “Kids of ItyoPia unite! You got nothing to lose but your ‘fruitless’ diet!”

      My parents were the hands-on favorites to prevail because they were smart enough to preempt subversive activity by feeding me three times a day, and if I had it in my nature to bellyache anyway while my belly was full, they would turn around and say: "issuma Tgab yizotal," and technically, they would be right! See there?

      I felt that Mrs. Einstein was hopelessly misguided in her effort to inculcate in the mind of a dependent child in ItyoPia the merits of nutrition, when a dependent child in ItyoPia had no input into what a dependent child in ItyoPia ate! Her rationale may have been to prepare me for future parenthood, but my rationale for dismissing her was far more rational since it had to do with getting there first. Geez, what did I look like worrying about the balanced diet of my future offsprings when I had no guarantees that I’d have the proper sperm-count to produce them in the first place, given the burgeoning number of nourishing foods in my “Not-Applicable” column? . . .Shouldn’t Mrs. Einstein have aimed her efforts at parents, who were already parents, my parents, who acted like this “essential-foods-business” was an overrated business that was none of their business?

      My day started with breakfast, which consisted of Injera, . .not to be confused with Injera that was served for lunch or dinner, because Injera served for lunch or dinner was lunch or dinner, which had nothing to do with breakfast, even though it was the same Injera. So, how could a growing child tell one meal of Injera from another meal of Injera, you ask? Well, this ain’t no Brady Bunch! This was life in ItyoPia, a serious undertaking where my right to know the difference was subordinated to my parents’ right to feed me three-different-no-different-meals a day; and if I ever asked what was for dinner, I would be asking for it! Even the time of day was no reliable gauge for telling my lunch from my dinner sometimes, . . . .ingda simeTa especially! Because then, the family Magna Charta,inscribed in the minds of my parents, was modified to push my lunch close to dinner and until such time that ingda was gone! Worse yet, it could be fine-tuned further still to consolidate my lunch and dinner, especially if I was given to “undue” whining! . . .My familiar mother turned into an unfamiliar gourmet ingda simeTa, preparing a smorgasbord of phantasmagoric feast I thought I saw, but couldn’t be too sure I saw, because I had no idea she was a bon vivant capable of such pyramidawi variety. Now you saw it, now you didn’t! It was loaded onto a tray and was whisked into the salon-bet, where TiyE Adanech sat megderder-ing through an epicurean delight never once giving in to my parents’ plea to eat even as she was eating to her heart’s content!

      And what a lop-sided scheme it was! TiyE Adanech seldom had a chance to reciprocate for the Royal banqwoT of aynet-woT she was always treated to in our home because our obstructionist parents were there to block it. On those few occasions when we visited her, they would straight-up lie about us and assure TiyE Adanech that we had just eaten!" Wui Adanu, ahun iko belu, mooch!" Then came that look, that quintessentially ItyoPiawi expression so idiosyncratic to ItyoPiawi parents, a series of facial movements skillfully coordinated to stealthily convey a non-verbal message to kids without arousing public suspicion, a pantomime! . .Panto-mom would do her thing surreptitiously and we, trained as we were in the art of discreet public communication, picked up on it right away and found ourselves swearing to Tiye Adanech that “we just ate . . .mooch!” The Magna Charta had changed again! Suddenly, a lie was not a lie but a parental prerogative! Honom, esti try telling a “story” without parental prompt and see if you’ll live to tell about it!

      I should know! . .In what shall be known as an early sign of a revolutionary spirit in the annals of my history, I once took a notion into my head that I could rebel against a way-of-life that put Injera in my lunch-box. . .again! That day, while the pyramid-kids said grace, I asked Jesus to let me be Jesus for one Godly minute so I could convert my Injera into something else, even if it were to be my “last supper.” Jesus, however, wouldn’t budge. So, there again was my ubiquitous friend, neatly packed and sealed with motherly love, which was no way for my loving mother to express her motherly love. So, I dumped out my Injera while my sister Qelemwa watched with what appeared to be an approval, an “approval” she would see fit to share with our parents later on.

      Father: defftehal woyis aldeffahm, yidffahna bafTimih!

      Me: ere aldeffahum!

      Father: atwash biyalehu alalkum?

      Me: (no response)

      Father: demo siTeyiquh melss atseTm?

      Me: ishi . .iseTalehu.

      Father: ichi na-a-a-a-t Tgab! Demo melss mesTet ameTah?

      (Enter Mother) . . .Mother: inE mlew-w-w, issu wushet keman lemede-e-e-e?

      Excuse-meee-Woizero-panto-mom, you should talk! . .Not much of a trial, was it? Matters were expedited to lump together indictment, arraignment, trial and sentence in one brief act of judicial malfeasance, all about “disrespecting” Injera. And shortly before sentence was meted out would come that famous speech cloaked in language of slychology and a tone-of-voice that bordered on gentleness suggesting to me, the offender, that the situation may still be negotiable: “mnew batashegr yenE lij, mnalebet indiaw tru lij bthonnn?” Every bit the Dummkopf that I was, I would fall for this disarming tactic again and again! The element of surprise would then be on Father’s side and it was precisely at that moment that he would make his Bruce-Lee-thal moves. . .and end up kanfu-dancing on top of my head in an age-defying stunt!

      Eventually, Mother-good-cop would intervene to save my hide. Oh, how I loved her for it, . .until, of course, I found out that she too was quite adept at kick-boxing in mid-air while fully clad in heavy armor, a 200-pound yenatoch qemiss spun out of ten acres of cotton. I shuddered to think what Mother would do if she was wearing spandex and wasn’t pregnant, which she was more often than not. Ayadars iko new! Her disarming tactics, while couched in the same slychology as Father’s, were slightly different. Her thing was: “Qoi abatih yimTa, inE anten alchilim!” Invariably, I would drop my guard believing that she was waiting for her husband. Next thing I knew, here was this huge parachute of yenatoch qemiss dropping down on me out of the sky! . .That my parents believed in “not sparing the rod” was not even noteworthy since that was the case in diffn ItyoPia. Dffn ItyoPia loved their children so much that dffn ItyoPia would kill them before they spoiled them. What was noteworthy was that children of dffn ItyoPia understood the context in which this parental love was expressed and loved their parents to death! Hmm! Unlike today’s brats, that “yalmetut lij bequTa yaleqsal-species,”. .anger, grudge and suppression blo Freud-ulant neger, . .ere sialfm aynekan! “Not-applicable” in ItyoPia! . . . Forget it Fraud! Oops, excuse the lapsus linguae, make that “Freud.”

      But, of course, I had to dump my lunch! You would too, if you had the same Injera for breakfast, which tended to sit there in your stomach until it couldn’t sit there no mo’. Shoot, if it were not for Newton’s gravity, you could conceivably stay full from one single meal of Injera for the rest of your ItyoPiawi life! Where the apple at in my lunch-box, where it at? . . .Well, the apple was at Dejach Balcha! That’s where the apple was! Right there on the komedino by my ailing uncle, where my parents put it the day we went to visit him. Upon seeing my uncle, it dawned on me why they never bought me apples. I had never been that sick, that’s why they never bought me apples. Healthy? Too bad, . .no apples! How do you like them apples? Only in ItyoPia! . . .That trip to Dejach Balcha would forever be etched in my mind as the day I experienced my first pom, no thanks to my parents! In fact, no sooner had TiyE Adanech handed me one of my parents’ apples on the komedino next to my ailing uncle, than Mother had launched into her famous pantomime. "You better not ante asedabi," she said without saying a single word! . . Needless to say, I threw caution to the wind that day and had me my first pom. Yay! . .So what were they gonna do? Throw me out of the Garden of Eden? DinqEm! I went on and sank my teeth into the succulent depth of the forbidden fruit and ahhhhhh! . .Of course, there would be hell to pay, but look, what was good for Adam was good enough for me!

      And so it was that I defied the doomsayers of Science and grew without 2-4 servings of stuff a day. As Injera grew on me, without making the slightest fuss, I kept growing as a by-product of life itself, quietly, . .until one fine day, wonder of wonders, I had grown! And DARN if I didn’t make my parents proud! Of course, there never was a doubt in their minds that I would grow. Mn godelena demo! . . .2-3 servings of . . .? What the heck was a “serving” anyway? Imagine Mother measuring out just the right “serving” for

      each one of us houseful of kids three times a day, throwing into the mix, age, gender and individual caloric requirements. C’mon now, we ain’t no ingda, you know! We lived here! Besides, wouldn’t that be just a bit too much chemistry for Mother? The closest she had ever come to chemistry was when Father, old enough to be her father too, had decided on her behalf that the chemistry was strong enough to start a family. When he had nipped her in the bud, she still had a year to go before crossing over into that much-coveted realm of higher education; . .that famous milestone of sixth-grade-ministiri!

      Poor Mother! With no ministiri under her belt, she would forever be left in limbo, teetering between memar-vs-alememar and afflicted by a strange condition known as dyslexiabissinica that enabled her to write but stopped her dead in her tracks when it came time to read. Like a diligent scribe Mother wrote, but couldn’t read a word of what she wrote to save her life. In later years, in one of her rare and treasured letters to Qelemwa, she once wrote: " LijE Qelemwa, QelemE, QelemE, QelemE, QelemE, ehem, QelemE . .!" A whole letter filled with her daughter’s name like some punishment, because, mts, she simply had no way of knowing that she had addressed QelemE already in every line after preceding line after . . .! Worse yet, her illustrious letters remained a bone of contention between Mother and daughter throughout the years, because Mother unfailingly chastised QelemE for failing to respond to that all-important gudai she had taken pains to write to her about. QelemE tactfully said: “AldereseNim iko ImamyE!”

      What Mother lacked in reading skills, she more than made up for in Math. The budget was sometimes short, but her majet never was. She quietly worked her magic, and voila, there was bermil-full of Teff for yet another month of Injera even as the family size increased, but Father’s income remained the same since the shumet kept eluding him. Sure, he had the education, but he would have been better off with the zemed instead. Unfortunately for him, his zemedoch were far from Janhoy and the place where shumet was conferred. They were in Alleltu, where Janhoy was still “ImiyE Menelik.” It was rather doubtful that those types of relatives would have helped Father’s case with Janhoy by intervening on his behalf and calling Emperor Haile Selassie out of his name: “Abeeeet! ImiyE Menelik, degu negusachn, shumuln, ere shumuln!”

      Well, did the shumet ever come? Certainly, it did. Ninety days from pension and thirty days from Derg. Little did my father know that thirty days into his shumet, he would go scrambling for zemed still to have his promotion revoked so he could make it past the sixty days of Derg and into a quiet retirement, but . . . no so fast Father, not so fast! With one stroke of the Royal pen, he had finally arrived, earning the right to be questioned by the Derg along with shumamnt who had been shumamnt throughout their lives. Congratulations Fazer!

      “Le-TiyaqE yifelegalu-u-u-u!” . . .What do you know! The old man too would get to eat his Injera out of a lunch-box for a while! . . ."Defftehal woyis aldeffahm . .?"

      _

      Ay Injera!

      _

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Family Feud Issue : May 2002

      The Mts Issue : June 2002

      The Modernity Issue : July/August 2002

      The Family Feud Issue : May 2002

      “wiy, simun atanshibiN!”

      “meqabirE indatiqomi, meqabirish alqomim!!”

      The Ethiopian family feud is as routine as self ina qeTero, as traditional as coffee morning, noon, and night, and as unfortunate as CHirt on a child’s face. Some feuds are so old no one can remember who did what to whom when or why. Some are so fresh that comment on it is part of the family daily discourse. The Ethiopian family tree sports many a fringe branch that you are discouraged to contact or mention, some cursed soul no one wants to acknowledge because he or she harmed the family name in some way, or some imagined injury that has gained size and dimension over the years way out of proportion to its original meaning or intention.

      Some seek forgiveness, some seek to forgive, while some are busy fanning the flames of disharmony for sheer entertainment value. Somewhere in the middle are stories that need to be told, that are seeking a voice, or that are begging for some ink space. Well, we here at Seleda are only too happy provide a ready slate for you to memoneCHaCHer your tales of woe and discord, to wax poetic on the philosophy behind the sparks that ignite feuds, or perhaps even to inspire us with your narration of how you were able to cross the chasm of a family rift to shake hands, kiss cheeks, and make friends again of those who are and will always be tied to you by blood.

      But first, a small caveat from upper-management (who can be wise beyond their just-graduated-and-am-sitting-pretty-on-dot-com-stocks years): while we want to hear and air your stories, we don’t want to provide new ground for old battles. The intention should not be to disrespect your/our people nor to magaleT anyone for any reason, but to shed new light on an old problem that’s not necessarily unique to our community (can we say, Jerry Springer, children?) and how we can, in certain instances, overcome it.

      So, with that, sharpen the ol’ pencils, dust off the ergonomic keyboard, and have a go at it. Submissions are due in by April 15, 2002.

      The mTs Issue : May 2002

      mTs…It is syllabically singular, expressionally infinite. It is first aid and band aid, compassion displayed, action waylaid. It is contempt and respect. It is understanding and disdain. It is an air sucked, teeth clenched, lips pursed engagement with a person, an act, a dream, an experience. If you are Ethiopian, you have said it, heard it, expressed it or suppressed it. And you have a story about it, from it, with it, or against it. Is it fatalism on display? Compassion in action? Disdainful refrain? We want to hear about it. Your myth on “mTs”. Here - by the 20th of May. A picture, story, poem…anything but a singular mTs.

      The Modernity Issue : July/August 2002

      If you hear some people say it (as they arrive two and a half hours late to a public event), Ethiopia’s problem is lack of modernity. Some people will declare (as they pop yesterday’s qateNa into the microwave to get it re-crisped) that Ethiopia’s problem IS modernity. Some people will insist (as they send off their son to a high school an hour’s hoary jog away) that Ethiopia’s problem are the modernizers themselves. And some will swear (as they push aside a staggering stack of the people’s business on their bureaucrat’s desk to make way for a cup of macchiatto), that the Ethiopian people are irredeemably unmodernizable. For this double issue, we first of all want to extract out of you those compelling stories of modernity gedls, such as; “The gedl of The First Person to Wear European Shoes in My Town”, or “The gedl of The Encounter with an ATM Machine”, or “The gedl of When My Breasts Became Sexual Things”, or “The gedl of Explaining the Idea of a Flower Garden to My Country Relations Coming to Visit Us in Addis”. And secondly, we invite you to pontificate on this topic. Is modernity being western? What do you lose on the road to being modern? Does Abebech’s kitchen modernity extend to the bedroom (you wonder)? Were we all taught to be “modern”, or simply to reject what is ours and to covet the white man’s ways? And finally, the mother of all questions, “The Gap” opens a franchise on the third floor of a new fifty-story building in Addis… Is that modernity? Discuss, think, intellectualize, dissect and synthesize. Do whatever you have to do to get us something topical, enjoyable and stimulating by June 20.
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      “Comfort’s in heaven, and we are on the earth,Where nothing lives but crosses, cares, and grief." - Shakespeare. This issue is dedicated to Seleda Mascot and SeleDista; we hope you find comfort.

      The Family Feuds issue

      May, 2002

      Note from the editors
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      It might just take familiarizing yourself with Vedic Mathematics theories and enlisting the help of expert satellite radar operators, but look hard enough and eventually you will actually locate traces of logic behind how our bosses run SELEDA. tadiya, in the process of looking for them traces, s’q indailachu because you’ll miss everything in its entirety.

      For the record, nothing good ever comes out of any of the field trips upper management takes. When they returned from Davos last year, for example, after rubbing elbows with world and business leaders who can actually map out the future of civilization (“izi gar Torinet… eza ga demmo… inja… selam inifTer indE zendiro?”), they managed to irreparably damage several angoloch, which were already operating on a strictly simechachew basis. Post-Davos, it was all of a sudden considered unforgivably plebian not to have “plenary sessions,” and something called “sector analysis” was brandied about recklessly without anyone really understanding what it meant. Oh, and it was decreed that we would henceforth start spelling “center” “centre.” tadiya mn teshale?

      By what vagary we don’t know, but upper management was on the invite list to this year’s annual World Bank/IMF meeting. Oh, the irony…let us count the ways! We braced for what would result after close encounters with people who think they are world and business leaders who can map out the future of civilization. Well, we should have braced tighter.

      The legendarily creepy SELEDA Editorial Meetings got even creepier this month as upper management showcased some of its newly acquired talents: the most magnificently banal being making superbly obvious “declarations” after each meeting. “SELEDA shall publish articles…on the Internet…every month!”

      Cute.

      But what caused us anxiety of giant proportions was the unveiling of the establishment of several new “in-house departments.” Huh? Why do we need all these new departments? Listen pal, take it up with the “Department of Inquiries.”

      In the war effort to further confuse the SELEDA sefiew hzb, we noted the creation of the “Department of New Departments,” only the brief first stop in untangling this labyrinth of poppycock.

      … We “hochegud”ed the “Department of Reviewing Whining from the Staff and all other Nobodys,” which, with enviable efficiency, is divided into several sub-departments: the “whining from writers department,” the “whining from editors department,” the “whining from vendors who have 90 days overdue notices department,” and the “whining from people who don’t have departments but can petition to have a department wherefore to direct whining department.”

      … We “ayTal/ayadriss”ed the “Department of Taking Irmijja to Ensure All of SELEDA’s New Departments are Performing in the Manner SELEDA Upper Management Would Like To Get Accustomed.” Oh, Nelly.

      We didn’t even have the guts to look into the machinations of the “Department of ‘Very Special’ Services,” which we hear is an offshoot of the qedmo “When in doubt, expense account it” department. But really, like we always say, who are we to cast aspersions?

      But what got our attention and made the crosshairs on our pores tingle with fright and anticipation was the new and spicy, “Department of Sensitivity.” Ok. So, granted SELEDA bosses have never scaled pillars of anything compassionate. But, we thought that maybe the Tsom was making them delirious and… and…well…aiCH, we are just hapless optimists. Anyway, we “ready, skeddi, Almaz, get-set, go’ed to the stately “Department of Sensitivity” offices, only to screech and halt at the door.

      Sign plastered on the door on fine handmade paper:

      “This is the Dept. of Sensitivity. Do not enter if you are not on the “approved list.” If you don’t know what the approved list is, then it means you ain’t on it. Do not enter if you are not on the “preferred person” list either. If you have never heard of the “preferred person” list, forget you just heard it. Enter if you are on the “Forgotten staff with a legitimate grievance” list. Kidding! No such list. Ok, now go make like an atela and sink to the bottom.”

      ye qlEt qen aymesh!

      dehhna senebetachihulin SELEDAmoch?

      Welcome to the Family Feuds Issue! Ah, we are in our element now, ladies and gentlemen. We have yet to meet a fracas, a mêlée, a “wegerew! wegerew!” moment we have not “emmmppwa, edeg, edeg”ed. And apparently neither have some of you! One day we will find the right smarmy-to-sentimental ratio on how to properly thank our contributors who, on a monthly basis, keep this e-zine zipping along like a wuyiyt driver on crack. Until then, we extend akbrot miyamwaliCHew gratitude to this month’s writers who tolerated us and our cupid-faced passive aggressive requests to “Cut this! Remove this! Dammit we, love you,” editorials…we still call them “suggestions.” One day soon, SELEDA will run on automatic, alas, signaling an end to the cyber consigliore position we have come to cherish. Enjoy this issue on a subject that is both confounding and…even more confounding.

      So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      Nothing is ever new at SELEDA. Same old qbTet, same old serial psychosis, same old nihilism on cruise control…oh, wait…that last one is new. We were touched by the kind gesture of all of you who sent us all of them “happy third birthday”/inkuwan aderesachihu greetings. Oh so kind, so kind, although we’ll take your “here’s to three more years” mriqat as m’wart against the cyber citizenry. We are hopeful that even more of you will join the Seledification process and become contributors. It has been our profound honor to bring you SELEDA, and it will never cease to amaze us that this kind of ibdet is sanctioned and enjoyed by our readers. May the hilm continue. The fact of the matter is that for SELEDA to live on, we need you.

      (Ooooh, that was…spritey. )

      ere qoi…waw, there IS actually something new mewregreging down the SELEDA halls. Three years of unabated nitrekanet and what have we got to show for it except the countless subpoenas stacked neatly in the executive washroom? A-ha! Welcome to the new and mature SELEDA: The qum neger Years. (Them will be short years, folks.) The “SELEDA Negarit" is our most ambitious undertaking since we tried to convince the SELEDA cafeteria sra askihaj not to substitute Corn Flakes for drqosh when he makes drqosh frfr. (He apprenticed with some uppity Chef inna mekerachinin.) Aniiiiway, take a gander at the revolution we are a’brewin’ and join the fun.

      What else?

      We are looking forward to our next two issues. In June we will delve into platitudes and the Ethiopian psyche in the “M’Ts Issue”. mechEs… yaw… gud blo zm new. Deadline for submissions is May 15, although, indyaw zemnu kiffu new, we’ll take you on the 16th if you know the right nuance to mutter, “ay ye sew neger.”

      The annual gratuitous SELEDA double-issue will return in the form of the “Modernity Issue” in July/August. Oh, so much to say to fill a double-issue. Your grandma, the one who “ishh”ed your zinb, now on a date in DC…So many tales. Oh, and we have a request…a l’il SELEDA Inner’activity, if we may. For those of you who were lucky enough to witness and participate in the estimable meserete tmhrt days, we are looking to compile incidents, happenings, and memorable occurrences of those venerable times. Please jot them down in a few paragraphs and send them to us at editors@seleda.com. No more shall that era be confined to oral history uttered under heavy influence of libations, coffee or both, but our stories of tearing down the tqur megareja shall be chronicled for generations to come…it shall…

      U U tE.

      Ehem.

      Anyway, you get the point. Deadline for this and other contributions on issues of zemenai’inet is June 15, the 16th if you’ve ever uttered the words “Jolly Jackism” in a non-ironic manner. (m’Ts.)

      Oooookay, that’s all from the, “What’s New at SELEDA?" department. Does the “Department of Investigations into Allegations that Interns’ Computers Should Really be Upgraded to 486’s” have anything more to add? No? Ok. What about the “Department of the Elimination of Excesses and Extravagance”? Oh, that department we are told is at a plenary session retreat in Cinque Terre. Bummer. Is the “Department of Declarations” ready to declare the declaration du-month:“SELEDA will fight to eliminate poverty”? Ok, then. It is declared such.

      With that, we bid you adieu. As always, we love hearing from you. Drop us email. We’ll get it as soon as the “Department of Screening Mail and X-raying Female SELEDA Staffers” forwards it to us.

      selam inihun. melkam fassika!

      The Humble Editors.

      editors@seleda.com

      Covenant
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      Covenant

      by: Tewodros

      T-minus two weeks until you arrive in this world. This is your father writing to you, and I want to be the first to welcome you into this world. According to your mother, “Areh bakih! inE yet hejE new antew “welcoming komitE” yehonkew? ZeTeN wer… inE neN ante yaregeznew?”

      Don’t mind us. It’s all because we are excited about you getting here, our first born!

      Son, you might be interested to know that I am also the first born in my family. The difference is that when my mother was pregnant with me, my parents didn’t get to see my head bobbing up and down on a fancy computer, or hear my heartbeat. I don’t think my father framed my mother’s first sonogram. In those days (wochew-gud … “in those days” lemaletim beqan), in those days, as sophisticated as Nigest Zewditu Hospital in Addis Abeba was, it had not yet reached the level where the “pain killer” was not a sharp qariya Tffi on a miT 'miyasCHohat mother followed by admonishment from an ill-tempered nurse, “Ay ingidih! Beqash. CHuhetu mindinew?”

      Now your grandfather, my father, will tell you stories about how when HIS little brother was born in a small hut in Shakiso, Sidamo. How the village “nurse assistant” could not be found when my grandmother went into labor. (Supposedly this nurse had other talents as well, such as drinking tej from two _birilE_s, and on that fateful night she was out stone cold on someone’s floor.) Anyway, my father remembers holding a chibo as his father assisted my grandmother cut the umbilical cord of their new daughter. So, to him, NigistZewditu Hospital, with its clean corridors and white sheets, was a marked improvement. I wonder what he thinks about his grandchild now born several thousands of miles away in ye ferenj hager where they allow the father-to-be in the delivery room, serving as both a Lamaze coach and videographer. Dylan was right. Times, they are a changin’.

      I am writing to you very late at night. Your mother has not been sleeping much these days. It has been a hard pregnancy for her. The first few months, she threw up nearly every day. Son, when you grow up and have a wife and she’s pregnant and she throws up, DON’T, if you know what’s good for you, give her any reason to say “min feetihin taCHemadidaleh”. Son, trust me, just hold her head and try to think about something else while she rails on you about “what you have done to her.” During the wife’s first trimester is not a good time to bring up the fact that it took two to tango. You also have to hope that her threats about never letting you touch her are just idle, caused-by-hormonal-imbalance kind of threats. I’ll tell you more about hormonal imbalances when you grow up. I still don’t know much about it, and your mother and I have been together for five years now.

      Don’t get me wrong, your mother is a wonderful woman. She has single-handedly saved what was left of my soul and my confidence in humanity. I love her almost to a fault. Son, I pray that you, too, will end up with someone like your mother- someone kind and wise and superbly intelligent, and someone who looks great in a bikini. I want you to know that your father is where he is at this very moment because of the strength of your mother. I say that literary and figuratively. Literally, because she kicked me out of the bedroom because I was snoring too loudly, so I am exiled to the spare room. Figuratively, because her love was strong enough for the both of us when I was not strong enough.

      Aside: your mother just walked into the spare room to kiss me and apologize for kicking me out of the bedroom. She said that she has not slept in days and might be a little irritable. (Proper response to that, Son is “Who? You? Irritable? Nahhhhhhh!”) She assured me that she still loved me. I asked if she would like me to come back to the bedroom with her, maybe rub her feet. She said “no” very sweetly to both offers, but she did bring me a pillow. It was for me to sleep on, not to suffocate me with, which I thought was also sweet. It used to be that a foot massage could open up so many doors, but (inflation, Son!) it has been devalued severely recently. The market is flooded with cheap alternatives… her mother offers her backrubs, her sisters (she has 4) are waiting on her hand and foot.

      I thought I’d write you a real letter Son, besides the darling little diaries that your mother makes me keep in the “Big Book of Baby Memories.” She is making all your uncles and aunts write in that book, too. There is even a place in there to store the first strands of hair from your first haircut. Well, I guess that’s all good, although I can’t help but wonder what they would make of all this fuss back in Ethiopia. The most people will offer you back there is “wend lij kene qaCHilu yisTachiew.” I don’t think they go about writing daily diaries in a “Big Book of Baby Memories.”

      I wish we were living in Ethiopia, Son. I wish you could grow up the way I did… play in the same soccer fields, go to the same stadium. I know I can’t give you a childhood where you are the majority and you never have to deal with the exigencies of racial profiling and identity upheavals. I wish I could continue the security of feeling safe in your house and understand the comfort of seeing your extended family every day. Maybe you might not miss all these things, but your old man sure does. I promise to take you back to Addis and Sidamo as soon as your mother thinks you are old enough so you and I can at least connect at that level. The pasti joints in Addis, Son, is where people do the real growing up. But let’s keep that between you and me. According to your mother, you won’t be leaving the house until you are seven and, even then, only when with an entourage and bodyguards. So, enjoy your days in the womb, and enjoy your daily trips to the mall because you ain’t going nowhere for a while after your debut. Your mother, she says she goes to the mall so often just to get exercise, but the only thing being exercised are my muscles when I lift the credit card bill that is carted into our mailbox with a back-loader truck. Son, you would not believe how expensive you are. Apparently you and your compatriots, New Borns, Inc., are a several billion dollar a year conglomerate. If we were in Ethiopia, the only thing you’d be getting is indigestion after your mother’s intake of too much genfo. Sew hager menor, now you are a proud balebet of a whole room full of color coordinated furniture. Son, do you know how long it took me to get my own place? But you also own many, many other property. You would be considered a tujar if baby toys were considered assets. But, I am not complaining. I promise you, nothing but the best for my Son.

      While I am at it, I want to make you some other promises, Son.

      I promise, on a stack of bibles, and our HBO subscription, that I will never leave you. Not for the love of another woman, not for money or other earthly comforts. I promise to be there for you when you fall, and promise to kiss you everyday when you’re growing up.

      I promise to be there when your homework is difficult and you can’t seem to please any of your teachers. I promise to help you. I promise to be gentle with you. I promise not to raise my voice at you unnecessarily and mistake your fear for respect. I promise to always listen to you, and never take out my anger at you. I promise never to displace my frustration out on your fragile little body.

      I promise to always respect your mother as the central figure in our lives. I promise never to mistreat her of speak to her in any other way than with full respect. (Son, I don’t have a choice on that last one.)

      I promise never to blame you for my failures. I promise never to make you walk on eggshells around me. I promise to keep my promise when I tell you I would come see you. I promise I will never forget to pick you up from school. I promise to be there for you when you wear your first suit, when you shave for the very first time and when you start dating. (According to your mother that won’t be until you are 25, so, Son, we’ll have a lot of down time.)

      I promise never to make you vie for my attention or be intentionally cruel to you. I promise never to choose my happiness over yours. I promise to listen to you no matter what. I promise to teach you how to drive your first car, and to respect women and to appreciate the women in your life.

      I promise never to use harsh words. Never to torture you with the silent treatment for something you know nothing about. I promise to encourage your ambitions and respect your decisions. I promise never to make light of what you hold in high regard. I promise to respect your intellect and your choice of careers. I promise not to be dismissive about your pain or ignore your anxieties.

      I promise to listen to you when you tell me that something is wrong and you need to take time away from school.

      I promise Son, never to disappear without a word. I promise never to use “divide and conquer” between you and your siblings. I promise to always take your side first against the outside world. I promise to be there when you get married, when your first-born arrives…to smoke that cigar with you. I promise to be honest with you about life and to be open about my mistakes. I promise to apologize to you when I am wrong, and not to scar you in any way, fashion or form. I promise you never have to lie to please me. I promise never to emotionally blackmail your young mind by making you the cause of any strife with your mother. I promise never to speak ill of the woman who bore you. I promise to trust you and to fight for your trust in me.

      I promise to always protect you until I die and even after that. I promise to make you feel safe. I promise not to hurt or taunt you because I can and have the knowhow. I promise to respect you as a man and never to say or even intimate that you are a failure. I promise I will remember your birthday. I promise that you will never have to lie to your friends as to my whereabouts. I promise you that when you look back at your childhood that you will know you were the most precious thing to your mother and I. I promise to care about your life and your future. I promise not to punish you for my carelessness. I promise never to forget that you are, first and foremost, a human being with feelings. I will never forget that. Ever.

      Most of all, I promise to tell you everyday how much you are loved and how proud I am of you. I promise to actually say the words “I love you,” and not assume you know.

      I promise you will never have to take dance classes Son, like your cousins are doing! Yes, Son, we are, after all, still Ethiopian men. I promise that if your uncles tell you anything about my youth and gurmissina that they will never come near you. Ever. Again.

      I promise to be the best father I know how to be, my Son. And I am putting this on paper so that I can read it when you make mistakes and make your mother and me mad.

      I give you my word.

      Been summoned to the bedroom, Son. My offer for a foot massage has been accepted. Its value, as the value of the “get out of jail” card, Son, is never totally without value, especially when the competition is not open for business 24/7.

      Today, I hope you learned your first lesson.

      It’s past midnight so it’s T-minus 14 days until I hold you in my arms.

      Son, I love you.

      Your father,

      T

      Seleda Family Feud
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      There are feuds, and then there are SELEDA FEUDS, may the two never be mistaken.

      It all started innocently enough…

      Wrote Seble:

      "Once again I consumed Seleda in one gulp, ahoon liyanqen new. Maybe you should think of MengE’s m.o. and give out ration cards. As always everything was beautiful, qonjo. qonjo. Aii Injera… Ere gud new. MT… MT outdid HIMSELF… Yes, Seledochu, it is a He. Enem inde Metti… “dessssssssss sileN” libel inji. I laughed all through it. It’s what’s makes Seleda to “Seledinet”…(you guys are probably too young to get that joke.) [wink]

      Brilliant.

      Life Diaries… yes they were THE diaries. Maybe I can spare you a lot of fugerra and you can just send me Fasil’s email because he is meant for me. YenE new Fascil. Iyegebachihew new, Seledochu?

      Be adnaqot inna fiqr,

      Seble.
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        * * *

      

      _

      {Naturally we let both Fasil and MT know of this… and then…}
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        * * *

      

      _

      Wud ihitE Seble, SebliyE, SebliyE, ehem, SebliyE:

      If only our esteemed Editors had had the wisdom and the sensitivity to excise your Fasil comments from your otherwise lovely message before forwarding it to me, I would have been blown away by your kindness. Thrilled as I was to the core to receive your praise, I couldn’t help but notice how tepid your cheers for me appeared to be when juxtaposed against your pronouncement that “Fasil is yours!”

      IndEt y’honal tadya? M’new SebliyE! What about meeeeee? IndE! ;)

      Lenegeru inkwan alferdibishim! If I came across a bumper-sticker that read: “Honk if you love Fasil,” I bet I’d be the first to toot my . .er . .HIS horn. This godelo-big-leaguer, this Fasil-person routinely venividivici-es his way through the hearts and minds of Seledanbabian leaving havoc in his wake every doggone time he puts pen to paper. He makes me feel as though I slid into Seleda on a special pass called asteyayet! Besmab! MeTne lessu inji, iness I’ll survive!

      Anchi g’n SebliyE, m’nalebet lijE tinish asteyayet-cut-me-some-slack-biTE-neger bemadreg “You too, MT, are meant for me,” btiyiN noro? Ay yesew neger!

      Beterefe, I agree that this was a helluvaway to launch the new Seleda-year. Splendid! My compliments to Heran too, she of “yes-it’s-my-real-name” fame (I think) who put the “dynamic” in the duo. It was no accident that SHE was pitted against Fasil. It takes a beautiful mind to match wits with a beautiful mind!

      And so it goes . . .

      keTalq akbirot gar,

      mt
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        * * *

      

      If Seble wonders why it took me so long to respond, please tell her I have been getting threatening mail (bewunetu lehiywote yemiasega) from, who else, MT, on account the love letter she sent me, and I have been away from my usual haunts, avoiding suspicious characters including the editors of Seleda. MT refuses to accept the fact that the one Seble has chosen in the end is no one else but me me me me me.

      Wochew guuud,

      Fasil.
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        * * *

      

      Wud wondmE Lij Fasil:

      I hate to take the contrarian view, but there is hardly room for wrangling when there is no doubting Seble’s intent that she meant to make a point by mentioning ME first in her letter to both of us. Surely, there is no need to guess at what she had in mind to convey when she tacked on her “obitrr-dictum-incidental” remark about YOU as some miskeeeeen afterthought.

      I don’t know how YOU chose to see it Lij Fasil, but a careful reading of the letter reveals the presence of an implicit “by the way” built into her remark right before she mentions you . . .down there, wayyyy down there, at the very, very end! It is far from my grasp how you could possibly revel in being “the chosen one” when in your heart-of-hearts" you MUST know that all she was doing was being inclusive!

      Demo “the love letter she sent me” yibaliliNal! Dinqem love-letter! Abayin yalayE minCH yamesegnal alu! If you are referring to the same letter in which she declares to the world how MT "desssssss" indemilat, somesing ain’t right! .If that was your idea of a love-letter, I wonder how you’d describe the one she sent me in private explaining how she had felt duty-bound to throw in a few kind words about you just to get it over with. Ay SebliyE! And, yes, you read that right! It’s SebliyE! . .FYI, we go back a long way. She and I. We do. As Forest Gump would put it: “That’s all I have to say about that!”

      Birtatun yisTiliN!

      yantew akbari,

      mt
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        * * *

      

      Dear MT,

      With an unflinching, yiluNtabiss joro dabba libes to Seleda editors’ acerbic remarks regarding our exchange of cyber-banters through their medium, I will push the envelope one last time to say a few words to dispel your starry-eyed delusions about the clear choice Seble has made.

      If you have a printout of the email, which I am sure you do, (enlarged, the last few lines whited out, framed and hanging on your bedroom wall above the alarm radio that ushers in with a scream another day of toil in the land of milk and honey, dinQem!) I direct your attention to the part that reads: “Maybe I can spare you a lot of fugerra…” right after (you naively thought) she chose you. Doubting for a moment my firm grasp on the Amharic lexicon (straight laced or otherwise) because of your refusal to bow out with grace, I looked up the meaning "mefoger" in yeduriye mezgebe Qalat, and it is defined as follows:

      Fogere: TiQim felligo Qelammede; hodu “sitasTella” sil, afu “wuy sittamir” ale.

      Applied to Seble’s usage of the word, it means, she “spread insincere praises and flatteries right and left to get what she wanted.” And what she wanted was my email address, MT, mT’s!

      You see, MT, despite her sycophantic preamble which you, in your touching simplicity, took for a declaration of a preference for you, Seble is an honest person at heart who doesn’t have what it takes to lie to the end. When she can no longer go on beating around the bush as she courtesy-dances her way through to me, she lets the cat out of the bag and confesses: “May be I can spare you a lot of fugerra and you can just send me Fasil’s email,” and then she drops the daisy cutter that should have blasted you to Begemidir, poor MT, m’Ts: “He (me of course) is meant for me!” How about putting that in your pipe and smoking it? It might soothe the pain. One more thing: she asked for my email, not yours. And she ends it all with “yene new Fascil” meaning “I don’t give a damn who takes those I mentioned for the sake of form.”

      The typo in the spelling of my name? Just a mere lapse caused by the amorous whirlwind that swept through her as she made her desire known. Don’t you think, MT? M’'Ts!

      I wish you luck elsewhere, MT, m’Ts!

      Fasil.
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        * * *

      

      Seledochu,

      Here I am, in all my chewa ye abesha lij bienséance, trying hard not to be flattered. But hell if all this virtual serenading by these two qendeNa (pun intended) cyber ashkormamiwech won’t make a girl feel pings and pangs of pride at being elevated way above the tereNa Seledista hoi polloi. (Sheeezzzz, it just might be the safest ménage á trois these days…)

      O tempora, o mores!

      Eski-ki-ki-ki? indEt indEt? BejjjjjjjjjjjE…Gebachu yemilew?

      Seble.
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        * * *

      

      Lij Fasil:

      I was thoroughly charmed by your letter, even as I was frightened clear out of my wits by the eerily accurate description of my bedroom you offered. Gudikonew!

      “assa gorguari zendo aweTa yesew felagi yerasun aTa!”

      Lekas ajirE, while I was locking horns with you over Seble, you’ve been checking out my bedroom. Perhaps THAT might explain why my wife has made a habit of reading any piece by the owner of Mekasha’s Mother BEFORE she gets 'round to reading mine. I swallowed my pride once and sifera sicher asked why. Her response?

      “Antenima awqihalehu!”

      I tell ya, a guy can’t get a break around here! . .Set my heart at ease, Lij Fasil. Tell me you’ll stay out of my bedroom and I’ll gladly cede my Seblitu to you, no strings attached. Of course, my retreat bodes ill for poor Seble since she will be forced to settle for second choice, but hey, life is a tradeoff, mn yidereg meches?

      And so, we bury the hatchet, you and I, and Seledochu shall stop egging us on and shall henceforth pull in their horns. For the record, however, I’d like to point out a glaring fallacy in your analysis of Seble’s usage of “Fugera.” I’m afraid you got it backwards iko! It was six lines of profound introspection later (about me) that the “fugera” you so aptly defined made its first appearance, and not by accident. Seble was about to end her note when, out of purely humanitarian considerations, she decided to dedicate all of three lines to you. It was at THAT moment that it occurred to her that anything she might have had to say about you would, by necessity, be nothing but fugera! Hence, “I’ll spare you a lot of fugera,” she wrote. To my mind, the statement meant that “fugera” bore a direct connection with “Fasil.” (She thought of Fugera when she thought of you, is all.)

      With unrestrained glee you wrote: “What she wanted was MY e-mail.” Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but don’t read too much into it, Lij Fasil. Seble would look stupid to ask for MY e-mail, because she’s had it all along.

      You cracked me up with your, “put this in your pipe and smoke it!” Would you be so kind as to send me a piece of what YOU are smoking these days? Shoot, if I’m gonna smoke some stuff, it might as well be the “good stuff” that YOU seem you have in your possession; that real mind-altering stuff! . .I too would like to know how it feels to have one’s perception distorted; I too would like to know how the mind can be tricked into reading what’s not there! . .Just, WHAT are you smoking, LijE?

      Beterfema, Lij Fasil, as I honor my pledge to back off, I urge you to be a bit kinder and gentler towards SebliyE. I understand your frustration, but there’s nothing to be gained by engaging in mudslinging. You’re not gonna win Seble over by calling her a “sycophant” like you did in your letter.

      “an evil man is ensnared by the transgression of his lips,

      but the righteous escapes from trouble.”

      "HuNiNi-sm dro qere! Even second-place has to be earned. Be kind to her! In fact, I don’t know why you thought you could get away with it. Seble ain’t the type who’d shrug off such an insult. If you’re not careful, she’ll “bienséance” your ass to “hoi polloi” until you cry “O-baby-tempora-O-mores-marN!”

      As for that “amorous whirlwind” that you were presumptuous enough to claim must have “swept through her” as she thought of you, I suggest that you bring it up with your doctor, and speedily. You might have been experiencing an attack of vertigo, which might have left you with a fleeting illusion that people were whirling about when, in reality, it was YOU, who was “meqaZet-ing” in a dizzying spin . .and out, wayyy out of the world of reason. I’ll pray for your healing.

      Cheru amlakachn Teninetun ayinfegih!

      yantew akbari:

      mt
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        * * *

      

      lol. Bakachiu…

      The conclusion reminds me of the saying

      "wusejiew wusejiew y’hunilish Tena

      dmbajam biTe new dej’im ayasTena."

      And MT’s wife crooning…

      "minew qonjo gabbi lebseh y’berdihal

      batawqew new inji tederibolihal…"

      And zen I croon to MT:

      "iwedih nebere ahoon Telahuhih

      inde sefEd qolo manim zegenehi

      (ere ine min gulbet noroN!!)

      And zen I croon to Fasil, my one true love,

      "And qen sew Tefto btastedadireN

      ante ye moyaleam lij litidegagimen…"

      As you say, gudnewyezendironeger.

      Fasssssilllllllll, esti minale bitwedeN… be Mekasha mazer mot.
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      MT,

      I am sure you have been wondering if I had been shamed into silence by your heartrending engurguro. I admit that your musho-biTe Erorro has plucked a couple of minor strings somewhere in the convoluted tangles and twists of my ruhruh anjet. But that is not what has kept me quiet for so long, and you are not the only thing I have ignored these past few days. I have also slammed the door shut on the endless maqinna cherq of this atakach hiywot. The reason? A blazing romance with — who else — Seblitu! After an aging affair with Maritu and a number of risky trysts with someone else’s wife whom I had to jettison because of thinly concealed hints of a reckless fantasy (leaving the father of her children and moving into my house!), Seble’s entry has been like an ample supply of mirT Qibe for the deddeb shiro that my life was turning out to be. My apologies if this makes you drool, but Seble is simply yeset QunCHo. Muyawa! Muyawa! Akalua! Sewunnetua! Endiaw zim yishalal.

      With your permission, I would like to meQeNet a few lines to praise Seble’s virtues and to pity those who have once dreamed of winning her heart. mTs!
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        * * *
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      **/Seble_**
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        * * *

      

      Getaw Lij Fascil:

      You really gave it your all this time, I see. I bet you subjected yourself to a grueling rehearsal before you came out with guns blazing, albeit shooting blanks. In my haste to find something of substance in your letter, a futile exercise indeed, for a moment I thought the phrase “convoluted tangles and twists” referred to your LOGIC. Ay yenE neger, and I was about to agree, but, of course, I wouldn’t be so lucky. I read on to discover that you were only describing your anjet! Thanks! I’m sure we were all dying to know about the exact layout of your anjet! A vivid description of your wotet-anjet and melalaCHa is what we were waiting to read about!

      Lij Fascil, I am but a smidgen of a man next to you, but I saw in your letter a tragic account of what defines you. The letter was interesting for what it revealed (self-psycho-analysis) as well as for what it didn’t (an ill-concealed cry for help). What is it with you and this preoccupation with intestines large and small? Your fixation with FOOD? This strange tendency you have to talk about food when you talk about a woman? “MirT qibE, dedeb shiro, yeset muya, Tat yemiasqoreTm woT!” IndEEEE! I’ve heard of Foot-Fetish, but Food-Fetish? Mn nekabiN Lij Fascil? You are elevating to new heights that age-old aphorism:" The best way to a man’s heart is through his stomach!" Lekas wunet new?

      Lij Hod amlaku, this excessive obsession you have with gastronomic excesses is worrying me a lot, bayqoCH yangebegbal, mnm bihon yager lij nehna! With the same psychological quality of a tone you wrote about it in Maritu and, of course, it was all over the place in “Culinary Mestewadid” (July 2001) The same curiously bizarre LINK between a woman and your stomach! . .“A short spell of hunger robbed me of a good portion of my sanity and turned me into an unsmiling, foul-tempered swine ready to kill for a bowl of soup,” you wrote. SebliyE may not be no damn Gloria Steinem, but I doubt if she’d slave away for you in your little kitchen! So, what what will you do? Kill the poor girl? . .Don’t do it! You kill, you die! You die, they’ll say: “hodam kalmote ayarfim!”

      Lij Fascil, I’m afraid the line between Seble and food has become blurred for you. It’s now safe to say that you’re really talking about your love of FOOD when you profess your love for SebliyE! See? . .See how I broke it down for you? Wondim lemeche new!! If you require further proof, it’s all there in your little gTm too where you attempted to wax poetic about SebliyE, but found it difficult NOT to link her with your mirT-qibE-Seble-lega-qibE-qbirTisso-Seble! How romantic, anteyE? Why is it that the poor girl has to be some damn qibE? No wonder you have to fight somebody for every woman, who catches your fancy! Whatever happened to: indesemay kewakibt yedemeqew fiqrish . . .?"

      You ain’t no lover! YOU, MY DEAR, ARE A BON VIVANT!!! Food is your expertise! Almost a year ago, you wrote about “whirling briefly in the frenzied dance of infatuation until the blaze turns to ash!” Hmmm! How prophetic! Sooo Food for thought, I say! I’ll have you know, Lij Fascil, Seble’s blaze does not diminish, inkwanissina turn to ash! You don’t “infatuate” nothin’ 'bout no Seble! You love her, or you leave her! Mn nekah anteee?

      Beterefema, in a perfect blend of Solomonawi wisdom and unparalleled impartiality heretofore unseen this side of Balege Shengo, Seledochu had decreed that you were to have the last word. To their credit, they heeded my objection and promised me the last word TOO! And with that non-sequitur, they came perilously close to being kind even if they were quite a ways from making sense! Ah, well . . . . . . . . .

      Becher yigTemen iyalku, adegdigE ij inessalehu.

      akbarih,

      mt

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Triple Lattes and Double Standards
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      By: Yobdar

      I was in the middle of a perfectly choreographed dissertation as to why my husband should read Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. The breakfast table is where I spring stuff like this on my husband… it just seems like the natural place to do it… a fresh day, a fresh idea… he’s still groggy and might agree to stuff he wouldn’t agree to normally. It just works for us. Well, it works for me…Well, sometimes. This time, though, no dice. Not even the morning brain haze would convince him that this was a worthwhile endeavor “if he really, really VERY really thought about it.”

      “Yichi sEtiyo Tenam yelat?… Abol sayarig menetarek mn milut neger new?”

      That didn’t stop me from authoritatively chating away about the concept of feminism as seen through the eyes of a middle class 19th century white woman. He continued to eat, occasionally giving me a polite nod so I wouldn’t feel lonely. We offer that to each other… I give him the same “Oooh that’s so…interesting,” nod accompanied by a few well placed polite grunts peppered in between pauses whenever he goes on about why we should buy several acres and live in the countryside. I leave the “Ha! Unless the ‘countryside’ has a Bergdorf’s and a Dean & Deluca we are sitting tight, buddy!” floating in the air, communicated non-verbally.

      This particular morning, while I was choppily traversing uncharted intellectual territory about Edna Pontellier’s tribulations, I thought I saw, from the corner of my eye, a creature scramble clear across the kitchen floor and disappear under the cabinet by the sink.

      Freeze frame. It took a moment to register in my mind that something just actually did scramble across MY kitchen floor.

      Ho… ere ayhonim. Denial is bliss. I ignored what I thought I just saw and sucked in a mouthful of triple shot latte. My husband took in a fistful of abesha dabbo his mother had made for us. “Uh-huh,” he said about my long-winded theory about the angst of a woman trying to live in a patriarchal society.

      I blinked furtively, as if every flap of my eyelashes was the backspace button on my mind’s monitor. Maybe I should switch to four-shot Americanos.

      Listen, this was no time for the absurd. I had a point to make.

      I was about to mewezwez to a higher cerebral plateau, when I noticed the beady eyes of that darn creature I just pretended I did not see peak directly at me from under the cabinet. It seemed to be assessing the risks of what it was about to do, and before I could say “Afer merEt bila,” it had scrambled… no… no… this time it was taunting me… it sauntered across the room and disappeared under the fridge! indEnesh-iiiiiiiina! Ok… Reganesque moment… when did I see the creature and how soon can I forget that I saw the creature? But then it stuck its miserable head out and sniffed around, openly mocking me. Iyo-yo-yo! Ayn awTa ayT! There was no denying it. The creature, since I got a damn good look at it this time as it pirouetted across my new hardwood floors, was a rat. A rat! Yawm t’ibiteNaw aynet!

      I stopped mid-sentence, mid-bite, mid-sip. No wayyyy, a mouse just… no wayyyiiii. I looked at my husband. He was happily molding a wefram gursha of the frfr I had made, seemingly oblivious to the crisis that was unfolding in our domicile.

      I hate hysteria and hysterical women, so I gently put my coffee cup down and cleared my throat. With all the normalcy I could muster I said, " Uh, I think that was a rat that I just saw, yenE hod," I pointed out uselessly with the kind of stilt and trepidation in my voice usually reserved for admonishing New York liberals and people who listen to Kenny G in ernest.

      My husband and the man I look to in times of crises shook his head in disagreement. I silently exhaled in relief. He would know! Wouldn’t he know? He watches Nature all the time, so he would know. And if he says I saw no rat, then I saw no rat!

      I took a moment to chid myself. What the hell? Maybe my sister was right. Maybe I am a closet drama queen. Ha! How would I have explained a rat in my kitchen to his mother who was coming over to dinner in exactly… 12 hours… his mother who ran her house with the same sanitary standards of an ICU ward (with the assistance of three housekeepers, a cook and personal seamstress… but that argument never weighed much in her eyes). Right now I was thrilled that my husband was shaking his head no, meaning I didn’t have to face this ultimate wurdet. Oh, the humanity!

      “Nah,” said my husband and the man who means more to me than life itself, especially when I think I am seeing things like this. “Nah,” he said, this strong man as he shifted a massive quantity of frfr from one side of his mouth to the other. “That thing was too small to be a rat, yenE qongiyE. It’s probably,” he calmly opined, “a mouse.”

      I managed to hold on to my scant sanity for exactly one minute. Oh, excuse me… no, I’m sure his mother would know the difference. I’m sure she’ll serenely go on about her life NOT thinking that her son is married to some kelaba kliblib who’s kitchen is infested with all kinds of vermin, big and small. I am sure she wouldn’t think of saying, "ya bEt d’rowinum… zhoniss bidebeq man yageNewal! lemehonu yalew kotet… kotet new?? d’rom “atihonhim” iko biyE neber… Alakum? Biyaleu! Akalba y’hEw lijE ke dur arawit gar ynoral. Ay lijE… dehhna asadigE…mn medhanit azorechibet bakacihu…too-too-too!"

      Not my mother-in-law. Not the woman who calls me international long-distance to ask if she needed to send me ye hagerachin veem to clean the Jacuzzi. “lenegeroo,” she’d say… “isu yakuzi milut neger aTnt yamwamwal alu. beteleye BETELYE bedenb kalSeda. lijE eza indaigeba. ATintu esu kelijinetu sassa yale new.” Ohhhh Goooooooddddd, we are talking about the same woman who disapprovingly held me back as I was about to sit on a just vacated seat on the subway… “qoi isti…,” she had hissed at me. “wenberu esti tnnish yinfesibet.” Not my dear amach whose obsessive compulsiveness comes with its own installment plan.

      Between clenched teeth I managed to mumble something about how I would be shrilly screaming in hysteria in exactly 3…2…1…

      “UUUUUUU!”

      My husband remained very unmoved. Maybe I should practice shrill screaming so that’s it’s a little more, I dunno… convincing.

      Can’t he see? Hey, you…! You who is at this very critical venture resting his elbow on the kitchen table and swigging from a jug of orange juice… Yes, you… demmo don’t you look at me as if I am just another frenzied chick on a major attitudinal warpath. Did I ever inadvertently indicate that I am someone who likes mice-slash-rats, especially when they’re sprinting across my kitchen floor?

      Proceed to Plan B: I went into back-to-back fits of paroxysms about being gnawed to death in my sleep by this rat… no, excuse me, mouse, that will soon turn into a rat after being left to live in our kitchen, what with my mother-in-law’s dffo dabbo as its qeleb. Now before my demise in such a majorly uncool manner, can you, yenE gela, please-get-up-and-find-the-damn-bastard-and-kill-it!

      Still, my husband failed to see the last fiber of rationality leave my body.

      “You know… what am I? A potted plant? Not that mice eat humans alive (anchis mn aynet inqlif b’yzish new ayT iskigelish mankorafat… ere wedia), but he could attack me too, y’know.”

      With that salvo mewleblebing in the air that was chocking me, my husband proceeded to scrape the non-stick skillet with a sharp knife, rescuing nibblets of frfr from oblivion, examining them with due diligence before popping them into his mouth.

      “Have you thought of that possibility,” he said as if he had just arrived at a fundamentally profound intellectual conjecture.

      I had no plan C… well, I did but by this time I was in no mood to proceed to plan C in order to get my husband to chop up the goddamn rat (as far as I am concerned it was a freakin’ RAT even as I concede to not having eaten genfo at its birth), and snuff out the very life out of it in my honor.

      “Can you just get it and kill it,” I finally managed to seethe.

      “Ere qoi…why do I have to do it?” was his infuriating comeback.

      And then, it happened. Without warning. I uttered the four words every man loves to hear from women who think they’re strong and infallible. The four words men love to hear more than, “Sure, I’m into threesomes.”

      “Because,” I spluttered with righteous indignation and desperation, punctuated by the appropriate flailing of the hands. “Because… I’m a girl!” I spat out.

      Arched brows. “Annnnnd…?” (How the hell can he pack in so much palpable triumph in just one measly word?)

      I needed no prompting. “And nothing! I am a girl! I … I can’t be catching no damn mouse. It’s…eeww! Because I’m a girl! Girls don’t do that!”

      Out the window went all my words about arbitrary gender bias proclivities. With them went my promise that no daughter of mine was going to wear pink and play with kitchen sets. With that went the only Derg song I have retained…

      "ke setochim pilotoch alu

      _ke setochim hakimoch alu _

      _tadiya ke wendochu _

      bemin yansaluuuuuuuuuu**_!!!" (Exclamation marks mine)

      My husband’s eyes lit up… ohhh, this was better than that time I told him I was double-jointed. He stopped chewing and let the moment speak for itself. Meanwhile, the arefa of self-loathing threatened to suffocate me even more.

      But he is a sweet man. He didn’t let me suffer longer than was needed.

      “I got it, babe,” he said and dropped his napkin and rose to his feet. “I go now…kill mouse.” (I hate that Tarzan imitation of his! I can’t believe I once found it attractive!!)

      “Uh…yeah. Great… thanks. I… I would help, but I think I’m coming down with a cold,” I mumbled pathetically as I shuffled to the relative peace, and uninfested environs of the bedroom… .

      “Woman go to bed. Man find beast and man kill beast.”

      “Yeah, yeah… man kill beast,” I murmured inaudibly, feigning a sneeze and checking my forehead.

      But remnants of my feistiness started to scream at me from deep within my womanhood… . I couldn’t go down like this… I had to fight, rise like the phoenix. I was no whimpering maiden. I couldn’t let some wimpy rat win. No, I had to win… for all the women who fought for me, for the women who will come after me… I wasn’t going down like this.

      “Hey,” I said, turning to my husband, slowly untying the cord on my nightgown. “You know… it really turns me on, the thought of you capturing that big bad rat and killing it. It’s very… sexy.”

      I watched as the glee of triumph he was just about to mekenaneb temper itself, the dancing in his eyes freeze in mid waltz. I watched as aynochu sinkeratetu as they followed my fingers toying with the very loose cord that now had a life of its own. I watched as his pupils traced my every movement.

      “Oh, that m.f. is so dead, baby,” my husband breathed as he bit his lower lip. I smiled and rolled my eyes ever so slowly. As I turned and slowly headed out the kitchen door, I released my hair from its neat little bun. I threw back a glance at my catatonic husband and shook my hair really loose. “This little girl’s going back to bed,” I purred, the cord of my nightgown now trailing on the floor.

      I never saw that rat again.

      Welcome to my world of post-feminist double standards. Finally, things are equal.

      Is my Blood Thicker than Water?
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      As I see you…

      lying there…

      the same bones which grew strong on beating me

      now weak

      the same eyes which made me hate and fear you

      now half-closed and blood red

      the same hands that once tied me to your chair

      now shaking to the funky beat of Alzheimer’s

      the same legs which kicked me into the dirt of our

      **_ghibbi

      _**now frozen and callused…

      as I see you try to apologize for years and years

      and

      years of neglect

      as the words choke you

      as your tears scorch you as the pain tears you

      as the bridge you broke comes tumbling downon you

      i am supposed to take care of you, right?

      even as you lay dying in front of me, you win.

      i am the same boy who just wanted your respect

      sometimes your love

      sometimes your “aleh lije”…

      i found love in your wrath.

      i sought peace in your contempt.

      i added love to your screams.

      i survived because i loved you.

      but this blood… it is thicker than water. So here i

      am.

      but this time, you can’t hurt me.

      i know this because i came to take care of you,

      abatay.

      but even when you are dying, you have a lot of power

      on the living.

      on me.

      this blood. it still gives me comfort.

      T.A.

      Los Angeles

      April 2002

      Burying His Demons

      Burying His Demons

      by Yeshi Medhin

      He imagines what it might feel like - the act of forgiveness. Adages float through his mind: Time heals all wounds; Love heals all wounds; To err is human, to forgive, divine. That last is his favorite. It speaks to him. He feels it. He hasn’t the heart to forgive. He’s still too raw for that. Still too aware of the pain of a childhood betrayed at the hands of his own father.

      “Did you hear? I’m sure it’s just rumors, but tiyE Amarech said to gash Siyoum that he was going to do it!”

      “ayaregewim!”

      “qoy’sti, we’ll see, aidel?”

      The tie he slips on feels like a noose around his neck. His handsome face is curiously expressionless in the mirror. He has his father’s eyes. He runs his hand down the smooth silk of the black tie against the starched whiteness of his shirt, adjusts his belt and ignores the insistent flutter of nervousness in his stomach. He doesn’t recognize the emotion. It goes against the grain to try to divine his emotions right now. Somewhere at the back of his mind, he is wondering why he’s even bothering with the charade. To please whom? To appease whom? He doesn’t give a fuck what anybody thinks. He may have…a lifetime ago. But not anymore. He was through pretending to care…even when he did.

      He checks the time, readjusts the cuff of his shirt then smoothly shrugs into the dove gray jacket and feels as though he’s pulling on invisible armor. His wife and kids are ready to go. He remembers the feel of his wife’s soft palm as she cupped his tense jaw and gazed encouragingly into his eyes. He had her support. He had his kids. He needed nothing more. He had turned into the man his father had never aspired to become.

      _

      “I mean, don’t they realize that their kids eventually grow up…become adults?”_

      “isu’ko n’w yemigermeN.”

      He made the short drive in absolute silence, letting the innocent chatter of his children seep into his scarred bones. His wife let her hand stray to his on the gear shift now and again, letting him know without words that she was right there with him. Thank God for women! This woman! He captures her hand suddenly, brings it to his lips and kisses the back without taking his eyes off the road. The children giggle. She smiles, squeezes his hand back. There is strength there - from her to him.

      As they approach the church, his mind flashes back two years when his sister had stood before him, beautiful in her wedding gown, her cheeks flushed from nerves…and excitement. They had waited for their father for only half an hour, then, when he didn’t show up, he had stepped up as naturally as he’d always done. There really was no longer any surprise there. No shock. Only a little pain.
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        * * *

      

      “wiy, Gin min Aynet sew n’w!?”**

      “weynE, isua sitamirrrrr…”

      “wendimwa n’w indE? abatiyew yetale?”

      abatiyew yetale? Funny how long it took people to notice the obvious. Funny.

      [But no one was there to witness that time when his father had come home, very late, after having spent Thanksgiving with his girlfriend and her family. His sister had prepared the early dinner, slaved all day long over perfecting the turkey, the stuffing - trying her best to mimic the tradition of this new culture. She was only fourteen. Still, this hadn’t stopped his father from throwing the gravy spoon at her back, complaining that it was too small to serve the stuffing. Didn’t she know better!?? His sister had held her tears in check, silent all through their thankless meal. That was the last time she’d cooked Thanksgiving dinner for their father.]

      He remembers now breaching the gauntlet of eyes that bored into him and blamed him for his father’s transgression. People who hadn’t seen him since he was a boy now saw only a man who had pushed his father out of the picture to claim the glory for himself. He had looked back at them with his father’s eyes and dared them to question him. No one had. They had preferred to come to their own conclusions. Safer that way. More amusing.

      In that moment, with is sister’s hand in the crook of his arm, he had finally succeeded in shrugging off the ghost of the father who had chosen to absent himself from his children’s lives in so many different ways.

      Now it was time for a final farewell and he wondered what made him care enough to do the right thing.

      He stepped out of the four-door wagon and opened the back door for his daughter while his wife did the same for his son on the other side. He’d never seen his children wearing anything but cheerful colors. They didn’t look like his little cherubs in their somber blacks. The minute they returned home, he was going to change their clothes himself.

      The funeral procession had already arrived. People were gathered around the freshly dug grave. Some were wailing plaintively. The casket sat on the crossbars, ready to be lowered into oblivion, burying his father, and his demons along with him. He watched as the Patriarch said the Selot and uttered a blessing. The women began to wail louder, sounding wrenchingly wretched. He stood uniquely dry-eyed, each hand clasping his children’s. His wife bent her head and shed tears, too. He didn’t even bother to try to pretend.

      Then, he stood in the receiving line and let teary-eyed people hug him for their comfort…and tried not to feel the sting of their salty tears on his face. He kept turning around, eyeing his family wagon as though it were his getaway car. Finally, it was over. The crowd of mourners began to disperse. The tight band of tension around his heart began to ease. Soon (not soon enough!) he’ll be home. He’ll take a shower. Change back into normal clothes. Take his children to the park. Be the father he never had.
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        * * *

      

      “inE’ko…lemin meTa tadia?”**

      “wey yesew neger, dinich yeqebern meselew indE?”

      As they walked back to their car, a small family of four, his son tugged at his hand. He looked down into his father’s eyes and smiled.

      Daddy, the boy said, is grandpa in heaven now?

      He looked to his wife and she distracted the boy by swinging him up into her arms

      Mommy, was grandpa your daddy? The boy asked.

      No, sweetie, his mother said and kissed his cheek.

      He turned to his father and asked: Was grandpa your daddy?

      No, son, his father said, speaking the only truth of the day. My daddy died a long time ago. That was my father.

      The boy giggled, but there was a trace of uncertainty in his eyes. Are you my daddy? He asked as his father fastened his seatbelt for him.

      Oh, yes, the father said and pressed his trembling lips to his son’s forehead.

      30 Questions
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      30 Questions to Dr. Tedla W. Giorgis

      SELEDA has oft struggled with family feuds… namely, isn’t a feuding family er, the only kind of family? Innante demo! So where the confusion is?

      Ostensibly, however, these things matter to people, and the public servants that we are, we solicited the help of resident SELEDA therapist Dr. Tedla to decipher some of this stuff. (Our resident nissiha abat "Uuufff! Yenante neger broccoli-broccoli bloNal!")

      1. Is the statute of limitations for revenge Ethiopian style 10 years or 15 years?

      Depends very much when you immigrated to the US, at the age of 65, 55, 45, 35, 25, 15, or 5. The older the age when one immigrated to the US, the longer the statute of limitations for revenge. But there is a catch. If most of the years in the US were spent in Washington D.C. (aka Kilil 15), then the theory does not hold true (i.e., not statute of limitations but the age one went into sidet.)

      2. Let’s say your ke fessu yeteTalla cousin is trying to stir up trouble at the monthly annual family edr . How can you diffuse the impending row without bashing his head against the siminto floor?

      Be specific with your question. Where is this incident taking place, in Addis or in Washington DC? If it is in Washington DC, you better create an alibi when the social workers from Child Protective Services (with assistance from the police) are interviewing you to ascertain the felony counts they are determining to charges you with. If it is in Addis, you can ask MamitE to clean the bloodstain from the floor, without damaging the genuine Nfas Silk sminito that was. You may also try to take him aside, as to not embarrass him in front of others, and tell him “minew tiliq sew alneberkim ende ?” And, if all fails, you should attend one of my trainings in cross-cultural “helping skills”, to learn on how to deal with difficult persons. I will give you a discount!

      3. Is blood thicker than water?

      Yes! Don’t ask why. Because that is the way it is and will be, and if you don’t believe me, ask your brother.

      4. How do you tell your sister that she is marrying a philandering, tostwassa ne’er do well without it sounding harsh?

      Without holding anything back, make sure to tell her exactly whom you “think” she is marrying. If she still decides to marry him anyway, be supportive.

      5. What is the most common cause of family tension in the Ethiopian Diaspora and is it any different from back home?

      Pressure and anxiety from work and trying to keep up with the “Bekeles”. Oh, another one - just a generalization - Ethiopian women appear to acculturate at a faster rate than Ethiopian men. Not only don’t real Ethiopian men eat quiche, but they never agree to go to a 7-11 to buy a box of Tampax. No matter how much they have assimilated to the North American culture, there goes the family tension. Some of the prevailing symptoms of the family tension include being irritable with each other, lack of communication, physical violence, lack of trust and mutual respect, etc. Trust me, I have seen a lot of pain and hurt in families in the Diaspora who are going through a lot of problems. The only beneficiaries from this tragedy are the lawyers.

      6. What’s the best way to show love when you can’t necessary say it?

      What do you mean by “can’t”? Bull! You should take ownership and say, “don’t want to.” Because if you “want”, you “can”. Man, life is too short. Don’t play games. If you do, in the short run, you may think that you are winning the game, but in the long run you lose all the love and caring that you would have gained.

      7. The nuclear family: still realistic or ay wedia!

      Ay wedia!

      8. Why are so many of us Ethiopians living abroad still single?

      Remember the expression “mertaCH yiqeral kemiratCH.” Looking for a perfect and ideal spouse can be a form of slow death. I hear a lot of Ethiopian women complaining about the shortage of eligible men, and vice versa. Back in Ethiopia a multitude of significant others, uncles, aunts, grandparents, etc. played an important role in match-making. Unfortunately in the Diaspora community, with the shrinkage of the extended family system, it is each to his/her own. In recent years, many have also resorted to what a friend of mine calls “mail order brides.” Unfortunately, at least from what I hear, the longevity of such matrimonies leaves a lot to be desired. But then again, what do I know, I certainly would like to a design a research and collect data. Imagine if the rates of success and satisfaction of such marriages are higher, gudfela, Ethiopian Airlines and the Ghion Hotel will have a field day.

      9. How much should you take before you cut someone out of your life?

      There is no formula. Your heart, soul, the pain you experienced will tell you when and how.

      10. Does the hurt inflicted by a close family member ever heal?

      Yes, with time. And only if one learns the importance of forgiveness - yes, both oneself and others.

      11. Let’s say your daughter comes to you tomorrow and announces that she is dropping out of the Ivy League school whose tuition you’ve mortgaged your house against to “find herself”? Is it alright to:

      a. MaqleT the UUta and then tell her "Ere yet abash! Find miyareg neger find yargish inna!"?

      b. Calmly give her your blessings and then tell her that since this will kill you, your last request is to be buried in the lush grounds of EmmiyE ItyoPPia? Can she arrange that?

      c. Look at her the way your father looked at you when you complained that having to marress his Gasha merEt before milking the cows was interfering with your school studies?

      d. Just accept it and be grateful she is not strung out on drugs, pregnant and/or dating someone who went to ICS?

      e. Other. (Please explain.)

      Start with option (a). If that fails to dissuade her from dropping out, follow with option (b). If still you still can’t persuade her to continue with her schooling go to ©. And if © fails, go to (d). If all fails, go to a shrink like me and pay $125 per hour to understand where you went wrong. Of course, you may need to take out a second mortgage to pay for your therapy. At least while your daughter finds herself, you will hopefully also find yourself. Remember, after years and years of psychoanalysis nothing is guaranteed. Ayadris new!

      12. How much of the immigrant ethic is really wanting to live vicariously through your kids and inadvertently setting an impossible standard?

      The problem is not the “impossible standards”. The issue is the “confusing standards” - a mixture of Ethiopian and American. The combination of these two standards have been known to be dysfunctional and, at times, lethal.

      13. At what point do we really start appreciating our parents?

      When we have our own children and they start to play the same game on us. “Satweld bila” - sorry it should be “bedemb bila”. Only then do we understand the meaning of being self-centered, know-it-all, selfish, etc.

      14. How do you start mending fences with loved ones or should you let old qimoch lie?

      Qim meyaz only eats you alive. Although extremely difficult, if you learn to forgive, not only you feel good about yourself, but it also allows you to mend fences. I agree, it is “Siyayut yamir, siyizut yidenager.”

      15. Does love ever triumph over evil?

      In novels, heh, heh! Just kidding.

      16. Why do stepmothers have such a bad rap?

      Because we never hear the other side of the story. In most cultures stepmothers are vilified, remember the expression “balwelede hodwa.”

      17. How can siblings or cousins who were on opposite and antagonistic sides of the many different political groups get along twenty-something years later?

      Continue with the past tradition! Those who belonged to the EPRP shouldn’t talk to those who belonged to the EDU. Those who belonged to the TPLF should not talk to those who belonged to MEISON, etc., etc. Twenty-something years later, why change one’s stupid habit. The only difference twenty-something years later is, if one chooses to “get along,” remember the next generation, and try to be a better role model. Help create a better future, rather than a bitter past. Finally, understand your contributions to the current reality and admit your responsibility.

      18. Is there a twelve-step program somewhere out there to help squash the animosity that’s so common amongst stepsiblings and instill some luv?

      No, because it is part of growing up as siblings. They might outgrow the sibling rivalry, and if they don’t, you guessed it, there is always group psychotherapy. Of course, group rates are cheaper.

      19. Can I call my older brother WondimGashE and my older sister ShenkorE and still have a hierarchy-free relationship with them?

      No! Try and you are sure to fail.

      20. Should talaqoch still retain their perks and privileges in Diaspora families? Why/Why not?

      Now that I am experiencing middle age, my wish and my answer is a firm yes. And again, yes, my response to this question is purely based on self-interest. Others might say Meslohal. Who cares, at this age, I should know what I want. But then again, I haven’t taken my anti-psychotic medications for the last three days, and my delusions are coming back.

      21. Should I tell my brother if I bust his wife mamageting with another man? What do I do if he gets mad at me?

      Yes and no. I really don’t know. On the one hand he is after all your brother and you might feel compelled to tell him. On the other hand, it is none of your business, and he may be doing the same thing. I will pray for you so that you don’t get in a type of a mess where “you are damned if you do and damned if you don’t.”

      22. What course of action should I take if my family decides to ostracize me because I decide to marry outside my immediate community (different river, religion, country, ethnicity, town, high school…)?

      Stay firmly and loyal to your spouse.

      23. My older brother’s four-year-old regularly beats his venerating three-year-old-cousin (that’s my son) during family get-togethers. My brother thinks it’s funny. I don’t. I’ve already done the ferenj thing (but to no avail!) and tried to talk to my bully nephew. He’s already showing the same traits as his chiko paternal MenzE grandfather. What ought I do? Wallop the imp? Whack his father? Pour some cognac in the bully’s TuTo? Boycott family gatherings?

      The cognac in the TuTo route is very tempting, however, you want a lasting solution. My recommendation is to tell your older brother that if that little twerp doesn’t stop beating his cousin, you are going to bring out all your brother’s skeletons out of the closet. In other words, blackmail him. Dirty, yes, but it works.

      24. How do I deal with an adult sibling that steals regularly from his/her job?

      Tew belew, tew belew, embi kale mekera _________ (fill in the blank!)

      25. My husband and I have a son who’ll begin first grade next September. We recently stopped talking to one another because we always have violent clashes over the selection of Mamush’s school. My husband feels it’s more important for Mamush to go to public school where there are many international students and people of color. I think it’s important for Mamush to go to a private school to excel in this country, even if he’s the only black kid in the whole school. Hakim Tedla, ibakoten gelaglun and tell us I’m right.

      Sorry, you are wrong. I side with your husband (not because he is a man!). Surely, you don’t want Mamush to grow with a racial identity crisis that he has to deal with when he is 17. Remember, there are excellent public schools. Of course, it all depends on the neighborhood you live in. Although there are many pros and cons to this debate, as long as the public school is a good one, Mamush’s exposure to the real world can serve him well in the future.

      26. Exactly how much family strife comes to your professional attention (as opposed to your personal involvement where that negereNa wanted to do an ambaguaro in your own guaro!!)? Does the Diaspora community seek “professional” counseling for family altercations?

      Not really. At times I get referrals for marital counseling. However, from time to time I get referrals from the Courts, for mandatory family counseling. By that time, I can guarantee you there have been many ambaguaros that resulted in domestic violence. Sad, but a realty.

      27. “NuzazE” and “yenefs abbat” - professionally speaking, do they have value? Does the Diaspora community use them?

      Yes, in case a “diqala” appears during the NuzazE reading. Not only can it be embarrassing, but it can also complicate matters regarding who is going to get what. Regarding yenefs abbat for the community in Diaspora, yes, it can be helpful. But if you can’t find one, you can always buy one, namely a psychologist.

      28. People fight, then one kills the other. Then the killer commits suicide. Is this a pattern that holds above the statistical norm for the Ethiopian culture, or does this murder suicide rate match the American rate?

      This is not a fair comparison, because there is hardly an established statistical data for Ethiopian norms in this area. However, remember the expression “Suicide is the sincerest form of self-criticism.”

      29. Do we have dignity, or do we have tender egos? Or in other words - “esachew bizereTeTu yterfalu wey?”

      Both! And they are/can be a lethal combination.

      30. Do Ethiopians have faith in the future? Do feuds happen because people believe the future holds less promise than today, or do they happen because the future is so important that people are willing to fight to destroy the present and the past?

      Ethiopians are in Diaspora because of the their faith in the future. Feuds take place to control the future. Unfortunately, in the process of feuding to control the future, they destroy the present and distort the past. What the feuding parties don’t understand is that the past and present do contribute to what the future will be. If only we understood that the past, the present, and the future is today. Gebachihu ymilew!

      [Dr. Tedla is author of Understanding and Surviving Depression, Alcohol & Drugs: A Personal Guide for Ethiopians. For information about his book and about dealing with discord in the family, please send email to Giorgistw@aol.com. He may also be reached via mail: P.O. Box 73145, Washington, D.C. 20056-3145. And by phone: (202) 671-1212.]

      Life diaries
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      We managed to find a brother and a sister to vent in these pages… Yikes! Better they vent here than at the Fasika dgiss and spoil the fun for people who have been dreaming of sinking their teeth in ImayE’s dulet in peace. Abo! 50 days of fasting and …

      Family therapy, SELEDA style.

      ______________________

      © Copyright SELEDA Ethiopia, May 2002. All Rights Reserved.
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      To: WeindimE

      From: Ihitih

      Subject: Those days…

      Bro,

      Not really sure how I am supposed to be corresponding with you about this bit. Anyway, I decided not to worry about what I am supposed to say or not say and figured I’d make this a worthwhile experience for me.

      I have been thinking these days about what you mean to me. Simply just that. How much you have contributed to my life. From a young age I was the serious, bl’T one and you were the yewah one. I’d say "A’and CHewata eneCHawet, who can eat their chocolate the fastest. A’and, hoolet, sost and the race was on. Before we knew it, you had gobbled up your food and I was holding the precious goodies having only taken a pretend nibble so that I could enquliliCHE you all day. Though I demanded to be the outspoken leader, you were the silent leader. Without you there was no us, without your consent there were no games, no laughs, no jokes. You built me into who I am. You helped me develop a sense of humor when you rolled over giggling like a girl at things I said. You gave me the confidence to make decisions when you consented to my suggestions. I knew that from the beginning. I knew it was a partnership we had.

      As we grew up and made the move to the ferenge ager, you were the only one to have witnessed up close one of the most challenging moments of my life. The absolute roughest. You explained concepts such as people don’t like it when you maquaret across their yard; cats don’t respond to “wooorrr” and they don’t eat leftovers or drink milk; people don’t share their lunches at school; you could say whatever about people and about the government out loud without any fears; people kiss in public here (yuk!). Many other greater concepts that others like me would have had to experience to have known. You warned me about people’s misconceptions about Ethiopia and that I should downplay the effects my ignorant classmates’ comments had on me. You calmed my fits of anger with our parents for taking me out of the comforts of my happy, innocent life to this cruel, impersonal, pretentious world which not only boasted about everything it had, but failed to recognize what it had lost. You assured me I would adjust, though that seemed impossible.

      You taught me how to ride a bike.

      I was frustrated and slightly ashamed that the two year old in the neighborhood could ride bikes and I couldn’t. You agreed and enjoyed giving me daily lessons. You insisted on proceeding with these plans despite my anger and wishes to give up. You insisted I was making progress and kept me going with your gentleness and laughter. I shared with you my many bouts of guilt: that I had prayed at the American Embassy that they deny me a visa, that at an age where all my classmates were obsessing over the opposite sex that I wasn’t and that maybe I was gay and didn’t realize it.

      You probably read all this and don’t even remember half of it. That is your beauty… that you never really thought about how you affect people. And of course it is my fault as I never expressed my appreciation.

      I cried on one of my long drives as I thought about all this. I cried also about how a lot of this is lost. How we are not the only ones for each other any more, how I don’t know you like I did back then, how things have changed all together.

      Well, that is it for now. This was composed on email so probably not as eloquent as I would like it to be. Will await your next mail. Ciao ciao.

      Love, Ihitih

      TO: IhitE

      FROM: Wendimish

      SUBJECTS: Those memories I had forgotten

      Lai min ale (what’s up)?

      Wowee, girl! I do apologize for not writing right away. There were two reasons why I didn’t write any sooner. One was I didn’t know what to say, and two even if I knew what I was going to write, I didn’t want it to be clouded by emotions. I wanted to take a day to think over everything.

      Anyway, I’ll try not to care about what people will/may say and just kind of write away.

      I admit, when I started reading your note, I was making snide comments and “I can’t believe she’s writing this”. Mid-way through your note, it was “Man, this is so completely different than what I bargained for”, but by the end, I literally had to wipe a tear. (Imagine the looks I was getting, me sitting by the bar, finishing up my beer and getting teary eyed while reading your note over email on my phone). I still don’t know what to say and think. This is completely different than what I bargained for, which was just making light conversation over e-mail and trying to be funny, but here goes.

      With that said, I had been thinking about what you mean to me, and I just couldn’t sum it up. I tried to figure out if there was anything that you didn’t mean to me, but I couldn’t think of that either. The closest thing I could come up with was the realization that my worst nightmare is to lose one or more members of my family. I always ask what love means to people, and I have not gotten answers that satisfy me. The closest thing I could come up with is you know you love somebody if you can’t imagine a day without that person. With that definition, I would think the only people that I can love are my family and God. I cannot imagine a day, an hour, a second without you guys in my life. All my life, y’all have been around to support me, pick me up when I’ve been down (even though I fight and claw to stay down), and just being there, whether I come for help/advice or not.

      Sept. 11 almost made my nightmare a reality. It made me realize how close I came to losing two of my sisters. I was much better at dealing with the concept of some people wanting to make a statement about the government. But to actually kill my sisters who did nothing more than wake up and go to work one day? My place kind of served like command center with bro-in-law and mom, and God did I try to be the strong, concerned brother that was not getting too emotional. I was doing ok until I actually talked to our sister. I didn’t want to talk to her because I was going to get emotional, which was the LAST thing I thought I wanted to do. And as soon as she said hello my eyes welled up and my voice just clammed up. I somehow finished talking and I just couldn’t help but let the tears run down.

      Anyway, I think that was the closest day that I came to realization that one day y’all or any of my friends would not be there. Since then I think I have done a decent job in trying to let my friends know how much they mean to me, but always stopped from saying/doing anything that was going to get me closer to my family, because I always said “they know”. My gut tells me that’s wrong, but I just can’t make myself (or is it let myself) appreciate everything that’s around (mom staying with me, brother and his family living 15 minutes away, etc…) me. But in reading what you said, I guess “you know” without me doing much. I’m not excusing my inactions at all, but I’m glad to know that “you just know” how I feel.

      I would feel guilty if I didn’t mention some of the things that you talked about. Yes, you’re right, I don’t remember half those things. What I do remember though were how much I have to apologize to you because I wasn’t a strong enough older brother. And even though we were living together, you didn’t always come first. I remember standing by the bus stop and disagreeing with you about everything “to teach you a lesson”, when at the time it would have made sense to agree with you. How when you came to me and told me how much the kids were making fun of your hair, instead of hugging you and telling you that everything will be ok, I laughed and taunted you even more. How you cried that day. I am so glad that you think I was a positive influence in your first few years, but I sure feel that I screwed up more than helped you.

      One of the greatest day was we started going to the same college. You may not have realized it, but before you came there, I was just wasting my time and really not paying attention to my schoolwork. But you came and I realized that I had to be serious about school. I got my best GPA ever the semester you came to college. Ever since then, I put that semester as a benchmark and said, if I did this once, I certainly could do it again. And for the rest of my tenure there, I was more focused at school although I didn’t have the highest of the highest GPAs.

      I have to wrap this up pretty soon and go to work. I didn’t want to edit any of this so I only gave myself enough time to write and send it out. But just to imagine we were a couple of kids playing “and ahade, hulet seleste…” and now we’re both grown up becoming professionals. I still feel like I’m that kid throwing rocks up in the air…and all this, getting dressed up for work, putting my time in at work, etc. is all a masquerade.

      I’ll be waiting anxiously for your reply. If I have to take a day off each time, I don’t know if we can make our quotas by the deadline.

      Wendimish
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      To: WendimE

      From: Ihitih

      Subject: I know you… remotely.

      Well, I am still at work and may have to be here for a while more so let me keep this light. How are you? How is everything? Life is well on this end.

      Thank you for that very nice email. What shall we focus on now? I wonder why we fight so much? We really snap away at each other. At least we have moved away from the “debedeb” for the most part. But, the chiqichiq continues. I think there are some power issues going on, lesson teachings, etc. I feel bad about it especially as it aggravates mom to the max. It is funny how we still haven’t outgrown it. We fight more than any other sibling pair in the family. I try to be patient, but for some reason have little of it with you. For some reason, with you, elih y’yzeNal. It feels you want complete control sometimes and there is no reasoning or compromise. The remote is yours, you don’t come to the gebeta unless you feel like it, you converse only when you feel like it. Not really sure why you oppose almost everything that comes out of my mouth. Then we get into a cycle of angry shouts and it is downhill from there. I makooref and can’t get out of the funk.

      Oops I forgot to make this light. I don’t know a lot about you.

      What is your favorite colour?

      Who do you hang out with?

      What do you do when you go out?

      What is your favorite movie?

      What is your favorite beer?

      How often do you drink?

      What is the happiest moment of your life?

      What would you do over if you could?

      What is something you have never told anyone else?

      Or is it all a secret?

      Also tell me why so much of what you do is secretive. It is kind of saddening but angering at the same time. Why is everything- from how much you make to what your favorite color is- a secret? Anyways, explain yourself to me on this next email so I can understand your reasoning more and in turn can be more reasonable to you.

      Okay, back to work.

      Ihitih.

      To: IhitE

      From: Wendimish

      Subject:

      Wey, ahun gena CHewatawun ameTashiw. I was afraid that we were going to continue on the path that we started. It was quite taxing to talk about something that was personal, and maybe I should do it more often. I just don’t know how much good it does to unravel personal things.

      Anyway, I’ll try to answer your questions starting from the lightest on. I’ll try not to be so defensive (as some of your questions are tinish accusatory, but I’ll blame that on perception. Ye CHewa T’yaqEwech endhonu wosdachewalehu), but if I do, I apologize as this has been quite an interesting week (more to follow on this after the questions).

      1. How are you?

      I’m fine Egzer yemesgen.

      2. How’s everything?

      Everything is everything.

      3. What’s your favorite color (colour)?

      Blue (but not Tar Heel blue…yeesh!) I have been told that about 90% of people say the same thing.

      4. Who do you hang out with?

      Anybody that’s willing to put up with me. I put my friends in different categories (bar friends, work friends, regular friends, Sunday night dinner friends, etc.) and deal with them in those scenarios and not let them intermingle.

      5. What do you do when you go out?

      Dinner, movies, dance, drinks, etc. I guess everything that normal people do when they go out. I’m also involved in the church and hang out with the priest from time to time.

      6. What’s your favorite movie?

      Ahh, there’s too many. But Malcom X (and most of Denzel’s movies minus Fallen), Pulp Fiction (and most of Samuel Jackson movies), Godfather (of course), As Good As It Gets (and most of Helen Hunt movies), A Night Falls In Manahttan, Snatch, and Heat (and ALL of De Niro/Pacino movies) come to mind.

      7. What’s your favorite beer?

      I flip flop between Bass and Guinness (if they have a good tap). By the by, the first time I had Bass was when I came to watch your school play football. I wonder if it’s because it reminds me of that moment? Something to chew on for the ages.

      8. How often do you drink?

      I assume you mean beer. In this regards, I try to follow doctors’ rules strictly (two beers a day). When they came up with that study (although there’s a debate whether they said wine or alcohol), it was a great day. On the weekends and extra-ordinary weeks, I tend to have a couple more than the recommended dosage.

      9. What’s the happiest moment of your life?

      It’s a tie. The weekend I spent with dad at the monastery and the plane flight from the mother country, soaring through the sky validated my desire to be a pilot.

      10. What would you do over if you could?

      Really, I don’t know. I’m quite happy where I’m at…family around, good job, good friends, decent accommodations, etc. Although, every time I visit my mechanic I wish I had studied cars. I think I’m single handedly paying for his kid’s Harvard education.

      11. What is something that I never told anybody?

      I never talk about my sex life…just completely out of the question or how much I make/spend.

      12. Is it all a secret?

      Nope, it’s not all a secret. I don’t talk about how much money I make or how much I spend on things (I feel guilty spending that much money on personal items when there’s homeless people, cancer, etc…) and sex life. I don’t think it’s anybody’s business. I don’t like to be forced to “volunteer” information, but mostly I don’t talk because I don’t like to waste the listener’s time with trivia. Now if you ask me any question, I’ll answer it to the best of my effort or if I don’t think it will start an argument or deal with other people’s shortcomings.

      13. Why do we fight?

      I think you’re right about the control issues. But I think there’s another component to it as well. I guess I put up with different things from the older siblings, in regards to them ordering me around and getting me to do stuff for them. You see that and expect the same thing, whereas I think that it should be the reverse and things start to escalate. In regards to me controlling everything, you’re right about that as well. A lot of times, I prefer to be by myself and provide for myself. But other than the TV, I don’t think I demand to control anything at home or anybody else’s action. I get a little frustrated when everybody makes suggestions on what I should do. As far as gebeta is involved, if I’m not hungry, I don’t eat and I don’t meqreb. Why does it upset you that I don’t eat with you so much? I have the same discussions with mom, but she doesn’t understand why anybody wants to eat by himself/herself and I don’t see why we all should eat together all the time.

      As far as the compromise, I do what I think is important. And yes you’re right, there’s no negotiation. Usually, for good or bad, once I make up my mind, it’s a done deal. I have a hard time expressing myself as well, so I think it’ll be a waste of time trying to talk about it, so it ends up me saying “because I said so!”. But as long as we fight about “trivial” stuff, I think we’re okay. We just have to be careful not to have the “trivial” stuff escalate to a point and make us say “aynish/aynih lafer” situation. Just look at mom and her siblings. Everything escalated to a point where they had to involve lawyers.

      Having said that let me explain why this week has been quite extra- ordinary. The beginning of this week, I took mom to her doctor’s appointment. There were a couple of situations that arose and we exchanged a couple of words. Mostly me. Maybe I shouldn’t have been that upset, but I was and it kinda ruined the day basically. Then the next day my boss CHra awTita, qend abqila TebekechiN. It was quite a struggle to be around her and be calm while she was going off and throwing a temper tantrum about everything that needed to be done. I had to use some of the Tebel from Abba’s house to calm her down and make her a decent human being again. THEN, if that’s not enough, one day after work I was talking to this one girl that I’d been talking to, and that didn’t quite turn out so well. She ended up with “yiblaN lenatih, yagebachihis tfetahalech”. You know me, I don’t play that, so I retorted with “endafish yaregew” (not for the divorce, but egzer dbn argo aqaTlo endibelat enji), paid for taxi cab and sent her home.

      Anyway, I guess I better conclude with this. I hope you enjoyed this one and continue to have more of the “lighter” side of the conversation. But I know if it’s too light, the Seleda rep will not like it so much. Ende TrE sga anTeltilew yeqorariTutal.

      Ewnetegna yanchiew (yours truly),

      Wendimish.
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      By: Entina

      My immediate family is very sane. We are a wonderful and close group unlike many I see today. My parents were always and still are supportive and affectionate towards each other and to their children. We got along very well growing up and barring few incidents of “yanin lebsesh yitweChi new?” or “ayeee, minew Tsegurishin ednih batanChebaririew”, they are actually pretty cool.

      My extended family is a whole different dish of CHeCHebsa. I have five Agotoch, three akistoch, three Hati-no and two Akotat. No, those are not new types of yoga, it is actually what they insist on being called.

      It would be easier to just say seven uncles and six aunts but we are a special family. See, a long, long time ago, in a land far, far away, two idealistic young people met and married and two families have locked horns ever since.

      Much to the disappointment of the families, my parents (gasp!) followed their hearts and forgot to ‘zer masQoTer’ or give which side of an invisible line their ancestors came from (such supreme importance!). They fell in love and got married and have stayed married for 35 years. I guess it didn’t matter as much back then, but now that my siblings and I have become Kilis, any sort of occasion that brings our extended family together has become, hmm, shall we say, more interesting?

      To their credit, they are all extremely nice to us kids. They are also nice to our parents. Supposedly, my parents are different. “Ay kematomin” or “ke enesu liyu tSebay” they say. They act nothing like the people my aunts and uncles have so many problems with. Not like THOSE Ethiopians, not like THOSE Eritreans. These two, they are special.

      They say it without a hint of irony. Then they sit on opposite sides of the room. A very uncomfortable silence prevails until one group, one by one, moves to another room and my akist says THEY are so hateful, they can’t even stand to be in the same room, meleyet yamrachewal. Next door I see my Ako is saying the exact same thing in a different language. In the meantime, my dad winks at my mom across the room and, for a second, she meshkormerms like a new bride after all these years. It never fails that one of the people in the room witnesses this exchange and smiles to themselves as my mom pretends she didn’t see the wink and calls everyone into the dining room.

      Then we all bow our heads to pray to E’gziabher and then sit to pass the injera around the table as everyone discusses with their respective groups how the food makes them homesick.

      Beqel
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      by Amare Abebe

      I grew up listening to vendetta being romanticized as justifiable homicide. Stories such as a mother that sent out her only son, who is barely off age, to avenge the blood of the father he never got a chance to know. The man was murdered while his unborn child was still in his mother’s womb. The dutiful wife would never give up until she sees justice done. She keeps the memory of a slain husband alive and burning until such a day arrives. Bidding for an opportune moment to execute the traditional justice, beqel, so that demu demE kelb hono indaiiqer. The vulnerability of a pregnant mother, the injustice of the premature loss of a loved one, the determination and resolve shown by the women, and the inherent quest for justice are what would be appealing to most that pass the story around. Avenging the death of a loved one overshadows the extent of culpability of the guilty party, and the Old Testament concept of justice demanding an eye for and eye is not totally lost to this part of our world. Not to mention the inadequacy or - more aptly put, for all intents and purposes - the non-existence of a functioning justice system in Ethiopia.

      What is peculiar about vendetta is that the homicide is not committed as a spur of the moment criminal act perpetrated in a state of temporary insanity. Rather it takes place far removed in time and space from the original predisposing criminal act. People who might or might not have an immediate stake would plan and execute the revenge with detached efficiency guised as family honor.

      I never pondered over the contemporary relevance of such stories as I viewed it through my personal urban prism. I would easily relegate such knowledge to a historical aberration or, maybe, to the less enlightened culture of my people in the far remote corners of the country. A Robin Hood type of folklore told to reinforce our sense of pride and honor however anomalous.

      Soon enough, though, I had a rude awakening in a cultural collision asserting the undeniable reality regarding the heterogeneity of the Ethiopian cultural landscape.

      Some two decades ago my friend and I had decided to travel to Dabat, Gondar, to visit his cousin there who was yemeserte tmihirt zemach. One evening we were settled in the all-purpose tukul that was lit from a masho, the shiro we’T simmering over the gulcha while we imbibed the lifter Tela. This was quite an exciting Agerhin iwoq adventure to us and we were quite positive or, you might say, oblivious to the scarcity surrounding us. We were just like enthusiastic little kids out on a camping trip. It was amidst such a jovial atmosphere that Mandefro, the second zemach, who was assigned from the local high school in Semien Awraja, walked in to join us.

      Mandefro was a tenacious gentleman, serving his community with zeal and looking ahead to attend college. He actually confided to us that his dream was to become a teacher.

      That evening Mandefro appeared subdued and less inclined to idle chat. After a little prodding and coaxing from us he finally agreed to tell us what seemed to be bothering him. He started, "Today was the same like any other day. I walked to my classroom and found my students readily assembled for class as usual. They invariably like to start quite early so that it allows them enough daylight hours to tend to their farms after classes. The customary greetings were exchanged and we resumed from where we had left off yesterday. I was in the middle of one of the sessions when a melikteNa walked into the room unannounced and whispered in my ear that one of my absentee students had asked to see me in private after class. Soon after we finished class, I walked some 5Kms to the village where Ato Anberber lived. I arrived at his house and was ushered in by his wife who offered me the medeb to rest and also poured me traditional Tela to quench my thirst. Later, Ato Anberber walked in and began by asking me if I have any relatives that reside in Hamusit. “No,” I answered. “I met two suspicious looking Segure lewitoch this morning who approached me and asked if I know a zemach by your name. They said they were heading to Maksegniet to sell the cattle they were herding and dropped by to inquire about you claiming to be kin. I denied that we have a zemach named Mandefro and they left. That is when I sent out for you in order to warn you,” explained Ato Anberber. I thanked him for this crucial information and hastily left.

      “So many things ran through my mind but I had no doubt regarding what this is all about. Ayachu, some 15 years ago my father - nefsun yimarewina - was involved in a Tej bEt brawl and murdered a man who he said has disrespected him and his family. I was a toddler then and did not know much about the affair. I later learned that my father had never stopped looking over his shoulders ever since the incident. The detail of the story was told to me when I started junior high. It was not long after he told me the story, that my father passed away from natural causes. Looking back, I guess he must have sensed his demise and felt obliged to warn me of the eminent danger that might await me. According to the tradition, I, the first son, became the prime inheritor of his sins upon his death. Therefore the relatives of the victim are now coming after me for biqela.”

      We were listening to the story totally mesmerized. The first question we uttered in unison was, “So what are you going to do?” (Call 911?) He shrugged and said in a matter of fact fashion, “I have to go home and retrieve my father’s mawzer. It has been hanging on the wall ever since I care to remember and it needs some cleaning and oiling.”

      We didn’t get it. “Why?” we asked.

      Mandefro glared at us. “SyqedmuN liqedmachew.”

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Annoying Family Members

      10. Ato Teyaqi Nade Yigremew: The eternal conspiracy theorist uncle. He knows for a fact that King Solomon had two kids by Nigist Saba… the Egyptians smuggled the “other kid” to Cairo because he was born with the blueprints of the pyramids tattooed on his back.

      9. Meto Aleqa Bogale Bandafta: That cousin once or twice removed, who was once or twice dishonorably discharged from the army for ‘attitude problems.’ Gifted with a short fuse, and a screeching tenor voice, he will zelalem insist that you do pushups instead of wasting time with school “agul timirt … yet lideress new ahun?”

      8. Weizero Teneshi Niqat: Your grandmother’s sister… been in the States too long… she describes in detail her OBGYN visits.

      7. “Lij” Mekonnen Menelik Sahle Sellasie: Your cousin who just discovered that his great-great-great grandfather might have been related to royalty. The cousin formerly known as Mak now wants to know if YOUR great, great, great grandfather was “ye CHewa lij”.

      6. Awet Haile Sellasie: your newly non-Ethiopian sister-in-law who now insists on talking to you only in English… means that you have to purge polysyllabic words from you vocabulary until she actually learns English.

      5. Addisu Hiwet: Your moshlaQa ye sefer wenbedE yakist lij who now is a bible thumping zealot. He denies his tawdry past, and doesn’t pay child support to any of the children he sired pre finding Geta.

      4. Astu: Like Cher and Madonna no one knows her last name. Nickname is “Google” because she knows everything about everybody and can download you information in 2.4 seconds.

      3. Yeneneh ZemedE: You are not sure how you are related to this guy, but he has claimed you as a “cousin”. In fact, everybody is his “cousin” including your German girlfriend. Drops names like it is lega qibE on dereq kitfo.

      2. ItiyE Tarik Ababal: Your aunt who cannot finish a sentence without inserting a teret in there. If on that rare occasion she does run out, she makes them up…“Ho! Intinu intin sihon intin hone alu!”

      1. Dr. Raselas Mandefro: your intellectual snob of a Kristina abat. He has misquoted Plato and Aristotle so much that their estates are suing him… mangles metaphors readily…is the undefeated king of malapropisms…“You will promise to forget this fellow–to illiterate him, I say, quite from your memory.” No one dares to correct him… His "Ante… yet new yetemarkew"s are eminently withering.

      ______________________
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      Dispatches from the Colder War

      By: GT

      Press Release from Sara Girma ------- Monday, March 11, 2002

      Ten-year old Sara Girma just learned today that she has gotten straight As again for the sixth quarter in a row, proving yet again her intellectual, as well as overall, superiority among the children in the Teferra household. Eight-year old Sammy Girma, as is typical of him, could barely muster one A, and that was in Art, which, as everyone knows, is a course for dummies who can color within the lines.

      “I am really proud of you,” Girma Teferra said in response to this momentous occasion, confirming his belief that Sara is indeed vastly superior to her good-for-nothing brother. Sara was beginning to become concerned with “Daddy,” as he is otherwise known, and his recent trips to the park with Sammy, believing that there might have been a shift in the power balance between the two siblings. Daddy’s comments today reaffirmed his commitment to Sara as the better child.

      Demonstrating the expectations she has of her gifted daughter, Blaine Mekonnen noted, “I expect no less of you. You have always done well. Keep up the good work.” It won’t be long before Ms. Mekonnen begins inviting Sara to her book club meetings and/or archaeology digs.

      This latest development demonstrates that Sara Girma’s sphere of influence is indisputably strong over the key area of intelligence and academic achievement among the Girma children. Respected neighborhood pundit Rahel Mesfin commented, “Now that your superiority has been confirmed, Sara, lets play with our dolls.” All agree that Sara richly deserved the accolades heaped upon her today by Daddy and Mommy and that she more than earned this opportunity to play.

      Press Release from Sammy Girma ------- Wednesday, March 20, 2002

      Sources close to Sara Girma have confirmed to Sammy Girma that Sara smells. This revelation comes as no shock to Sammy Girma, as he had long suspected that she was a smelly jerk.

      Sammy has mounted a vigorous and responsible campaign in the past few months to educate the public, and specifically his parents, about Sara’s smelliness because he sees a direct link between the smelliness and Sara’s jerkiness. “The fact that she is smelly and a jerk is no coincidence,” Sammy noted.

      The confirmation today of at least Sara’s smelliness and jerkiness came from a respected source who was very close to her. The source who wished to remain anonymous but goes by the initials “R.M.,” provided vivid detail, over Snoopy snow cones, about both how and why Sara smells. The conclusions R.M. had reached were uncannily similar to the facts Sammy had been disseminating as part of his campaign.

      Mom, as she is properly known (not “Mommy,” as the afore-mentioned smelly jerk calls her), commented, “Sammy, I don’t know about that.” Mom’s uncertainty clearly demonstrates her concern that Sara’s smelliness and jerkiness may be tearing apart the fabric of an otherwise happy home.

      “Be nice to your sister,” noted Dad, demonstrating a touching sympathy for his smelly jerk daughter, but perhaps underestimating the extent to which Sara’s smelliness and jerkiness can, and will, be ultimately problematic. “I understand where Dad is coming from in some respects,” Sammy said later, “But we cannot trivialize this issue because whether or not one is a smelly jerk is really about freedom and whether you support democracy.”

      Press Release from Sara Girma ------- Friday, March 29, 2002

      Daddy reaffirmed today the primary place Sara has in his heart by hugging her first after coming home from work.

      Breezing by Sammy Girma, Daddy wrapped his arm around Sara in a moment that demonstrated to everyone in the family where his priorities lie. Sammy, playing Madden 2002 at the time on the family’s Playstation 2, was oblivious to the slight, but in the end his ignorance will provide no shelter from the unavoidable truth that, among the Teferra children, he places a distant second.

      Sara asked esteemed former secretary of state Henry Kissinger for his thoughts about the conflict in a question and answer session after a presentation he gave at Sara’s school earlier today about the new World Order. “It is all about coming to the negotiating table and coming to some sort of lasting agreement, with both sides making sacrifices and commitments. The most important question you will have to ask yourselves at the outset is, of course, what shape will that table be? I like triangular tables because they are pointy. Square tables are even pointier. Frankly speaking, there is something menacing about circular tables.”

      Press Release from Sammy Girma ------ Sunday, March 31, 2002

      Sammy Girma demonstrated why his yellow belt in karate was so richly deserved as he delivered a punishing blow to Sara Girma after a heated dispute over the last of the orange juice.

      “What have you done?” Dad yelled, clearly marveling at the skill and beautiful savagery of Sammy’s blow to Sara’s shoulder. Rather than respond, Sara wept uncontrollably and effectively conceded defeat. As Master Chang has said many a time to his prize pupil, “Most defeat comes from a weakness of the heart and the mind.” Those words, as they relate to Sara Girma, could not be any more true.

      Sent to his room to meditate on what he had done, Sammy concluded that his growing physical superiority just might alter the balance of power among the Girma children, tipping it irreversibly in his favor. The stoic “Teddy,” Sammy’s bedtime companion of the past five years, provided his usual silent support in his typical best friend/bear-like way.

      Mom, at a book club meeting, was unavailable for comment.

      Press Release from Sara Girma ------- Sunday March 31, 2002

      Daddy affirmed commitment to pacifism and Sara’s superiority today, while issuing a stern rebuke Sammy Girma for an act of wanton savagery.

      Sara was maliciously attacked earlier today by Sammy after she had staked a legitimate to the last of the orange juice. As recounted in numerous Discovery Channel shows Sara has watched, inferior creatures tend to be more territorial and prone to lashing out violently when they feel threatened. The threat here is clearly the esteem in which Daddy and Mommy hold Sara and her exemplary juice acquisition and drinking skills.

      “Apologize to your sister,” Daddy demanded, “what you did was wrong and inexcusable. I don’t know what has gotten into your guys lately.” After giving a tepid apology and an unconvincing explanation, Sammy was sent into confinement for an indefinite term.

      In an unrelated development, Rahel Mesfin recanted comments she made about Sara earlier this month. Angry that Sara had made a date to play with Maria Ramirez and did not invite her, Mesfin said that she made comments in anger about Sara that were not true. “I was mad,” Mesfin explained. Sara accepted her apology, and both pledged to work towards strengthening the friendship between these crucial allies.

      Press Release from Sammy Girma ------- Monday April 8, 2002

      Dad and Mom revealed exciting news today that the baby Mom is going to have in June is another boy, providing Sammy hope for an alliance that would allow him and the new arrival maximum access to his parents love and attention.

      “Mom and Dad have indicated that babies require a lot of time and attention,” Sammy noted, “an alliance with this baby will not only help me maintain my status in the family, but possibly enhance it. The fact that he is a boy will make the forging of an alliance easier.”

      The good news came on a day where Sammy demonstrated his unmatched athletic prowess by scoring three goals for the Meadowbrook Red Wings 7-8 year-old boys soccer team, leading them to an 9-8 come from behind victory. Dad congratulated him by taking him out for ice cream afterwards, something that he notably has not done with Sara since her mediocre violin recital last fall, which was roundly panned by most critics, including Teddy and Sammy’s imaginary friend Afreworkie, the talking spider.

      Confidential Memorandum of Understanding between Sara and Sammy Girma ------- Wednesday June 5, 2002

      In light of the developments of June 3, 2002, Sara and Sammy Girma (collectively, “the Parties”) recognize that it is necessary to join forces and work together to combat a new scourge that threatens to undermine our position and prestige within the Girma family. The Teferra family is now facing the growing threat of the spread of “Beniyamism,” a movement that has begun to infect the Teferra household and must be neutralized as quickly as possible. After consulting with their cousin, respected neighborhood elder and “cool crowd” eight grader Thomas Woldemariam, and taking advantage of the wisdom and experience with such matters that he has accumulated over the years, the Parties have come to the following agreement.

      Background: On June 3, 2002, Blaine/Mommy/Mom gave birth to the Parties’ new collective enemy. Despite weighing only 7.5 pounds and being only 22 inches long, the new arrival in the Girma household, Beniyam, is an eating, pooping and yelling machine that has drastically altered a carefully crafted balance of power between Girma/Dad/Daddy, Blaine/Mommy/Mom, Sara and Sammy.

      Beniyam makes constant and harmful demands on Sara and Sammy’s parents such as: (i) waking up repeatedly during the night and demanding food, (ii) vainly making cute faces and gurgling noises during the course of endless attempts to garner the parent’s attention, and (iii) unfairly demanding the attention of the Parties’ parents’ friends, who previously doted over the Parties in an appropriate, reasonable and appreciated manner.

      Objectives: Weakened by a lack of sleep and/or Beniyam’s manipulative charm, it would be easy for the Parties’ parents to be lulled into a false belief that Beniyam is somehow better than the other children in the Teferra household. Beniyamism cannot be understated or underestimated and must be addressed immediately; it poses a clear and imminent threat to the stability of both the Teferra household and the neighborhood as a whole. Beniyam’s arrival marks the beginning of extraordinary times requiring the Parties’ to take extraordinary steps.

      The Parties agree to take necessary steps to:

      
        	Strengthen their positions as the children of choice in the Teferra household; and

        	Limit the spread of Beniyamism, which threatens to undermine peace and stability in the Teferra household.

      

      Covenants and Promises: The Parties agree as follows:

      
        	The Parties pledge to do nothing which undermines their respective standings with their parents. While it is as yet undecided which of the Parties is superior, it is clear that Beniyam is inferior to both of them, and his efforts to destabilize the Girma family with his constant demands and forced co-dependency must be neutralized. Such neutralization can only take play if both Parties are in a position of strength.

        	The Parties agree to begin a policy of constructive engagement, offering to help Girma/Dad/Daddy and Blaine/Mommy/Mom feed, clean up and otherwise take care of Beniyam. By doing so, the Parties seek to show how indispensable they are to the household, while pointing out – through their actions – how dispensable Beniyam is. To that end, the parties shall supplement this policy of constructive engagement with a public relations campaign aimed at demonstrating how much better the family would be if they traded Beniyam for a bike (Sammy’s preference) or a hardbound set of the Lord of the Rings books (Sara’s preference).

        	The Parties agree to provide various forms of assistance to one another in order to bolster their position within the household. To that end, Sara will assist Sammy with his homework, and Sammy will help Sara develop her athletic skills. The collective objective is to make both better and more competitive against the growing threat posed by Beniyamism.

      

      While delegating Beniyam to a lesser position is the short-term goal of this agreement, the Parties’ longer-term goals remain the same as they were before Beniyam’s arrival: to establish and maintain a position of superiority among the children of the Teferra household. Nothing in this agreement is intended to abrogate any previous positions taken by either of the Parties nor is it meant to be a tacit approval of any one of the Parties’ previous statements of positions on any issues. Upon satisfactory completion of the objectives laid out in this memorandum, to be confirmed in a final review by Ms. Mesfin and Mr. Woldemariam, the obligations and promises in this memorandum will cease to be operative and the Parties’ status will revert to as they were as of June 2, 2002.

      With these steps, the Parties hope to restore some stability to the Teferra household and a sense of normalcy. It is with trepidation that the Parties take this grave step, but the Benyaminist threat is great, and the Parties’ cause is just. The Teferra family has entered a daunting new era, and it is the Parties hope that this Memorandum of Understanding is step back in the right direction.

      ______________________

      Do the right thing
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      How much is our heritage worth to us? A SELEDA Call to Arms

      Ok… last Saturday night… how much did you spend trying to mashmonmon that pretty young thing you swear could be the mother of your 9 children?

      SITUATION

      MULLA YOU FORKED OVER

      Movies (she likes movies, you’ve wanted to corner her in a dark room now for a while)

      $8.00 apiece… $105.95 apiece if you live in New York. We’ll average it out… 2@ $15.00

      $30.00 (unless you live in Wichita, Kansas and your local cineplex movie is still playing Rambo II. Abo! Yenesu neger! )

      Popcorn… indEta… how can you pass on the opportunity to touch her hands at a “chance” encounter in the popcorn bucket. Myhon neger!

      $9.50 for a tub-o’-butter-popcorn… only the best for this l’il cuteness-in-a-mini.

      Drinks… she might need something to sip on after you drgm argeh (wendata!) kiss her during the prova.

      $7.00 for her Diet Coke (she is a shenqaTa after all), and $7.00 for your Coke. $14.00

      Sweets for the sweet? Damn straight! A king-size (you are YOU, after all) Kit-Kat for the lady. Besides, if any chocolate melts on her fingers you could volunteer to lick it off. A gentleman always does.

      $5.00

      The movie had whetted her appetite. “Wui! IndEt rabeN,” she coos. Tadiyamma… if it was hager bEt you would have innita mannewsimu go round up ye Harer senga and call her name as you slice its throat yourself. As it is, you are in DC. Godin Tbs and kitfo for the lady.

      $205.55. (She turned out not to be as delicate an eater as you thought, and… well, you had to leave a huge tip to impress her.)

      You suggest post dinner cocktails… just like James Bond…You remember watching ForYour Eyes Only at Ambassador and how the chicks liked post dinner cocktails. (Remember? Right after the matinee at Ambassador how you went to Masrejaw Yet Ale Tej BEt and ordered yourself a birilE… “I’ll have your best Tej, Weizero Hamelmal,” you said suavely. “Stirred, Weizero Hamelmal, not shaken.” (Weizero Hamelmal: “Ant B’Tasham. Tew alalku!”)

      A whopping $345.00. Mamitu turns out to be a wine connoisseur. She knows a great place… The Willard Room. Orders a 97 Château d’Yquem. She partakes… a lot. You sip on Ambo, starry eyed.

      Dessert… ahh. The way to a woman’s heart is through chocolate. You suggest finding an intimate place to nibble on something sweet… and to get dessert.

      She’ll all for it and whisks you to… Inn at Little Washington for sorbet. $45.00 for gas, $150.20 for desserts.

      She like you. She really likes you.

      $424.00. There is room at the Inn.

      Sure you got to see her nqisat, but really, that was a lot of money. And God knows we ain’t the kind of people to deny anyone who is not a SELEDA Intern the pursuit of happiness.

      HOWEVER, here is a cause that you might find more rewarding.

      As Ethiopians in the Diaspora, time away from home is starting to madebzzez our focus on the importance of preserving the past more than what we see in the immediate. Yes, teaching the kids about Ethiopia is fine and dandy (more fine than dandy), but pretty soon, the books and artifacts and manuscripts that are a record of Ethiopian ancestry will vanish unless we take a stand.

      The Institute of Ethiopian Studies houses extensive periodicals, manuscripts, journals, microfilms, and photographs, and is the premier institute where scholars and researchers go to study the Ethiopian past. It also helps to “spread knowledge on Ethiopia through its conferences, lectures, and publications and, very significantly, through its Museum and Library.”

      It is, simply, one of the places where our heritage is chronicled.

      Unfortunately, the IES’ facilities on the main campus of the AAU is in serious disrepair and experts are predicting grave consequences if this issue is not addressed, and addressed quickly.

      Far from home, fellow SELEDAwech, what is connecting us to Ethiopia? Most importantly, how can we become relevant again? Is it enough just to wax poetic about "weine hagerE", or is it possible to walk the walk?

      Well, we at SELEDA are calling for an arts revolution… yep, the kind of revolution that don’t require you to get up at the crack of dawn and march down Abiyot Adebabai in silly Korean shoes. We call to arms “The Washint Generation” to stand and be counted so that when our children grow up and ask, “what have YOU done for Ethiopia?” we won’t look like idiots.

      And, lookie here, someone has done all the legwork for us. Meet, ladies and gentlemen, the Society of Friends of the Institute for Ethiopian Studies, "SOFIES. SOFIES has launched a major undertaking to build a new IES facility with all the bells and whistles. (Note to selves: ask SOFIES about upper management’s request that there be fainting sofas in the ladies room.) So, what is our excuse not to get involved? Nada!

      SOFIES’ web page, a brilliant and transparent page we might add, lays it all out… “The Society of Friends of the IES is therefore undertaking an ambitious and critical mission to construct a purpose-built, computerized Library, with lecture hall, exhibition space, and laboratory for the conservation of rare books, photographs, magic scrolls, and manuscripts.” It’s got designs, it’s got budget, it’s got everything you need to know about this endeavour.

      Beqa… aleqe negeru. No whining, no “but I really want to do something but…. Ye innate meqennet…” This is our history and this is our responsibility.

      So… we at SELEDA have a proposal and a challenge… There are many levels of sponsorships, as is mapped out on the “Donor Recognition” page, and individual donations are welcomed, of course. However, why not, we said to ourselves at a particularly inspired moment… and yes, we have those once is a while… why not ask the Diaspora to donate the amount necessary to have a Seminar Hall named after it? “This Seminar Hall is proudly sponsored by those of us away from home, but who will forever feel that home is never away from us.” Huh? Huh? Alecha… kulalit.

      SO… we ask our readers to make this happen… if all of us in the Diaspora sent in one dollar each, the IES will be able to build several edifies (and, as a reward for its fabulousness, a swanky villa in Gerji for itself with one of them waterfalls where a boy-mermaid is peeing in a pool.) But, we won’t even aim that high for now… Let’s start with a $150,000 Seminar Hall. (First lecture series: “Why is Castelli’s so darn expensive?”) Think about it… think of all of us just here in the United States, our friends, our families… Let’s just say there are 2000 Seledawiyan. That’s 75.00 each… bara bing, bara boom!

      The icing on the cake is that all donations are tax deductible for those of us living in these great United States. Aha! Gotta love the loopholes, baby. AND, you can send money to the branch in, where else, DC. Those of you who live in the United Kingdom, a) beTam inaznalen, b) There is a SOFIES office in your neck of the woods, too. If you live in GERMANY… m’Ts… ayiiii. Lenegeru, you do too have representation. Indiyaw sew hulu ekul hone. Point being, from Japan to Alaska to Saudi Arabia to New Zealand to Australia to Kenya to Ghana to South Africa… from all the many, many cities we have spread across, This could be our voice.

      What is our excuse not to get involved now?

      Oh, please.

      We ask that on your check/money order that you write that your donation is made be Diasporaw Sm. Depending on the response, we can upgrade to a Large Lecture Room: $400,000. Ya hoo!

      We can’t continue to not matter. At one point, all of us strewn across the globe can point to this and say, THAT is my legacy.

      There is no excuse.

      Check out SOFIES by going to http://www.ethiopiaheritage.org. We will update you periodically on the status. Make us proud, you Sellllid yalachiu SELEDAwiyan.

      Seleda Negarit
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      How much is our heritage worth to us? A SELEDA Call to Arms

      Ok… last Saturday night… how much did you spend trying to mashmonmon that pretty young thing you swear could be the mother of your 9 children?

      SITUATION

      MULLA YOU FORKED OVER

      Movies (she likes movies, you’ve wanted to corner her in a dark room now for a while)

      $8.00 apiece… $105.95 apiece if you live in New York. We’ll average it out… 2@ $15.00

      $30.00 (unless you live in Wichita, Kansas and your local cineplex movie is still playing Rambo II. Abo! Yenesu neger! )

      Popcorn… indEta… how can you pass on the opportunity to touch her hands at a “chance” encounter in the popcorn bucket. Myhon neger!

      $9.50 for a tub-o’-butter-popcorn… only the best for this l’il cuteness-in-a-mini.

      Drinks… she might need something to sip on after you drgm argeh (wendata!) kiss her during the prova.

      $7.00 for her Diet Coke (she is a shenqaTa after all), and $7.00 for your Coke. $14.00

      Sweets for the sweet? Damn straight! A king-size (you are YOU, after all) Kit-Kat for the lady. Besides, if any chocolate melts on her fingers you could volunteer to lick it off. A gentleman always does.

      $5.00

      The movie had whetted her appetite. “Wui! IndEt rabeN,” she coos. Tadiyamma… if it was hager bEt you would have innita mannewsimu go round up ye Harer senga and call her name as you slice its throat yourself. As it is, you are in DC. Godin Tbs and kitfo for the lady.

      $205.55. (She turned out not to be as delicate an eater as you thought, and… well, you had to leave a huge tip to impress her.)

      You suggest post dinner cocktails… just like James Bond…You remember watching ForYour Eyes Only at Ambassador and how the chicks liked post dinner cocktails. (Remember? Right after the matinee at Ambassador how you went to Masrejaw Yet Ale Tej BEt and ordered yourself a birilE… “I’ll have your best Tej, Weizero Hamelmal,” you said suavely. “Stirred, Weizero Hamelmal, not shaken.” (Weizero Hamelmal: “Ant B’Tasham. Tew alalku!”)

      A whopping $345.00. Mamitu turns out to be a wine connoisseur. She knows a great place… The Willard Room. Orders a 97 Château d’Yquem. She partakes… a lot. You sip on Ambo, starry eyed.

      Dessert… ahh. The way to a woman’s heart is through chocolate. You suggest finding an intimate place to nibble on something sweet… and to get dessert.

      She’ll all for it and whisks you to… Inn at Little Washington for sorbet. $45.00 for gas, $150.20 for desserts.

      She like you. She really likes you.

      $424.00. There is room at the Inn.

      Sure you got to see her nqisat, but really, that was a lot of money. And God knows we ain’t the kind of people to deny anyone who is not a SELEDA Intern the pursuit of happiness.

      HOWEVER, here is a cause that you might find more rewarding.

      As Ethiopians in the Diaspora, time away from home is starting to madebzzez our focus on the importance of preserving the past more than what we see in the immediate. Yes, teaching the kids about Ethiopia is fine and dandy (more fine than dandy), but pretty soon, the books and artifacts and manuscripts that are a record of Ethiopian ancestry will vanish unless we take a stand.

      The Institute of Ethiopian Studies houses extensive periodicals, manuscripts, journals, microfilms, and photographs, and is the premier institute where scholars and researchers go to study the Ethiopian past. It also helps to “spread knowledge on Ethiopia through its conferences, lectures, and publications and, very significantly, through its Museum and Library.”

      It is, simply, one of the places where our heritage is chronicled.

      Unfortunately, the IES’ facilities on the main campus of the AAU is in serious disrepair and experts are predicting grave consequences if this issue is not addressed, and addressed quickly.

      Far from home, fellow SELEDAwech, what is connecting us to Ethiopia? Most importantly, how can we become relevant again? Is it enough just to wax poetic about "weine hagerE", or is it possible to walk the walk?

      Well, we at SELEDA are calling for an arts revolution… yep, the kind of revolution that don’t require you to get up at the crack of dawn and march down Abiyot Adebabai in silly Korean shoes. We call to arms “The Washint Generation” to stand and be counted so that when our children grow up and ask, “what have YOU done for Ethiopia?” we won’t look like idiots.

      And, lookie here, someone has done all the legwork for us. Meet, ladies and gentlemen, the Society of Friends of the Institute for Ethiopian Studies, "SOFIES. SOFIES has launched a major undertaking to build a new IES facility with all the bells and whistles. (Note to selves: ask SOFIES about upper management’s request that there be fainting sofas in the ladies room.) So, what is our excuse not to get involved? Nada!

      SOFIES’ web page, a brilliant and transparent page we might add, lays it all out… “The Society of Friends of the IES is therefore undertaking an ambitious and critical mission to construct a purpose-built, computerized Library, with lecture hall, exhibition space, and laboratory for the conservation of rare books, photographs, magic scrolls, and manuscripts.” It’s got designs, it’s got budget, it’s got everything you need to know about this endeavour.

      Beqa… aleqe negeru. No whining, no “but I really want to do something but…. Ye innate meqennet…” This is our history and this is our responsibility.

      So… we at SELEDA have a proposal and a challenge… There are many levels of sponsorships, as is mapped out on the “Donor Recognition” page, and individual donations are welcomed, of course. However, why not, we said to ourselves at a particularly inspired moment… and yes, we have those once is a while… why not ask the Diaspora to donate the amount necessary to have a Seminar Hall named after it? “This Seminar Hall is proudly sponsored by those of us away from home, but who will forever feel that home is never away from us.” Huh? Huh? Alecha… kulalit.

      SO… we ask our readers to make this happen… if all of us in the Diaspora sent in one dollar each, the IES will be able to build several edifies (and, as a reward for its fabulousness, a swanky villa in Gerji for itself with one of them waterfalls where a boy-mermaid is peeing in a pool.) But, we won’t even aim that high for now… Let’s start with a $150,000 Seminar Hall. (First lecture series: “Why is Castelli’s so darn expensive?”) Think about it… think of all of us just here in the United States, our friends, our families… Let’s just say there are 2000 Seledawiyan. That’s 75.00 each… bara bing, bara boom!

      The icing on the cake is that all donations are tax deductible for those of us living in these great United States. Aha! Gotta love the loopholes, baby. AND, you can send money to the branch in, where else, DC. Those of you who live in the United Kingdom, a) beTam inaznalen, b) There is a SOFIES office in your neck of the woods, too. If you live in GERMANY… m’Ts… ayiiii. Lenegeru, you do too have representation. Indiyaw sew hulu ekul hone. Point being, from Japan to Alaska to Saudi Arabia to New Zealand to Australia to Kenya to Ghana to South Africa… from all the many, many cities we have spread across, This could be our voice.

      What is our excuse not to get involved now?

      Oh, please.

      We ask that on your check/money order that you write that your donation is made be Diasporaw Sm. Depending on the response, we can upgrade to a Large Lecture Room: $400,000. Ya hoo!

      We can’t continue to not matter. At one point, all of us strewn across the globe can point to this and say, THAT is my legacy.

      There is no excuse.

      Check out SOFIES by going to http://www.ethiopiaheritage.org. We will update you periodically on the status. Make us proud, you Sellllid yalachiu SELEDAwiyan.

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Mts Issue : June 2002

      The Modernity Issue : July/August 2002

      The mTs Issue : May 2002

      mTs…It is syllabically singular, expressionally infinite. It is first aid and band aid, compassion displayed, action waylaid. It is contempt and respect. It is understanding and disdain. It is an air sucked, teeth clenched, lips pursed engagement with a person, an act, a dream, an experience. If you are Ethiopian, you have said it, heard it, expressed it or suppressed it. And you have a story about it, from it, with it, or against it. Is it fatalism on display? Compassion in action? Disdainful refrain? We want to hear about it. Your myth on “mTs”. Here - by the 20th of May. A picture, story, poem…anything but a singular mTs.

      The Modernity Issue : July/August 2002

      If you hear some people say it (as they arrive two and a half hours late to a public event), Ethiopia’s problem is lack of modernity. Some people will declare (as they pop yesterday’s qateNa into the microwave to get it re-crisped) that Ethiopia’s problem IS modernity. Some people will insist (as they send off their son to a high school an hour’s hoary jog away) that Ethiopia’s problem are the modernizers themselves. And some will swear (as they push aside a staggering stack of the people’s business on their bureaucrat’s desk to make way for a cup of macchiatto), that the Ethiopian people are irredeemably unmodernizable. For this double issue, we first of all want to extract out of you those compelling stories of modernity gedls, such as; “The gedl of The First Person to Wear European Shoes in My Town”, or “The gedl of The Encounter with an ATM Machine”, or “The gedl of When My Breasts Became Sexual Things”, or “The gedl of Explaining the Idea of a Flower Garden to My Country Relations Coming to Visit Us in Addis”. And secondly, we invite you to pontificate on this topic. Is modernity being western? What do you lose on the road to being modern? Does Abebech’s kitchen modernity extend to the bedroom (you wonder)? Were we all taught to be “modern”, or simply to reject what is ours and to covet the white man’s ways? And finally, the mother of all questions, “The Gap” opens a franchise on the third floor of a new fifty-story building in Addis… Is that modernity? Discuss, think, intellectualize, dissect and synthesize. Do whatever you have to do to get us something topical, enjoyable and stimulating by June 20.
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      The mTs! issue

      June, 2002

      Note from the editors

      Note from the Editors Guest Editor Dr
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      Note from the Editors Guest Editor Dr. Raselas

      Hello readers of this SELEDA computer literature page.

      As we all know, my name is Dr. Raselas… I have been invited by the editors of this outfit to be their guest editor, or star editor…I think they said Star Editor, which I think is a more… it is truly a great term. After much contemplation, I have decided to accept. As we all know, editing comes naturally to us Ethiopians. We are great warriors and great editors. In fact, when I edit my papers… papers I present all over the world in educational institutions… I always recount the days I spent editing my several theses.

      Now, ke negeru bizu sanirq… let us define what a thesis is, since I am not familiar with the caliber is of the readership of this Seleda (I will not agree to write it in all caps as if it is an awaj) computer inter-microwaval literary organization. Mrs. Mariam (yenE Mariyamitu) Webster defines thesis as “a position or proposition that a person (as a candidate for scholastic honors) advances and offers to maintain by argument.” Esey, esey, esey! I might note that my thesis from the University of Korhogo was on theses themselves. It was called “The Thesis Dilemma: A Thesis on Thesis Concepts and Comparative Theses”… yaw… by: Dr. Raselas. In those days, we did not have computer technological literature like you do now, as evidenced by this Seleda that warranted me its star editor. (The follow up to that thesis, incidentally, for those of you who don’t know, is “Is the un-Thesised life worth living?” yaw, by: Dr. Raselas. As a point of academic note, I prove that it is not.)

      But, suffice it to say that I am very pleased to be here. I would like to start off my starship appointment by defining for you what the word Seleda means. Seleda comes from the word “meseled”… it is an ancient word… a beautiful word indeed. If we take the etymology further, those engaged in reading Seleda would be “seledajoch;” those who are editors “ah-Seledajoch;” it goes on… Selededu, te-Seladedu, Sildu. This might be a good time to confess that I was a student of etymology at the College of Iraq.

      So, now that we have a full grasp of the word “Seleda” … I am not sure why the creators chose this name. It is not very pleasing to my ear… I am forming a Task Committee to look into changing this name, Seleda. It is displeasing.

      But let us proceed to my Starinet… Ingidih, malet, innE Seldaj… innantE teseldaj lnihon new.

      I am not really sure what the purpose of this binary computer literature magazine is, but I think that it is a concept that should be studied. The study of Seleda, by the way, is called Seledology. The Greeks, in 4 B.C. had a similar community magazine of sorts. The ancient Greeks… marvelous people! Indiaw ya raqutachewin mehEd tnnish q’rr yaseNeNal… , but… that is neither here nor there.

      Before I go back to my Star Editing of this complex computer literary endeavor, I would like to say that literature, whether it is in the Web World of Wide (maletim WWW… sostu debiliwech malet new), or on paper form, literature has been a source of great pleasure to a lot of civilizations… except the Romans… enessu… ay yenesu neger ayTmeN… indiaw, they liked confrontation, indE sra fet duriyE ke hulu gar metenakol! But I wrote about that in my third… no… fourth ay! third thesis… “Ancient Romans: The Paradoxical Existence and Machinations of a Pre-Diasporized Populace, and Their Contemplative Societal Mores Towards Integration in a Self-Actualized Paradigm of Materialism, Liberation, Landed Gentry Classifications and Conformed Existential Premise.” I have just finished part 7 of this series. In essence, what I am succinctly saying is, is that… is cyber literature a saber? It is a very interesting concept. Esti hulachinm beTmona inasibew for a few moments.

      To get back to matters at hand, I would like to thank the aSeledadoch for allowing me to take a few moments to indulge in my first true love (after Asnu, the bald-headed sefer set in Awassa)… contemplation. Contemplation. To even contemplate contemplation is indeed S’dq. Most of you who know me well know that.

      I am told that I should take another moment to welcome you to the “M’Ts” Issue. Welcome. I am not indeed still sure what that means…M’Ts. I am told that it is a transcription of the sound we Ethiopians make, for example, when someone mentions the gara and shenterer of the Great ImmiyE ItyoPPia… “M’Ts! Hager malet!”

      I must say, it is not so much a subject as it is a sound. But they are telling me it is the “ultimate in platitudes.” To which I say, tadiya mn y’Tebess?? Verily I say, andandE the Editors of this multifarious computer literature magazine known as Seleda (for now) are a little bit, what is the technical term, wefefEwech. But they picked me as the Star Editor, so I will indulge them.

      I have been able to trace back the first uttering of “M’Ts,” by the way, to Empress Tayitu. When Atse Menelik showed her the plans to the new home he was going to build for her, she, after seeing the size of her small closet, is reported to have said, “MT’s… yante neger sillllllchit b’loNal.” Ancient and medieval history tells us that the Greeks had a similar sound that was intended to exhibit sadness and pity… “Bgrrr’Ts”. What I think happened was that when the Greeks came to Ethiopia to be educated they dropped the “Bgrr” and just used “’Ts.” Soon, with the passing of time, Ethiopians adopted that idiosyncrasy and used “’Ts” unsparingly. ItEgay Tayitu, the iconoclast of all iconoclasts, supposedly added the “M” to the “T’s” to represent a special sound reserved for her husband, Menelik. Maletim… ye Menelik “’Ts”… as if the regular “T’s” was not enough for her husband. He needed a special one for her personal use. Therefore, M’Ts. M is for Menelik mallet new.

      It is quite an interesting history.

      It is very understandable that I have not read the articles pertaining to this issue since I did not have time. I am sure you understand the heavy constraints made… no, IMPOSED upon my time… negeru gn, I am sure some of the articles on this cyber community literary binary computerized intelligence forum are interesting. Tadiya, if they turn out not to be interesting, “Raselas blwal” inymeTa! Yelehubetm. Ezaw indelemedachihut! Wa!

      Next, I would like to delve into the issue of what issue will be coming up in the next issue. It is “Modernity”. The Seleda computer interactive binarity community people have gone to great lengths to describe what they think is modernity. Mnew tenzazu sewechu? Why don’t they ask MariyamyE? Or, they can ask me… and I will tell them, “Modernity is when an Ethiopian’s wuqabi –through a series of development- ceases to be a wuqabi and now wants to be called Ato Feng Shui.” Aleqe, deqeqe neger tefeSemE. They have asked me to convey to you that they are accepting articles about Modernity until June 15, but I told them, esti sewun atakalbu! June 16 is perfectly fine.

      My star editorship of this super highway of the informational literary cyber paper is coming to an end, and may I say that I hope I have imparted a little knowledge to it readership, although I am not familiar with any of you. I asked my friends Ato Dinberru, General Dr. Asnaqe and Colonel Dr. Assaminew if they are familiar with this virtual cyber saber Seleda and they said “Mannachew enesu? Ke yet meTu? Seleda maletttt…? Eza… Nairobi University yetemarut?” I told them I did not know. Who knows about this younger generation? They know nothing about contemplation or etymology! They think that life is served on a silver platter… aydolem!Ayhonim! There has to be a resurgence of young people who must know about the history of etymology. Indihu K-Mart wilew neger yawqu ymesalchewal! Ayhonim blwal Raselas beluwachew!

      I can’t give any more to this inter-combined fusion that is a literary dossier called Seleda. My time, as I have mentioned, is limited. I am sure I will be asked again to star edit. By then, I promise to finish my much anticipated memoir: “Are you, my friend, a Sildud? My Life as the Foundation of a Cyber Computer Binary Literature Magazine: How I Saved Seleda, My (and the It’s) Societal Impact, and the Tribulations of Being a Misunderstood Thesisizer.” Yaw… by: Dr. Raselas. If you can’t wait until it comes out officially, you may contact any of the markets on 18th Street and tell the shopkeepers “Eski ante! Dr.Raselas yeSafutin amTa”.

      With my regards,

      Dr. Professor Raselas. PhD. Vintage 1967,1970,1971,1972

      __Dr. Raselas tells us that he is er, currently Chairman of the Board of Directors of SELEDA… even though we don’t have a Board of Directors. When we pointed that out to him he said, “Ere yetabatachiu! You do and I am.”

      Dr. Raselas is the host of “InnE Dokter Mn Alu?” broadcast in the DC area every Saturday. No specified time.

      Dr. Raselas is featured prominently on SELEDA’S As Bole Turns.

      One of his excerpted speeches can be found here.

      Seleda is grateful for Dr. Raselas’ time.

      Seleda is… will never be the same again.

      _

      Selam inihun

      The Humble Editors_

      The Faces of M’Ts
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      The Faces of MTs

      By: Debrewerq

      Our aunt Assegedu was born M’Ts-ing. I can almost swear to that. Emotionally at one time, something went brutally haywire in her sub-anatomy. She cries when she’s happy. She cries when she’s sad. The rest of the time? She cries. Our older brother, a rigorously practical specimen, once suggested that she have a “Fragile: Handle with Care” sign plastered on her forehead. “Mn larg b’leh new,” she said before starting to wail.

      We don’t know anyone who could be so emotionally wrought over the most diminutive occurrence. One day, Assegedu dropped some tomatoes while making salad. “Wui! InnE lfreT,” she said, disturbingly seriously. “InnE dbn biyE lfreT.”

      Oooooook.

      “YenE neger! AyhoniliN,” and then, like clockwork, the waterworks. No one, at any given point, knows why Assegedu is crying. We just know that now we all hate tomatoes. Our father once looked her in the eyes and said, “Anchi! Ye Emba bank! Bitaleqshi ayalqm!”

      Our aunt punctuated his… unnecessary assertion by letting a single, well-trained trail of tear march with precision and discipline down her sculpted cheeks. “M’Ts” she whispered, a broken woman.

      Good going, dad.

      We all glared at our father as we, with practiced efficiency, passed along a box of Cold Care Kleenex (her favorite brand) from person to person until it reached her. She sniffed into one, which she expertly plucked from the neat folds.

      My grandmother was convinced that Assegedu was a “PEnTE” even though Assegedu’s Ginbot Lideta celebrations were legendary. (Complete with an after-meal “LidetayE, innde innE mannin twejalesh?” derert medeleq session that has escalated in recent years to unbearably hysterical intensities. This must put Lideta in an awkward position. No?)

      Finally, one of us asked why Emmama Tiliquwa thought Assegedu was a PEnTE

      “Innesu nachewa indih tolo miyaleqsu. Aynachewn atayutm? Tiqqqquuuur ayn. IndEt indemiay…?” Scientifically invalid? Maybe. But grandma is 90. A sharp 90, even as she can’t remember a time when Atse Haile Sellasie was not ruling the empire.

      At our brother’s med school graduation, Assegedu finished clean a whole box of Cold Care. Our father to my brother: “Ahun hakim neh. Lezich setiyo mehanit felig.”

      Nicccce one, dad. Why don’t you just tell her that you think she is a PenTE and get it over with?

      Our father: “Bei alqishi demmo!”

      Good grief.
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        * * *

      

      When our father’s mother died, we drew straws on who would tell Assegedu. It might be OK to admit now that we rigged it so that our ferenjie aylut abesha 20-something brother got the short end of the stick. (Metaphorical pun intended.) At the time, though, we looked at him in feigned surprise, and then switched to overly done sympathy. “You do this for the gipper! Make us proud.”

      Ferenjie aylut abesha youngest brother walked hesitantly into Assegedu’s bedroom and looked around her intimidating clean room, not saying a word. Assegedu had little time for nonsense like this. She hated the boys coming into her room because they do awful things like move the little Mariam and Gerbriel icons on her night table. They would strike the matches she used to light the many _Twaff_s on her corner table. Twaffs she would light during her nightly marathon prayer sessions. Our father, upon coming across the warm Twaff glow coming from her room: “Y’chi setiyo! BETun kalaqaTelech atarfm. Demmo aymoqatm?”

      Assegedu gasped as our brother grabbed her prayer towel (the very one she drapes across her shoulders during prayer), fold it tightly, and then prop it against his head as he flopped on her bed, her bed being a single full mattress. She had not slept in a real bed since she left Ethiopia. Swore that she would not until she returned home. He stretched out his legs, complete with sneakers, across her pink and white kiroshE throw.

      It was too much for Assegedu. She picked up her Bible and started to randomly beat our brother across the head. “Ante sEyTan! Diabilos… deee-yaaaa-beee-loss! Mn litareg ezih meTah… eko lemin… ?”

      Our brother tried to shelter himself, but the pummeling continued. “Eko…” -pound!- “…lem’n abah…” -pound!- “…ezih…” -pound!-…pound!-“mn dirrrrrrish aregeh?” -pound!-

      He let her have a few more swings and then interrupted the drumming… very politely, if we may say so ourselves. “Ok… ok. Ok. ZEna aleN.”

      ZEna aleN? Ehhh. Sending in our brother in to break the news?… Maybe not so hot a coup.

      Assegedu paused, bewildered at what he just said.

      “Mn zEna, zEna abatih y’Tfa!!! ZEna? Demmo inde gazETTeNa!”

      Our brother settled back, leaning against Assegedu’s “headboard”, which, of course was the southwest wall of the first floor. He readjusted his towel-pillow.

      “Ehhh… Ok, first… tadiyas? IndEt nesh?” he inquired hesitantly, perhaps thinking that small talk was the perfect prelude to merdo. Assegedu went ballistic times two. She leapt to her feet and frantically looked around for something to break over our brother’s head.

      Our brother, his instincts perhaps signaling to him that his unrehearsed modus operendai might not be going as smoothly as it should, rose to his feet also, summoning up gravitas. But he rose from the medab bed a little too quickly and stumbled against Assegedu’s nightstand, knocking down several Gebriels and at least four Mariam statuettes. He scrambled to make nice. He _mamateb_ed very awkwardly and very quickly and proceeded to pick up a handful of fallen Mariams, hurriedly placing them upright, and placing them right next to a slew of crooked Gerbriels. He paused a moment to asses his damage control. Under his breath he muttered, “Ok… boy, girl, boy, girl, boy, boy, girl. That’s wrong.” He fidgeted with the figurines a little more. “Ahh… boy… girllll, boy! Viola!”

      “Yanvuwallihhhhhhhhhh! Qdus Gerbriel ke semai werdo yavuwalilihhhhhhh!!” screamed Assegedu, the thought of this unwashed miscreant manhandling her beloved M & G’s sending fits of horror down her perfectly straight spine.

      “Qoi… qoi… esti … er, calm huNi.”

      Hmmm, the boy could benefit from amariNa lessons.

      He went on quickly, taking advantage of the temporary lapse in screeching as Assegedu took a break to gather her strength. “Emmama DinQEn tastawishachewalesh?”

      Yegads! Now, on your average, everyday merdo-telling exploit that would have been a legitimate question, even a kind overture. But it was a badly misplaced gaffe in this case, since, well, there was that little detail that Emmama DinQE WAS ASSEGEDU’S MOTHER!

      “Tasatawishaleshiiiiiiiii?….” clonk! “Ant ziTaCHam!”

      We all got scared at this point and scrambled from the corridor where we were listening intently to the performance unraveling in Assegedu’s room.

      Several minutes later we heared her door open and close and our brother’s sigh. We crept into the corridor and peeked out, in resplendent cowardice. We signaled him over and pushed him into the spare room.

      “Yo, I told her, aiight!”

      Yes, but how the hell did you put it, your twerp.

      “I don’t have to take this. I’m leaving.”

      Older sister grabbed hold of his sweater as her tried to escape the clutch of five pairs of eyes. She pulled him back into the room holding his sweater by her thumb and index finger, much like a scientist holds a lab rat by the tail.

      “Ante fara! Tell us what you said,” she hissed at him. “And then tell us what she said.”

      “She probably cried,” our little sister offered… quite uselessly. We paused to decimate her with glmiCHa.
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        * * *

      

      We all headed to the study where our father had taken refuge. We passed Assegedu’s room. The door was shut, and no audible wailing was cracking the walls. Shock, it’s a good thing. The best ploy, was the consensus, the best tactic until we got our wits together was for us children to act as a buffer zone between our father and our aunt. Her hysteria, we have surmised from years of experience, was very coquettish. Lunges at you when you least expect it. So, Dad first, then half of us head to Assegedu. The two shall not cross paths for at least two days, or until other tliq sewech got here, whichever came first. Keziya wediya igzihEr yawqal.

      We gave each other supportive glances and opened the door to our father’s study. There, on his couch he sat, a new desperate look having overtaken his youthful eyes. Next to him was Assegedu, both her hands holding our father’s hands, stroking them gently. “Ayzoh… ayzoh wendimiyE,” we heard her whisper. “Eswa indehon ke Ababa gar nat…Ayzoh yenE hod. Ayzoh wendim gasha.” No tears in her eyes. They were, this time, clamoring for space in our father’s eyes.

      They both looked up when they realized we were in the room. Our father looked at us, wide-eyed and uncertain. Assegedu nodded silently, signaling us to give them a moment.

      As we filed away we heard, from the recesses of our father’s gut, “M’Tsssss.”

      In Search of Lucy’s Sparkle, Part 1
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      by Felleke

      One fine Friday morning, after a 33-year absence from home, I checked into the Ras Hotel, weary from Alitalia’s nocturnal Rome-Addis Ababa flight. Clasping my generous tip with both hands, the dignified bellhop bowed and slipped the folded bills into his jacket pocket. He lowered his cap on his balding head and straightened up as I in turn bowed and closed the door to my second floor corner room. I turned around and eyeballed the chamber, awash in a halo of diffused sunlight glowing through the sparsely scattered white floral designs on the gray linen curtains. Looping my necktie around the hanger hook, I hung my coat in the cupboard and stepped into the dark bathroom.

      I flipped the light switch on the wall but the room remained dark. Both bulbs in the two art deco up lighters affixed on either side of the white medicine cabinet were burnt out. Annoyed, I flipped the light switch toggle in rapid succession but the clicks merely jibed at my obstinacy, bouncing the sound of my unavailing attempt against the walls. I checked my rising temper, tightening my grip on the edges of the sink and looked up at my reflection on the beveled-mirror door. A silhouetted figure with puffed eyes and a mane of disheveled blond locks stared back at me. Averting my gaze, I scratched the heavy stubble on my jaw and turned the hot water faucet on.
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        * * *

      

      Since I had planned to see her the next morning, I decided to make good use of the rest of the day by familiarizing myself with the neighborhood. The bells of the nearby Holy Savoir Church rang as I pushed past the revolving front door of the hotel and started walking north along the busy Churchill Avenue. In no time at all, several children surrounded me, attempting to hawk Singaporean nylon socks, a cactus pear, green Bic ballpoint pens, lottery tickets and a well-thumbed Time magazine featuring a solemn Shah of Iran on the cover. At once impressed and disappointed by my understanding of the language and by my lack of interest in their wares, they dubbed me the “ferenju abesha[1],” and eventually disbursed. A few of them scuttled back to the comforting shade of the Haile Selassie Theatre colonnade as I crossed the street and passed an Ethiopian Airlines ticket office located on the ground floor of a high-rise building. Cutting across a parking area filled with cars, I walked along an arcade with a stationery shop, a dry cleaners and a café.

      Eager to begin my afternoon stroll, I had dashed out the hotel without having my customary macchiato. Imagining its rich warm taste, I sauntered into the dim café. Immediately, I was struck by the number of elderly Italian men seated on chrome pipe chairs at a few tables drinking their ice-cold beers and scalding beverages. The Ethiopian waiter who stood behind the coffee maker took my order of macchiato in Amharic. All but one person in the café fixed their gaze in my direction. In the silence, a white-haired Italian in a hand-knitted burgundy cardigan, hitherto absorbed in a game of dominos, slapped his last block against the Formica table and shouted, “Finito!” The elderly patrons resumed their animated conversation, peppered with quaint phrases barely extant in contemporary Italian vernacular.

      A sturdy potbellied Sicilian with a bushy gray mustache and thinning jet-black hair greeted me in Italian from behind the cash register. Wiping his hands with a tattered towel, he walked around the glass counter and stood before me. Introducing himself as Signor Lambrazzio, he inquired, in Italian, if he had not seen me deplane earlier that morning. Before I responded, he explained that he was at the airport to see his wife and daughter off to Palermo on the noon Addis-Rome Ethiopian Airlines flight.

      "Mind you, once the Emperor had proclaimed amnesty for the likes of me, it made it relatively easy for us to remain here after the war; I haven’t stepped out of the country ever since. I was counting on spending the rest of my remaining days here, and had even secured a plot in the cemetery up the street at the Holy Savior Church. But what to do? Firebrands denounce veteran members of the cabinet for mismanagement and corruption, and they in turn sulk and abandon their ministries. The Emperor, in the midst of this anarchy, hastily appoints a young prime minister with a negligible following in the armed forces to form a cabinet. Then the discontent that was welling up ever since the disastrous Wello famine finally crests and tosses the Emperor, his family and the entire administration into the dungeons.

      “Signore, these are dangerous times. They remind me of the weeks before Mussolini and his Blackshirts’ March on Rome in ‘22. That’s why I insisted on my family’s immediate departure. Only a fool paddles blindfolded twice on uncharted rapids. I, Signore, leave as soon as I’ve liquidated all of my assets. Rosalia, my daughter who has inherited her mother’s features and complexion, may have a difficult time in Sicily. But I am left with no recourse.”

      He glanced at the camera dangling over my checkered blazer. “You didn’t choose a good time to visit, Signor .…?” He looked up at me in anticipation. A few seconds passed.

      “Fioravante. Professore Fioravante,” I said warily.

      I had not planned on revealing my identity to anyone in the country until I had met with her, but the apprehensive café owner’s simple query caught me off guard.

      I slid my empty macchiato cup and saucer over the glass counter, bowed to Signor Lambrazzio, and began to make my way out of the café. Through the doorway and across the parking lot, I could see the image of an emaciated man with an anguished expression staring at me from a large canvas stretched over two columns of the Haile Selassie Theatre’s portico. A serene little girl dangled a twig above the man’s head. The first two letters of the Geez alphabet, painted in bold brush strokes across a third of the canvas, dwarfed the two vulnerable figures. Suddenly, a cloud of cigarette smoke billowed from a nearby table, blurring the apparition.

      “Fioravante. Fioravante. Fioravante? Did I hear you say Fioravante?” a gruff voice demanded.

      I turned to my left and looked down at the man in the hand-knitted burgundy sweater. My eyes wandered momentarily to the maze of domino blocks spread over the table.

      “The only Fioravante I knew was a captain of the Italian Air Force during the war. Any relation?” he asked in an Italian tinged with a Piedmontese accent. Before I replied, his eyes flickered in evident recognition. With a swiftness that belied his age, he sprang to his feet and grabbed my hand.

      “Colonel Contini Dacomo,” he said, vigorously shaking my hand. I repeated my name. He then waved at his cronies and led me to the parking lot.

      The brutal mid-afternoon sun glared down on our faces, penetrating my scalp.

      “You are Apollonio and Aster’s son, aren’t you? Mama-mia, why do I even ask?” Scrutinizing my features, he exclaimed, “Yes, it’s all there! It’s all there. Giònata, Giònata, Giònata,” he said patting my cheek. “Giò. That’s how I used to call you. You were three or four when Aster entrusted me to secure your safe passage. I was assigned to round up the wives and children of Italian Officers and to make sure they boarded the last train out of Addis before General Cunningham and his South African troops entered Addis Ababa. At that time, Apollonio was providing air cover for General Nasi up north so I couldn’t turn down Aster’s appeal. Surely, your father must have told you. We were very good friends. We met when we were 18 or 19-years-old, assisting our fathers reconstruct canopic jars at the Torino Egyptian Museum. It was the summer of 19 --”

      “Why didn’t she join the rest of the women on the train?” I demanded.

      Colonel Dacomo looked away and threw his cigarette on the ground, extinguishing it with a single twist of his foot.

      He put his arm around my shoulder and pointed toward the mountains. “You see that building complex camouflaged by the cluster of trees?”

      Reluctantly, I glanced in the general direction.

      “See the red Sony sign on the side of the apartment building? Right below the Alitalia neon sign on the roof.”

      I nodded.

      “Now look to the left of that building.”

      I noticed a structure resembling many a government building built during the Fascist era in some of the larger Italian towns and cities.

      “That’s where your father used to work whenever he was in town. Certainly, he must have told you stories about his experiences at the ufficio politico[2], no?”

      I shook my head. “My father doesn’t talk about his Ethiopia,” I said, staring directly into his eyes.

      Colonel Dacomo looked away and fished a pack of Kent from his cardigan breast pocket. "But you still must know about ufficio politico. Didn’t you say you were a professor? He mocked, tapping a cigarette filter side down on his palm. “What do you teach at the university?” he asked, fidgeting with a silver cigarette lighter.

      “Ethiopian history,” I replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two soldiers standing guard at the front entrance of the former ufficio politico building regarded my ascent on the massive stairs with indulgent incredulity. They casually removed their guns from their shoulders and strolled toward the edge of the expansive landing as I reached the last stair.

      The shorter and more senior of the two soldiers tightened his grip on his weapon and blocked my path with it. “Office for lunch closed,” he said in halting English.

      I gestured with my camera and turned toward the gangly and lower ranking of the two soldiers. “I’d like to take a few pictures of the city from here,” I replied in the same language. The young soldier looked down at his superior. “Come on, Sarge, let him take his pictures. What harm can he do anyway?”

      The older soldier slung his rifle back on his shoulder and gazed leisurely at the congested traffic below. I wound and unwound the camera strap around my forefinger. He ambled back to the sentry box next to the front gate. Sweat beads ran down the side of my face.

      Disconcerted by his colleague’s behavior the private gestured and turned toward his superior. I wiped off the perspiration under my chin with my jacket sleeve.

      “Sarge?”

      “He mustn’t advance any further,” the officer barked.

      "Okay, mister, take photo. " the young soldier said.

      I thanked the private and turned toward the city. Pressing my camera against my belly with one hand, I sat down at the top of the stairs and peered through the viewfinder. I panned past the Lycée Guebre-Mariam, the Post Office, the Ministry of Defense, the Haile Selassie Theatre and held frame on the Railway Station at the far end of Churchill Avenue. My last stop in Addis before my departure 33 years earlier.

      Familiar echoes of heavy footsteps distracted my attention as my fingers pressed the shutter release on the shaky camera. I advanced the film and zoomed out, tilting down to include the steps below. My father, Capitano Fioravante, flanked by Colonel Dacomo and Sergeant Lambrazzio, was climbing briskly up the stairs in full uniform looking directly into the lens. Suddenly, a band of Blackshirts appeared in the foreground from behind my back and jogged down the steps in unison, whistling a Fascist ditty. My damp finger slid off the shutter release as I lowered the camera. Capitano and company were nowhere to be seen.
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        * * *

      

      Apart from a Swedish couple who were busy sipping coffee at their table, the few Ethiopian patrons and all the waiters hovered around the bar when I entered the dining room early the next morning. Although I stood at the entrance for some time, none of the waiters looked in my direction. A military march blared through the tiny speakers of a small transistor radio perched on the liquor shelf behind the counter. I approached the group and sat on a barstool at some distance. Soon, a male announcer began to read a list that included the names of numerous prominent imperial government officials and high-ranking officers. The Swedish husband spread cherry jam on a piece of buttered toast and handed it to his wife. Taking a large bite out of the piece, she smiled and held her husband’s fingers. The announcer blurted my maternal uncle’s name. Several French tourists walked into the room and glanced in our direction. The most junior member of the group waved impatiently. When the waiters did not respond, the Frenchman strode toward the bar and nudged an elderly waiter.

      “One minute, Mister, one minute,” the waiter said in English, glancing briefly over his shoulder.

      The caretaker junta, the announcer elaborated, had declared the 60 individuals on the list to be Ethiopia’s foremost enemies and had had them executed by a firing squad the previous evening. He stressed that the former dignitaries were already buried in an undisclosed location and warned family members against inconveniencing authorities for the whereabouts of the bodies.

      I postponed the visit to my mother for ten days and left Addis by plane for the historic towns.
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        * * *

      

      Amidst the household flurry, a young girl of nine or ten was the only one who noticed me walking toward the front door, escorted by the bewildered guard. She stared at the large bouquet of yellow chrysanthemums in my hand while a frustrated maidservant elbowed her away from the Peugeot 504 and opened the front passengers door.

      The young girl’s sparkling brown eyes, set in a scarred pudgy face, flashed an inquisitive glance. The maidservant placed a large dish wrapped in white cloth on the brown leather seat and shut the door.

      “Mister, what is your name? My name is Azalech,” the young girl said in English, pulling back her dangling braids and twisting them into a knot.

      "Non dica nulla davanti alla bambina " My mother’s imperious voice announced in Italian. She emerged through the front door, her slight frame shrouded in black mourning attire. Overwhelmed by her matter-of-fact recognition, I looked down to conceal rapidly welling tears in my eyes.

      She rummaged through her purse and pulled out her goggles and car keys as the guard communicated my insistence to appear unannounced.

      “Bambina?! That’s what Sister Concetta calls us at school when she’s in a good mood. Mayé[4], I didn’t know you spoke Italian,” Azalech said.

      Mother ignored Azalech’s comment and ordered the maidservant to get a book from the coffee table.

      "TenayisTilñ. Dehna aderu, Wzo.[5] Aster[6]? " I said in Amharic, responding in kind to her chilly reception. She must not have anticipated my familiarity with the language for her insubordinate brows furrowed, breaking rank from her hitherto impassive face. Avoiding my eyes and acknowledging my bow with a slight nod, she grabbed the paperback from the winded maid and hastened around the back of the Peugeot.

      Three decades of rancorous yearning had forged a being that had loomed colossal in my unchecked imagination. I did not know how to proceed, confronted by this dainty woman whose severely bound black head wrap bobbed above the roof of the white Peugeot.

      “Hop in the back seat, Azalu[7],” she said, opening the driver’s door.

      “Why I can’t I sit with you in the front like I always do?” Azalech whined. Mother sat in the driver’s seat and glared at Azalech through the rearview mirror.

      “Would you prefer to stay at the house?” she threatened. Azalech folded her arms and climbed into the back seat.

      Mother leaned over the front passenger seat and looked up at me through the enormous goggles that concealed most of her face. “Let’s go,” she said abruptly in Amharic and started the car. I must have fidgeted with the bouquet for she quickly added, “Beletu, please take the flowers from the gentleman and put them in a vase.”

      “Gentleman!” I whispered as the maid took the flowers. Donning my dark sunglasses, I stooped and slipped through the passenger doorway. She picked up and held the large dish until I sat down. She then asked me to put the dish on the floor between my feet. I did as instructed when I felt Azalech’s kick on the back of my chair.

      Mother turned sharply over her right shoulder. “Azalech, out!”

      Azalech bawled, a flood of tears streaming down her face. She raised her folded arm, covering her face with it. The guard opened the door as Azalech slid off her seat.

      “But why did you have to give away my seat to a complete stranger?” Azalech wailed. She climbed out of the car, wracked with sobs.

      “Azalu, come back,” mother pleaded.

      Azalech paused with her back toward us and rubbed her eyes against her forearm.

      “He isn’t a complete stranger, Azalu,” mother said. Azalech lowered her arm from her face.

      I grabbed the paperback snuggled between the dashboard and the windshield and noticed my stepfather’s handwritten name and the words “Cell No. 2” on the makeshift newspaper jacket cover.

      “He isn’t?” Azalech said looking at me over her shoulder.

      I turned over the jacket cover and examined the title page. “Future Shock by Alvin Toffler,” I murmured.

      “No, he’s my-he’s my-- He’s my cousin,” she said.

      I marveled at my stepfather’s spirit. How he could focus his attention on the problematic shifts of post-industrial societies while he was very much imprisoned in the cellar of a pre-industrial country was beyond my comprehension.

      “But how could he be your cousin, he’s a ferenj[8],” Azalech said, staring at me through the front passenger’s window.

      “Basta! Let’s go wherever we’re supposed to go!” I snapped, tossing the book back on the dashboard.

      Azalech quietly climbed back into the rear seat as Mother shifted into first gear.
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        * * *

      

      Numerous servants and relatives, visible through Menelik[9] Ghibbi’s[10] imposing iron and bronze gate, lined up in rows with lunchboxes in their hands. Mother and a few other newcomers waited outside the gate. A nonchalant corporal casually circled around them, blowing cigarette smoke at the stylishly coiffured matrons. The reason behind mother’s severe head wrap occurred to me.

      “I’ve figured it out. I know who you are,” Azalech said smugly in Amharic, tossing and catching a few pebbles in the air.

      “You do?” I replied in Amharic, turning around to face her.

      “Yep, you’re Al-la Sta-zio-ne, aren’t you?” she said, enunciating each syllable.

      “Alla Stazione?! Alla Stazione? That’s not a name. Know what that means in Italian?”

      “I dunno, maybe you changed your name once you became a grown up, but I read it with my own eyes. Alla Stazione, that’s what was written. I even memorized it,” she said resolutely.

      "I believe you, Azalech. I believe you. Where did you see it written? I asked, altering my strategy.

      All of a sudden, a flush of embarrassment wiped out all traces of pretension from Azalech’s young face as she leaned forward in her seat. Dropping the pebbles on the floor, Azalech ground her fingers against my headrest.

      “Tell me, Azalech, where did you see Alla Stazione written?”

      She giggled self-consciously and pulled back her braids.

      “Well, the whole thing started when Mayé asked me to bring her manicure set from her dressing table. I promise, I wasn’t gonna do anything that I wasn’t supposed to do. It just happened.”

      I smiled and nodded.

      “As soon as I got Mayé’s manicure set,” she continued, “I heard Mayé’s voice outside the house instructing Gashé[11] Amare, to get something from the store. I was never allowed to wander alone in Mayé and Bayé[12]'s bedroom so I was curious. I pulled out all the drawers and looked at their things”

      “Oh, I forgot to make you promise,” Azalech said suddenly. “Do you promise not tell Mayé what I am gonna tell you?”

      “I promise,” I said, raising my right hand.

      Encouraged by the gravity with which I took my oath, Azalech resumed her story.

      “Well, when I pulled out Mayé’s bottom drawer, I found a large brown envelope hidden inside a sweater that I’ve never seen. In the envelope there were a few large photographs of Bayé from many years ago with a few ferenj soldiers in front of a large plane. You know, Gashé-Gashé --”

      She looked up at me quizzically. “If Alla Stazione is not your name, what’s your name then?”

      “Giònata. To you, I’m Gashé Giònata,”

      “Giònata. Giònata. What kind of name is that?”

      “Italian. But it’s a Biblical name. It’s Yonatan in Amharic. Now, are you going to finish telling me your story, Azalech?”

      “Oh, okay. Where was I? Yes. You see, Gashé Gi-ò-na-ta,” she continued, cautiously pronouncing my name, "there’s a glass case in the living room filled with lots of Bayé’s photos, so I didn’t know why Mayé hid these photographs in the drawer. Once I had seen all the photos, I tried to slide them back but I felt something hard at the bottom of the envelope.

      “I peered into the envelope and saw a worn out envelope stuck at the bottom. I pulled it out and turned it over several times. It was sealed. Quickly, I grabbed one of the tools inside Mayé 's manicure set and opened the envelope.”

      “Inside, I found a wedding band and a photograph,” she whispered, looking around conspiratorially. Unconsciously, I leaned over the headrest on my seat. Azalech’s face suddenly contorted as she stared through the rearview mirror.

      I followed her gaze but caught her reflection as she screamed and dove to the floor.

      I tilted my head looked once again. The nonchalant corporal was “body searching” mother. Her face was turned sideways while the corporal squeezed her breasts and rubbed her stomach. I removed my sunglasses and strained to see her eyes but the goggles completely masked her reaction.

      Leaning his heavy frame over her, the corporal slipped his arms under her raincoat and patted her back. I opened the door and leapt out of the car. Mother immediately raised her hand, signaling me to stop. The corporal stepped back abruptly and addressed her harshly. I could not hear what he said but I could very well see his distorted face. She looked at him blankly but kept her now trembling hand in the air. The corporal removed her goggles, carefully folded the plastic arms, and slipped them into his khaki shirt pocket. He continued to glare at her but she did not flinch or turn away, lest she roused his suspicions.

      I realized that I would endanger her further if I attempted to intervene. Frustrated, I climbed into the Peugeot’s rear seat and lifted Azalech off the floor. She whimpered as I lay her head on my shoulder and pulled out a passport photograph from my jacket pocket.

      “Azalech, do you know who this is?”

      Wiping her tears with her damp shirtsleeve, Azalech took the photograph from my hand. She took a quick glance and nodded.

      “That’s Emama[13] when she was nine like me.”

      I was dumbstruck for a few seconds. Never having seen my younger sister and not realizing the extremely close resemblance between my daughter and my sibling.

      “No,” I said cautiously, “that’s my daughter, Aster.”

      She leaned forward in her seat and looked up at me. “You named your daughter after my grandmother?”

      I nodded and wiped the remaining tears from Azalech’s face with my handkerchief.

      “Blow your nose, Azalech,” I said, giving her the handkerchief. She covered half her face with it and blew. I glanced furtively over my shoulder. Mother was walking past the corporal and through the gateway.

      “How could Aster be your daughter, her hair and her skin color are almost like mine?” Azalech asked, neatly folding the handkerchief into a square. “Gashé Giònata, I don’t understand,” she continued, slipping the handkerchief back into my breast pocket, “how you foreigners give names to people. A few days ago, an American dug out the skeleton of the first mother in the countryside somewhere and called her Lucy. Mayé told me that Lucy’s not an Ethiopian name. You have a daughter in Italy and her name is Aster. I know that’s an Ethiopian name. I’m confused. How does it all work?”

      “Who told you that Lucy was the first mother?”

      “Sister Concetta did,” Azalech replied and continued with her story.

      "My friend, Belqis and I were talking about Lucy in the back of the class when Sister Concetta walked in and tapped Konjit, who is her favorite pet, on the shoulder. Konjit got up with a big grin on her face and started wiping the blackboard. Just like always, Sister Concetta smiled at Konjit and placed a bag of cookies on her desk.

      "Belqis and I continued arguing about Lucy. “Lucy can’t be Eve because they found her all alone in her grave, without any of her children,” Belqis said. ‘If she was really Eve, her children would have been with her.’

      “That doesn’t mean anything. My mom is in America and my brother and I are both here. But my Mom is still my mom. So Lucy is Eve,” I insisted.

      “When she heard Lucy’s name, Sister Concetta glared at us and paced along the blackboard. " Mr. Johanson’s skeleton is Eve, the first woman and mother,” Sister Concetta said.

      I peeked at Belqis but she wouldn’t look at me. Sister Concetta then walked down the aisle and stopped right between Belqis and me.

      "'Name of one of the four rivers that flows out of the Garden of Eden into Ethiopia.’ Sister Concetta said.

      None of use knew the answer so she gave us more clues.

      ‘Genesis 2:13,’ Sister Concetta added.

      'The second of the four rivers flowing out of the Garden of Eden covers the whole land of Ethiopia. Now, do you remember the name of the river?’ she said, heading back to the front of the class.

      "We all knew that she was really asking Konjit so we kept our mouths shut. She looked at Konjit and twitched her eyebrows. Konjit stood up and walked to Sister Concetta. She stopped right next to her and turned to face the class. Sister Concetta put her arm on Konjit’s shoulder.

      Konjit beamed. ‘The name of the second of the four rivers flowing out of the Garden of Eden into Ethiopia is called Gihon,’ Konjit said, in her singsong voice '."

      “There’s Mrs. Aga!” Azalech said, interrupting her story. She sat up and pointed through the window on my side.

      A woman who appeared to be in her early thirties walked past our car, carrying a large box wrapped in light blue paper with the words “Enrico’s” printed all over it. Her loose fitting cotton dress grazed tantalizingly against her shapely legs as she walked toward the gate.

      “Aga? Isn’t that a man’s name?” I asked.

      “Oh, Mrs. Aga is our English teacher. She from Trinidad that’s why we call her by her husband’s name,” Azalech explained.

      “Does she have a relative imprisoned here?” I inquired.

      Azalech nodded.

      “Uh-huh. Her husband, Ato[14] Aga. It must be his birthday. That’s a huge cake! Enrico’s makes the best cake. Do you think we can get some on our way back?”

      “I don’t see why not but we’ll need to ask Mayé first,” I replied. “So Konjit named one of the four rivers in the Garden of Eden. What happened next?”

      “The usual. Sister Concetta held Konjit’s chin and cooed. We rolled our eyes and looked away in disgust,” Azalech said.

      ‘Bambina,’ Sister Concetta began, 'you are such a smart and well-behaved young lady. Your parents and your family must be sooooo proud of you. You do us so well, Konjit dear. You do us so well.’

      "My friends and I in the back row squinted our eyes like Sister Concetta and whispered, ‘sooooo proud of you.’ Unfortunately, Sister Concetta saw us. ‘When the Lord told Adam and Eve to leave Paradise,’ Sister Concetta said tightening her lips, ‘they sailed out of Eden on the Gihon River and made their home in the Afar region. That’s why Mr. Johanson was able to find the First Mother’s skeleton there,’ she concluded.

      “But Sister Concetta!” I said, raising my hand.

      ‘Mark my words," she continued, ignoring me, ‘soon Mr. Johanson will find Adam and the First Family’s skeletons.’

      “But Sister Concetta!” I persisted. “The radio announcer said that Lucy’s bones were almost three million years old. Last week, you told us the world was 5,000 years old.”

      "Sister Concetta reddened and squashed her spectacles against her nose.

      ‘Azalech,’ Konjit said, rushing to Sister Concetta’s rescue, ‘as usual, your numbers are wrong. Sister Concetta had said that the world was 5,978 years old, not 5,000.’ Konjit then turned and looked at me.

      "I grabbed the eraser from my desk and squeezed it with my fingers. I could almost see it bouncing off Konjit’s forehead.

      "Then, before Konjit sat down on her chair, she wrinkled her nose and stuck her tongue out at me.

      ‘Azalech Ayeleworq, stand up this instant,’ Sister Concetta said, picking up the ruler on her desk.

      "When I heard her call out my name and my father’s name, I knew I was in trouble. I stood up and stared at her.

      ‘Azalech Ayeleworq,’ she repeated. ‘You, of all people, should know not to take the radio announcer’s word for Gospel truth. Otherwise, the corruption charges against your uncles, grandparents and family members are all going to be true, are they not?’ Sister Concetta said, releasing her spectacles.

      "Konjit and her front row friends giggled, rocking in their seats.

      “I cried but I continued to stare at Sister Concetta. Belqis leaned across the aisle and patted my hand. The soldiers,” Gashé Giònata, "had killed her father with Mayé’s brother last week… Belqis looked at Konjit and shook her pencil at her. Konjit squinted and stuck her tongue out.

      "Suddenly, I pulled my hand free from Belqis and threw the eraser. I struck Konjit right on the nose.

      "She shrieked and grabbed her nose.

      ‘Out, Azalech, out!’ Sister Concetta screamed.

      "Belqis muffled her giggles and helped pack my notebooks. As I walked out of the class, I couldn’t stop myself from looking at Konjit. She was crying, pressing Sister Concetta’s embroidered handkerchief against her bloodied nose.

      ‘Out!’ Sister Concetta screeched.

      “I ran out and paused by the window to look at Konjit once again. She pointed her bloodstained finger at me and wailed. I stuck my tongue out at her and fled to the jungle gym.”

      “Didn’t Sister Concetta report you to the principal?” I asked, suppressing my laughter.

      “Maybe she did. I don’t know. But I did get into trouble later that afternoon when I ran into Konjit and her two sidekicks, Hirut and Nebiya outside the girls’ bathroom.” ‘Repeat after me,’ Konjit said as she and her friends trapped me in a circle. ‘My uncle and my grandfather are-- No, that’s too easy. Repeat after me, ‘Ethiopia will progress only if my entire thieving family has been exterminated.’ Say it!"

      “I shook my head and covered my face with both of my hands.”

      ‘She wants to make it fun for us,’ Konjit chuckled. ‘All right, remember, you asked for it. I’m giving you one last chance. You better say it. Here goes. I’m counting till three.’

      ‘Ethiopia will progress – One!’

      Twisting my braids into a knot, I shook my head vigorously.

      “Only when my entire thieving family – Two!”

      Tilting my head down, I clasped my hands tightly over my braids.

      "Has been exterminated. Three!

      “Your time’s up! Okay gang,” Konjit hollered and cupped my ears. “It’s Heimlich time! We’re gonna force you to spit out the confession that is stuck in your throat.”

      "Hirut and Nebiya inched closer but I didn’t move. Nebiya leaned over my back and tugged my right hand. I tried to resist but she twisted my arm and wrapped her arms around my stomach, pinning my hand to my back with her chin. Hirut squeezed my neck and forced me to bend lower. Then, she yanked my left arm away from my face and locked it in her arms.

      "Konjit leaned over my head and planted her chin on the back of my neck. ‘Hey, you’re familiar with the Heimlich, aren’t you?’ she whispered. Then, she dug her nails deep into my cheeks and clawed all the way down to my chin. It hurt a lot but I said nothing. Didn’t scream. Didn’t cry.

      ‘It’s a brand new method,’ Konjit continued. 'My mother uses it to save people from choking on their food. I’m gonna use it to save you from choking on your confession. Hirut!’ Konjit growled, ‘clasp your fingers tight around Azalech’s stomach.’

      "Hirut did what she was told.

      ‘Good!’ Konjit murmured. ‘Now, when I say, ‘go!’ squeeze her stomach until the confession pops out of her mouth.’

      ‘Ready?’ Konjit shouted.

      "Hirut must have nodded because I heard the cowry shells in her braids rattle.

      "Terrified, I stepped back and charged forward, ramming my head into Konjit’s belly.

      "Konjit gasped. Then, she wobbled and fell flat on her back as the headmistress and a corporal appeared behind a few trees.

      "The headmistress was giving a tour. I don’t think she expected to bump into bloody fifth-graders. She was assuring the soldier that his two daughters would receive the utmost attention from teachers and staff members. The corporal looked at the bloodstained scratches on my face and frowned. I couldn’t stop giggling.

      "The headmistress was not amused. She ordered Konjit and I to wait for her at her office and whisked the corporal to the nearby rose garden.

      "Later, while we waited for her in the anteroom, the headmistress’ fat secretary led Konjit’s anxious mother into the room. Konjit stood up and rushed toward her mother. She pressed her head against her mother’s white uniform and cried like a baby. Konjit’s mother wrapped her arms around her daughter and stroked her hair. She asked Konjit to speak and explain herself but Konjit couldn’t stop crying.

      "The headmistress’ secretary screwed up her eyes with her mascaraed eyelashes and waved a finger at me. There were only four of us in the room but she kept pointing at me. ‘She’s the one! She’s the one who tackled poor Konjit to the cement floor!’ she shrieked. I stood up and glared at her as she blabbered about my reactionary relatives. I knew what she was up to. She was chumming with Konjit’s mother whose husband was a popular revolutionary.

      "Then, Konjit’s mother looked up at me and knitted her brows. ‘Damn you!’ I mumbled, and cursed my absent parents under my breath, fighting hard to hold back my tears.

      "All at once, Konjit’s mother pulled her daughter’s hands down and examined Konjit’s body. ‘Where did she hit you? Come on, where? Show me,’ she demanded.

      "Konjit sulked.

      ‘I suspected it all along,’ Konjit’s mother said, walking briskly towards me.

      "Frightened, I immediately blocked my face with my hands… But she stopped in front of me and stroked my braids. I stared at her white nurses’ shoes and marveled at their spotlessness.

      "Gently, she lowered my arms and cupped my chin. I didn’t resist when she tilted back my head and examined the bruises on my bloodstained cheeks.

      ‘Wzo. Haddas, get me some hot water and a first aid kit,’ she demanded. The hardwood floor creaked as the fat secretary left the room.

      ‘Oh, my poor, poor girl, what has she done to your face?’

      “Something in her voice broke down my resistance. I put my arms around her waist and wept, soaking her white uniform in seconds. She squatted next to me and begged me not to cry.”

      “But, I don’t understand. Why? What have I ever done to him? What has Aga ever done to him?” Mrs. Aga’s distant cries in English startled Azalech and I into the present.

      Life diaries
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      What do you get when you cross a molqaqa with a miraqachewin yewaTu, yet curiously hip tlq sew? Er, ya… besides a cyber ambaguwarro… and an urge to hold molqaqa’s ageCh and squeeze in her gunCHoch and yell, “EmmmmmmindineshiyEEEEEEEEEE”? Well, actually, that’s all you get.

      Oh, you also get another set of Life Diaries that will make you say, “The madness stops here… ok… no, here… eshi beqa HERE.”

      Seledawiyan, we proudly present Debebe and Maritu… the oddest couple we’ve paired up.

      ______________________
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      Le: Debebe

      Ke: Maritu

      Negere Gugai: Ere Bati, Bati!

      DebE,

      Alehl’N wei?

      You are in so many ways what I dream of being … a qEnTeNa, qoraT ET who sowed his wild oats in Amerika and then retreated back to the motherland when the time came… green card be damned, security blanket wedE wenz, no contingency plan… no “bayhoniss”… just dropped all the trf negeroch and w’lq b’lo heading back to that place we mangoragor about… ToPPia!

      Sntu gobez ale! Gobez weldah tadiya mn taderg!

      When the “time” comes, I wonder if I will be as brave as you. Everyone I tell my plan to…THE plan of returning back to settle back in the homeland in about 7 years (note the “about”, debE…that is the caveat that had made life in exile so discomfortingly comforting)…look at me and release that particular “m’Ts” that makes me want to poke my and/or their eyes out.

      Wait, you did it. So why can’t I?

      Ok. Ok… I am making so many leaps of faith here that, were it not for my heavy tako CHama weighing me down, I would have leapt all the way clear across the universe. I am assuming you are happy with your decision. I am assuming that you are contented with life… pretty much. That you are not mez’ergeffing on the siminto of Selassie every day, cursing the day you left the US of A. Wui… afer s’honlh!

      So, again… why can’t I be like you? Because, my friend told me, “You, Maritu, are the kind of person who goes into a powerpoint-presentation-aided lecture regarding time management whenever an Ethiopian is 20 minutes late for an appointment with you.”

      Yes… and?

      “And… it’s called aneurysm…familiarizer yer l’il self wiiddid.”

      InnE ml’ew, DebE… I know you read the hellhole diaries… is there any hope for us in the diaspora? Eski iwentun frT-rT… should we just buy vacation homes in newly fashionable kfle hageroch (they are kl’loch now, I hear? Tru…tru… eNam weddenal yhun b’lenal) and let this pipe dream go? Be part-time Ethiopians? Or is there a way we can adapt? How did our parents do it… that lucky bunch that got HRH-sponsored scholarships and left and then came back and readjusted? Did time sit still for them? (By “them” I refer not to the wacko commies, DebE… I mean the “they” of pre-wacko commies. The non-debari, asqeyami commies…)

      Hold up! How do I readjust-tiiiii?

      Et-t-t-t! InnE setitu! Demmo yihE yaqeteNal?? After all, it IS the country where I was born and raised… yemin yalagbab “can I adapt, can I not?” meTa! Ere wedia! No wonder those who stayed back home judge us with a big spankin’ “M’TSSSS”! We have become too… needy.

      Sometimes I am overly confident that I will be part of the re exodus that I hear about so often these days… my friends packing up and going home… home with an H.

      Then,… then I re-read Hellhole and hear hellhole-like stories and… I think… "WeinE… if what happened to the author at the posta bEt happened to me, I would… am I too young to have an aneurysm? How do you dress for an aneurysm? I mean, we all adapted to the life here… pretty much… maybe some of us adapted TOO well. So can we reverse it? SHOULD we reverse it? What part of me do I have to let go in order to fit in back home? IndE! Weine gudE, DebE… what is your threshold for indulging ex-pat mulqiqina?

      AfE quriTTTTTTT ybel, lEla CHewata.

      M’Ts. Miskeen me.

      So, tell me… how did you do it? What do you think of this kind of existential angst? All I want is to go back home and help my country. Eshi? Lelaw nfro new. So, help me.

      What do I do? The thought of getting old and dying outside ItyoPPia scares me motionless. Having children and them not knowing what “cinni cinni sebat lomi” is makes me feel like a failure. I am so frightened, DebE, that I am the last line of Ethiopians born in Ethiopia in my family, and that the chasm between my children and their grandparents starts with me and ends with my selfishness.

      What do I do?

      Maritu.

      Le: Maritu

      Ke: Debebe

      Negere Gugai: Life Dr’idr

      Maritu! What a name! The parental perspective always puzzles me. They look at their just-born, shapeless baby and give her a name like Maritu, as if they were cannibals and had tasted her and found out exactly what she tastes like. Really, these names puzzle me. I mean names like Maritu, Tejitu, Birtukan, Tiringo, etc. That they were not wrong in naming you Maritu is indisputable, though, judging by your choice of words. You sure are sweet, Maritu.

      But what is a sweet mar like you doing in a country of mar enna wottet , in a country where the two are abundant and overflowing, when we, your poor, wretched cousins, are choking to death with the bitter taste that our lives have of late become? If you came back here and ladled out a bit of you for us, we would sing your generosity, not only smacking our lips but licking our fingers as well. (Now, don’t read anything sexual into that. I am too old for that kind of game. At least, I want to believe I am. How does that sound to you? Does it contradict what they taught you in college?) In short, we would worship you. Come back! I say, just pack up and come back. No what if. No procrastination. Come back now, Maritu! Now is the time of homecoming!

      I don’t, of course, mean that. For all my blunders, I am not a man given to pontificating about what people should or shouldn’t do. I think my goremssa, about whom you must know something by now, would corroborate that with some qualifiers.

      What I did (returning to Ethiopia) is not as heroic as you seem to think, Mariye. True, it took some korattnet. But I doubt that it was heroic enough to be emulated by you or any other Ethiopian. Frankly speaking, Mariye, this is what happened. I wasn’t lucky enough to do something meaningful and make money at the same time in the US of A, unlike many. Yet I needed both: the money and the meaningful life. Who doesn’t? So I had to choose between the two. I had to either remain there doing manual work and making money, or come back here and do something I could brag about to my grandchildren later in my old age, however low the pay.

      I tell my friends that, if we filled out our exact salaries on some of the forms that we are required to fill out whenever we apply for something, Americans would probably think we’ve left out a zero by mistake. I mean our salaries are so low, even in birr, that they would have difficulty believing that’s all we make after much witta woored for a whole month. At times, even chickchik. Have you ever worked in Ethiopia? I doubt it. Somehow you sound too young to have done that.

      So I came back and taught in a two-year college. The salary was a small (verrrrry small) fraction of what I used to make in the States. Having sold my Datsun before I returned, I became a pedestrian ende woosha, as the schoolmate of a nice lady who was once my wife described that mode of transportation once. When she met My Once after many years, that woman asked her, "Ahoonm ende woosha be’grsh new yemthEjiw? (I used the money to buy a concrete-coated mud “house.”)

      None of that bothered me, though. Not even the amoeba that found my softened intestines too easy to invade and colonize. What bothered me most, Mariye, was the fact that many people had thrown yabesha Chewanet to the dogs and yet hadn’t adopted yeferenji sl’TTane, either. So I had difficulty communicating with my own people in our own language. We had no frame of reference, or whatever you call it now. I think the Derg is to blame for that, though I wouldn’t classify myself as a real tsela’ae-Derg. Give the Devil his due, is my slogan. (That’s a commie word, isn’t it? I mean slogan. Never mind, anyway.) All the same, teaching young men and women and making a humble contribution to their overall effort of sweetening up their kosso lives was fun. I have no words to tell you how appreciated my contribution was, at least by my students. And how that lit up my so-so face with a smile.

      Of course, I was taken for a lunatic by some, and a US spy by others. Those who thought I had done a crazy thing by coming back believed America to be the heaven on this planet. “Why did you come back?!” they asked in wonder. They didn’t seem to have heard that in America your child could grow up to be a pervert, a drug addict or pester you with that strange question, “Dad, do you love me?” (How could a father not love his own child?) Or that s/he takes her/his father to court if given a little abatawee qunTicha. Ayadirs new. These people, unlike me, didn’t have to be told in the face, “You guys come over here, marry an American woman and take our jobs.” Mot yishalal. How could someone like me, Son of Ato Kurabachew, enjoy life as a stranger in a strange country where his presence is so resented? Where he is not needed more than his body waste is needed? Not to mention their sunless, smoggy skies. You know that Ethiopia, especially Addis Ababa and its environs, has one of the best climates in the world. I remember reading something like that in the National Geographic, anyway.

      Do I regret that I came back and let my green card expire? Am I contented with life in Addis Ababa? I will answer these questions in my second letter. For now, however, let me say that I have accomplished two things:

      (1) I was able to fulfill all my filial duties to my mother in the last days of her life; I’m talking about duties that no amount of money that I could have sent her would have substituted;

      (2) I believe my guidance had a major contribution to the realization of the potentialities of the Ivy Leaguer goremssa; I don’t think that formidable brain would have been as productive as it is now if I hadn’t come back. In fact, he would have rickety legs, for he was not allowed to bask in the sun until I returned and said, chigir yellem. I cannot imagine what I would have felt if my mother had died in my absence, without me taking her to a hospital or two and asking her what she would like me to buy her or bring her, etc. Or if I had only sent the goremssa clothes and crayon colors, without being close enough to give him all that pep talk that I gave him and believe has helped him, or without ordering him around in English, “Go, fetch me a glass of water.”

      You know that you could die of thirst in the States if you didn’t pronounce that word correctly. Once, I went into one of the chain restaurants in the Northwest and asked the waitress to bring me a glass of wotter. She had difficulty understanding me. So I had to write it down on a piece of paper and show it to her. “Oh, water!” she corrected my Amharic-thickened pronunciation and brought me a glassful. You thought I am digressing. No, I am not, Mariye. I brought that up to illustrate how my coming back helped him learn to say many words correctly at an early age, long before the tongue becomes too self-willed to say English words without any Amharic qlaSe. Now it exhilarates me to know that I didn’t come here (after almost a nine-year stay in that country where many young Ethiopians are dying to emigrate to) and become a balager in vain. Do you know why? Because my goremssa is both making money and leading a meaningful life there now. That’s what I think, anyway.

      As much as I would like to see you in person, Mariye, don’t come back until we are at least through our correspondence. Okay? What I hate of all things is to see a little girl cry over her 40 qen eddl. I also hate to be blamed for leading someone like you into making a decision that might be regretted later. That would be irreparable, as the writer of Hellhole Diaries says. By the way, when I say, “I enjoyed reading Hellhole,” I don’t mean I agree with everything he wrote. Oh no! I thought he was too Americanized before he returned, unlike me. Still, it was interesting to read a gifted writer’s description of the life that we (Dare I use the word live?) lead.

      Well, I’d better stop here before I, as usual, get carried away by my wild imagination and write things that could compel you to say “Q’llEtam sh’magllE” and thereby become somewhat vinegar to me, or whatever it is that mar turns into when it stops being mar.

      Yancheew negn, as they say.
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      To: DebebE

      From: Maritu

      Re: **_Inde Wusha be IgrE

      DebEw:

      Lmot neber when I read that part about the woman saying, “Ahunm inde wusha be igrish…” I could just imagine the woman making that statement…stylish sash gTm argew asrew…sweater over her neTela, clutching Tena Adam in one hand, a Taliyan borsa with a mefaqia sticking out from it in the other, fanning herself with an imaginary fan. So casually, maybe with a little concern…a little confusion but in total disbelief she says, “Anchi! Ahunim indE wusha… eh?.. inde wusha begrish…BEGRISH??”

      I love it.

      Maritu… Maritu…don’t make fun of the pen name I chose. It’s from that famous poem that appeared on Seleda a while ago…and ever since then I’ve loved the name. I am one of those Ethiopians who will probably end up naming my children “Shewa-rkabish” or “Atraynesh” to rebel against the plethora of watered down Ethiopian names Diaspora ETs seem to be giving their kids these days…not me, DebE. I am going to swim against that stream. In college, half the African Americans student population had adapted the name “Nkrumah”…Intina Intina-Nkrumah. As one Ethiopian student put it, “Huuuulllluuuum te’Nokrumew arfewital”. They, too, as a radical protest I suppose, decided that enough was enough… (reclaiming their identity gini qulqual). Anyway, there were so many Nkrumahs that they then had to hyphenate THAT to tell who was who. … Michael Johnson, therefore, became Michael Johnson-Nkrumah, who became Michael Johnson-Nkrumah- Kwagyir. Funny thing is that they all called the lone African professor on campus, Dr. Ogunfiditimi Ewegbemi-Shangokoya “Oggie”. So, innEm, for all my fukerra, I might end up maqolameTing my son ShewanqoCHew… “Shawn”. Such is the life of a misqilqil.

      M’Ts. Ay nuro…nuro kalut…

      A couple of days ago, a ferenjie friend of the family died…alone in a hospital. She had kids and friends and grandchildren, and in her heyday she was a woman who was modish and vibrant. The last time I saw her, two days before she died, she had lost weight, her hair had fallen out, she had bed sores all over her delicate skin and her mouth was full of tubes. She died all by herself in a sterile hospital room and I thought, “Damn, I am going back home…I want to die surrounded by family.”

      Inna milih, debE…you are still my hero. You chose the path of a meaningful life. Your mother, I am sure, didn’t die in an ICU ward with the TV blaring “Entertainment Tonight”, with the hiss of a respirator heaving her chest up and down. And your goremmsa is now a man. Your students adore you…someone benefited directly from your very presence. Not all of us can claim that trophy. It is disconcerting to live just to survive, and America does that to you. Pretty soon you start climbing that corporate ladder and next thing you know, your soul is left dangling on the 3rd rung. Mengistu was right … Mehal sefari-sm is a drudge. How can we not aspire to something on a higher level? How can we make ourselves content with mediocrity?

      By the way, no, I never worked in Ethiopia. Mnew itE! Ye BolEn menged man yngelawedlN?

      As someone who has straddled both sides of the fence, what do you think of the ex-pats who come back in droves for Christmas and summer? What is the take from the nuwariw hzb?

      I have a theory about the Diaspora…is it me or is it “waking up”? You know…from that slumber induced by wanting to forget the past, wanting to disassociate from the various pains that caused our sidet. Did you read that incredible article in last month’s Seleda, Reconciliation? To me it signaled the long-awaited “metareq” of a people that long associated the people who hurt them with the country they have tried so hard not to love. It was one of the most profound articles I’ve read. It is perhaps an indicator of a mass healing of the past and the start of these little steps away from wounds we have picked. Mass psychotherapy.

      But then I see the dorks who go back and act like newly made n’uss kebertEs and my heart sinks.

      But then I see the kids who go back and hold AIDs babies and paint the walls of orphanages and I remember our qEss’s words… “History in Ethiopia,” he said, “is always made by a few.” And there are these few incredibly stable people with their cherub-faces and dbulbul eyes. Those positivity pills who are so, indEt libelew, emmmminnnnndishiyE.

      Do you know the kind of people I am talking about…? So positive and understated…those rare ETs who actually believe they have a stake in the country? Wui simechuN, DebE. Michichit! They are above this incessant crap, and they are quietly leading a movement of decency. They’ve worked out all their problems and don’t look for power to compensate for their lack of a happy childhood and feelings of inferiority/superiority. The tikuss hayloch are somethin’ else!

      For the first time I think we Ethiopians will learn from the mistakes of the past. I have this feeling that people are starting to say no to crappy behavior and putting out good vibes. And when enough good vibes are put out there, eventually a couple will stick around…and then the couple will be b’zu, and the b’zu will y’bazalu, and soon anger and bitterness and hate and all that good stuff will become passé, then unacceptable.

      -Kum ba yaaaaaaa, my Lord-

      Listen, I am telling you…there is this secret society in the diaspora of people who have Goodwill. (damn them, they won’t let me join…damn them) and they go around quietly making small changes…helping out fellow Ethiopians at their workplaces, sending books back home, establishing community centers, networking between professionals, art groups in several cities, theater, literature (they know poets like FirmayE…)and they are doing all this without no damn commie book and no damn commie nothing. I love them. Moot. Demmo’ko they are so not like the “my halo is brighter than yours” people…Beqa’ko, I call them the Michot People. Mn libelih, debE… Puuuuuzit yalu positivoch. Mn teshaleN?

      So, do you sense that? Maybe you should write the definitive book on “How to Re-adapt to Toppia”. Sometimes I feel like the colonizers of yesteryear… “We come to civilize you tribes” mentality, and we need a little infusion of humility. But then, I don’t feel like some of the lifestyle idiosyncrasies we have learnt in ferenjie hager… s’eat makber, following up, etc., are irrelevant skills. MaletE, we can take the best of both cultures and be one damn superhuman!

      Ayhonim?

      Y’honal inji, DebiyE. Ante demmo indemayawq at’hun!

      Inna, negeru…is there a palpable change in the diaspora, lemilew tyaqE (not that you asked or nothing), the answer is yabedech YES!! Now what does that mean? I don’t know. IndE, I can’t analyze everything. My co-worker has a “mean people suck” bumper sticker on his decrepit l’il VW Bug. Inna innEm that has been my motto. I try to surround myself with people who are not meanies. Inna we hold hands and dance in the wheat fields of the Midwest new maCHawt’h. Major accessory: Rose tinted glasses.

      Lela mn tfelgaleh? “Qonjo le qonjo yiseral gojo” blalech eko.

      I await your letter be nafqot.

      Maritu.

      From: Debebe

      To: Maritu

      Subject: Lest you miss the shnkurt

      Your second letter gave me a feeling of deja vu. That is to say, I found it sweet and yet felt that I had had the same sensation before. So I raked my mind for hours and found out that the feeling it gave me was the feeling that my first kiss from a girl had given me decades ago, a million strands of gray hair ago, as the writer Kurt Vonnegut would put it. That girl just kissed me, and I enjoyed the kiss passively, without returning it. You know why? I didn’t know how to kiss then.

      Can you imagine that? There was a time I didn’t know what to do when kissed by a melkeqena like you. So I just let her kiss me. And the pleasure of being kissed by that defar girl was too much for me even to try to reciprocate her sweet gift, however clumsy the kiss would have been. It had rendered me powerless. I still remember those cherry-like lips. I remember the girl, too, her name and everything. She later dropped out of high school and married a ferenj. That’s no flattery, Mariye. I mean, what I said about the effect your letter had on me. I am no flatterer. Have never been one. This, therefore, is one more reason for you to think that I am a real hero. Okay?!

      All right, I’ll let you think of me as a hero. But the fact of the matter is, Mariye, you’d have second thoughts about me if I told you some of the messes I created by coming back to Ethiopia, if I let you flip me like a coin and saw my other side as well. I won’t, though. It feels good to be looked up to. I, Debebe, who had a hard time mustering respect even from my little brother as a child, have finally found a lady who thinks highly of me. Woche gud!

      You know who my heroes are? I will tell you. They are Chachi Taddesse and Sileshi Demissie. I’m not sure I have spelled their names correctly. Chachi (how I adore her!) is helping a group of street children in Addis Abeba grow up into self-sufficient citizens in an organized and sustainable manner. Sileshi (Gashe Aberra Molla) has taken it upon himself to rid the streets of Addis Abeba of the crocks of shit they are studded with and make the medinna look like the flower it should have looked like, for that, after all, is what its name means, as you know too well. Be like one of them and you, too, will be my heroine. These two are doing a lot of good for their country without burning the bridge that could take them back to the States, that country of much shinkurt. As you know, the Hebrews who were living then (about three thousand years ago) in Egypt clamored for freedom. And Moses said, “Let my people go” and led them out of Egypt. It wasn’t, however, too long before they began regretting their bondage in Egypt where there was a lot of shinkurt. That’s human nature.

      There were times that I, too, like the Hebrews, had said to myself, “Minew egren besseberew.” The only difference is that I never missed the comfort that the States had offered me. I mean it, Mariye. I think the fact that I spent the first six years of my stay in the States in a city where simple life was in vogue has something to do with it. It was a city where being intellectual and leading a life like that of the hippies, some of whom went to college with us, was a fad throughout the years I was there. Only pimps dressed smartly and bought fancy cars. As I wrote you in my first letter, when I came back home, I found many of the people I knew, including my relatives, deprived of that thing we call yabesha Chewanet, without the benefit of yeferenj silTanE that at least compels you to thank people for all the favors they do you. And, as the writer of Hellhole Diaries says, some Ethiopians are so tenkolegna that they go out of their way to make things more difficult for you than they would have been otherwise. That seems to be their forte. It seems like they say, “I trip my colleagues; therefore, I am.” The sadism I have seen in some of my ex-colleagues, especially at the two-year college, is shocking and disheartening. The very fact that you come back and do certain things more efficiently than they have done it for years makes you a target for their calumny and character assassination. These people are devoid of all emotion…they seem to be, anyway. They seldom scowl at you or speak harshly to you. But they are very good at stabbing you in the back. It’s only long after you’ve hit the ground, bleeding profusely, that you discover what’s happened to you. It is such tenkol that made me regret that I came back to this talk land. I regretted that I came back also when a very close relative of mine once sent me a 50-dollar note from the States, as if I were a panhandler. “If only I hadn’t come back to this yeqollo hager, my pride wouldn’t be wounded so,” said I. In short, I would like you to know that there indeed were times when I regretted that I came back. But I am pretty sure that something inside me could have died if I hadn’t come back. Wait until you come here and see me, Mariye. I tell you, even at my age (almost 56) I have sparkling eyes. I have a big smile. If I had remained there just to make money, however, I am one hundred percent sure that I would have had dead eyes and a miserable-looking, crestfallen face. Luckily or unluckily for me, it has been many years since I discovered that “a person’s life does not consist in the abundance of his/her possessions.” That, of course, is from the Bible, which I read even now, though I am not what you would call, “a religious man.”

      I know about those do-good Ethiopians who come here, give much-needed medical help and return to the States. I have heard about the ones that donate PCs and books, too. And I salute them all. I think these and others (Professor Tilahun Yilma, for instance) would have liked to do more if the environment were more conducive for them to do so.

      There is an Ethiopian with whom I went to college in the States. Since the ouster of the military government, he has come back about three times. And though he is basically a nice guy, I know he pities me. I see the pity in his eyes. I, however, doubt that he knows that I pity him, too. You know why? After he has earned a BA from a state university, he is a taxi driver. And has been so for more than two decades. No, there’s no way I could ever feel inferior to people like that. I mean people who think they were born just to make money, however they make it. I would die of ennui if I were one of them. Yet I enjoy seeing these old friends of mine and exchanging jokes with them or talking about the good old days nostalgically.

      I also know of an Ethiopian who has come back and established his own business, to the chagrin of many who have come to know him, including me. He is a mean qejqaja know-it-all with no sense of morality. He has no sense of dignity, either. Yet he is educated. I wish I could tell you his name, but I can’t.

      Mar, how come you didn’t tell me more about yourself other than the fact that you are itching to return to Ethiopia? It’s okay, though. I think sometimes it is more interesting to read between the lines of letters like yours and imagine the writer in one’s mind. And my mind has already begun giving you shape. I see a young lady with a lot of education and a good-paying job. A lady who was brought up being told about such female giants as the Queen of Sheba, Joan of Arc, Etege Taitu, etc. So, however comfortable life in the States is for her, there is no opportunity for her to be a heroine. That’s you, isn’t it? If my guess is not very far from the real you, learn from Chachi and do something for your country. Come here once in a while and ladle out your mar for us.

      For instance, if you’re a professor in a college, you could come during your sabbatical and do something meaningful. But don’t, for heaven’s sake, do what I did. Haven’t you heard that I now have difficulty getting even an entry visa from the Embassy of the US of A to attend my son’s graduation and wedding? Why? Simply because I didn’t find a way to get that goddamn green card renewed. I shouldn’t have let that happen, even though I am not crazy about living in the States. I should have come there once in a while, gotten it renewed and scurried back to my concrete-coated mud “house” with running water in it. You see, as long as I get to take a shower and eat three meals a day, I lift my eyes toward heaven and thank Providence, burping and fondling my potbelly. I still don’t miss owning a car. I am not sure I need one, either, as taxis are readily available in Addis Ababa. I still don’t regret that I am not living in the States, fending off unwanted passes. Well, that probably would be no problem for me any longer, for I am now a burnt-out old man – giving off light to the less fortunate? Yes, to a certain extent. But mainly sinning in full gear. I tell you, I have broken all the commandments in the Book, like Zorba the Greek.

      I read that article titled, “Reconciliation.” Thank you for suggesting it. It is written both beautifully and thoughtfully. Could you also give me the website address of the poem that was a source to your nice penname.

      Betollo Tsafi!
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      To: DebE

      From: Maritu

      Subject: Ke Shinkurtum ke weTum awTaliN

      Debew:

      Mn yweral?

      Who dat who said “You may conquer with the sword, but you are conquered by a kiss.” Who? Who? So the news of my last entry signifying a metaphorical “emPwa!” to you came as a metaphorical “asssseyyyy!” to me. I never took you for a flatterer, D. If anyone else had written those words I would have dismissed them as trite fugerra from a hyleNa fogarri. But you, you seem like you’ve solved all your knots. The perfect combination of ye ItyoPPiawi CHewinet bordered with a ferenjie slTun, thanks to the Haight-Ashbury wannabe section of the city you ended up in.

      Goodness me, now you are even a bigger hero to me… (I, too, do not dole out meaningless flattery, Debisha. So I mean every word.) Isn’t that the perfect combination, though? The “Ferenjized Abesha”? I wish I had coined that phrase, but it was from Life Diaries from way back when.

      My friends accuse me of living in "the Biosphere’, Debisha. They think I was and still am a very sheltered soul. Although I was resistant to that pigeonholing at first, I am now realizing how true their assessment is. A recent conversation with my cousin cemented this for me…At dinner, I had been going on and on about the Ethiopian spirit of metebaber, deg’net, qn’nent… the way we rally to each other, how we respect the idmE and idmENoch… (my dad never calls people old. They are “idmENoch”) So Cousin just looks at me and let’s out a M’Tsssss. "Benatish, " he said. “Benatish… ke izih hilmish indatineshi.”

      I was genuinely confused by his statement, D. It still stuns me to read stuff you wrote about people who thrive on making people miserable. I am dead serious. “I trip my colleague therefore I am”… Ewwwww! SiyasTellu! I guess I owe my parents a lot. I realize that now…more and more as the years slip on by. They were devoid of cynicism and suspicion. My mother was very emotive about praising people. One “Esu beTam CHewa sew new” from her, and that person to us was canonized to sainthood. My father encouraged us to encourage each other, and to this day I am so proud of my siblings and their achievements. Until my senior year in high school, I seriously thought that everyone who was my parent’s age was “tiliq sew”… mentally as well as physically. And I remember the first time my bubble burst about that theory. I was devastated. But my faith in the human spirit, especially Ethiopians’, is still so strong, and I have vowed to never utter, “U! YeNa sew kifu new”. Never. It would not be fair to all the good people raised me.

      You know what annoys the heck out of me? Cynicism. Oooh, it makes me so mad. Yawim, unwarranted cynicism. Sometimes when I am in a crowd of people and someone unnecessarily and gratuitously attacks someone/some concept…indEt ydebireNal meselesh! Moot. BeTam…beqa…hodEn bar-bar ylewal. And I tell the offender exactly what I think. I pointedly ask, “What did you mean by that?” “Do you know this person enough to substantiate your l’il dig at him/her?” Most often the person is shocked because it is so ACCEPTED to throw out negative missives and everyone just put up with it. So, usually, the first reaction is… “IndE! Yemmanat ferenjie, itE!” Then people get defensive… “Ere innE mnim maletE alneberm…” (I hate it when they do that. It is so spineless!) And then comes the M’Ts. Like your friends, my friend pity me for not knowing the difference between gratuitous put-downs (which are, APPARENTLY, meant as harmless fun! U U tiyE!) and genuine meanness.

      Benatih… can I tell you a story? It’s about my initiation into how words we so casually say impact our thinking. My mother dragged me to one of her church retreats. (Damn, I am so glad those days are over.) This was happening at a college and we were staying in the dorms. We entered the dorms… typical dorm… concrete walls, berber carpet, two bunk beds… it wasn’t the Waldorf, but it was very acceptable. I took one look around and had to comment. “Mommy, it looks like a prison cell, doesn’t it?” My mother was in no mood to mollify my prissyness. “I don’t know, lijE,” she said. “I’ve never been in a prison cell. I hope, neither have you.” IndE! Yemin ferejinet new! I was just making conversation, abo! Anyway, suffice it to say that I learnt from that day on to think before I spilt my words.

      Uffffff! Beqa. Let’s you and I start a movement, Debisha. The No Gossip, No Cynicism, No Backstabbing, No Gratuitous Put Downs, No Shitty Behavior Club. Mn ymeslihal? Inzen’T eski. Hulach’nm teqaqfen "ante t’bss anchi t’bsh"… Hug, hug. Kiss Kiss.

      You had me wondering… what would my father say if I asked him if he loved me?

      I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed reading your entry. It was so…bicha beTam dess aleN. You would fit in so in that club, anteyEwa. The shockingly honest way you talk… the direct path you take to make a point. I nominate you as president of Club Goodwill. I am not bolstering you up as a flawless being, trust me. But I sense a directness and honesty that is often under-appreciated, or dismissed as ebdet. Do you ever wonder what your goremssa thinks about you? Do parents ever think about that? Have you ever asked him, “Have I raised you well, Son?” Or, better yet, have you ever asked him if he loves you? “Son, do you love me?” Wuyiii. Dess sitilu. I wonder if the relationship between a father and a son is as complicated as that between a mother and a daughter.

      Smal’N, we ETs are supposed to be comfort creatures…I sense you are not at all bullshitting me about being content with what you have. I don’t know too many people who are content. Do you even know how lucky you are? You are on a totally different plateau eko. Meanwhile at the ranch, I am your typical, shallow “Wui Tsehai indymetaN” chick. Erassen taz’bE CHershalehu. I just like things to look nice and pretty, so sign me up for the Addis beautification project there. I’ll bring in some delphiniums and plant them all around those signs on the walls I remember so well… “Ezi gnb gar meSedadat kilkil new.” Hey, you know I did my part to beautify my sefer. You know I had to attend those qebellE meeting things to get an exit visa. (i taught English, DebE, to people who were struggling with Ha, Hu, Hee. The guy who was registering me at the qebellE took one look at my jeans and t-shirt…our ZebeNa in tow escorting me…and decided that I couldn’t possibly speak AmariNa well enough to teach MESERETE TMHRT!!..which I thought that was pretty ballsy, if not tremendously presumptuous.)

      But, talk about your students loving you. Moot, my students loved me. They used to bring me food and, one time, qrarri. One student in particular kept on impressing me…he would cover his exercise book with Addis Zemen and clear plastic and come to class in clean, obviously freshly pressed clothes. He’d sit in the very front and repeat attentively, “aaae…bee…cee…di”. The others would tease him mercilessly… “Ante. ZarE demmo abreqriqeh new yemeTahew…”

      Anyway, one day the qebellE goons came to the house to inform me that I was scheduled for Tsdat Zemecha. Well, they told the zebeNa because we were not at home. It was the annual Christmas Party at the ECA. So, when we came back he gave my parents the message. “Tsdat zemecha?” my mother says. “IndE… innE lijE nSuh nat.” It took some turjuman to decipher what the Tsdat Zemecha meant. Anyway, that Sunday, I went to the qebellE decked in sneakers and shorts and a tank top, WITH a lunch box and koda full of juice. My mother kissed me bye and saw me to the door. 'Ingidih adera," she said to the ZebeNa who was accompanying me to the Zemecha site. I waved goodbye to my mom and my siblings from the gate. My sister and brothers waved back hesitantly and mom dabbed her eyes with tissue.

      At the Zemecha sight the main coordinating dude, you know…he dismissed the ZebeNa. So there I was all alone. We dug a ditch clean for hours and then picked up qushasha from around a stream. I heard a lot of balegE words, DebE. I tried not to listen, but … (Listen, DebEW…I was once on the receiving end of a qunTiCHa when I dared called my brother nifTam… so… woah, some of the vocab of my fellow aSjiwoch was…TeweN.) Anyway, by the end of the day I had shared my lunch with my new friends, and we had all drunk my juice from my koda. They affectionately called me “Anchi molQaQa… bcha hagershn twejalesh”. Then we all went back to the qebellE headquarters and got a little certificate and a commie lecture from the WeTat KomitE abaloch. I never understood a word they said, by the way. I just knew how to say “Inashenifalen”.

      Anyhoo… meeting was over, and there by the warka just inside the qebellE gate was the zebeNa waiting to escort me back home. I said bye to my new friends and skipped back home. My mother hugged me and welcomed me back… short hug… had to go take off the work clothes and take a shower… and at dinner I told the family all about my day. They stood in rapt attention, all except my father who was concentrating on my certificate.

      Finally he looked up at me… Why on the certificate, he asked me, was my name written in English while all the rest of the stuff was in AmariNa?

      WeinE… DebeE… silefelif zm alkeN? Well, you wanted to learn more about me… yhEw! I am just a simple soul, with simple dreams. I just want to matter and share the happiness I have been unfairly given a lot of.

      The Maritu article poem can be found here… So, Debisha… eski impress me some more.

      Tolo Saf.

      -Maritu-

      To: Maritu

      From: Debebe

      Subject: Semay dem Mesele

      Thank you, Mar. By the way, I read that poem. The writer, Fassil, must be more haTiateNa than I, but the kind I enjoy reading. I had a couple of my friends read it, too. One found it to be hilarious, even as I did. But the other one, who is religious, thought it was somewhat lacking in chewanet. Thank you! You are slowly but surely getting me addicted both to your letters and Seleda. I don’t know what I’d do after the fourth entry. I might, like the main character in Love During the Time of Cholera, ask you not to stop. Maybe that’s exactly what I need, as I am at present addicted to nothing under the sun, being a teetotaler and a non-smoker. Not out of chewanet, of course, but because I have already had my lifetime quota of both timbaho and beera. Yes, I have smoked all the brands except Gissila and have drunk not only out of melekias, but straight out of the Termoos as well. It’s been six years now since I quit them both, to the chagrin of my dipsomaniac friends.

      Going back to this funny addiction to the letters of a lady who grew up as a molqaqa (I’m of course using it as affectionately, or even more, as your colleagues of the Tsidat zemecha used it) who grew up without ever tasting ashuq, my staple food when I was a child; without ever feeling the pangs of real hunger, as I had many a day; but who wants to come back and do something meaningful for her country all the same. Do you know the poem, semay dem messele linega new letu, chnq new Tb new kanchi meleyetu? You’re gonna make me sing it. Wait a minute, not only that. There is also another one. Tey mannesh tey mannesh, yetegna sew alle tiqesqshalesh. And all that when I should instead be praying for absolution for my myriad sins.

      _

      About father-son relationships. I am afraid I am too Ethiopian to ask my son those questions. I mean questions like, “Do you love me?” and “What do you think about the way I raised you, Son?” Frankly speaking, I am not sure I care much about what he feels about the way I raised him. To me, it was fun to guide him and help him realize his potential. Not just imparting knowledge, mind you. If that were all that I had done for him, he wouldn’t have been able to surpass me as he did. The knowledge that a small, bright child really needs you helps, too.

      I remember reading somewhere that it is our obligations that help us keep going even when we feel like saying, ahunnis… Have you read Ye’issr BEtu Abessa by Aberra Jembere? In that book, Balambarass Mahiteme Selassie, a man of letters known to be very generous as well, sick and tired of languishing behind bars, prays for death. What I’m trying to say is that whatever my son felt about it, the very experience of raising him was fun as far as I am concerned. It was an end in itself. If he has appreciated it, well and good. (Actually, I have reason to believe that he has.) But if not, all I say is “You win some, you lose some.”

      I wish you had asked me what I feel about him instead. I hope you won’t take this (what follows) as an insult to your intelligence. As a rule, we men love our children only if we have raised them, giving them guidance and abatawee qunticha, unlike women, who carry their children in their wombs, suckle them, clean up their mess, etc. and cannot, therefore, easily detach themselves from their offspring. Ours is no different from what the tadpole does. You know what the tadpole does, don’t you? Well, maybe I should tell you, in case you are just an engineer, a computer scientist or something like that and do not, therefore, know much about nature. (I say that with due respect to all engineers and computer scientists.) It sprays its sperm on the eggs laid by the female that are waiting for its indispensable service and then disappears from the scene. Equally, a dog squints at the puppy it itself has fathered with puzzlement and indifference. It shows no sign of acknowledgment of its paternity. No father-son relationship. No abatawee qunticha. No notin’, as the many Nkrumahs you went to college with would put it. You might say, “Wait a minute, but those are only animals!” If you said that, I wouldn’t know how to respond to it other than to ask you, “Don’t you think you are manifesting an untenable homo sapiens supremacy by saying that?”

      __

      Mar, I would have asked you to tell me about mother-daughter relationships in your turn. But as formidable as your knowledge of many things seems to be, I doubt that you know much about the subject. In fact, I doubt that you have mothered a child yet. You should, though, as you seem to have a lot that you can give to a small one. After all, you are puzzzzit yalsh positive, to use your own delicious diction. And I really respect your determination to be of use to your compatriots. I mean it. Actually, I now know that I am corresponding with a magnanimous, kind soul.

      As regards heroes, I should have mentioned the Austrian was a famous film actor in all the German-speaking countries until he decided to come to Ethiopia and establish the NGO known as People to People and made a big difference in the lives of hundreds of thousands of people in the remote parts of the country. He’s affectionately referred to by many here as “Father.” There are also others who are working hard to ease our burden. I only hope you will join them soon. Who knows, maybe I will be your menged Teraggi, facilitator, or whatever you want to call it.

      Another great soul I should tell you about is a woman who not too long ago offered to buy our national bicyclists all the bicycles they needed. This was what had happened: The sportsmen had gone to Cairo to participate in some competition without the bicycles needed for the competition because the Ethiopian Airlines had somehow failed to transport their bicycles. When this Ethiopian lady found out what had happened, she offered to buy the bicycles from Cairo, saying (note carefully her words, Mar) b’agger qeld yellem. I forgot her name. All the same, she has a special place in my heart. Actually, I could find her name by calling the Bicycle Federation.

      As regards contentment, I really don’t know what to say. For about 17 years I worked for an organization that used to send its employees abroad once in a while for crash courses. So I, too, had the opportunity to go to such countries as Holland, Germany, South Africa and others, where I enjoyed the food and said to myself, “I would have been able to eat such good food all the time if I hadn’t returned from the States.” You see, even if you could afford it, it is difficult to find in Ethiopia a maidservant who could cook you very good, balanced food. It is difficult even to find some of the fruit and vegetables that I got to eat in these developed countries, and even in nearby Nairobi and Kampala. Whenever I fall ill and find it difficult to get satisfactory medical help, I cannot help but regret that I came back to my developing country. Otherwise, I can say that I am contented with what I have. After all, the sun shines on us long before it does on your city. And it is much warmer than the sun in the skies of the Northwest (where I spent almost nine years) and of the Midwest (where you now live). This is no sour grapes, Mariye, but the sheer fact that the air is less polluted than the air in the States ought to also make life in Addis more desirable.

      But your question is too difficult to answer with a simple “Yes” or “No.” One thing I am dead sure of is that something in me would have died if I had chosen to remain in the States and become a taxi driver or work in a Safeway store year in and year out, instead of coming back and being of some use to my compatriots at least for a short period of time. That is the main reason that I pity my good friend who comes back to Ethiopia once in a while and pities me.

      By the way, I have enough money to buy a small, old car even now. But I don’t really see the need. I would rather spend my money on getting some of the “books” I have scribbled published, or save it and send my bright daughter to a good school. She is now in Grade Eight. But as of this coming September, I want her to attend either Nazareth Girls’ School or a new school they call “Ethio-Parents’ School.” That’s more heroic, isn’t it (smile)?

      By the way, is it at Nazareth, the Lycee or ICS that you went to school, Mar?

      What you wrote about the final lonely days of the woman who was close to your family is certainly depressing. I agree with you, dying surrounded by your loved ones would make a big difference. I believe one is truly dying, like the death of all flesh, whereas the other one is only passing away. That’s how I look at it, anyway.

      Mar, could you elaborate more on the word aneurysm. I don’t think I have really grasped its meaning. And what exactly does the M’Ts in what you and I are doing now stand for?

      Saynega Tsafilign.
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        * * *
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      To: DebiyE

      From: Maritu

      Subject: Does Ashuq come in Different Flavors?

      So… last entry. As they say at Seleda… “tadiyamma mn teshale?”

      I’ll pray for your absolution, too, DebiyE, so that we can play the harp together and jump from cloud to cloud when we meet at the Pearly Gates… assuming that a cruel twist of fate won’t turn me into the wicked witch of the west. Wui besmeab! DingiT!

      You are right… I never had to deal with the pangs of hunger growing up… and neither did I get to drink anything from a bottle that did not contain fortified vitamins. (I did, after graduating high school, sneak off to a Tej bEt… gurmissina. Now THAT was a field trip. I did drink from something that resembled a bottle, but… you know… the drunk guy next to me and my friends kept calling me “Emiyu”. As in… “Emiyu… nei esti Tega bei.” IndEt mekon ychalal tadiya, DebE. And yes, I told him my name was not Emiyu… wui! His confusion. “Gashe,” I said to him. “SimE Emiyu adelem. Ke lEla sew gar amatuN meseleN.” -Sigh-.)

      And no, I’ve never tasted ashuq. Can’t take credit for my upbringing. I can’t brag about it. How can I brag about something that was my parents’? …neither do I apologize for it. It was just one of those freaky accidents of birth. I am just grateful that the Almighty made it possible. What I do brag about is the fortitude of two parents who loved their children more than life, and who doddered us into being decent human beings. That had nothing to do with money. It had, however, everything to do with privilege. They are not the same.

      In college I became very good friends with an Ethiopian grad student. Her parents lived in Gonder. Very modest background. Whenever she got letters from her parents she’d read them to me. You talk about love! Her father would write her pages and pages of these incredibly loving letters. … teweN! And every time I would cry with her after reading his letters. Finally her father came to visit her, and when he left she and I took him to the airport. I thought we’d see him to the gate and leave… but my friend and I sat at the gate long after he got in, and waited until the plane taxied off and eventually disappeared into the horizon. The way she hugged her daddy… the way he wiped the tears from his eyes with the edge of his neTela. Man, that is what’s it’s all about… Love. If we don’t get it from our parents we should seek it from our children, our spouses, our siblings… from SOMEWHERE there has to come a buambuwa of love. To me, that is the greatest privilege in life… the ability to love with abandon, and to give love with abandon.

      What kind of sinner are you anyway! You’ve never smoked a Gissilla? Ayiiii! Antem haTyat aleN tilaleh!

      I am fascinated by your theory of parenthood. (By the way, I appreciate you expounding on the tadpole thing, even though I am neither an engineer nor a computer geek… with all due respect to all of them.) You definitely have an… interesting theory, and by the time I got to “You win some, you lose some” part, I was totally enraptured. Homo sapient supremacy theories aside (why can’t I imagine you slobbering kisses on anyone), I am certainly not a perpetuator of the theory that “blood is thicker than water”. There are a lot of crappy parents. Lots of crappy children. Brothers turn against each other… Have you seen Salem Mekuria’s spectacular movie, Deluge? In it, a mother speaks of the implausible pain of seeing her children trying to kill each other because they belonged to different political parties. Can it even get any freakier? So, I am under no illusion that sharing genes is the ultimate arbiter. Theoretically, it just should be easier to get love from your forbearer. At least society conditions you into thinking that it SHOULD be. But people have been touched and changed by complete strangers… by teachers, neighbors, and have come to terms with the people who were the sperm/egg donors. But the main point is that we all get love from someone. It would be great if it were from our parents…

      No, I don’t have children… but that don’t mean that I don’t think I should opine with authority about parenthood. Ante demmo! Don’t confuse me with facts, ale ferenj.

      I asked you how you think your goremmsa sees you because I am curious if he feels your guidance to be successful was enough for him. I remember my older brother being tough on my younger brother when it came to schoolwork. Older brother would take hours drumming math into younger brother. At one point I said to older brother… “Tew… atCHeqCHiqew… behuwala yTelehal” I still remember my brother’s response… “TeltoN sew bihon yishaleNal”. I feel like you feel the same way about your goremmsa, no? Is the endgame really your satisfaction and fun you had? What if goremmsa ended up not being so successful? Would you be proud of his efforts still? What if he was not bright? Mn meseleh, DebEw… does paternal obligations end at “guiding” kids- love is optional? Or are you telling me that BECAUSE you love them you guide them? Are the kids our trophies, therefore we have a vested interest in their success? What do I know? While I am at it (at _metekos_ing questions at you…twa-twa-twa), do you feel that you are raising your daughter any differently? Or does she have you wrapped around her little fingers? Ay-hey-hey, Debisha. I am the first daughter, and I know the subtle manipulations. (Tee hee.) WeinE… innE ahun mn ebalalew…? I’ll talk to you about this after having kids and see if my smarminess has ebbed. Besides, what was all that about blood not being thicker than water? A stranger can praise you with all the exaltation befitting a king/queen… but why does the absence of a parent’s approval sear so much pain in so many people? Ere teweN… misqilqilllllllllll new negeru.

      You hit the nail on the head with “Be hager qeld yelem”. (I heard an azmari sing “Be hager inna mist qeld yelem…” but we’ll abbreviate here.) THAT, dear Debebe, is the crux of the situation. Be hager qeld yelem. And as we Diasporaed Ets start waking up to that realization, I am filled with optimism, hope and incredibly overpowering love for the country and people. Thanks to the new filfal ET-Americans, it is no longer acceptable to cross certain lines of indecency; we have learnt to speak out against wrong and embrace and slobber over good; we don’t confuse the personal with the political; “ke technocracy inna meritocracy gar wedifit! Wedefit!” new CHewataw. Loving life is back in vogue. And I am a disciple of loving life, making it a better place in what little way I can.

      You know who my hero is… besides you, Debisha. Ante demmo… indatakorfeN. It is people like sister Jember Teferra and her program to help people be self-sufficient. She made me believe in the power of a grassroots movement. I hear about people like her and I ask myself, how could I possibly do nothing to alleviate pain? And what I’ve learnt from this pozetative kids is that connecting the dead nerves to Ethiopia starts at a very visceral level. Taking paper, books and pencils when they go back home instead of cheap make up and cheap perfume. They’ve set up old-style edrs and equbs and support the ethiopian community Associations in their cities. Their connection is on a very basic level. Debi_E_, it is so beautiful that it makes me want to cry. So many of us have lost that beauty and responsibility. It is so devastatingly honest and bare and pure… Most of all, so powerful.

      So, back to me. Eventually, the call of home will be stronger than the comforts of America, and I will head back home. I am more determined now. Even if I fail at readjustment and come crawling back to the Alfalfa fields, I would be less than my father’s daughter if I did not try. You know what? I wonder if all the people who exited Ethiopia who are my parent’s age will spend the rest of THEIR lives in yebada hager? Will they go back only to be buried? It’s when I see that chasm, of our parents who are choosing not to return, that I know there is a lot of work left. But one step at a time.

      Oh, DebE… when I come back, I have to have a car. I mean I love walking and all, and I love the idea of not polluting the country, but… wui benatih! IndEt teblo? What if I run into your ex-wife’s friend… “Inezih… ke Amerika mimeTut… indE wusha…” And then she’ll pity me like your expatriate friend pities you. Gud lifela new. I promise to give you a lift whenever you want. Save your mullah so that your daughter can get a better education.

      Tell me more about the “Ethio-Parent School”, ebakih. It sounds like something I need to know about. A bunch of my friends are small-time investors in a school in Addis. A school that sells bonds as investments. What a genius idea! Capitalism rocks, man. Why did your generation hate capitalism? Mn aynetoch nachiehu? :-)

      Soooooooooooo, yenE gEta… we’ve ruminated about coming back home, and I have so enjoyed this. There was stuff that had not yet crystallized in my mind and you’ve helped me clear up things. My reasons for coming back might have started off as purely selfish, but now I know that it is an obligation. A friend of mine went to Addis for vacation right after making partner at a very toney law firm. She was supposed to be there for a month. She ended up staying more than four months, working with women and law. She is someone I never thought could be so “hagerE Ityoppia”… Cyber hamEt indyhonibN inji, said friend was a fast track, high roller chick, deeply- very deeply- entrenched in NY life. She’s a freakin’ partner at a huge law firm and she is my age!! Next thing I know she is planning a trip home… the rest is an amazing piece o’ history. I am awed. Another friend, the same thing… he went back for a few weeks, next thing I know he is now looking for a fulltime position in Addis! Hello! And another, and another… soon there shall be plenty. Yemanachew itE! So, we are a-comin’ back. We hope we will not embarrass you.

      I am so glad I got to do Life Diaries with you, DebbE. It was an honor. Thank you for your incredible letters and your encouragement. Contentment? Ah, that elusive contentment… you found it. So will I.

      Ke talaq akbrot gar,

      Maritu.

      To: Maritu

      From: Debebe

      Subject: Yes, you’d better come and unleash it!

      My Dear Cyber Partner:

      I now know for sure that you cannot not come back to your enat ager. There is a love puppy in you that’s whining to be unleashed. Your dimbushie arms are itching to hug some people here, in more ways than one. I hope I will be among the first to

      be hugged by them. Your pent-up love, which is like a cow’s udder full of milk, needs an outlet. Do me a favor, though. Fling your veil for me before you come back so that I will be able to come to Bole and welcome you. I ask that of you because I know you are not Maritu, though you are definitely mar.

      In case you are interested in learning from the experiences of one who came back about 20 years ago, here below are a few.

      When I first returned, I thought in English and conversed in Amharic. A tricky thing to do. So, one day, I asked the manager of a Laundromat, an attractive woman in her thirties then, nege tikefetalachihu? There upon, her lovely face turned into a dark, threatening cloud and she thundered at me, “Siyayuwot tiliq sew yimeslalu gin…!” I had of course translated the question, “Would you be open tomorrow?” literally and had thus inadvertently become a qilletam sew. You can imagine the awkward situation I found myself in as a result, and the effort I had to exert to convince the woman that I hadn’t intended anything sexual.

      Another time I was invited to lunch at an acquaintance’s at 12:00 noon. So I was at her house exactly at the appointed time. But she and her sisters were yet busy preparing the lunch. And I ended up being in their way. They didn’t know what to do with me. I will never forget the inconvenience I caused that day for about one hour, by which time the lunch was finally ready. Mar, time is relative here. When a person says, “Come at noon,” what determines noon is not necessarily your wristwatch, however accurate it might be, but the person’s level of modernization. I found out later that I was actually lucky that the lunch was ready even after one hour. At times, noon could mean 2:00 in the afternoon. No kidding.

      One day I had gone to Mercato to buy something. There I ran into one of my students in the Extension Program at the two-year college where I taught English. So I invited her to have a cup of coffee or something with me. I of course made the offer purely out of courtesy, as I was used to doing in the States. But she had apparently misunderstood my intentions. “I can’t. I live around here, you know? Bayhon lela qen ewoTalihalehu,” said she. Mar, I, your hero, loved my teaching profession so much that, however lecherous I was at the time, I did not fool around with my female students. I believe that even those colleagues of mine who had chosen to be my detractors would corroborate this for me. Besides, that particular young lady was not at all my type. You must be very careful whom you treat to coffee, lunch or Tej, in case you feel like going again to that Tej bet where your gurmissina had strayed you to and you were addressed as Emiyu, Mar. You must always be careful that you do not tantalize some fool by just being the loving person I now know you are. A fellow assistant lecturer had that problem. She loved people. So far as she was concerned, all her male colleagues were her brothers, and the female ones her sisters. Having misunderstood her pure, admirable gesture, a goat of an assistant lecturer and his crony treated her to some beera one evening and deliberately made her overstay with them until 9:00PM, jawing about this and that. Then, when she insisted that they split, he blurted out his peasant’s request. Did I say “request”? No, he didn’t even do that. He commanded her outright to spend the night with him. And his crony tried hard to implore her into giving in to the “request.” Fiyelus ishee, enen beTam yegeremeN yeguadeNaw. I cannot forget how disgusted I was with those educated but uncultured men when she told me on the next day how they had called her names and were incredibly rude to her.

      Incidentally, you are making me pontificate, though I had said in my first letter to you that I don’t like to do that. What do you say to that? You also made me forget that you and I were engaged in an exercise that’s meant to be published in the e-zine, Seleda, so much so that I wrote freely about that segment of society that I was disgusted with when I was in the States until I heard that eardrum-piercing whistle from the Editors. Anchi tenkoleNa!

      You’ve told me that you are a melke qenna. And when an Ethiopian lady admits that, in a blatant contravention of her bahil, I can imagine what she looks like. I mean you must be really gorgeous. But would that be an asset or a liability when you come back here? I think it’s worth being discussed thoroughly ahead of time. There is a gorgeous lady who is a high-ranking government official here. She is highly educated, too. You know what I say to myself every time I see her on TV? I say, “I wonder if those working with and under her become all eyes and miss out on the knowledge that she could impart to them and the instructions she gives them, as I would if I were one of them.” I hope your physical beauty won’t overshadow your inner beauty: your platonic love and qum neger. I really hope so, Mar.

      I read that article about ferenjized Abesha, Mar. Whether we like it or not, people like you and I are _ferenj_ized Abesha. You, much more so. So coming back to Ethiopia and getting married to a typical Abesha man with little or no exposure to the Western way of life would inevitably result in the worst form of all loneliness __ a huge, ice-cold loneliness without being alone. You wouldn’t be able to be his best friend. Nor could he be yours, however nice he might be. My ex-wife was a nice person. And she was devoted to me. But she was not, and could not be, my best friend. Her response to the attempts I made repeatedly at making her so was, Lela wond alwodedhu. Min goddelebih?

      What you said about seeing one’s son as a trophy is quite interesting. I wonder if I have given my gobez son the impression that all that I cared about was that he be an intellectual success. I think you will have to lower me by a notch or two on that point from the high pedestal you have placed me. Even though I didn’t mascheneq him as your older brother probably did to your younger brother, I am not sure I have ever let him know (not by saying so of course) that I loved him for the simple reason that he was my son, success or no success. You know what troubles me most now? The knowledge that he is a budda, a mind reader. Come to think of it, all that I was doing was trying hard to achieve my aborted goal of being a real scholar through him, vicariously. What are you, anyway __ a psychoanalyst or a psychotherapist? Wait a minute, though. I don’t think you’d lower me even by a notch, if you knew that I grew up under an unimaginably cruel stepfather until I went to a boarding school at the age of six. By the way, I understand what you meant about your parents, Mar. They gave you more than what their money could buy for you. You sure are lucky. People like you need a god that they can thank, if they don’t already have one. But could miskeen Debe be blamed for not giving his children what he himself was not given? Shouldn’t he instead be applauded for being a friend to both of them? Yes, I was like a friend to the goremssa, who, by the way, is getting married right at this moment in an American city. How come I am not at the serg? You’d better forward that question to the white woman at the Embassy who refused to give me an entry visa. (You know what, Mar? I have never filled out a DV Lottery form.) Anyway, when he turned 17 and was a student in Grade Twelve, lots of calls began to come in for him. And almost all of them were from young ladies. So I said to him, “By the way, if this particular girl I take messages from for you so often is your sweetheart, the rest of us can find something to do every other Sunday and leave the house to you, if you want it.” Isn’t that heroic (smile)? He really laughed when I made him that offer and assured me that the whole thing was purely platonic. The same is true about my daughter. Mar, I will, at the outset, admit that your guess that I am not the type that goes around and gives his children a big smooch on the cheeks is correct. But once in a while we walk hand-in-hand in down town Piazza and I horseplay with her. Isn’t that good enough? I mean, compared to the way my close relatives Ato Aytenfissu and Ato Manmektot raise their children?

      As regards contentment, I don’t know what to say, Mariye. I wish I had had a book or two published. Better yet, I wish I had invented or discovered something (other than the only discovery I have made so far when I was sixteen and taking my quarterly bath in our old tin bathtub. I am of course referring to that silly source of sexual pleasure that the lucky boys actually discover at an earlier age). In other words, I wish I had screamed “Eureka!” at least once in my life, for we are here to do something that would make the world a better place to live in. Not just to eat, drink and be merry. Otherwise, I think I am somewhat contented.

      I chose to use the qualifier (somewhat) because I haven’t yet stopped wishing that I were taller, more handsome and living with a puzzzzzt yalech positive lady like you, who thinks I am a hero and who has finally become my heroine. I also wish I could find a good doctor for my left ear. If the name of a man who has such a long list of wishes can be written under the rubric “Those Contented with their Lives,” write mine down, please. If the fact that I do not miss living in the States, just making money, can qualify me to be referred to as a “contented man,” I have no objection whatsoever. I forgot to tell you this in my third letter: the actress Jane Fonda was my heroine when I was in the States. Even though she made millions of dollars as one of the superstars of Hollywood, she gave away most of it either to the poor or to support some noble cause. Did you know that she used to drive an old car when I was there? When asked why she was so into simple life, she said, “How could I justify a lifestyle that takes a million dollars a year?” or something like that. You know that she, like you, was raised by loving parents, don’t you? I wonder what she is doing now. I salute you wherever you are, beautiful, kind-hearted Jane!

      I salute you, too, Puzztiye! I am flattered that my arambana qobbo tales about my life amid death (a.k.a. abject poverty) has somehow helped you arrive at the right decision.

      Looking forward to welcoming you at the Bole Airport,

      Min gizem yancheew.

      P.S. Thank you very much for sending me those website addresses. I will read them all.
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      Entering…mt’s…(Nostalgically reminiscing)

      It was my junior year. The year I fell in love with a Cape Verdean beauty…the year the ethio-eritrean issue reached its unfortunate climax…the year I was misdiagnosed with epilepsy…the year I made a game-deciding shot in the last two seconds of a ball game…the same year where I met Kofi Annan, Salim-Ahmed-Salim, Meles Zenawi…the year where sipping on Gelatopia’s (A famous café and pastry in the vogue parts of Bole) Spagetti ice cream for an extended period of time suddenly became not-so-cool…the same year I witnessed the most sophisticated form of torture when real tears oozed out of a former DERG-official as he was being stared at by a mother who lost both her daughters to his then-absolute order…the year I went on one of the most life-altering trips with all my friends through our school Hiking-Club - a never ending pilgrimage to Langano…wait *ahem*

      Switching…shamelessly…mt’s…(The Road)

      The driver of the bus took twice as long - swinging from one end of the road to other - since he was avoiding every ditch, twig, piece of rock…our stomachs were aching. After driving thirty minutes or so past gash Bekele Molla’s fort on lake Langano’s southern shore, we asked one native of Shashemene on a mule with red-eyes and a big AgelGil he was rummaging through - who I must say was thoroughly entertained - and the man directed us back to the non-glowing and tiny metal plate that was hanging 40-feet above the ground on the branch of an acacia tree…

      Flip…mt’s…(The Tent)

      Why would anyone urinate right in the middle of a tent?! Wait, their OWN tent??? WHY??? I was furious - so was everyone else. It must have been one of those Langano-dogs that give you that heartbreaking look every time you eat. But we all knew it was one of us, since the pungent smell was of …hmm… alcoholic nature - please, don’t ask.

      Mixing Stations… “…yo, what’s up with this radio man…Tabia eyeQelaQele ne’wa!”…mt’s… (The most important meal of the day, indeed.)

      It took fifty people a good hour to light the fire…then breakfast…pasta with tomato sauce…margarine…tuna…orange marmalade…salt…black pepper…even Vimto…mt’s

      CLICK…mt’s…for the breakfast, again…(Romance)

      On that clear, well-lit, and star-infested night…sitting on the sand…his arms wrapped around her back…meticulously observing the beauty in the vast infinity…their presence complemented by the warm and healing lake-breeze…staring at the charismatic full moon, that is staring right back at them - in delight. Then suddenly the girl turned back, pulled out a joint tucked in her cleavage, took a couple of hits and gave him a shotgun - slowly…a distinct smirk on both their faces minutes later…[the cinematographer choosing to narrate the story by zooming on the resplendent moon]

      CLICK…mt’s…(Extremes)

      Two of my friends dared each other into playing a game where they were suppose to fetch a floating object thrown as far away into the lake as possible by one of us…the lake was really freezing and one is not suppose to swim that far out at that time of the night either…but hey, they WERE good swimmers…

      CLICK…mt’s…(Globalization)

      The waiter sprayed the fresh scent of tella across our table…we could literally smell the ingredients; but we didn’t mind at all, we fueled our trip with cheap tequila and the infamous ye Kosso-Areqe that takes you places you have never been before - shame…

      Our friend ordered Mango Juice and our waiter, Dadhi - with that silly I-Have-Modern-Juice-For-You-Modern-Rich-Folk-Taste smirk - brought a small, embellished bottle that had the trademark written in Arabic…from Dubai…wait, wait…aren’t we amidst the GREAT rift valley…a few miles from Wondo Genet, where people throw out papayas and avocados in bulks and weed-be-goniFY mangoes on occasions…God save us…

      CLICK…mt’s…(Vanity)

      A bunch of us hiked a couple of miles to the top of a hill nearby to paint our names on a large piece of rock by the summit…our friend stole the paint from their guard’s room…imported for a specific purpose by his father…glossy-black…we were all pretty satisfied…

      CLICK…mt’s…(Unusual Patterns)

      The warm feeling of the campfire has been hypnotizing each of us for over an hour now. We have assumed awkward but comfortable positions…some sitting on abandoned tree trunks others on branches, some leaning on tents, some sleeping next to the fire, some on their inflatable beds…staring up at the sky - its incomprehensible beauty.

      Then a friend started talking about how the stars have endless patterns that can mold into anything the eye wishes…silence reined for another half an hour. Personally, I only saw bent parabolas and other geometrical shapes built with distant sparkling stars…Helen graciously standing with the whole Trojan army behind her, a DERG dehNinett-officer holding a klashinkov to a woman’s head while the kebele officers for the night forced a confession out of her by immersing her foot in hot oil, the time when an emotional audience at the National Theatre booed the ingenious portrayal of Iago by gash Wogayehu Nigatu, three naked children diving into lake hora from a tree that extends into the lake while a tourist couple took pictures from gash Al-Amoudi’s brand-new fort - Hora-Ras Hotel, one of our infamous friends being spanked on his behind by a notorious instructor, kidus Yared curiously staring at the persistent spider - the one that snapped him out of his laid-back and lazy childhood, according to the legend anyway - trying to climb up a tree using its weak web while he was enjoying the fresh countryside scenery, that historical smile by Him Imperial Majesty after shooting an Italian fighter plane down in the height of the war for independence, two old men with dusty netellas tucked around their necks playing gebeTa on the ground…they went on for hours…and everyone described each scene carefully and down to the last detail - we all listened and stared at the sky clueless…I was dazed the entire time.

      CLICK…mt’s…(Near-fatal Interruptions)

      I will surely NEVER forget to pack and bring a lighter to any camping trip…never.

      My friend and I volunteered to go back to the bar to ask for some lighters for the campfire. Instead we decided to interrupt a frustrated Swedish couple on a stress relieving ritual…inside a tiny tent…their shadows being projected on one of the walls…clearly.

      …moaning…more moaning…”Excuse us sir…*ahem…louder* siiirrrrrr”…long pause…then suddenly faint sounds of a gun being cocked…”Piss off you little horny bastards! I said piss the fuck off!”…a sudden chill run down my spine.

      …all I remember is running for my life - fast…we fell down hard a couple of times.

      Exiting…one loud and sharp mt’s followed by and endless sigh of relief…(forgive me).

      Panasonic
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      By Eyassu

      The cold morning air has crept in with a vengeance, and it wakes him up. He listens as the birds and chicken try to crowd out the morning’s calm and silence by what seems to him to be egomaniacal crowing. Amused, he listens for the sparrow that has nested just outside the window, waiting for it to belt out its occasional piercingly lusty advertisement of satisfaction with life.

      “Cante para mí, pequeñito”, he gently goads - “Sing for me little one.”

      He breaks into a smile as he is rewarded.

      He takes a long sweeping glance through the room, expertly judging which if the many rows of bunk beds held a body that was awake. There were none.

      Gently, he slips off the bed, expertly putting on the green khaki uniform, the boots, the field jacket. Everything bears the crisp newness of a fresh military issue uniform - his little hole to the storage shack has yet to be discovered.

      As he is about to slip off, Jaime wakes up. “Carlito?”

      Carlito freezes, and then whispers back, “Si.”

      Jaime’s morning daze fades a little off, and with realization slowly easing in, he whispers with a knowing smile… “Chanchullo?”

      Carlito winks back - yup it is monkey business, but he isn’t about to say it to the whole garrison. Furtively looking about he slips out the open window, and creeps along to that little invisible corner of the wall he has gotten to know.

      He is well on the way along the eucalyptus forested track towards kidane mhret by the time he hears the beginning of the morning prayers from Cqunu mikael bEte krstyan. He loves this easy jog every early Saturday morning. The air is clean and crisp, and he somehow gets to start a rhythm with his boots that appears to him to match the slow cadence of the church chant. Invariably, he passes small groups of two or three curious people, wrapped up in their neTela against the morning cold, with some kind of a container in their hands. They would be most probably be going to the agua santa (“Tebel” they call it) at the kidane mhret church.

      As he fords the gully and the much dwindled stream of the qebbenna river, he is exultant. He thinks he hears the loudspeakers crank up back at the barracks, and grins imagining Jaime and his other buddies invoked into yet another day of socialist duty as the selfless ambassadors of the Cuban Revolution to socialist Ethiopia.

      If everything goes well, today should be his final trip.

      By the time he gets there, shuro mEda’s market is already up and bubbling nicely. He had gotten to know this place by accident, when his platoon was driving around one day, and the regimental party secretary had pointed out “La embajada de los imperialistas” at the high walled verdancy graced by the stars and stripes. Curiosity at the marine guards had very quickly been replaced by the sudden scene of the calm chaos across the street and just north of the US embassy. This was his first view of the spontaneously emerged shuro mEda market, which, as he later happily found out, was not too far away from the garrison.

      As he eases his way into the crowd, optimistic yells of “ferenju, ferenju” are quickly replaced by the knowing “ay kubaw new” which are themselves followed by “compaNero, compaNero”. Carlito laughingly yells back and quickly melts into the crowd of shoppers and hawkers crowding the makshift spreads on the ground and the impromptu stands.

      To his left and right stroll hawkers with contraband watches and misspelled Adidas sneakers.

      He looks around, and then the first thing off is the field jacket….

      “feeld jacket… seelasa beerr!!” He raises three fingers just to make sure he communicates his correct price. He has learned to ignore the shocked and the curious – the hard nosed bargain hunters would congregate pretty soon.

      Across the barely formed aisle from where he is standing, Amsalu is minding her little spread of beans, peas and lentils – all neatly piled with the once-tomato paste cans filled to the brim and waiting to dole out the customer’s desire for the right price. Since hers is no stall, but just a spread on the ground, she has to make sure her wares do not get trampled over. And yet, practice now allows her to be half consumed by the strange scene in front of her.

      She has seen this soldier – boy, really – come in a new military uniform, and now he is shedding it piece by piece.

      “ferenju mn nekaw” she asks to no one in particular.

      “ere ferenj aydelem – kuba new” the kid should know – he has been exchanging “compaNero!”s with Carlito for the past three weeks.

      "wy bemotkut. tadiya mn bichegrew new lbsun yemisheT.”

      She thinks, ”drowunum besew ager hidunna mutu teblew asar fddachewn ayyu – ahun demo mn ida wusT bihon new kezih yederesew.”

      Her curious eyes slowly turn to pity.

      “mts! ewnet mariyam endew yhE and hSan lj bemn edaw endih yemihonew?”

      “mts! weladitn yematasemin gud yelem!!”

      Carlito is now down to negotiating the green military issue shirt. He has offered it for 15 birr, and buyers are not offering higher than 8. But he does not fail to notice this woman sitting on her haunches and staring at him. Every so often, he would see her lips purse, with her eyes intent on his face.

      “ishi … aseerr aannnddd beeerrrr!!! baakaa!! ”

      Did the woman just purse and unpurse her lips at him?

      “ay medhanialem, indew mn abate largew? mts!”

      Yes, she did!! “ayayayay!! una mujer que me besa!!”

      Kissing Carlito is the last thing on Amsalu’s mind.

      “ahun innatu mn ylu yhEn biyayu? mts!” her eyes misting over.

      Carlito is flattered by the depth of her look and the romance of the kisses ever so gently and meaningfully sped his way. He smiles, purses his lips and sends a silent “mPua” her way. He immediately gets swamped by bargainers wanting to bid his trousers down from the 15 birr he has offered.

      “ere mnnew bayangelatut itE! Isti atasCenqut! Mts!” calls Amsalu to the crowd. She can see his bare legs sticking out of the military boots.

      Carlito hears the kiss again. “que bueno!!”

      He sells his trousers for 9 birr. He has brought his running shoes, so he only has to dispose of the boots now. He steps over to Amsalu’s spread, and says “selam!!” with a shy grin.

      “wy bemotkut, demo yegzer selamta yawqal. selam lantem indihu, indEt yetebareke new! Mts!”

      He squats beside her in the T-shirt and running shorts he is left with, and changes his boots for a pair of thin running canvas shoes he now holds wrapped in his hands. He loops his finger to indicate he is returning, takes off for fifteen minutes and is back with no boots and a slight more bulge in his cash pocket.

      “un Panasonic para mi madre?” he asks. Points to someone walking with a portable cassette player, repeatedly pointing to himself and the player.

      “ere geN! Demo yci mn alat… na isti teketeleN!” she leads him to the electronic goods corner.

      He manages to communicate to her that he is buying this tape player for his mother back in Cuba. Impressed she gets misty eyed again, and graces him with a number of “mts” s along the way. Now taking it upon herself to be the unofficial buying assistant, she haggles mercilessly for each unit he points to.

      The Panasonic they finally buy is exactly what he has been dreaming of, just within his three month savings for this, small, portable and with a good sound. His Spanish is now reduced to invocations of his mother – “ah para mi madre…que bueno!!”

      She sees his happiness, and overcome by the thought of this kid stripping himself almost bare to buy something for his mother, she “mts”s repeatedly.

      Carlito decides it is now incumbent upon him to respond to the affections expressed, and grasping her hand, purses his lips and makes kissy sounds.

      Amsalu turns to the tape vendor and asks… “ante sewye, ye SehayE yohans ‘yaz yaz’ yelehm?”
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        * * *

      

      When Carlito makes his way finally back, his punishment for going AWOL is confiscation of his new Panasonic.

      M’T

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Pantoum - a style of poetry of Malayan origin, where two groups - typically rowing men - would sing out rhyming interlocking couplets. Originally meant to be potentially endless, the rules now are that the last quatrain must end with the first and third lines of the beginning quatrain.

      We won’t give you a headache - just study the style of the amharic piece here, and then check out this English piece. or even this.

      For more, talk to Mr. Google about Pantoums, he’d know. beqa, yhEw new.

      Prodigal M’Ts
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      By Shanqo

      I really did not want to go in. Not if my life had depended on it. But she insisted. She had a habit of doing that. Insisting. And she always won. Always. I always conceded, and it’s cost me a lot. It was about to cost me more.

      “And grande iced latté with a dopio and whipped cream and a slice of marble cake, please.” She chanted mechanically at rapid fire at the abesha girl taking the orders at the Starbucks. This was the last place I wanted to be, so I just kept my head low and kept quiet. Ordering at Starbucks has always felt like an exercise in making up for all those menial jobs by commandingly spewing forth foreign-sounding words at a random person who just might know more about coffee than Pablo Escobar did about coca leaves.

      “Antes? Min tifeligaleh?” She turned and looked at me.

      “Hm? No, I’m fine, Beza. Nothing for me.” I kept my head down and mumbled.

      “He’ll have a grande caramel frapuccino, and can you wrap a napkin around his cup? Ijochu they get numb really quickly. Tenkiw.” She smiled at the girl behind the register, while walking out of the way for the people in line behind us. Her footsteps echoed annoyingly as her heels clacked away at the hardwood floor.

      Oh, and she paid.

      She stepped up, took our drinks and headed to the seats by the window. As I turned to follow her, I heard the dreaded “m’Ts” coming from behind the register. Yup, she had recognized me. And she let me know it. I ignored it and walked on towards where Beza was already sitting by the window, furtively draining her cup of iced latte.

      “Eshi …?” she began, an obvious attempt at making small talk. She failed miserably. I quietly started drinking my cup of iced frappuccino that was delicately wrapped with layers of napkin. Any minute now, I expected every single thing to go awry. Evolution is supposed to naturally gear itself towards more and more entropy right? Yeah, well, just watch …

      “It’s only been two years, you know. It’s not like we are married, anyway. This should be easy to get over,” she said coldly. It was her idea that we break up. I continued sipping the hell out of my drink till the veins in my neck complained of frostbite.

      “Aymeslihim?”

      “Hm? Yeah, yeah, you’re quite right. Can we go now?” My irritation at being here could not have been more obvious. She giggled calculatingly, her eyes roaming the place and landing on the girl that had taken our order. “No, let’s stay a while. It’s nice in here,” she said, her eyes planted on the girl.

      “Yet new shint-betu izih?” I looked around for a sign that would hopefully direct me to a place of refuge that reeked of antiseptic, disinfectant, and caffeinated urine. I stood up and left Beza hunched over her drink. A “m’Ts” from her as she watched me dash for the restroom, then I heard the screechy slurp. She had finished her drink … loudly.
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        * * *

      

      Breathe, Yohannes. Breathe! I kept telling myself, leaning over the sink in the restrooms. Why in the hell are they obsessively in control? Leave me the bloody hell alone, you freaks! I quickly straightened up, splashed some water on my face, dried up, and stormed out of the smelly cubicle of white tiles.

      “M’Ts. Lemehonu tsegurihin mechE new reggae yaregkew?” She was right there. Outside. Waiting for my stupid ass to walk right into her. So much for my melodramatic self-confidence. In the face of confrontation, I was so nervous the backs of my hands began perspiring madly.

      “Eh? What do you mean?” I mumbled, trying to look her in the face, as she wiped her hands on the green apron. She slowly quickly untied it behind her back, took it off, and hung it next the other aprons in a little niche in the wall.

      “Your hair, Yohannes. Meche new reggae yaregkew?” She reached out and shuffled the nappy mess that I had recently salvaged into an even messier conglomerate of dreadlocks.

      “Ay semonun new.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, cracking my thumbs agitatedly.

      “M’Ts. Demo sew’m selam atil. Yalawekuh mesloh new? Beqa ewnet new mallet new. Inezih rasta minamintewochin geTmehala … m’Ts.” She scoffed. It was my first visit to Virginia in three years. It’d been even longer since I had seen any family members in the area.

      What do I say to that? I just stood and chewed on my tongue until I lost all sensation. She kept staring at me.

      “Yiqirta, Liliye, I gotta go.” I ran past her and towards Beza. She was already waiting outside by the door, impatiently playing with her key ring. My unfinished drink was no longer on the table. She must’ve trashed it. Damn it!
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        * * *

      

      “So, what did she say to you?” Beza was relentless.

      “What did who say?”

      “Your sister.”

      “My sister?” I tried to remain calm and unaffected by her query.

      “Yeah, I know she must’ve talked to you. You couldn’t have been in the bathroom for that long. What did she say?”

      “Ay, minim. Just said hi.”

      “Just hi, huh?”

      “Yeah. Just hi.”

      We were waiting for the metro at Pentagon City, right below the Starbucks. If the metro sped in defeaningly right this minute so I can comfortably block out Beza’s inquisitive banter, it would be proof enough for me that God does exist.

      Silence.

      Nope, no metro.

      “So she said nothing about your hair? I know she did. She must have. InEn indezih kabegeneN I’m sure she’d have something to say about it too. Aydelem indE?”

      “Didn’t we break up this morning?” I had to shut her up.

      “M’Ts.” And she was quiet. Seconds later, the metro train rumbled in.
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        * * *

      

      2am at Adams Morgan: a cacophony of noises and the funk of alcohol, cigarettes, sweat, and weed. People walked around aimlessly, aiming to have fun. Joining this mass aimlessness was not hard work. I carelessly walked South, down 18th Street, by myself. I still had to encounter one familiar face. Besides, the ones I had thought were familiar had walked on by, so I was not counting on anything.

      “Selaaaam to you, my Ethiopian brotha!” exclaimed a man behind me, as I walked past Florida Avenue. I stopped and turned around. “Yeah, mannnnnn. I’m talkin’ to you!” He was assertive, yet humorous. Middle-aged African-American with a graying beard and a balding head with a short, unkempt, nappy afro. In his tattered clothes, he quickly walked towards me. “Care to spare some change?”

      “M’Ts. Ayiiii, jemerew degmo … ahun sira bifelig minalebet?” muttered a lady walking by, snuggle up under the arms of the man she was with.

      “What for?” I asked, looking him dead in the eye.

      “Food, ya know. Help a brotha out. I’m hungry and sick. I could use a good meal, you know.”

      A moment of silence as my hand fished around in my pocket and started playing around with the loose change that jingled within. Oddly, I decided not to take out my hand just yet.

      “You always out here, man?”

      He had seen my hand fishing around in my pocket and now looked at it anxiously.

      “Huh? Yeah, yeah. Been homeless for twenty-two years, man. HIV for nine.”

      “Well, you have me beat by seven,” I muttered, not consciously. My hand stopped playing around with dimes and quarters. I wasn’t sure if he had heard me or not.

      He stared back at me in scrutiny, heaving a sigh then gulping audibly.

      “M’Ts,” he said, with a wry smile, sardonically imitating the lady that had just walked by.

      Life as Dogma
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      By: GT

      December 1960

      Tamrat was leaning somewhat comfortably on the hood of his Volkswagon Bug, a half-smoked Rothman hanging from the corner of his mouth. His newspaper ruffled a bit as the usual cool breeze that marked the onset of the mild December Addis Ababa evening weather enveloped him. His hair had been freshly cut that morning, so short that the wind made his scalp tingle. Within a few minutes, clouds would sweep over the burgeoning city dulling the hellacious afternoon sun that was now bearing down on him. There was something both deceptive and predictable about the weather in the city.

      The newspaper was lionizing the monarchy’s accomplishments over the past day—which usually weren’t enough for his taste. He flipped through it more absorbing than reading, for its inexorableness tended to distract him. The smudged newsprint on his fingers was the only reminder that the newspaper was for real.

      He felt something and looked up from the paper. The office building outside which he was waiting was one of the new white stucco ones about four stories high, surrounded by the braying sounds of wayward sheep and the murmuring of thousands of low-level hustlers which gave this young city its calling. The city’s name literally meant new flower, but at that moment, as a healthy herd made its way past his car, it smelled more like cow shit. Next to him some kids were kicking around a ball of aluminum in a makeshift street soccer game, while others ran guiding metal wheels with thin rods on the packed dirt roads through the early post-work traffic. Through his dark sunglasses he saw Tadesse, the building’s guard, staring at him intently.

      “Gash Tamrat, how are you doing,” Tadesse said to him with a salute. His arm streaked out from his tattered khaki uniform he wore, rose firmly and proudly towards his forehead. With razor blade precision, his leading edge of his hand touched a spot dead center on the right half of his temple. The pageantry was misplaced. Feudalism made the top graduate from his excellency’s university’s twenty-four year life supposedly worth more than the sixty years of diligent work which Tadesse had done to prove food for his family. Somehow, this was supposed to be all right.

      Tamrat unfolded his suit jacket which had been laid over his arm and put it on due to the sudden chill. He stubbed out his cigarette and folded away his newspaper. He stuck out his arms, and then tugged at the lapels. It was the first suit he had bought during college, yet it felt more comfortable than the subsequent four he had bought since he began working. A snapshot of him in that suit rested in a small chest in the mud and thatched hut his mother still lived in.

      “Fine,Ato Tadesse. How are you and your family,” he said with a warm smile.

      “The times are getting harder, Tamrat,” he said with his head down.

      “Well, Tadesse, that’s not what the newspaper I was reading just said,” he said chuckling softly.

      “What do they know anyways? I’m just an old man and have never known happiness for too long.”

      “God is with you, Tadesse. You’re never far from the happiness found in God,” he said lighting another cigarette.

      “No, it is you whom God has touched,” Tadesse said slightly bowing.

      The loud crack of a sheepherder’s whip distracted Tamrat. He turned slightly to his right. He recognized the stern commands which the sheep herder gave the sheep. He’d said them every day of his childhood. He should have said them every day of his life. The life he currently led was not really meant to be his own. Luck was the fine line between what should have been and what was.

      He smoothed out the edges of his moustache with his index finger. He almost didn’t recognize himself anymore. He figured that this self-awareness was a curse which came with the opportunities he’d had. The symptoms would go away with time. He pulled out the pocket-sized version of Sanctuary he had started reading the previous evening.

      “She’s late today, huh,” he finally said to Tadesse. Tadesse had continued to stare at Tamrat all along.

      “Tamrat, there is something I’ve been meaning to tell you about her,” he said coming close to him. He put his hand on Tamrat’s shoulder and whispered, “She has not been behaving properly the last few days.”

      “Believe me, Tadesse, she never does,” Tamrat said laughing. It was a cocky laugh.

      “Let me tell you, though. A new manager has come to work in the office. He is known to do bad things with young women. Seduce them and such. Sometimes against their will, sometimes beyond it.”

      “Sounds like every other habesha man with a decent job in Addis, Tadesse,” he said taking a long drag off of his cigarette. Personal knowledge and the comings and goings of his two roommates’ girlfriends further reified that point. He exhaled slowly.

      “Well, I would not concern you with this if I hadn’t seen Rahel going off with him at lunch and after work when you’re not around, quite often in fact. I know that you are thinking of sending amalajoch and then getting married and I have come to like you so I had to let you know,” Tadesse said quickly. He then started to walk slowly backwards towards the seat he usually occupied by the front door of the office building.

      I’m sure the bastard wants some money for this bullshit, he thought. Gossip provides cold comfort for underachievers. The only things Tamrat believed in were God, himself and fact. He was what he was. That she loved him was a tangible fact. The God part was an educated guess.

      A strong wind whipped up a cloud of dust, which blew through him like he wasn’t there. He took off his sunglasses to clean them off. When he looked up, she was floated down the steps from the office building towards the car. She was radiant, with her chocolate brown skin somehow glowing despite the late afternoon clouds. She looked deeply at him with her large, widely-set almond eyes. Her full lips were slightly open, ready to be kissed.

      She walked over to him running her fingers through her shoulder-length dark brown hair and rubbing her neck. She gave him three alternating kisses on the cheek as she always did. Her white silk blouse smelled faintly of the perfume he had recently bought her. It took him three whiskeys and an hour of bothering his pilot friend Ermias before he agreed to bring him back the Chanel from London. Ermias almost missed his own flight.

      “How are you,” she said softly, her arm wrapped around his shoulder. She felt warm against him and he welcomed the closeness of her body. It was a welcome respite from the distant interactions which colored his days working at the Ministry. Yet, he always wondered about the specter of disingenuousness which loomed over every relationship he had ever had with women. He often wondered whether the warmth he felt was genuine and whether that even mattered.

      “It was a busy day today, but I’m fine. Have you been well?” he asked putting out his cigarette.

      “Yes. I was busy as well. I’m famished,” she said leaning her head on his shoulder.

      “If that’s the case, lets go eat some kitfo,” he said with a big smile.

      They climbed into the Bug and started off on the rocky road going towards a kitfo beit they both loved. A few minutes later, they parked the car and walked into the mud house without a descriptive sign in front of it. The sat down on a couple of surprisingly comfortable wooden stools in front of a jebena.

      “Tamrat,” Alemnesh, the proprietor said warmly, “Where have you disappeared to? It’s been too long since you and Rahel last came.” She was gloriously overweight and devilishly gracious. Her eyes always blazed when customers dripping with affluence or clearly connected to the Addis literati patronized her restaurant. She herself was inherently beguiling and dazzling, which made up for her lack of beauty. When he came to her restaurant once in college with some of his friends, after four whiskeys he thought he had fallen in love with her for a brief moment. Then he realized it had been the food.

      He let himself briefly be overwhelmed by the smell of the rich siga wet piled in front of the two men seated beside him. His mouth watered slightly. He loosened his tie and unbuttoned his top shirt button.

      “Too long,” he replied winking at her.

      “What should I bring you first, the usual whiskey?” she asked warmly.

      “Okay,” he said. “What would you like?” he asked Rahel.

      She crossed her legs. She leaned slightly forward, looked at the bar and then said softly, “A cold Coca Cola.”

      Within an instant, a half-full glass of whiskey appeared before him, with three cubes of ice fiercely fighting their inclement melt. He took a long, neat sip.

      “So,” Rahel said turning towards him with a sly smile. “Have you begun making the arrangements yet?”

      He shook his head, “I’ve been busy, and I’ve been bogged down helping Turunesh with her problem.” Turunesh was his cook/guard. Her son had been arrested for smuggling heroin from Kenya a couple of weeks ago, and he’d been trying to get in touch with his lawyer friend Ezra to try and help him out.

      “It seems that something always comes up when it comes to our future. First, the so-called mysterious disappearance of your friend Beniyam and now this,” she said taking a deliberate sip from her soda seemingly to punctuate the thought.

      “Listen, he’s not dead. I’m sure of it. Look, I have so much responsibility these days, Rahel. I’m supposed to brief the Imperial Chancellor Wednesday morning about the Ministry’s work.” he said taking another long sip from his whiskey. She looked at him blankly but lovingly. She didn’t care much about the Ministry; most people didn’t understand its significance.

      The kitfo majestically appeared on a Taba, and they both ate quietly for a while. The first bite made his mouth shudder. The raw meat was perfectly spiced and the slight sting of a bit of mitmita brought him elation.

      “You know,” she started," you could have been a manager by now with your intelligence if you would just not insist on being rebellious when it comes to the imperial bureaucrats."

      Aided by the whisky, he laughed cynically, “Let them rot in a gutter for all I care.” He finished his whiskey and within seconds it was replenished. He didn’t say anything further to her. He did not like to waste anything, words included. He just looked at her, thinking that there was an indefinable emptiness in her that he wanted to fill.

      And he felt full. He leaned back in the stool he was sitting on. He spun the icy whiskey around in its glass and sipped it. He looked at her beautiful face in the dimly lit restaurant. She was intoxicating, but not to the point of delirium. He wondered if he’d ever tire of her face after they’d been married for a while. He studied her narrow and small nose, high cheeks and small mouth with full lips; she was beautiful. But, in much the same way all the women in Addis were. And he knew these women too well from his recent college days. He let them love him and then flitter off into the sea of superficiality. He never knew whether he’d ever been in love, because he could never let himself take them seriously. Even if he did let himself try, he wasn’t sure that he could nevertheless. She had meant more to him then all those women who had come before. At least, her role in his life was more certain. And it was time he got married. He would never let himself tire of that face.

      “I’ve already picked out the shumageley for the amelach. He’s an old friend of my father’s who claims to have killed 20 Italians single-handily in the numerous battles during the war. He’s quite a character. I’m sure he’ll definitely entertain your family when he goes on my behalf to ask about our marriage.” He said smiling warmly at her.

      “Liar, you have been preparing the amelach. It sounds as if you could not have picked a nobler shumageley,” she said staring back at him. Her face softened and she gave him a mischievous smile. She turned sharply at the sound of an asmari’s masenko playing behind her. The asmari began to sing about an overweight man sitting by the door.

      “So,” he started," how is your new boss. I hear he’s one of the shrewdest business men to come out of the commercial college in years."

      “Yes,” she said turning back to look at the asmari, “He’s really whipping the office into shape.”

      “Isn’t he Samuel Ashenafi? I heard he was arrested as a youth for attacking a young girl in Nazareth,” he said finishing his whiskey and ordering another.

      “Well, people love to spread rumors here. Is the one about your wife in Arsi true? I doubt what they say about Samuel is true. He seems like a generous man and tough businessman.”

      “Do you work directly with him?”

      “Oh enough about work, Tamrat. It was a long enough day there anyways, I’m tired of even thinking about it,” she said staring at her high-heeled shoes resting on the hard mud floor. He was staring at her legs, feeling increasingly warm.

      She placed her hand on his and said, her voice deepening, “Lets go.”

      That Wednesday, after the meeting with some official’s from the Chancellor’s office, he drove by her office on the way back to his home near the Defense Ministry for lunch. He spent several minutes in the car at first; the fact that he was there unnerved him.

      “You’re early today,” Tadesse said saluting Tamrat as he approached.

      “I came only to see you,” he said pulling some bills from his pocket. He handed them to Tadesse and said," I’m not going to pick her up Friday. If she leaves with Samuel after work, give me a call at my office. This is the number."

      “Sure. But be warned. Samuel has been known to carry a gun and has shot people who’ve interfered with him and his women. I like you too much to see you die over a senseless confrontation.”

      Tamrat nodded at him and climbed into his Bug and drove off to his house. It was a beautiful and uniquely multi-level house located behind the Ministry of Defense. He pulled the Bug to the gate and honked twice. Within moments, Turunesh opened the gate and he abruptly sent to Bug with its sticky clutch into the driveway and parked.

      “You’re late today. That means you’ll end up ruining my schedule. You boys don’t care about anything do you. A little education and a high-paying job and then nothing else matters,” Turunesh started. She was wrong, schedule meant a great deal at the Ministry.

      He gave her a wide grin and walked into the house. In the living room sat a person who was all too familiar to him. It was his roommate Wolde’s uncle Colonel Yohannes. But the last he had heard of Colonel Yohannes was that he was in prison due to his participation in the recent coup attempt earlier that year.

      He bowed slightly as he shook his hand and said, “Colonel Yohannes, hello.”

      “Tamrat, how are you?”

      “Well, Colonel Yohannes. You’re out of prison already?” he asked as he gestured Colonel Yohannes to the dining room table. They sat down and, after a brief prayer, began to devour the siga wat.

      “Yes, they completely stole my assets and then turned me loose for some inexplicable reason. They’re insane I tell you. Well, you know me, I couldn’t stay far away from Addis or politics even though those were both conditions of my release. So I decided to move in with you and my nephew, especially because you’re only a stone’s throw from the Defense Ministry. And believe me, on a good day, I’m sure I could take out that Minister of Defense with a solid throw from your balcony.” He began feverishly devouring the food before him.

      “I doubt any of us would be worse off, Colonel Yohannes. But, I would prefer you led the revolution from somewhere besides my house,” he said smiling at the old colonel.

      “You intellectuals are cowards ready only to stand behind paper revolutions. The real revolutionaries are in the military, Tamrat.”

      Tamrat continued eating. He could not say what he thought out of respect. A few moments later, he got up and said, “If you’ll excuse me, I have a few minutes left before I have to get back to the office, so I’m going to take a brief nap.”

      The Colonel nodded. He walked upstairs to his room. The six books which had been strewn across his bed that morning had been carefully piled up on his desk with each page he was on preserved. He looked at his wall, and saw the holes in the wall where the stray bullets fired from the coup attempt earlier that year had made they’re way into his room. He had only started sleeping in his room again a month ago. He decided he’d have to fix the holes soon. He laid on his bed and tried to take a brief nap, but he couldn’t fall asleep.

      Friday, he spent most of the morning looking over personnel reports. There were countless reports generated at the Ministry. Around 10:30, he put out his third Rothman of the day and picked up his phone.

      “Hi, its me.”

      “Hi. How are you?”

      “I got a stack of reports to go over.”

      “Sounds like you’re being overworked like usual.”

      “Yes. In fact I’ve got a late meeting tonight. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to pick you up tonight.”

      “Oh no. How am I going to see Miriam? We were supposed to go together. They say the meningitis is getting worse.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. But, it’s an important meeting. Just take a taxi. I think I’ve spoilt you by driving you all around”

      “Yeah, I guess that is the only way. Are you going to be free later on? Or is this just some excuse to run around with your friends?”

      “I wish. I should be free. Just come by our house afterwards if you can.”

      “Ok, I’ll try.”

      “I love you.”

      “I’ll see you later.”

      He hung up the phone and turn towards the reports.

      About 4:00PM, with three quarters of the reports completed, the phone rang. Tamrat’s ashtray was overflowing.

      “This is Tamrat.”

      “There’s a man named Tadesse on the line,” his secretary said in her automaton voice.

      “Put him on. Tadesse, what is going on?”

      “They just left together heading towards Mexico Adebabai in Samuel’s green Opal.”

      “Okay,” he said hanging up the phone. He picked up his suit jacket and headed for the door. He entered his car and opened his glove compartment. The Colt .45 semiautomatic he’d gotten from an American missionary in exchange for some answers about a year ago was still there.

      He closed the glove compartment and started towards Mexico Adebabai. The hospital where her friend Miriam was laid up was about 2 kilometers from there. He floored it over the rocky roads. He cut his engine around the hospital and coasted by it. Samuel’s green Opal was parked in the lot. He let his car roll down the steep hill off which the hospital was located and looked around for cover. He saw a patch of eucalyptus trees a few hundred meters down the road. He restarted the car, backed up between two of the larger trees and cut the engine again . He slipped on his sunglasses and lit a cigarette. He took the gun out of the glove compartment and laid it on his lap.

      He looked to his right and saw a man sitting cross-legged right next to his car underneath one of the eucalyptus trees. He recognized him instantly, it was Elias his roommate Desalgn’s best friend.

      “Elias, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Meditating.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I found half of this book on Eastern Religions and it talked about the therapeutic effect of meditation. It is actually very relaxing.”

      “Why here?”

      “Where else if not here?” Elias got up and walked towards his car. He looked in and noticed the gun.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Elias asked nodding towards the gun.

      “I found out Rahel is seeing another man.”

      “Maybe its you who needs to meditate,” he said pulling a branch of qat out of his pants pocket. He started to chew on some leaves. His eyes were already dulled from the qat’s narcotic effect.

      “I just want to confront them. But I heard the guy is a bit dangerous when it comes to his conquests. So I have to protect myself,” he said flicking his cigarette out of the car window.

      “Well, I can’t let you do it alone. I’m coming with you.” he said walking to the passenger side door.

      “No, Elias. This is for me alone to handle.”

      “No, Tamrat. You need a level head, and perhaps I can help provide it,” he said opening the passenger side door and climbing in. They both waited silently in the warm Addis December air, the sound of Elias chewing and spitting out the quat leaves occasionally breaking the silence. An very short old man dressed in tattered priest’s clothes wandered up to the window of his car.

      “Help the church,” the man said. His breath carried the strong odor of some sort of alcohol.

      “Thank you,” he replied waving the man away.

      “For God, the Virgin Mother, please,” the man asked again, the heavy scent of his tej-drenched breath filled the car. Despite being drunk, the priest seemed almost regal.

      “Hey, even I would drink to them,” Elias said stuffing more qat into his mouth.

      “I said no,” Tamrat said staring fiercely at the man, “A drunk like you could never save me or anyone else.”

      “You are rotten,” the priest said staggering back to the roadway. Tamrat felt his hand twitching.

      About half an hour later, the green Opal drove quickly down the road heading east.

      He pulled his car out from the Eucalyptus grove and followed the car at a distance. They drove for quite a while until the Opal parked in front of a semi-decent hotel just outside the city limits. He waited until they were inside, and then parked the car beyond the window views afforded by the hotel. He jammed the Colt into his back waistband and turned to Elias.

      “Just follow my lead and don’t do anything.” They got out of the car and walked to the hotel entrance. He cursed under his breath as he stepped in a bunch of pellets of sheep shit. He approached the guard standing by the door of the hotel.

      He pulled out some heavier coins and laid it in his hand. “Have you seen a couple walking in a few minutes ago?”

      “Yes. They’re on the back veranda.”

      He nodded and walked into the bar which had two open windows which faced the veranda. Through one of them, he saw Rahel and Samuel sitting at one of the tables. He felt a burn. They were both drinking large whiskeys. She never drank, supposedly. He found a table near the window and sat down.

      “What would you two like?” a hunchbacked waitress asked them.

      "Two large whiskeys, " he said his gaze focused on the window. The drinks came instantly and Elias downed his in a gulp.

      “Hey Elias,” he said, “I thought Buddhists were supposed to do everything in moderation.”

      Elias flagged down the waitress and ordered another, "Oh really? That must have been in the other half of the book that I don’t have. "

      Elias finished the second whiskey just as fast.

      Tamrat proceeded to tell a series of raunchy jokes, with each subsequent joke getting more and more explicit. His voice rose.

      “Hey, more whiskey!” Elias screeched, laughing loudly.

      The next round came. The laughter died down. Elias let his whisky get more and more watery and warmer, before finally asking his friend, “So, what are you going to do with her?”

      Tamrat let himself be distracted by Rahel. She was looking towards the window. They had heard his and Elias’ voice, but didn’t seem to see him due to the strong reflection the surprisingly resilient early evening sun was creating on the window. There eyes darted everywhere and nowhere.

      Tamrat pulled out the gun under the table. He loaded the chamber. He flagged down the waitress, handed her a bill and said, “This should cover the drinks the couple sitting on the back veranda have ordered. Send them another round on me.”

      He watched the waitress walk out onto the veranda and hand them two more drinks and say something to them. As he finished his own whiskey, he saw Samuel smile and say something in response. He got up slowly. He walked towards the doorway leading onto the veranda. He smiled at the waitress as she walked by. She smiled, lingered and went back to the bar.

      “What does she mean there was a man there? There’s no one there,” Samuel said in a deep voice.

      First, he looked around to make sure no one was on the veranda or watching them. He walked out and leaned against the side of the doorway, the Colt loosely gripped in his dangling arm. He suddenly recognized Samuel’s round face and bushy moustache. He had actually met him before on a hunting trip a group of guys had taken seven months ago.

      On that trip, Tamrat had shot a Colobus monkey between the eyes at 200 yards.

      At that moment, Samuel was seated fifteen feet from him.

      Samuel dropped his jaw and started blubbering. He leapt up, knocked the table over as he dove out of the potential line of fire. Tamrat felt his hand shaking. Samuel scrambled towards the railing on the veranda and leapt over it and ran into the bushes, thick thorns tearing away at his clothes and flesh.

      Rahel looked up at him in fear. He did not feel broken and for that reason smiled at her. It was a crooked smile because he was still trying to sort it all out. How could he feel broken about something that was never there. He should have been enough. She should have been enough. But, they both weren’t, and that was the only thing that made sense. The gun was still there, gripped in his dangling, spasming hand, and he was standing near the fraying edges of a dream.

      She sat frozen for a few moments, then unexpectedly leapt up from her seat. She stumbled towards the railing in her high heels, one of which broke as she herself scrambled over the railing. She fell twice more, once trying to clear the rail and once more as she ran towards the bushes. She followed the trail Samuel had blazed through the thicket. According to her family, she didn’t turn up until a week later.

      He placed the gun in his back waistband. He walked back into the bar with his normal gait, where a bunch of wide eyes were watching him. He sat down with Elias. Within seconds, everyone went back to murmurs and laughter.

      Elias crossed his legs and played with his empty glass. They both stared at nothing in particular for about half a minute. Elias finally said, “Another whiskey?"

      They drank in silence for a while.

      Meserete Memories
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      Remember those days? …Remember when “inat hager Tri” was more than getting a phone card to call home?

      At about 6:00 p.m. every night, women who had spent their day cooking, cleaning and waiting in interminable lines for the community genda to open would gather up their pencils, exercise books and toddlers and head to the qebellE.

      “Ayiii,” a woman in her late sixties could be heard saying. “Ahun menged lie b’mot, tmhrt bEt sithEd motech libal new?”

      Men who had spent the day minding stores, bartering good and services, and mending and shining shoes would, at about 5 p.m., amble on back home to grab a quick meal before filing into a cramped, dimly-lit room at the qebellE to “Ha… hu… heee…. Ha…”

      And then there was you. You who spent the day at school trying to look up the skirt of a passing Menen School girl; you who spent the day forfaying English class to sneak into a Tej bEt for a morning of and hulet Kwa kwa-ing; you who were fussing over your bad hair day and excoriating the girl who wore domestic shoes; you who spent the afternoon chatting about how your lab result was skewed because your lab partner kept smelling sulfur dioxide and passing out; you… you whose mother just screamed “Ant keysi!” at… that same you, at about 6:00 p.m. was also heading towards the qebellE, magically transformed into a respectable educator thanks to MengE…

      And worlds collide…

      Tell us your favorite memory of that time when what was real and what was not so easily melted into each other.

      Name:

      E-mail:

      Your memories of Meserete Timhirt:

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Inappropriate MTs Moments.

      10. After earnestly telling your parents you have reached inner peace through your inner child, thanks to new age therapy. They follow their parental M’Ts with a “sra fet”.

      9. Your colleague showcasing her locks of weaves cascading ominously down her shoulders. Everybody comments on how natural it looks. You: “MT’s. LijEn”.

      8. On your last visit back home your old neighbor comes for a visit and spends an inordinate amount of time talking to you about a myriad of his chigirs and “indih honku, indiya honku’s.” You decide to help…by sharing your problems… “MT’s! InnEs btil! My building went condo. Gud honkuN.”

      7. Asking for sympathy sex with an “Emt’s? Sle Mariyam?”

      6. Sitting around consoling someone on their loss, and the people around are very capably misting their eyes, and MT’sing along every phrase uttered by the consoled. You pretty soon notice a rhythm and potential melody, if only YOU add in your syncopated version of M’Ts every time portly lady number two does hers.

      5. Your ferenj date is starting to learn to make the “M’Ts” sound in a crowded restaurant. You are very loud in your instruction - “Make sure you are all wet - and then clench AND suck!”

      4. In the middle of a soap opera, right when the evil twin marries her sister’s husband while their mother is in a coma, and the camera zooms in on the pained face of the good twin who is weeping in front of a mirror, clutching her pet parrot. “I will never love again. And if I can’t love again, I want to die, now!” You: “MT’s! Ayzosh, yenE innat. Ayyyyyzosh. Enam yalefnibet new.”

      3. Whenever President Bush mispronounces “nuclear”—“nuk-kilar”. “MT’s… AfE qurriT y’belilih.”

      2. In the middle of a stern lecture by a 70’s politico on how you have not fulfilled your abiyotawi gdEtta, you interrupt, “MT’s! Wuiii sit-tiii-d-brrrrr”.

      1. “Was it as good for you as it was for me?” Silence. “Well? Was it?” “MT’sss. Eshi yhun beqa.” __________________

      Backpage
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      ______________________

      Do the right thing
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      How much is our heritage worth to us? A SELEDA Call to Arms

      Ok… last Saturday night… how much did you spend trying to mashmonmon that pretty young thing you swear could be the mother of your 9 children?

      SITUATION

      MULLA YOU FORKED OVER

      Movies (she likes movies, you’ve wanted to corner her in a dark room now for a while)

      $8.00 apiece… $105.95 apiece if you live in New York. We’ll average it out… 2@ $15.00

      $30.00 (unless you live in Wichita, Kansas and your local cineplex movie is still playing Rambo II. Abo! Yenesu neger! )

      Popcorn… indEta… how can you pass on the opportunity to touch her hands at a “chance” encounter in the popcorn bucket. Myhon neger!

      $9.50 for a tub-o’-butter-popcorn… only the best for this l’il cuteness-in-a-mini.

      Drinks… she might need something to sip on after you drgm argeh (wendata!) kiss her during the prova.

      $7.00 for her Diet Coke (she is a shenqaTa after all), and $7.00 for your Coke. $14.00

      Sweets for the sweet? Damn straight! A king-size (you are YOU, after all) Kit-Kat for the lady. Besides, if any chocolate melts on her fingers you could volunteer to lick it off. A gentleman always does.

      $5.00

      The movie had whetted her appetite. “Wui! IndEt rabeN,” she coos. Tadiyamma… if it was hager bEt you would have innita mannewsimu go round up ye Harer senga and call her name as you slice its throat yourself. As it is, you are in DC. Godin Tbs and kitfo for the lady.

      $205.55. (She turned out not to be as delicate an eater as you thought, and… well, you had to leave a huge tip to impress her.)

      You suggest post dinner cocktails… just like James Bond…You remember watching ForYour Eyes Only at Ambassador and how the chicks liked post dinner cocktails. (Remember? Right after the matinee at Ambassador how you went to Masrejaw Yet Ale Tej BEt and ordered yourself a birilE… “I’ll have your best Tej, Weizero Hamelmal,” you said suavely. “Stirred, Weizero Hamelmal, not shaken.” (Weizero Hamelmal: “Ant B’Tasham. Tew alalku!”)

      A whopping $345.00. Mamitu turns out to be a wine connoisseur. She knows a great place… The Willard Room. Orders a 97 Château d’Yquem. She partakes… a lot. You sip on Ambo, starry eyed.

      Dessert… ahh. The way to a woman’s heart is through chocolate. You suggest finding an intimate place to nibble on something sweet… and to get dessert.

      She’ll all for it and whisks you to… Inn at Little Washington for sorbet. $45.00 for gas, $150.20 for desserts.

      She like you. She really likes you.

      $424.00. There is room at the Inn.

      Sure you got to see her nqisat, but really, that was a lot of money. And God knows we ain’t the kind of people to deny anyone who is not a SELEDA Intern the pursuit of happiness.

      HOWEVER, here is a cause that you might find more rewarding.

      As Ethiopians in the Diaspora, time away from home is starting to madebzzez our focus on the importance of preserving the past more than what we see in the immediate. Yes, teaching the kids about Ethiopia is fine and dandy (more fine than dandy), but pretty soon, the books and artifacts and manuscripts that are a record of Ethiopian ancestry will vanish unless we take a stand.

      The Institute of Ethiopian Studies houses extensive periodicals, manuscripts, journals, microfilms, and photographs, and is the premier institute where scholars and researchers go to study the Ethiopian past. It also helps to “spread knowledge on Ethiopia through its conferences, lectures, and publications and, very significantly, through its Museum and Library.”

      It is, simply, one of the places where our heritage is chronicled.

      Unfortunately, the IES’ facilities on the main campus of the AAU is in serious disrepair and experts are predicting grave consequences if this issue is not addressed, and addressed quickly.

      Far from home, fellow SELEDAwech, what is connecting us to Ethiopia? Most importantly, how can we become relevant again? Is it enough just to wax poetic about "weine hagerE", or is it possible to walk the walk?

      Well, we at SELEDA are calling for an arts revolution… yep, the kind of revolution that don’t require you to get up at the crack of dawn and march down Abiyot Adebabai in silly Korean shoes. We call to arms “The Washint Generation” to stand and be counted so that when our children grow up and ask, “what have YOU done for Ethiopia?” we won’t look like idiots.

      And, lookie here, someone has done all the legwork for us. Meet, ladies and gentlemen, the Society of Friends of the Institute for Ethiopian Studies, "SOFIES. SOFIES has launched a major undertaking to build a new IES facility with all the bells and whistles. (Note to selves: ask SOFIES about upper management’s request that there be fainting sofas in the ladies room.) So, what is our excuse not to get involved? Nada!

      SOFIES’ web page, a brilliant and transparent page we might add, lays it all out… “The Society of Friends of the IES is therefore undertaking an ambitious and critical mission to construct a purpose-built, computerized Library, with lecture hall, exhibition space, and laboratory for the conservation of rare books, photographs, magic scrolls, and manuscripts.” It’s got designs, it’s got budget, it’s got everything you need to know about this endeavour.

      Beqa… aleqe negeru. No whining, no “but I really want to do something but…. Ye innate meqennet…” This is our history and this is our responsibility.

      So… we at SELEDA have a proposal and a challenge… There are many levels of sponsorships, as is mapped out on the “Donor Recognition” page, and individual donations are welcomed, of course. However, why not, we said to ourselves at a particularly inspired moment… and yes, we have those once is a while… why not ask the Diaspora to donate the amount necessary to have a Seminar Hall named after it? “This Seminar Hall is proudly sponsored by those of us away from home, but who will forever feel that home is never away from us.” Huh? Huh? Alecha… kulalit.

      SO… we ask our readers to make this happen… if all of us in the Diaspora sent in one dollar each, the IES will be able to build several edifies (and, as a reward for its fabulousness, a swanky villa in Gerji for itself with one of them waterfalls where a boy-mermaid is peeing in a pool.) But, we won’t even aim that high for now… Let’s start with a $150,000 Seminar Hall. (First lecture series: “Why is Castelli’s so darn expensive?”) Think about it… think of all of us just here in the United States, our friends, our families… Let’s just say there are 2000 Seledawiyan. That’s 75.00 each… bara bing, bara boom!

      The icing on the cake is that all donations are tax deductible for those of us living in these great United States. Aha! Gotta love the loopholes, baby. AND, you can send money to the branch in, where else, DC. Those of you who live in the United Kingdom, a) beTam inaznalen, b) There is a SOFIES office in your neck of the woods, too. If you live in GERMANY… m’Ts… ayiiii. Lenegeru, you do too have representation. Indiyaw sew hulu ekul hone. Point being, from Japan to Alaska to Saudi Arabia to New Zealand to Australia to Kenya to Ghana to South Africa… from all the many, many cities we have spread across, This could be our voice.

      What is our excuse not to get involved now?

      Oh, please.

      We ask that on your check/money order that you write that your donation is made be Diasporaw Sm. Depending on the response, we can upgrade to a Large Lecture Room: $400,000. Ya hoo!

      We can’t continue to not matter. At one point, all of us strewn across the globe can point to this and say, THAT is my legacy.

      There is no excuse.

      Check out SOFIES by going to http://www.ethiopiaheritage.org. We will update you periodically on the status. Make us proud, you Sellllid yalachiu SELEDAwiyan.

      Seleda negarit
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      The Institute of Ethiopian Studies houses extensive periodicals, manuscripts, journals, microfilms, and photographs, and is the premier institute where scholars and researchers go to study the Ethiopian past. It also helps to “spread knowledge on Ethiopia through its conferences, lectures, and publications and, very significantly, through its Museum and Library.”

      It is, simply, one of the places where our heritage is chronicled.

      Unfortunately, the IES’ facilities on the main campus of the AAU is in serious disrepair and experts are predicting grave consequences if this issue is not addressed, and addressed quickly.

      Far from home, fellow SELEDAwech, what is connecting us to Ethiopia? Most importantly, how can we become relevant again? Is it enough just to wax poetic about "weine hagerE", or is it possible to walk the walk?

      Well, we at SELEDA are calling for an arts revolution… yep, the kind of revolution that don’t require you to get up at the crack of dawn and march down Abiyot Adebabai in silly Korean shoes. We call to arms “The Washint Generation” to stand and be counted so that when our children grow up and ask, “what have YOU done for Ethiopia?” we won’t look like idiots.

      And, lookie here, someone has done all the legwork for us. Meet, ladies and gentlemen, the Society of Friends of the Institute for Ethiopian Studies, "SOFIES. SOFIES has launched a major undertaking to build a new IES facility with all the bells and whistles. (Note to selves: ask SOFIES about upper management’s request that there be fainting sofas in the ladies room.) So, what is our excuse not to get involved? Nada!

      SOFIES’ web page, a brilliant and transparent page we might add, lays it all out… “The Society of Friends of the IES is therefore undertaking an ambitious and critical mission to construct a purpose-built, computerized Library, with lecture hall, exhibition space, and laboratory for the conservation of rare books, photographs, magic scrolls, and manuscripts.” It’s got designs, it’s got budget, it’s got everything you need to know about this endeavour.

      Beqa… aleqe negeru. No whining, no “but I really want to do something but…. Ye innate meqennet…” This is our history and this is our responsibility.

      So… we at SELEDA have a proposal and a challenge… There are many levels of sponsorships, as is mapped out on the “Donor Recognition” page, and individual donations are welcomed, of course. However, why not, we said to ourselves at a particularly inspired moment… and yes, we have those once is a while… why not ask the Diaspora to donate the amount necessary to have a Seminar Hall named after it? “This Seminar Hall is proudly sponsored by those of us away from home, but who will forever feel that home is never away from us.” Huh? Huh? Alecha… kulalit.

      SO… we ask our readers to make this happen… if all of us in the Diaspora sent in one dollar each, the IES will be able to build several edifies (and, as a reward for its fabulousness, a swanky villa in Gerji for itself with one of them waterfalls where a boy-mermaid is peeing in a pool.) But, we won’t even aim that high for now… Let’s start with a $150,000 Seminar Hall. (First lecture series: “Why is Castelli’s so darn expensive?”) Think about it… think of all of us just here in the United States, our friends, our families… Let’s just say there are 2000 Seledawiyan. That’s 75.00 each… bara bing, bara boom!

      The icing on the cake is that all donations are tax deductible for those of us living in these great United States. Aha! Gotta love the loopholes, baby. AND, you can send money to the branch in, where else, DC. Those of you who live in the United Kingdom, a) beTam inaznalen, b) There is a SOFIES office in your neck of the woods, too. If you live in GERMANY… m’Ts… ayiiii. Lenegeru, you do too have representation. Indiyaw sew hulu ekul hone. Point being, from Japan to Alaska to Saudi Arabia to New Zealand to Australia to Kenya to Ghana to South Africa… from all the many, many cities we have spread across, This could be our voice.

      What is our excuse not to get involved now?

      Oh, please.

      We ask that on your check/money order that you write that your donation is made be Diasporaw Sm. Depending on the response, we can upgrade to a Large Lecture Room: $400,000. Ya hoo!

      We can’t continue to not matter. At one point, all of us strewn across the globe can point to this and say, THAT is my legacy.

      There is no excuse.

      Check out SOFIES by going to http://www.ethiopiaheritage.org. We will update you periodically on the status. Make us proud, you Sellllid yalachiu SELEDAwiyan.

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      The Modernity Issue : July/August 2002

      If you hear some people say it (as they arrive two and a half hours late to a public event), Ethiopia’s problem is lack of modernity. Some people will declare (as they pop yesterday’s qateNa into the microwave to get it re-crisped) that Ethiopia’s problem IS modernity. Some people will insist (as they send off their son to a high school an hour’s hoary jog away) that Ethiopia’s problem are the modernizers themselves. And some will swear (as they push aside a staggering stack of the people’s business on their bureaucrat’s desk to make way for a cup of macchiatto), that the Ethiopian people are irredeemably unmodernizable. For this double issue, we first of all want to extract out of you those compelling stories of modernity gedls, such as; “The gedl of The First Person to Wear European Shoes in My Town”, or “The gedl of The Encounter with an ATM Machine”, or “The gedl of When My Breasts Became Sexual Things”, or “The gedl of Explaining the Idea of a Flower Garden to My Country Relations Coming to Visit Us in Addis”. And secondly, we invite you to pontificate on this topic. Is modernity being western? What do you lose on the road to being modern? Does Abebech’s kitchen modernity extend to the bedroom (you wonder)? Were we all taught to be “modern”, or simply to reject what is ours and to covet the white man’s ways? And finally, the mother of all questions, “The Gap” opens a franchise on the third floor of a new fifty-story building in Addis… Is that modernity? Discuss, think, intellectualize, dissect and synthesize. Do whatever you have to do to get us something topical, enjoyable and stimulating by June 20.
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      The Modernity issue

      July/August, 2002

      Note from the editors

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Yes, we are late coming out, but this time we have a halfway palatable excuse.

      As you know, things at SELEDA have been turbulent these past few… well, things have always been turbulent at SELEDA, but these past few months… beqa, even the extreme alen-alen bai masochist amongst us have been teetering on the verge of some goofball “gimme liberty, my own office or ye mesheNa wereqet” gimmick that has served as a thorn in the hinies of certain SELEDA shumamint.

      Tadiya indEt y’honal? Ayhonim!

      Inconsolably annoyed at having to take time away from the ye Tof’e conversation they were having with their newly found inner children in order to mollify the wez-slash-lab — aderoch-slash-CHiqun hzb negeroch, upper management pronounced last week (deadline week) the “Week of Truth and Reconciliation.” It was, the memo said, “where grievances will be aired and listened to” with “fairness and sensitivity.” Yeahhhh, right. Like we’re gonna fall for that dbibiqosh again! “Imbiyo, never again,” we, whose hearts have been singed by upper management’s malfeasance, said. “We won’t be duped again.” (Reports that certain staffers in accounting wept like a BolE child whose zilzil Tbs was served lukewarm are not that highly exaggerated.)

      Curiously emboldened by… we don’t know what, we braced for the umpteenth SELEDA intifada, and this time, we said, ere qoi… this time…. Pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-! Victory to the semi-washed masses.

      Upper management shot off a new memo - “Week of Truth and Reconciliation” will culminate in a retreat for all staffers.Gulp!- Us? In a retreat? WITH them? Ya-hoo… Ehem.

      No, we shot back. We were boycotting the “so-called” retreat. “Lemanim leminim!” Ha! Let’s see them call us tosstuwassa now!

      Enter an extremely bored upper management messenger casssssssually into our Ground Zero, our commando central…headquarters of Operation Nega Belew. He nonchalantly announced that “The retreat will be at the Pocono Mountains.” -Gulp times two!- P…P…P… Poconos??

      And thus the first sign of fracture among the disenfranchised. How, some of us said, HOW could we possibly justify passing on the opportunity to sleep on crushed velvet comforters, drink brut champagne, swim in heart-shaped pools and make merry with upwardly mobile rednecks? Qelduss qeld new… but this standing for our rights thing was getting to be a royal pain in the arse.

      After hours of fracas while messenger boy was cooling his heels by the cappuccino machine, the declaration was made to cunningly and strategically retreat to the retreat with the express intention of not forgiving the past. If we are offered a free meal, after all, why punish our stomach… . Ok, you had to be there to understand that axiom. But at the time it was profound.

      First day of retreat… we are given handouts.

      10:00 a.m. Breakfast (“Cereal and plums… or whatever the crap it is that those people eat.”)

      Hmmm. Tone? Not so reconciliatory. But, “Cereal and plums?” Yummy!

      10:30 a.m. Session I: “We forgive you for being you.”

      Whaaa?

      12:00 p.m. Lunch: “Lasagna and Qei sr. (What, we’re in Kokebe TSebat komprehensive, now?”)

      Ok We are so sensing… sarcasm… but LASAGNA AND qei sr??? Good times.

      _

      12: 30 p.m. Session II “Why we can forgive your beTam many weaknesses.”

      Whaaa? times hulet.

      3:30 p.m. Break (“or, as they put it, meksess. Manin likessu new? Ay-hey-hey!”)

      3:45 p.m. Session III: “Truth: Accepting who you are ‘coz we sure as heck can’t.”

      6:00 p.m. Dinner: Pasta Furno (“We’ll pass on whatever the hell that is.”)

      8:00 p.m. Session IV: “Our Pain: You inflicted it, you heal it. Tolo!”

      Huh? Is it us or was this reconciliation song and dance a little heavy on the “con” and “cili” side? ENa nen indE?

      _

      Bottom line: we all got free T-shirts… “I have been forgiven for who I can’t help being.” Hey, a free T-shirt is a free T-shirt is a free T-shirt. Especially when it is 100% cotton.

      Selam senebetachihulin, SELEDAwiyan?

      Welcome to the Modernity Issue. Occasionally, and no one is more grateful than us that this happens only very occasionally, the intellectual love bug bites us where no bite should happen and we manage to eek out an issue that might give reason for our dying brain cells to struggle for life. Yetabatachew! We are proud to have assembled some of the great Ethiopian thinkers this side of ibdEt be hbrert to officiate on what modernity is in the intellectual circles we try to melkesses at. We are, as always, grateful for this month’s contributors, new and old. There truly is no justice in the world when intellectual pygmies like us can dare share oxygen space with our writers, but be comforted that this is the clearest sign that ye alem meCHeresha is right at Bulgaria mazoria and heading straight to a fErmata near you. Presented for your mrmera, SELEDAwiyan, ineho, the Modernity Issue.

      As you are well aware, we won’t be back until September. Ifffoyyy…, but, as they say on the Hill, make no mistake about it, we shall be back. Not necessarily any better, but we shall be back.

      Which reminds us to remind you that that September will be the " Serg enna Leqso Issue." EcH," you say, you who have been mummified by cynicism, “huletu different yelachewim!” We’ll leave the details in your capable hands. All we know is that the Ethiopian Wedding as well as the Ethiopian Leqso…too much to talk about. Deadline for submissions is August 25, although depending on how hard you cry at weddings and how merrily you laugh at leqsos, that deadline can be stretched to the 16th.

      October will be the “2015 Issue”. A little SELEDA Sci Fi, or just a little looking forward? Whoooowahi not? Imagine the future, then imagine a future with you in it… and then write about it with “Anchim ZEro ZEro. Hulum ZEro ZEro” blasting in the background. Deadline is September 15, the 16th if silly deadlines mean nothing to you.

      Let’s not even ask. Nothing new is up at SELEDA. We are just biding time until we go on vacation, to sit in front of the air conditioning and think about how it is that memenaqering is not an Olympic sport. “The gold medal for free style memenaqering goes to… Editors 5.5, 7.2 and 9, SELEDA.com”. Chua-chua-chua-chua…

      We better go before we say something that might make sense. We look forward to being back all bushy-tailed and fluffy in September. Remember to email us your comments because … you… complete us. Mn mareg y’chalal?

      Selam hunulin.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      The mail
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      First Contact

      By Abera

      I fancy myself of a lot of things depending upon the season or how much money is in my pocket. At times I could be a philosopher of imminence and a great social commentator. At others I am the man who ‘makes right, a time out of joint’. Truth be told, even my greatest hero, Gorge Costanza, thinks that I am a loser. Anyways, the other night, I was fancying myself as a writer of such virility that my room was full of disdain for every and all. Pulitzer and Nobel are for sissies and wussies. I’m gonna publish on the NET. I am fired up. I am going to change the landscape of poetry and prose in one Jovian sweep. I went to the net spoiling for a fight.

      OK, heeeeeer we go. Who wants a piece of me! Let’s see. Poetry. Search. Emmm, what’s that? Click. Drivel.

      Click. Aha, a site for the ingrates. Back. Next click.

      Ok, you type in a name and some bastard’s litany of lonely poppycock. How appalling! Let’s see if the bastard from the college days has joined poetry for the masses by the masses of the masses? Type in name. Click.

      F’ me, if that is not a freaking habesha name. Ok Habashida, whachyou got? C’mon… c’mon. Na…na…na…da…da…da. Drivel, absolute drivel. Man, listen carefully. Stay at the parking lot booth.

      Next, please. I like the way she spelled her name. I find the letter Q sexy. Why is that? Maybe it is because Que is…. For God’s sake, man. Stay with the program. Read the freaking poem. Okay already!

      Yada, yada, yada …yaaada. Emhh… Ok. What the F! … That’s not bad. Not bad at all. She got more. Click. Naiiiice. Good form. Good flow. Preeety wording too. Next. She good, dammit she good. Wow! I think that is the sound of me blown away. F’ me.

      Got up from my seat. Waved my index finger at the havens.

      Now, you gods and fiends alike, take notice! She is AN ETHIOPIAN and she is good!!! Inbred bastards whachyou got to say to THAT?? HA!

      The gods and the fiends stayed mum. Can’t have any argument for that.

      I was blown waaaaay out. In fact, just between you and me. I was astounded. Out of respect for the word ‘astounded’, I kept immobile both in body and mind for some minutes. After a respectful time has passed for the astounding to be noted by its gods, I followed her name over the net.

      It led me to a review of an Ethiopian function she submitted to some Ethiopian forum. I began reading. It is funny, well constructed, but the bold stuff…. Ok, that is Amharic. Yes it is Amharic! What an ingenious way to write. ‘yiqr-beleN, GetayE’. Ok I get it now. Oh my!

      I kid you not. I peed my pants, with some to spare for the floor. I have never laughed like that since I heard my ex landlord being mauled by his own dog in ‘97. What wit, what skill specially mixing those old corny YeMadbet Amharic expressions and metaphors into a learned prose. A metaphor for metaphors is what it is. She is killing me. I am a dead man. I wanted more.

      Suddenly my literary virility left me at the sight of such a wholesomely humorous prose. It just stopped dead in mid-stride like that stupid deer in the headlight. BeKinat Marer. You have to excuse me, I am new to this you know. That is supposed to refer to being charred by jealousy. I still wanted more of this girl. Shush now. What I meant was I wanted to read more of her writing.

      Click Home.

      Seleda. The ylunta blah, blah issue.

      There is some graphics of ice-cream cone and stop sign and shit. Oh crap! They are going to tell me to eat right. It must be one of’em 21st Century women-health-diet-spirit-aromatherapy F’rs, albeit Ethiopian. Anyways Click. Editor’s note will tell.

      Wait, an Ethiopian website with an editor? That is novel. I gotta see this.

      Click. Read… more…more… Isn’t that something?! Same bold Amharic… Ahaa!!! So that is where she got it. And I thought that I found a genius writer who is also an Ethiopian! What a crock! What a low down bloody…

      LEboch. Demo AtaNachew! Must be postmodern everything goes has finally arrived in Habeshville. Big deal!

      Finished the editors thingy. Ladies and gentlemen, now that is pontification. Definitely pontification. Pontification with style, yes. But pontification all the same. Yeah, baby, yeah. My kinda people. I am home. Wait! They are my people. Yager lijoch. Glory days are here. You hear that, inbreds of heaven?

      Keep your horses straight now; I’m talking to the Olympian gods. Yamachhual, I will never say that about the one behind the tabot. Yiqr-beleN, GetayE. ( I am lovin’ this guys. I am busting.)

      Wait a minute; what the F’ does seleda means anyway? Perhaps a short for Selemon Damena? Selamawit Da……Da…… what? Da…… whatever. Surely it doesn’t refer to some kind of eda (owing)? It can’t be. Well, these are learned morons we are dealing with here. Maybe it is… F’ it.

      Click. My story. Seminars by shanqo. I commiserated with shanqo. Axed out by Yoftahe. I gingerly commiserated. You never know he may be one of’em —Look at me! Look at me! My abc, ihk, shtt, stocks are going through the roof. Look at me! Look at me guys in one of them funny days past. Good writing, though. Bawza by Daniel. Scholarly. Definitely a learned man Ato Daniel is. Definitely. Hats up.

      After some while of rummaging through back issues I would reach the M’Ts issue and claim back my heritage. I went back to shanqo’s Seminar again and M’Tsed vigorously. Actually I stopped every thing, stole a shot of some fancy brandy from my landlady and took it straight from the bottle. I came back and sat down on the floor and M’Tsed like it was nobody’s business. I M’Tsed this. I M’tsed that. Then this and that together. I M’Tsed Baby, I did.

      By then I have already known what seleda meant. Some guy has to spell it for me in Amharic on one of the issues.

      I like it. I like it a lot. Honest to God-Forest Gump-liking it a lot.

      I sure will come back again and again. Good show! Jolly good show, boys and girls.

      Well, as you may have guessed, I live in complete isolation of my language and my people somewhere in Numbskull Ville. My ignorance is boundless. Are the St. Jo and Sandford guys theirs or ours? You tell me and I shall give them a thrashing they will never forget. Or I could commiserate…. you know.

      Are we embracing our M’Tsing and MadbEt QuanQuaing or are we…No, that won’t do. By God I will be M’Tsing till I faint of dehydration. As God is my witness I will never go without my M’Tsing ever again. I am a born again M’Tser and I am Aydont keredash who knows it.

      My undying, everlasting, unflinching, eternal LOVE to the girl who dragged me from my wherever into this blessed mayhem called SELEDA. You know who you are. Thanks. By the way, you are welcome to my email if you so desire. SELEDA people take note of the previous sentence.

      You SELEDA bastards, keep on bastarding. Many thanks.

      Zemenay
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      Zemenay

      by Yetinayet

      The doctor was clinical but not cold as she handed me a gown and asked if I had any more questions. The questions I had for her were all answered…all that remained were those running around in my head.

      “Take everything off below the waist and try to lie back and relax.” Easy for her to say.

      I stoically did as I was instructed and even pre-empted what was sure to be her next instruction by putting my feet into the stirrups. Cold. Very cold.

      She still had to remind me to move down the examining table…all the way down. After so many exams, you would think I’d know that by now. Somehow this time, though, it was different.

      “Have you ever done this before?”

      “No.” I didn’t know what more to add.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of you.”

      I nodded, not knowing what else to say or do but just…lie there. The instruments clinked on the table beside her as she prepared me for the procedure. Again, she wanted to know if I had any questions. Hell, yeah, I wanted to say…How exactly had I ended up here? What would my mother say if she knew? Such things are rarely kept a secret - what would everyone else say? Am I doing the right thing? Am I going to regret this? WHAT THE HELL AM I DOING HERE? But I lay there quietly - didn’t even look as the nurse came and went.

      It was when the doctor came around to put a blood pressure cuff on me that she realized that tears were pooling on the paper sheet I was lying on, soundlessly. She knew enough not to say anything - just handed me a tissue and went about the business at hand.

      The cuff inflated…and slowly deflated as I heard the blood pounding at my temples. Then she removed the Velcro tourniquet on my arm and moved back to her position between my legs.

      “You will feel a bit of pressure - but it shouldn’t be painful.”

      It wasn’t.

      “Now I am getting the sample ready.”

      I stared at the ceiling, my breath catching in my throat.

      Two minutes later, it was over.

      “You can lie there for a few more minutes if you like - we generally encourage women to stay in this position for at least ten minutes after an insemination.”

      The door closed behind her, leaving me alone with my thoughts. What would my mother say if she knew? Am I doing the right thing? Am I going to regret this?

      Then it hit me – I had done it…I had really done it.

      In Search Of Lucy’s Sparkle, Part II
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      by Felleke

      Azalech leaned on my outstretched arm for leverage, kneeled on the back seat and peered through the rear window. I shifted forward in my seat and turned around.

      Mother and Mrs. Aga were advancing slowly toward the parking area. Mother had one hand on Mrs. Aga’s back and carried the Enrico’s box with the other. Smudged with custard and pastry flakes, the box was clumsily covered with the bakery’s torn wrapping paper.

      They walked past our car and stopped out of earshot behind Mrs. Aga’s Fiat 132. Mrs. Aga opened the truck and stretched her arms toward the cake. Mother shook her head and lowered the box into the trunk.

      “You should hear them talk,” Azalech said. “Mayé speaks to Mrs. Aga in Amharic and French and Mrs. Aga responds in English and Amharic. Somehow they manage to communicate.”

      Mrs. Aga peered through our windshield and smiled. “Good morning, Mrs. Aga,” Azalech exclaimed, waving energetically. Mother and Mrs. Aga kissed on the cheeks several times.

      An army jeep advanced up the slope behind Mrs. Aga.

      I got out of the back seat as mother walked towards us and opened the door. Mrs. Aga navigated her Fiat past the parked Mercedes, Renaults, Toyotas, Peugeots and Volkswagens and merged into the wide and winding street adjacent to Emperor Menelik’s lofty palace grounds.

      A young man in a khaki shirt stared at us from the jeep’s passenger seat. He signaled the uniformed driver to stop right in front of mother’s Peugeot. With as much dignity as she could muster, mother quickly climbed into her seat and told me to get in. The young man hopped out of the jeep and leaned on our front fender with his army boot. He followed me with his eyes as I climbed in the front seat and closed the door.

      “Alla Stazione, I presume?” he shouted. Mother’s hand shook as she started the ignition. I turned around unwittingly and looked at Azalech. She pursed her lips and gave me a knowing nod.

      “Azalu,” he said in a melodious voice. Azalech stared impassively.

      " Abayé[1] Aster, how do you do?" he said, bowing sardonically.

      Unable to restrain herself any longer, mother shifted the gear to first and looked up. “Susenyos. How’s your mother?”

      “Very much at peace in her amnesia. You should visit her more often,” he said loudly with a big grin on his face.

      Flustered, mother shifted the gear back and forth between first and reverse. Susenyos removed his foot from the fender. “If you don’t visit her soon, she may forget you completely.”

      Mother backed up the car.

      “Abayé Aster, I need to speak to you,” Susenyos shouted.

      Mother sped past a few parked vehicles.

      “Ciao, Alla Stazione!” Susenyos said, as we drove past him.

      I was baffled. “I am certain I never met this man before. Do you know why --”

      “Parliamone di questo dopo che abbiamo accompagnato il bambino,”[2] mother said in a near hostile tone. She pressed the gasoline pedal hard and swerved into the street, veering dangerously past an oncoming truck.

      I was unwilling to be silenced this time around. " I don’t think he knows that Alla Stazione is not a name but…"

      “Yonatan, per favore. No ora” Mother pleaded.

      I turned away abruptly, unable to control my tears. I had suddenly recalled her voice from my hazy childhood when she called my name in Amharic. Yonatan. Yonatan. Yonatan. As far back as I could remember everyone that I knew had called me Giònata.

      “Mayé, do you know that Gashé Yonatan has a daughter called Aster who looks exactly like Emama when she was my age?” Azalech interjected.

      Mother did not respond. She made a sharp left and wound down a narrow and steep road. Azalech leaned forward in her seat and tapped mother’s shoulder.

      " Mayé. Do you know that _Gash_é Yonatan has a daughter called --"

      “I heard you the first time, Azalech,” mother interrupted.

      “But I want to know what Alla Stazione means,” Azalech persisted. “Why did Gashé Susenyos call _Gash_é Yonatan ‘Alla --’”

      “Azalech!” Mother burst out.

      I turned sharply toward Azalech. “It’s not a name!” Mother kept her eyes on the road.

      “Alla Stazione simply means ‘at the station,’ in Italian,” I explained.

      “At the station? At the station? Why would Gashé Susenyos look at you funny and say Alla --?”

      “Azalech!” Mother yelled.

      We drove quietly past the Ambassador Theatre and merged into Churchill Avenue.

      “Poor Mrs. Aga was devastated,” mother groaned. “The soldier on duty crushed each layer of Ato Aga’s birthday cake with his baton.”

      “Why would he do that?” I asked.

      “To make sure we don’t sneak in weapons or secret messages to our reactionary relatives,” Azalech said without a trace of irony.

      “Reactionary?” mother exclaimed, braking for the red light. “How dare you call --” Her fury evaporated instantly. She slumped in her seat and groaned.

      We waited for the light to turn green. She pumped the gasoline pedal impatiently. A young woman in rags appeared on my side and lifted her tattered blanket, revealing an infant in her arms. “Mister, please, mister. Change? Change? Change?” She said in English, almost pressing her face against the glass.

      Mother picked up some coins from the ashtray and handed them to me.

      “Here,” she sighed. I rolled down my window and gave the woman the coins.

      “Mister, thank you,” the beggar continued in English.

      “No, you should thank the lady. She’s the one who gave you the money,” I replied in Amharic. Astonished, the beggar leaned forward and looked directly at mother. “Eregn,[4] I thought he was a ferenj. He’s Ethiopian after all.”

      Nonplussed, mother shifted the gear and slammed the gasoline pedal as soon as the light turned green.
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        * * *

      

      We dropped off a reluctant Azalech back at home and headed out to get some cattle feed for mother’s dairy cows. Since her husband’s imprisonment, she has been supporting herself by selling milk to the neighborhood.

      We drove past the university in silence. A large tank blocked the entrance, it’s barrel aimed at the compound.

      She turned right into a side street past a church and came to a complete stop. A large group of young and teenage girls in burgundy uniforms filled the street. Mother pointed further down the slope. “Azalu’s school is down there,” she said wistfully. “But she’s been suspended for a few days,” she added, matter-of-factly.

      “She’s a feisty little girl, isn’t she?” I said.

      “That she is. It gets her into trouble. Frequently. But at the moment, I’d rather deal with her mishaps. Nobody is going to break her spirit. Do you want to see where you were born?”

      I was taken aback.

      “It’s around the corner. You will also meet my younger sister, your…aunt,” she said as if thinking out aloud.

      “I’d like that. I’d like that very much.”

      We drove past an Armenian restaurant on our left and turned right onto a steep cobble-stoned lane. At the top of the lane, she turned right and navigated past numerous potholes. She stopped the car in front of a large gate covered with a pair of rusty corrugated iron sheets. The gate opened as soon as she blew the horn. An elderly woman, with a black-trimmed shawl wrapped around her head and shoulders, stepped out of the compound. She bowed at my mother and walked towards her.

      “Elfnesh, how do you do,” mother said.

      “How do you do, my lady,” Elfnesh replied mechanically.

      “Is he around?” mother said, looking up at Elfnesh.

      “No, he left early this morning. These days he goes out early in the morning and doesn’t return till late at night. In the last few weeks, he’s rarely lunched with her,” Elfnesh grumbled.

      “Is she up?” Mother said, lowering her voice.

      “Yes, she’s already had her breakfast. You will find her in the salon, busy with her work.”

      Mother nodded.

      “Ato[5] Bekele,” Elfnesh called out. “Ato Bekele!”

      A wizened grey-haired man with almost no wrinkles appeared and opened the gates.

      Mother bowed to Ato Bekele and accelerated into the compound. The charred remains of what must have been an extremely large tree were piled on the lawn in the middle of the overgrown garden. We parked next to a cellar entrance.

      Elfnesh escorted us into a dark salon.

      “My lady, your sister and a guest are here to see you,” she said speaking very slowly. I looked around the spacious salon and the adjoining dining room but could not locate my aunt. Unframed posters of Ché Guevara, Sékou Touré, V.I. Lenin, Ho Chi Minh, Malcolm X, Mao Tse-tung and Karl Marx were pinned haphazardly on the walls. A large black and white framed photograph of a portly middle-aged man in a somber suit hung above the fireplace. Several framed photographs of austere ancestors in traditional court attire were stacked against the dining room wall.

      Then, I became aware of the clicking of knitting needles right behind me.

      Crouched on a sofa was a woman who looked 10 or 15 years older than my mother, concealed behind the opened door. Wrapped in a black shawl, she was knitting what appeared to be a man’s sweater at ferocious speed.

      “Zewditu, how are you feeling today?” Mother inquired, leaning back and kissing her sister on the cheek. Abayé Zewditu smiled and nodded, all the while looping the yarn around her needles.

      “I better go to the pharmacy before they close. We’re running low on her medication,” Elfnesh said.

      Mother nodded.

      “I’ll instruct Malefya to serve tea. She should be here shortly,” Elfnesh said. She bowed and exited, closing the door behind her. We were now shrouded in near darkness.

      Mother grabbed a stool from across the room and placed it next to her sister. I sat on the sofa next to my aunt.

      She then caressed Abayé Zewditu’s serene face, searching for any kind of recognition.

      “Zewdie[6], I’ve brought my firstborn to visit you. He had just turned four when we last saw him. He’s here to meet us. You remember him, don’t you?”

      Abayé Zewditu coiled some thread on her index finger and continued to knit.

      "How many times did we secretly talk about this day, you and I? Please try. Please remember. Grandfather is long gone. He would have been the only other person who could have shared this with us. Of course, Yonatan didn’t come during the best of times but no matter. Even if he came before all of this mess, I don’t think there ever would have been a right time. After 32 years of marriage, how would Bekerie have reacted if he discovered that I had had another child? That I had a whole other life before our marriage; that I had kept him in the dark about my child and former life. He was a good and loving husband. He would have been extremely hurt. Would have been? As long as he doesn’t share our brother’s fate, Zewdie, he’s bound to find out, in or out of prison. I’m sure there’ll be a busybody or two who will pass the news on to him in no time.

      Abayé Zewditu leaned forward and grabbed a glass of water from the coffee table. She took a sip and licked her lips with her wet tongue in quick and successive strokes. Refusing mother’s assistance, Abayé Zewditu replaced the glass and resumed her knitting.

      “It’s of no use. She’s no longer with us,” mother said, ruefully.

      Ambient light dawdled through the opening dining room door, shedding luster on the silver frames of the stacked family portraits. The muted afternoon glow softened the grimace of the patriarch who appeared to be guarding his forlorn kin huddled behind him. Malefya emerged through the door carrying an ornately engraved Middle Eastern copper tray with a teapot, two cups and some qateña[7] on it. . She set the tray down in front of us but Abayé Zewditu kept her eyes glued on her needles. Mother tapped the tray with her long fingernails and made exaggerated gestures as Malefya smiled and walked out of the room, closing the door behind her. Once again, we were entombed in near darkness.

      “Poor Malefya,” mother said, "she contracted meningitis while she was in her village a few years ago. By the time her family brought her for treatment to the city she had already lost all of her hearing.

      “It’s too dark in here. I don’t know how Zewdie manages to knit. Yonatan, please turn on the table lamp next to you.”

      I pulled the cord dangling under the dusty oval lampshade but the dim bulb illuminated only my immediate surroundings.

      “Now that Zewdie is no longer aware of things, her whole household has turned topsy-turvy. See this tray?” Mother chuckled, tracing the curved edge with her fingers, “it used to be on that stand on the mantle up there. Right below her husband’s photograph.”

      I turned and looked up at the folded stand leaning against the chimney.

      “She bought it in Jerusalem seven years ago when she went on a pilgrimage several months right after the Six Day War,” mother explained.

      Suddenly, Abayé Zewditu flung her knitting needles on the coffee table and screamed, “Carabiniere! Carabiniere!” looking straight at me. Mother quickly caught the teacup rolling off the tray and put her free arm around her sister.

      “Shhhhhhh. Zewdie, he’s not a carabiniere. He’s your nephew. He’s my son. Don’t you remember him? Do you think your own nephew, my son, could be a carabiniere? Shhhhhh!”

      Abayé Zewditu clasped her hands tightly and began to rock in her chair. Mother set the teacup down on the tray and handed Abayé Zewditu her knitting needles. My aunt re-inserted the needle into a few stray loops.

      “Emama,” I said, choked with tears.

      “Carabiniere!” Abayé Zewditu muttered.

      “Shhhhhhh! Come on, Zewdie don’t say that. He might think you mean it,” mother pleaded.

      “Emama, why did you abandon me on the train? Why didn’t you come with me to Italy?”

      “Abandon you.”

      “Yes, why didn’t you keep me or come with me at the end of the war.”

      “Go with you.” mother repeated. “So that’s how your father explained what happened.”

      “He didn’t. That’s the problem. I only know that I was born in this country…”

      “Over there, in the bedroom behind that Chinese man,” mother said dryly, pointing at Mao Tse-tung’s poster on the wall.

      “I only know,” I continued emphatically, “that I was born in this country and that I ended up in Italy without a mother!”

      “Vaffanculo[8], carabiniere, vaffanculo!” Abayé Zewditu shrilled, tossing the ball of yarn across the room.

      Mother grabbed and restrained Abayé Zewditu’s hands.

      “He should have told you how we separated,” mother said and got up to retrieve the yarn.

      Abayé Zewditu’s nimble fingers raced up to speed and clicked the needles at their accustomed tempo.

      “Two days before the last Italian train left Addis Ababa,” mother said, pacing by the bedroom wall, "Apollonio’s friend, Colonel Dacomo, brought a message from your father an hour or two after the dusk curfew. At the time, Apollonio was out somewhere in the north on a bombing sortie. In the letter, your father said that he had secured a seat for you on the last train and that he and I would leave together as soon as he returned. He thought it best to send you to his parents in Rome, ahead of us, in case we encountered difficulties by the time he returned. I did not want to separate from you but I also knew that I couldn’t accompany you without Apollonio’s protection, in a train full of angry and defeated Italian families on the run.

      “And don’t forget, there were a lot of Ethiopians who were bidding their time to avenge themselves, especially after losing thousands of family members at the warfront and at various massacres during the Occupation. Because of your complexion, I knew that you had to leave the country before the collapse of the colonial administration.”

      Suddenly, Abayé Zewditu whimpered and looked up at mother… “They’re coming! They’re coming! Please don’t let them enter,” she begged. Mother rushed back to her stool.

      Several dogs barked in the front yard as the gates opened.

      “I know it. I know it. They’re going to kill my son. They’re going to kill him,” she howled.

      I turned around and pulled aside the curtain behind me. Susenyos and his uniformed driver sped into the compound in the army jeep. The driver parked the vehicle as Susenyos leapt out of his seat.

      I turned and looked at mother. “It’s Susenyos and his driver. Why is he here?”

      Mother put her arms around Abayé Zewditu and rocked her in her seat.

      “Why is he here? This is his house; Zewdie is his unfortunate mother; I’m his accursed aunt. That’s why he’s here,” mother replied bitterly.

      “It’s no use. It’s no use. The carabinieri are going to catch him. They’re going to catch him. Poor, poor grandfather,” Abayé Zewditu said, weeping uncontrollably.

      “Zewdie, please don’t cry. Grandfather is gone. He’s been gone for many, many years. Please don’t do this to yourself.”

      Susenyos ran up the front steps and flung the door open. Abayé Zewditu flinched, attempting to hide under mother’s arm.

      He walked into the room and closed the door behind him. His eyes narrowed, noticing his mother’s alarm.

      “Welcome, Alla Stazione. I see that Abayé Aster finally got the guts to introduce you to the family.” Susenyos said in Amharic, chuckling heartily.

      He casually leaned over the sisters’ heads and outstretched his hand. Since we had not spoken earlier, I wondered how he assumed I knew the language.

      I stood up and shook his hand.

      “I don’t know why you insist on calling me Alla Stazione. My name is Giònata Fioravante… Or, Yonatan,” I said, releasing his hand.

      “I’ll be right back. Please sit down,” Susenyos said graciously and exited the room through the door next to the Mao poster.

      “Shameless!” Mother swore under her breath. “Shameless,” she repeated. “Did you see that? Forget about saying hello to me. That’s secondary. He didn’t even have the decency to greet his mother. Lord, you are merciful. Thank you for sparing my poor sister from the embarrassment of this disgraceful aberration of a son,” she huffed.

      A faucet opened in the distance.

      “His father,” mother continued, glancing at the photograph above the mantle, “God rest his soul, would have thrashed the impudence out him. As if it weren’t enough for him to have ruined…. Let’s go right now. I purposely brought you here at this time to avoid an encounter with this traitor,” she said, removing her arm her sister’s waist.

      “I’m not going anywhere just yet,” I said, emphatically. “I came home to find out --”

      Susenyos reentered the room. He had a towel draped over his shoulder and carried a green plastic bowl filled with water.

      He set the bowl on the coffee table. “Abayé Aster, did Emama recognize you or your son? I hope she did. After forgetting about him for so many years, we owe Gashé Yonatan a hearty homecoming at the very least.”

      “Family? Of all people, you, Susenyos, have the nerve to talk about ‘the family’?” Mother said, indignantly.

      “Abayé Aster, get down from your high horse,” he said, walking towards the dining table.

      “We all make difficult choices that inadvertently affect our family. You don’t need further elaboration on that point, do you?”

      Mother seethed.

      Susenyos grabbed the saltshaker from the dining table and stopped next to mother.

      “I’m going to need your seat, please,” he said.

      Mother got up immediately and started pacing to and fro between the living room and the dining room.

      Susenyos unscrewed the saltshaker and poured a generous amount in the plastic bowl.

      “She obviously didn’t tell you about me, Susenyos. How did you find out? Why did you call me ‘Alla Stazione’?” I asked rapidly.

      “One at a time, Gashé, one at a time,” he said, stirring the salt with his finger. He held his mother’s hands and lowered them into the warm water.

      “Emama knits at such speed that she frequently pokes and stabs her fingers with the knitting needles. Since I can’t stop her, I try to give her hands a rest at least once a day.”

      “Gashé Yonatan,” Susenyos continued, with much animation, “your entire childhood in Ethiopia has been documented meticulously in an astonishing photo album. Not to mention your baby clothes, toys, furniture and Abayé Aster’s paraphernalia. The last photograph in the album is of you, Gashé, surrounded by piles of luggage and panic-stricken Italian women and children. The words, ‘Alla Stazione’ are scribbled on the border. That’s why I call you Alla Stazione.”

      “How do you know about the photo album? His father took everything with him when he left,” mother snapped.

      “Apparently not. I found Gashé’s treasures sealed in a secret alcove down in the cellar a few days after Ababa’s[9] funeral,” Susenyos said.

      “But why didn’t he tell me?” mother murmured."

      "On a more serious note, Abayé Aster, I was looking for you all morning. You shouldn’t have left abruptly. I met Etyé[10] Elfnesh by chance coming out of the pharmacy. That’s how I knew you were here.

      “Late last night, a highly placed source tipped me of a top-secret resolution passed by the new government. They are about to arrest the wives of all the former government officials. My source has confirmed that you’re definitely on the list. You need to go into hiding immediately”

      Mother sunk into a chair under the Chairman Mao poster and stared blankly.

      Susenyos stood up and walked across the room toward her.

      “In his prime. They shot my son. In his prime,” Abayé Zewditu groaned, lowering her head over the plastic bowl. I stood up and gently lifted her face.

      “Get your hands off me!” Mother shouted, shoving Susenyos away. “Highly placed source indeed! What are you doing hobnobbing with people who’ve killed your brother, killed your uncle, arrested my husband and destroyed your own mother’s health?!”

      “Mother, I could ask, ‘what were you doing hobnobbing with a man who was bombing your people with mustard gas?’ but I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t done that, would I?”

      Her eyes flashed at me but she nevertheless managed to restrain herself.

      I held my aunt’s head against my shoulder.

      "Ababa, Ababa," Abayé Zewditu said looking up at me. “Ababa, they’re coming to kill my son. Finish off the carabinieri and save my son. His father can’t do it. He is long gone. Ababa, please save my son.”

      “Oh, my God, now she now takes you for our grandfather, " mother sighed.”

      “I’ll take Azalech with me to Italy and send her to her parents if, Susenyos, you can help me get her out of the country. Can you find a secure place for mother until I find a way to also get her out?”

      "That’s a great plan, Gashé Yonatan. But what about Abraha?

      “Who’s Abraha?” I asked.

      “Your nephew. Azalu’s older brother,” mother said. “He’s in Asmara with his other grandmother.”

      “I’ll take care of him,” Susenyos said. “But let’s first deal with the problem on our hands. Abayé Aster can hide in the cellar’s secret partition where all of your belongings were hidden. No one will suspect me of harboring a… Abayé Aster, I’ll also make sure Gashé Bekerie receives his meals at prison. We’ll begin all of that once it gets dark. In the meantime, I’ll go to the cellar and fetch Gashé’s photo album.”

      Mother grabbed her nephew’s arm. “Susenyos?”

      I followed his gaze to the photograph above the mantle.

      “I’m doing it for him,” he said enigmatically and exited.

      Susenyos’ footsteps echoed as he ran down the steep cellar stairs.
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        * * *

      

      [1] Abayé: Aunt or elder female relative.

      [2] Let’s talk about this once we’ve dropped off the child.

      [3] Yonatan, please. Not now!

      [4] Eregn: Heavens!

      [5] Ato: Mr.

      [6] Zewdie is diminutive for Zewditu.

      [7] Q_ateña:_ snack made from freshly made injera (Ethiopian bread) and chili pepper sauce.

      [8] Vaffanculo: Fuck you!

      [9] Ababa: Dad.

      [10] Etyé: Appellation for older female members of one’s household or family.

      The Problem of Modernity
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      The Problem of Modernity

      by : Hama Tuma

      “Give a dog a bad name and hang it,” says the proverb. In AmariNa, too, there is a saying that comes to mind “Libeluat yefeleguatn qoq jigra yiluatal.” The saying assumes that qoq is not edible or kosher. Be that as it may, when the Seleda Editors asked me to try my hand at writing something on modernism in the Ethiopian context, I was perplexed at various levels. Were they indirectly having a private laugh at my previous attempts to go modern by writing short stories and poems in English? yalTereTere temeneTere. And as a self-respecting Ethiopian, I had to look for evil (and hidden) motives first before coming to the easier conclusion. In any case, in the end I had to grapple with modernism itself.

      Defining subjects gives you a handle on them. Mind you, this does not mean that the gratuitous labeling of people and their views helps a discussion go along smoothly or productively. Experience advises us to be wary of such tendencies, and yet we have to define modernism. SOS to Foucault? Derrida? “Missionizing” – that dubious campaign to make us wear clothes, adopt the white man’s religion and customs, etc. – suggested, albeit implicitly sometimes, that our culture and customs, language and even religions were not modern at all. We had to adapt. The more alienated and hyphenated we became, the more modern we were supposed to be. Years ago, Gedamu Abrha and Solomon Deressa wrote on the Hyphenated Ethiopian. Even the big hen was a “ferenj doro”. In this respect, modernism required a certain degree of self-denial and alienation. Yet, “washing the Bible” is not a sign of knowledge or siliTanE.

      To begin with, the real “awaqi” and “zemenawi” spoke English – which came with an assumption of class and, by consequence, sophistication. Snobbism for sure, but there it was. You claimed to enjoy and, better still, understand the abstract paintings of a Gebre Kirstos Desta; while “tzta” or “zerafEwwa” left you ambivalent, Beethoven or Verdi moved you to your core.

      Modernism, you could say.

      Modernism and being civilized have at times seemed to be one and the same, at least to Ethiopians. yalseleTene, fara, balager and the all-encompassing hualaqer have all encapsulated the notion that one is not modern if one sticks to one’s own customs and feels proud of one’s identity. In West Africa they define an intellectual as modern by saying he got his education “at the foot of the white man” and can tell the number of berries on trees just by looking at them. We have a continent of Tenquayotch, marabout and much gri-gri, but we still are awed by the trappings of what the West says symbolizes civilization or modernity. In this case then, the modern Ethiopian is inevitably a caricature of the original, someone in limbo between his own identity and that of the “modern,” an aspiration to change colour and even one’s maninnet, though few Ethiopians would be caught admitting that they want to do that.

      There is an apparent contradiction in the declared desire of the Ethiopian to rest himself, proud of his identity, and the ongoing and relentless search for a different identity in the realm of the quasi-ferenji. The world changes as do people, or as Heraclitus observed, it is impossible to step into the same river twice. Yet every motion and change does not automatically engender something or some situation that is better than the previous. Thus, one’s heritage is not necessarily backward, and what is deemed modern is not invariably “better.”
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        * * *

      

      Silver candelabras and coloured candles, uniformed waiters graciously serving Beluga caviar and paté, well-to-do Ethiopians dining out at the Sheraton. Is this being modern? That more people go for “steak tartar” (Kitfo on the Seine, or Kitfo à la française) than for shrimp suggests something, but I leave it for all of you to venture your own analysis. Five mobile phones on the table, a ring and all five owners pick up their respective phone. Five hellos. Is this a sign of modernism?

      Haimanot Alemu presenting a cultural program on TV (tailored much along the line of Bernard Pivot’s famous series “Bouillon de Culture”) discussing books with their authors and critics on primetime television (unheard of in America where primetime TV is reserved for sitcoms, violence or sex) could very well be unimaginable, and thus modern in a country where the literacy rate is still very low. Someone in the region said once that those who eat spaghetti are more modern than those who eat Injera which, if true, makes millions of Ethiopians automatically non-modern. Yet the “monotonous” food most of us eat has captivated at least the French, who crowd the Ethiopian restaurants in Paris.

      Someone told me that nowadays it is not modern to drive one’s own children to school in Addis Abeba. The modern ones send the kids along with chauffeurs and do their utmost to avoid knowing mundane details pertaining to their day-to-day existence. It is so boooring! Of course, I am talking of the wealthy elite, Sandford School and all that. There is somehow the assumption that being modern and being poor are as compatible as the proverbial amat ina mrat. The modern Ethiopian is defined by purging the Ethiopian out of himself or herself.

      There are a few anomalies who have resorted to a sort of “back to the roots” kind of modernity. They project an Ethio-centrist kind of attitude by claiming to shun everything modern (the TV is out - ETV is boring so there is not much sacrifice there anyway) though they use automobiles, the fridge and what have you. I have read somewhere of some afro-centrists who use antibiotics claiming it was discovered in Ethiopia in the 14th century.

      These Ethio-centrists claim modern is traditional (they show this by the expensive Ethiopian furniture in their posh living rooms, for example) but they also beg the question coming from a bizarre land that does not define itself properly. Those who equate modern with ferenj and, therefore, reject it in toto with the questionable attempt to resort to “our own” and to “our tradition” (the claim to prefer their own “qrs enna weg”), find themselves in a quandary about how to defend various “kifu limadoch” (child beating, early marriages, genital mutilation, etc.). Those who drink areqE will always find an occasion/an excuse for it. They consume TirE siga like a carnivorous un-modernized Ethiopian, but you will not find them swallowing irEt in the place of the Stanoxyl imported from abroad. There is hypocrisy hanging in the air.

      The modern Ethiopian drives the modern car and does not ride the mule. She may not have her lips done like the Surmi, but she will have it pierced. The traditional Ethiopian male wore earrings if he killed a lion while the modern one, who would get the shakes at the sound of a bullet, wears not one but two or more rings in his ear without even killing as much as a fly, as Mengistu Haile-Mariam told us not to. The modern Ethiopian will still cling to his “mann yawqal” and consult the horoscopes even if he does not wear the ktab. The witch doctors have also changed with the times and have gone modern. They use computers to gaze at and decipher the stars, they can deal with modern problems of stress, AIDS and alienation, and some of the more enterprising ones even give you a dose of the shiguT kinin (tetracycline) ground together with dried leaves.

      Times have changed, and yet some still claim that the Ethiopian has found it difficult to be modern (can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?). Why? They are still late for appointments. “The early bird catches the worm,” it is said. Ethiopians sympathize with the worm and conclude that the early bird does not eat the worm that is not early. We are a people that has been forced over the years to endure the unbearable, so what is wrong if we want to avoid being the early worm? The modern man as a whole is a jumble of stress and confusion, and if the Ethiopian fails to follow him along, I for one say he is being really modern, rising up to the challenge of the times.

      Modernism can also be another name for Traz neTeq cosmopolitanism. Take this article itself, which aspires to be deep and chatty by clashing English and Amharic phrases and sayings, and trying to rise above the pedestrian by eulogizing the school of “how to say nothing in a 100 words”. We have yet to pay a word tax; thus we are loose, free and even irresponsible with what we say and write. “moN’na wereqet yeyazewn ayleqim,” said our more wary and cautious ancestors.

      Nowadays, memories are shorter than the attention span of an Alzheimer victim. The claim to sophistication without the necessary cultural foundation and enlightened outlook makes the attempt to project oneself as modern quite fake. And in the end the picture comes back full circle: not much has changed. The modern Ethiopian is the same old Ethiopian minus the neTela enna tenefanef. The doubts, prejudices, habits and outlooks of the past still prevail. The modern Ethiopian will be at the front seat of a serious witch-hunt or inquisition against the different. The modern clothes and posturing do not reflect “modern” views. The café and piazza “modern” is the home and bedroom reactionary. The modern Ethiopian, I daresay, will burn heretics given the chance, but will do so using modern petrol or kerosene instead of firewood. Protect the trees please, be modern.

      So what else is new? Every generation was and is modern for its time. It does not mean much. Look at how some modern Ethiopians use the computer and Internet - to resurrect alubalta and mystification. Like the Kalashnikov for the age-old vendetta, not the spear, not even the dimotfor or the Mauser. The main feature has not changed; the apparatus, however, has. We have the same heart and brains but wear Armani suits instead of the ije Tebab. Maybe we should look for modernity in valorizing our identity, self-respect and the cherished and positive heritage of all humanity. A tall order for sure but ke ahiya bal yeferes wishima yishalal. Yet another old proverb for a modern situation - it is vague enough to be of use. yallewn yewerewere feri ayibalim.
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      I rest my case.

      Hama Tuma is the author of "The Case of the Socialist Witchdoctor and Other Stories His current novel, “African Absurdities: Politically Incorrect Articles” is published by First Publish .
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      Emboldened by an undefined urge, Seleda editors contacted prominent Ethiopian thinkers to respond to five questions related to this month’s theme. Three exceptional minds, Berhanu Yalew Yihun, Dr. Fekade Azeze and Ato Gaitachew Bekele, heeded our call and fired back.

      Berhanu Yalew Yihun hails from a pre-modern village of a town in north-central Ethiopia. Having bypassed the pseudo-modern city of Addis Ababa on his way to the hopelessly modern West, he proudly professes total ignorance of “Ethiopian modernity”. But the lack of such a pedigree evidently would not prevent him, or us, from sharing his seemingly “erudite” pronouncements on such a controversial subject by posturing as an itinerant ferenj expert.

      Dr. Fekade Azeze teaches literature in the Department of Ethiopian Languages and Literature at Addis Abeba University. He has published several critically acclaimed volumes of poetry entitled Ayya Gosheme, Ashara, Habeshoch Yenuru, CHuhet and Iyehedku Alhedim and two monographs entitled Ye-seneqal Memriya (A “textbook” for teaching folklore written in Amharic) and Unheard Voices: drought, famine and God in Ethiopian Oral Poetry. His much-lauded Ph.D. thesis from the University of Sheffield is entitled The Intellectual in the Ethiopian Novel, 1930-1974.

      His is a life distinguished by nearly four decades of public service. An arbegna in his teens, Ato Gaitachew Bekele, served the Ethiopian government for over thirty years. Since 1972, he has devoted his time and energy spearheading a rural development project in northern Shoa. His memoirs, published by the University of Michigan, is entitled The Emperor’s Clothes: A Personal Viewpoint on Politics and Administration in the Imperial Ethiopian Government, 1941-1974.
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      #1: What does modernity mean to you?

      Berhanu Yalew Yihun

      Western Renaissance and Enlightenment, over the past two centuries or so, are said to have produced a substantially new society built around such universal values of science, individualism, and industrial capitalism. If civilization is the condition a society attains when it emerges from barbarism and begins to apply intelligence systematically to the problems of human life, then modernity presumably entails people purposefully changing their relationship with the world and among themselves.

      Here is an apologist’s perspective that mechanically equates Westernism with modernity/modernism:

      The cultural foundation of this society, if we state it as a set of explicit theses, was the view that reason, not revelation, is the instrument of knowledge and arbiter of truth; that science, not religion, gives us the truth about nature; that the pursuit of happiness in this life, not suffering in preparation for the next, is the cardinal value; that reason can and should be used to increase human well-being through economic and technological progress; that the individual person is an end in himself with the capacity to direct his own life, not a slave or a child to be ruled by others; that individuals have equal rights to freedom of thought, speech, and action; that religious belief should be a private affair, tolerance a social virtue, and church and state kept separate; and that we should replace command economies with markets, warfare with trade, and rule by king or commissar with democracy.

      If we take out the stuff about democracy (state socialism and fascism are also products of modernity) and about absolute supremacy of science/secularism over religion (which is grossly exaggerated), the quotation captures the essence of modernity. What I find fascinating is how modern pre-Italian Abyssinian (i.e., highlander) society was: its highly developed individualism, its nucleation of the family and the independent household (quite bourgeois, wouldn’t you say?), its ethos of equality before God and, on the basis of merit, before his aleqa as well as between the sexes (at least in the realm of property rights and divorce), tolerance for religious differences, and deference to highly developed State and Church/Mosque authority. The Proof: look how easily the children of the pre-moderns have adapted to the world of the post-moderns in the Diaspora!

      In the overall scheme of evolution, two or three hundred years mean very little, or so I hope. The “broad masses” still have to work on acquiring a scientific outlook, separating the secular from the sacred to a sufficient degree, replacing warfare with trade, and replacing autocracy with some sort of accountable government.

      Dr. Fekade Azeze

      “Modernity” to me is a very relative word. I cannot use it in the manner it is used in its country of origin. I believe it had its own beginnings, contexts and evolution. Therefore I am not qualified to use it expertly.

      Allow me to be a bit reflective. For me, “modernity” is a way of life, a way of being. It is knowing who, what, where I am and trying to persistently “create” (like “God”, if you like) an improved version of myself after examining the realities and possibilities around me (i.e. within my own immediate environs, my country of origin and outside of it) today, and making every effort to strike a realistic and pragmatic balance between my needs and wishes, and the resources I have at my disposal to realize them. This is how I understand this relative term, always within a context of time and space. One can think of a community, a region or country in the same way.

      Ato Gaitachew Bekele
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      #2: Can you tell us one indigenous and one imported truly “modern”, maybe even revolutionary, idea (in terms of how it disrupted the prevailing accepted practice) that have been developed or adopted by Ethiopians over the span of our history?

      Berhanu Yalew Yihun

      One indigenous and truly modern idea is the concept of “idil,” loosely translated as fate. Hey, stop smirking and hear me out, please. It is a truly elastic concept about one’s God-given potential and its earthly actualization. The life mission of the individual is to discover one’s idil through hard work (socially useful or not) which is realized in terms of wealth, prestige and the pursuit of happiness. If one succeeds in life, the achievement is rationalized as the fulfillment of one’s good idil. If, on the other hand, one fails in life, it is also equally rationalized as the fulfillment of one’s idil–albeit a bad one. This concept of fate is far more flexible than the fatalism implied in the related concept of predestination. The idea of merit and hard work is embedded in this concept. God is rarely blamed for bestowing a metfo idil on some of his children. After all, sincere pleadings (read: prayers and consultations with the debterra or qalicha) might effect a change of heart on the part of the whimsical but ever-forgiving Creator: Woy nefsen wusedat woy idilen barkew, gonne telalatte sikefagn yemakew!

      One imported idea that has had a profound impact on Ethiopian society is the modern notion that the State should be accountable primarily to its citizens rather than just to the autocratic ruler. This idea brought us, for a brief while, a highly efficient and meritocratic civil service and national military. It also brought us the engines of modernization such as a national educational system, tax system, communications system, etc.

      However, the political elite has viewed the poor citizenry as an object of pity and manipulation. In the contest between the nascent modern notions of the rule of law and the sovereignty of the citizen and the old notions of martial virtues and leadership by strongman, the latter is evidently winning the protracted contest.

      We still have not figured out a way for empowering lowly citizens and humiliating the overgrown government. Sadly, those aspiring to capture this profitable political machinery still think of using it both to enrich themselves and to patronizingly “save the ignorant masses from their anti-modern mindset of rural idiocy.”

      Dr. Fekade Azeze

      The phrase “ye-awropa menged” (literally meaning “the way of Europe”) and the word “seletane” (meaning “civilization”, “modernization” etc.) were I think, two expressions that attempted to describe “modernity, civilization, modernization” during the first three decades of 20th century Ethiopia. I believe, the theoretical explications of these and other similar phrases at the time, in newspaper articles and in books, and what happened on the ground, contradicted immensely. The writings wished to emulate what they called " the ways of Europe" or “seletane” on one hand, and there were the so-called “Japanizers” also. On the ground, what was described, as “seletane” was essentially the newly imported commodities and services. The writings were, let me boldly generalize, about “making things” and the like while the practice was, and I am afraid, it predominantly still is, “importing things”. This is one permanent problem this country was, and is still, facing. To come back to your question, however, it is the phrase “ye-ferenj temhert” (meaning “European or modern education”) or the word “askuwala” (meaning “school”) that I think “disrupted the prevailing accepted practice” and “that [has] been developed or adopted by Ethiopians over the span of our history”. There is ample evidence for this in the writings of many Ethiopians, especially in their creative works. The social attention education was and is still given in our societies is also another indicator that supports the above statement.

      **Ato Gaitachew Bekele
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      #3: What is the single most important lesson that we can learn from our encounters and experiments with modernity from Italian-Occupied through present day post-Revolutionary Ethiopia?

      Berhanu Yalew Yihun
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      A very hard question. One lesson is that modernization–one anchored in Ethiopian traditions–can be ushered in under the leadership of a benevolent dictator or an active citizenry. You know the one on a white horse, not the one on a Toyota Land Cruiser.

      The second path also involves a Catch-22 scenario. Citizens are too poor to rein in warlords, and warlords do not have a vested interest in listening to pre-modern Neanderthals. The light at the end of the tunnel turns out to be an oncoming train with alarming consistency. I do hope that the urban classes will soon discover the merits of collective action over quiet suffering.

      Did you ask me about Italian contributions? Okay, you really meant to. I was going to say the roads, the school and office buildings, and the “modern” qey mebratoch (I bet many innocent Seledoch are struggling to figure out the sem’nna-worq here). The café culture, too—modernized idleness for the less productive classes, wouldn’t you say?

      Dr. Fekade Azeze

      Allow me to present my case by the example of authoring, directing and performing a play. As far as the plays on the so-called Ethiopian “civilization”, “modernization”, “development”, “democratisation” etc. are concerned they have always been authored, directed and performed by ill-informed persons. The rulers of the country and their educated partners deluded themselves by thinking that they were the authors, directors and the main actors of these plays. However, the truth has always been far from this. These plays were never written by Ethiopian authors who studied the country’s human, material and cultural resources, who understood the many secrets of the society, who had the genius to gently and carefully swim through these realities and attempted to unravel and resolve the various problems of the country. They never had Ethiopian directors who had the ability to examine the true nature of these compositions either. The self-appointed directors seized the opportunities they found and shamelessly staged the ill-composed plays by selecting their actors from a host of untalented, job-seeking, phony actors. I have for a long time imagined myself and the majority of the people of this country, as persons cursed to watch these ill-composed, ill-directed and ill-acted plays during the last three and a half decades. What is worse the governed, especially the educated section of the society, have never seriously sought inspiration from traditional, social organizations (such as “edir” and “equb”), the indigenous knowledge and practices, and the vast pool of knowledge humanity has garnered to date, and organized itself to best author, direct and perform plays that truly depict its material and spiritual needs and the ways and means of achieving them. It has persistently attempted to parrot foreign words, phrases and ideologies, however, it has consistently failed in this too. The single most important lesson it should have learnt is the fact that sheer pretensions to parrot Europe, “socialism”, “democracy”, “constitution” etc. lead nowhere.

      **Ato Gaitachew Bekele
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      #4: What was the principle cause for the chasm between young and old that evidently became unbridgeable by 1974? Why was the division so profound and virulent at that particular time and not during other transitional (in terms of generations) periods such as the 1950s or 1990s?

      Berhanu Yalew Yihun
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      Pre-modern autocracies face a terrible dilemma: (1) modernize or die–you need a modern civil service to navigate the new global system. However, doing so also tragically means (2) modernize and die–the very products of your modernization programs will question your legitimacy and topple you down! Hence, the sad fate of Emperor Haile Selassie in the hands of the children of his ‘ungrateful’ vassals.

      1950s: the tiny elite was shamefully co-opted–life was too good to rebel against the status quo. Frankly, I long for the 1930s–how progressive those “Japanizers” were!

      1960s and 1970s: the educated elite was bigger and life was less rosy; the faint echo of worldwide radical movements was felt in a distorted form; schools produced ‘trained’ people rather than ‘educated’ people with a good understanding of the challenges of modernity and appreciation of the country’s history.

      Sad but true, the modern (read: Western) educational system also created a disjuncture between generations. I did not grasp its significance then (how infantile of me!), but my parents effectively ceded authority over me (or deferred to me, to my surprise) after about 9th grade–they assumed I knew more than they did!! I was civilized; they were not. Yegna lij selettene–dinqem!

      What incenses me whenever I ponder the reasons for the country’s failure to modernize are the behavior of the Western educated as well as the city-bound feudal lords who brought up their kids to disdain Ethiopian values and traditions wholesale. The new elite, having been severed from their rural roots by HSI’s centralization drive, naively equated silitane with the superficial trappings of Westernization (read: bastard modernity or ferenjism) and deprived the country of its promising leaders by giving them up to drugs, indolence, ignorance and Paris cafes.

      1990s: Has this generation, a product of socialism, done anything that I should be aware of?! Oh, no, I sense too many seledawoch (or are they flat screens?) flying in my direction.

      Dr. Fekade Azeze

      One principal cause is the permanent lack of transparency in our society- the prevailing sem enna werq (wax and gold) tradition in individual, family, group, village, community, office life, in the media and, in short, in national life. Even the so-called revolutionary student movement lacked transparency among its members and in the “rank and file” of the student body. It is true that common slogans were shouted out in meetings, rallies and demonstrations. However, we are now told that interest groups were setting up their own separate agendas behind closed doors. No doubt that many innocent Ethiopians sacrificed their lives then and some are doing the same now. This was how it was, and this is how it is now. I have no satisfactory reason to think today is much more different than yesterday. Under these circumstances therefore it is difficult to think of a close meaningful relation between the young and old in the first place. In fact, rather than talking about a break in continuity (I guess that is what “chasm” is) we should try reflect or seriously research the nature of the relationship between these groups. I wonder whether there ever was any serious, deliberate, purposeful dialogue and bond between the two at various levels of life starting with the family. Let’s also reflect about the kind of relation we had with our elders in our school and university days. There is a lot of sweet memory that demands some careful and dispassionate revisiting. What happened during and after 1974 can only be examined within this scenario, I think.

      **Ato Gaitachew Bekele
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      #5: To foment change (of any kind), attitudes and behaviors have to evolve. What are the ways in which this can be best done in these “modern” times, when near-insurmountable challenges (such as HIV/AIDS) are placing some urgency on our ability to change?

      Berhanu Yalew Yihun

      **Attitudes and behaviors do not change just because one is lectured about them. The underlying conditions, nay incentives, have to be conducive for change. As Ethiopian society fragments along ethnic, religious and class lines, and as emigration provides an outlet for the most ambitious or disgruntled, the prospects for collective action may diminish. At the same time, new ideas become easier to spread and knowledge of the possibilities for change may galvanize those at home into action.

      One often expects big crises (such as HIV/AIDS or national famines) to trigger popular revolt, but they often bring paralysis instead. In fact, people tend to clamor for change when change appears to be possible as when living standards improve and peace becomes more secure. Ironically, it is in these times that rising expectations and improved capabilities lead to effective mobilization. Sorry for being non-committal here, I honestly do not have a better answer.

      Dr. Fekade Azeze

      First there must be a national session for honest spiritual cleansing. We must all, especially those of us who have played major roles as authors, directors and actors of the national dramas, “enter NESEHA” (i.e. make confessions). No need for a NESEHA ABAT (i.e. a Father Confessor). No need to visit the solemn compounds of a church or a mosque. We should tell the whole story, nothing but the whole story, and help each other by providing these therapeutic services to one another. Those who are alive can tell their stories to students in secondary schools, colleges and universities, to residents of their respective communities, to the electronic and print media and so forth. They can publish their NESEHA in the form of printed autobiographies, and on the web too. I know that all this is easier said than done. Reconciling with oneself and the community publicly requires honesty, frankness, intellectual strength and moral fortitude. Perhaps the dialogue of reconciliation should begin with oneself, with an internal dialogue and debate. One thing is sure though, as far as I am concerned. We cannot advance as a nation without this individual and public spiritual cleansing. I strongly feel this is a precondition.

      In the process of our spiritual cleansing we should gradually slip into discussing the temporary and long-term solutions of our common problems as citizens, and always within the context of our immediate reality, and in the context of what is happening globally.

      The first campaign in this sphere should focus on educating the children and the young. The educational system needs massive overhauling; the electronic and print media too. With these overhauled institutions in hand launching massive national awareness campaigns and discussion fora is possible. If educated and experienced elderly Ethiopians are given the opportunity to connect with the younger generation; and if the educated Ethiopian manages to get rid of its intellectual snobbery and bends down to learn from the rich life experience of the community, and also present his own ideas modestly, then, and only then, I think, would it be possible to jointly carve out plans of development and implement them gradually.

      You might ask, “Under what government?”

      My answer is “Under a government formed in the process of self and public reconciliation and genuine spiritual cleansing!”

      You might say, “You are hoping against hope. You do not understand power and you know very little about politics…. This is a Fekadian Utopia- simple and naïve….”

      “Call it what you may, that is the only redemption I see! Without it I see no temporary or long-term panacea for the ills of our country, our continent and our planet. I have experienced that hatred breeds hatred that is worse than itself, revenge breeds revenge that is more brutal, ignorance breeds ignorance that is larger than itself, war and massacre breed themselves immeasurably. There is no positive end to all this except in frank, tolerant, peaceful, sober dialogue of reconciliation,” I reply.

      **Ato Gaitachew Bekele
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      Diminishing (Size) Returns

      DIMINISHING (SIZE) RETURNS

      by: MT

      How times have changed! Back in the day, a man could count on a phallic symbol to look like a phallic symbol. BIG! When a phallic symbol was BIG, you could fool yourself into believing that your monster-truck would fool the girls as well. (“So, was it good for you, honey?” . . .“What, what was good for me?”)

      Today, with the arrival of the 3-ounce cell-phone, too darn small to serve as a phallic symbol, but smart enough to voice-dial Achamelesh CherqosE while trolling out a decent Samba, gone are the days of BIG, the proverbial phallic symbol, mTs. When a man finds himself bragging about “how small,” even if he’s only referring to his phone, your old-school insecurities, your deep-seated anxieties are safe no more. How topsy-turvy inante, g’zE yemayameTaw yelE! . . .When, in a peculiar post-modern twist, a man gets caught in the throes of modern-day device-envy as opposed to time-honored _penis-_envy and finds himself wallowing in digital depression for want of small instead of in genital depression for want of BIG, well, . .kediTu wedemaTu! Obscurum per obscurius! Whatchugonnado? In the new Millennium, small is in vogue like never before. The hottest item is the coolest item, and cool is small. Small, as in your buddy’s pint-sized cell-phone, ergonomically correct with its amber-lit screen and cutting-edge technology; Web-access and PC-sync software, PDA and a currency converter, organizer and interactive games! . . . . .Eshiiiiii ?!

      Despite your disinclination to join the craze, you did take notice when your buddy took to flaunting the high-end features of his phone, and true to your Ityo-genetic predilection to fukikir, you too went out and bought you one. When your buddy bought, you bought, because you done bought into that game of one-upmanship you could ill-afford to lose; and so you bought when your buddy bought even if you could ill-afford to buy. And so it was that you joined the gang of cell-ebrities, that company of men known as “the foqaqoch,” who spent their days with tiny phones glued to their ears as they shifted from spot to spot like the nitwit in the commercial: "Can you hear me now?"(foqeq) “Can you hear me now?”(foqeq) “Can you hear me now?” . . . _“Eshi ahunisss?”(foqeq) . . ._It wasn’t long then before you too, now a contemporary man, a con-man of temporary chic, took to gloating about a phone, which clowned on your ass left and right with impractical antics you didn’t need, while dropping the few cherished calls you did. Unlike your modern hipster friend, however, you skipped over the telling detail that you were still to figure out the details. And so, with every passing day, your so passé psychodrama of BIG-and-gaudy phallic symbols made way for a more trendy mania, a phon-e-menon known as phone-y psychotech: emotional distress caused by a profoundly overoptimistic assessment of one’s capacity to unravel the mysteries of a high-tech doodad.

      Your buddy, of course, had conquered his psychotech . . .or so he would have you believe. He knew that you knew that he had not, because all of the cell-ective stuff he knew, you knew too, which wasn’t much as knowing went! The evidence emerged when, as a natural outgrowth of his zebenaysation, he resolved to break with years of Ityo-convention and plan for future security by investing in the stock-market which, of course, he’d keep track of using his futuristic phone. Hah! Trapped in a losing battle with a defiant gadget, he was on the verge of losing it when, in a lose-lose proposition, he finally happened on his one-and-only stock, which was . .er . . a losing stock by then. The one time that his phone delivered, it was to deliver the crushing merdo that he had lost it all! Boy, did he lose it then! That fateful evening, he sat at the bar nursing a shot of Black Label, from the looks of things his last, and decried a system that would blind-side him like that! He, the quintessential hard-working immigrant, a tax-payer, and a citizen to boot for fairness’ sake, who had dared to wager on the evenhandedness of the system! To no one in particular, he mumbled under his breath: “Indihma ayareguNm!” What did HE have to do with quirky accounting, secret partnerships and cooking the doggone books? “IndE? Aaaaand cooking minamn yelem! Qeldun titew genzebEn yamTu!”

      Indet tedergo? He had done it all by the book iko! On the advice of Richard, a trusted co-working ferenj (your buddy be-fildu new miseraw) he had done all of his research before he had made his inauspicious move. He had even signed up for the korss, a seminar on “Taking Stock of your Finances” for the token sum of $499; all of a two-hour seminar, where successful corporate-types, out of sheer sense of altruism and the goodness of their hearts, had divulged the closely-held secrets of prosperity. “Wall Street, the Road to Financial Independence,” the glossy booklet had read. Running sideways along the edge, the catch-all phrase “It’s there for the taking” had adorned the slick brochure in handsome script referring to the seminar itself. Your buddy, of course, had thought they were talking about the money! He was gonna take the korss and then he was gonna take the money! And why not? It was there for the taking!

      Having gained full insight into the dynamics of the market, thanks to the seminar, he had then taken to preaching to yager-lijoch of less complexity, urging them to part with their antediluvian ways and break into the fertile system. “Stand for something or fall for anything,” he had said. “Hmmmm,” yager-lijoch-of-less-complexity had buzzed in unison, “you can say THAT again!” Awed by his self-acknowledged wisdom, he had then topped off his unsolicited presentation with a smug “korsun wesijalehu” followed by a small yetekurarch snicker! And so, . . he had defiantly gone on to switch from fail-safe iqub, which he used to “drop” in prudent AmariNa, to foolhardy port-fool-io, which would drop on his ass in brutally fearsome English. Of course, the seminar had painstakingly fleshed out the concept of “boom and bust,” but . . but they had done it all in complex English, ay yAmerika giff ! He had been so convinced that . . boom! He was gonna make a killing, and bust out quick! But, . . boom! . .Was he quickly busted!

      If only he had listened to his wife, as savvy as she was in matters of the market. Sure, her forewarning had been a tad bit unorthodox, but her “analysis” had been right on the mark. She had had one of them . . .qiZet, in which she had seen the signs of an impending doom as clearly as if she had read the stock-report: “biqeribih new mishalew,” she had urged her undaunted husband: “tiniiish koda neger yizeh d’ldiy sitishager aychalehu.” That was it! No Bull, no Bear and no Ken Lay in her qiZet. Just koda! . .koda and a bridge over troubled waters!

      You too had your own Mrs. Warren Buffet, who kept you out of uncharted waters. Unlike your cocky friend, however, you paid heed to your wife’s qiZet! How could you not? Here was a woman, who had such a gift of qiZet, she was capable of qiZet within a qiZet to illuminate the first qiZet, sort of a follow-up qiZet. She was so good at the qiZet, she could have a sequel to someone else’s qiZet, like the one she had had to the koda-qiZet: “teTenqeq,” she had said: “bidir liTeyiqih yimeTal !” And, how could she have been sure that your buddy would ask you for a loan? Easy! She had seen him in her qiZet, . . . bado massero teshekmo sinkeratet ! . . . . . “Issu gn,” she had then added as an aside: “man abatu qumar teCHawet alew?”

      And so, while your buddy was engaged in looking up a stock that was no longer there, your conquest of psychotech began and ended with “My Tones,” a musical feature on your sexy cell-phone, which called up a long-held tizita. There it was, a digital rendition of an all-time favorite, “New Wei Lnileyai, the mother of all heartwarming songs blaring out of your little phone. You played it, and you played it again; and for Auld time’s sake (Sam) you played it one more time, . . at all hours of the day . .and all over creation, you sure enough played it. Down at the mall too, walking side-by-side with your debonair bud, you played your Auld Lang Syne. . infuriating your patrician friend as you sang along in loud and clear AmariNa, which could be misconstrued as terrifying ArebiNa and thus, hereabouts, a veeery-not-gooood-idea these days! But, look, he was the reason you got the darn phone in the first place. Now that you had it, you figured you would exercise your options, just like he had exercised his stock-options, tsk. demo yenidetu gagata!

      You: DagmeeeeNa lememTaaaat inkwan tesffa saynorennnn, mTs, mTs!

      He: Ere benatih ante Fara atitfabiN!

      P! . . .gureNa! What did he know anyway of the dazzling imagery that "New Wei Lnileyai " called forth? Imagery of confetti and T’rumba of New Year’s Celebration at Indayqeribin Abesha Restaurant? . . He had been at that other event . . in the corporate-suite of a downtown private club where, dashing in his rented get-up, he had been stressing over “getting” a myriad of ferenj jokes . . .getting a hearty laugh out of a joke he hadn’t gotten. He had mingled in a crowd of silicon, false bottoms, liposuction and Fifth-Amendment-pleading-corporate-cut-throats, a gathering where gender lines were blurred and penis-envious wives had carried on like macho men, while their androgynous husbands had tried to act like the macho men their wives had acted like.

      Meanwhile, over at “Indayqeribin Abesha Restaurant,” . . .minutes away fromY2K, Not-Applicable-Abesha had come out in hordes to celebrate that other Not-Applicable-gudai, the New Millennium. Y’all had looked soooo cool donning party-hats of cylindrical shape and psychedelic brilliance, sort of gubbb-ing like a funnel on top of your big heads, lastik straps disappearing deep into your double-chins. Midre-gregarious-Abesha had cheerfully blown your eyes out through unjustly narrow party-horns leaving midre-Abesha winded . .gasping for air, while refusing to give a tune. As aliens engaged in alien shenanigans so often tended to do, blame had quickly been ascribed to the party-horns themselves. “Ayseraaam! . . .Ere fishkaw ayseram!” As the minutes had ticked away and midnight had approached, a desperate “ayseraaaam” had reverberated through the room. After all, how in God’s name could you ring in a whoooole new Millennium with your fishka ayseram? IndEEEE? . .It had never crossed your minds, of course, that the miskeen fishka was never meant to respond favorably to a stream of spit discharged into it in rapid succession through the ET version of blowing. " iffffffffffffff. . .inhale . . .iffffff!"

      But gashE had saved the day. Of all people gathered there, he had figured out the horn! A warm round of applause for his ingenuity. Wow! gashE, . .sew siTala astaraqi! Shoving his hod into the crowd, he had proudly tooted along, grandstanding to a spellbound audience. “Qelal new, iyiw iyiw,” he would demonstrate to the down-home-girls, a couple of “inconspicuous” ladies in a remote corner of the room, where they had quietly reeked of goremssa as they had sat there sweating up a storm into their hot and heavy sweaters; Kirissmas sweaters, RED, with synthetic poinsettias artfully attached to misaligned shoulder-pads. “Firrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr,” and red-hot down-home-girls, out of deference to gashE’s status, his former self of sew-siTala-astaraqi, would humor him with the obligatory alarm: “woyneeee, ere benaaaatih, asdenegeTkeN!” Self-satisfied, gashE would then walk away wearing a sheepish grin! . . .Sure enough, gashE had had his detractors. Shuruba_-Z_! His baggy pants down to his ankles, he had exposed the crack of hairy buttocks. In one hand, Shuruba-Z had grabbed his crotch to revive whatever flaccid little there . . .had shrunk into oblivion, while with the other hand, he had stabbed the air in front of him as he had hollered across the room: “Yo, yo, Dog! What’s up with Pops? Y’know wha’ I’m sayin’?”

      Lilly, too, had weighed in as gashE’s nemesis. “Wui sidebirrrrrrr,” had escaped her glossy lips as she had witnessed his antics. Lavishly made-up Lilly, who must have been soooo profoundly engrossed in the all-consuming ritual of making-up her face, which had failed to make her face, that she had left her yiluNta behind along with her under-garment! Lilly of Los Angeles . .where, on Sunset Boulevard her youth had expired while she had waited to be discovered. . .by Hollywood, mTs. She had finally had to move, because she had at the end been discovered!

      And so, that New Year’s Eve, she had re-invented herself on a bar-stool at Indayqeribin Abesha Restaurant. Flawless English flowing from her flirty lips, she had narrated to men of little or no frame-of-reference, men of iqub and senbetE, stories of bungee-jumping, the titillation of risk-taking and the highs of thrill-seeking; tales of oxygen bars and cyber-virtual-love-making spun in expensive English peppered with exotic French. Mesmerized men of little or no frame-of-reference, timid men of precautious upbringing from Qebena to PopolarE had nodded in agreement even as they themselves had been the objects of her sardonic digs. BeshornE, they had thrown a slanting glance towards each other, as if to say to each other: “aderahin atasTeTa!” And so, in the interest of alemasTeTat, they had been quick to agree with every word she had uttered. ( Lilly: “C’est magnifique, non?” . . .Agreement: “No!” . . Lilly: “Don’t you mean ‘yes’ ?” . . Agreement: “Yessss!” . . .Lilly: “Ha ha ha, y’all so cooool.” . . . .Agreement (Yogi Bera): “LilliyE, you ain’t so hot yourself !”)

      Ahhhh, Lillysha, the ultra-faddish trendsetter! Femme fatale had swaggered in decked out in a stealthy dress, a micromini so micromini, now you saw it now you didn’t. Across the great divide of civilization, a safe distance from down home girls, she had brandished a pair of legs, which bore the mark of ItyoPiawinet; . . .Ityo-leg-acy, a leg-endary scourge! But, . . .you had to give it to Lillysha! (igrE qeCHin indesessa, libE mulu inde Ambessa.) Unlike her ET-sisters, who would know to keep “things” under wraps as they would saunter down many a sandy beach qiiq-b’lew in their l-o-n-g and woolen pants even in the dog-days of summer months, a hundred degrees in the shade, there Ambessit had been flaunting her Ityo-leg-acy in the dead of the arctic season!

      As for her pair of hamstring-straining pumps, lean and narrow, on feet that were not so lean and narrow, ouch, if you had asked whose pointy pumps those were, without the slightest pause, Lilly would have shot back: "But, of course, they’re Ferragamos! " But of course they are, silly you! The same question posed to her counterparts, sweet-sweat-soaked-down-home-girls with beads of sweat trickling down their unexfoliated faces, wEyne gudachew, would likely have elicited an indignant response: “But of course, they’re MINE! mn lemalet feligeh new gn?” And, . . to their never-ending task they would have turned. With forceful vengeance, bare hands would come-a-wringing . . . clearing perspiration from forehead down to chin until the next spell hit. Then would come a small complaint about the heating system at Indayqeribin Restaurant: “mn ale lijE kontatorEwn biqenissut?”

      Wow! Memories of New Year’s past! Poignant moments of love, tenderness and stolen kisses, of Ferragamo and Poinsettias flooding back through your Lilliputian phone. “New Wei Lnileyai, mTs!” . . .Overwhelmed by pomp and circumstance and the goodwill that the moment had engendered you too had your own laisser aller moment and had forgotten your good manners. Right at the stroke of midnight, just like in the grand movies of old, you had dared to kiss your wife . . . for all Abesha to see . .in full view of a gawking public, and . . ON THE LIPS, of course! Gudih! You had then passionately told her how much you really loved her! Awwwwwwwww! And, . . to your passionate declaration of a passionate love, she had passionately responded with her own passionate “QlEtam!” . . . .WoynE! New Millennium or not, how naïve it had been that you had thought “qlEtam” would have stayed home, where “qlEtam” had belonged. As an esteemed member of a happy threesome, “qlEtam” had forever dwelled in the inner sanctum of your bedroom, where “qlEtam” had been in charge of turning out the lights. An eternal love-triangle: “You, Your Wife and QlEtam,” a lop-sided menage-a-troi, where your wife and Ato QlEtam had successfully connived to keep your Marquis-de-sid behind in check. On those rare occasions that your wife would submit to the modErn practice of leaving on the lights, wouldn’t you know it, there “qlEtam” would be . .with an amendment to her benign consent: “Toooolo get under the heavy covers, . . .quick!”

      You could, of course, have turned to one of two respected elders to intercede on your behalf and talk sense into your wife and her partner “qlEtam.” Abba was one of them, but it was seriously doubtful that “he” would have gotten you the desired result since “he,” by a jealous God, had eunichly been endowed to serve God and God alone, and thus would have known nothing about the desires of the flesh. And that would have left you with gashE, sew siTala astaraqi, a throwback to your father’s time, newly of the fishka-fame. Over the years, gashE had honed his counseling skills by employing a technique unknown to modern therapists, a highly effective method, which shamed you into a resolution. It was a technique known simply as “meqoTat,” whereby wrongdoer and wronged were summarily rebuked, but seldom on the facts. “Antem tew antem tew, beqa!” It amounted to a little more than “STOP!” When gashE said for you to “stop,” you had to go ahead and stop! You were the obvious victim with nothing at all to stop? Tough luck! You had to stop it anyway! Aleqeh! Besides, don’t let the fishka fool you! gashE was the archetype of all things Abesha, a diehard weg-aTbaqi, who had no tolerance for chic outside age-old Abechic. So, even if you had had the audacity to complain to him about your wife and “qlEtam”, he would have looked at you askance before rebuking your modern self with a well-placed, uh, . . . you guessed it: “qlEtam!”

      Faced with the same predicament, your buddy would have known how to better deal with it. Lucky dog he, he had a plan in place for all sorts of contingencies! . . . He had once been embarrassed by his own wayward kids, juvenile delinquents they, who had had the bad taste of speaking AmariNa to a couple of Amhara-types, his friends. Oh, what a letdown that had been! That’s when he had issued a decree to the entire household: “ke today jemro, Ingi-lish only in ziss house, demo Fara yimesil!” See? He always had the answers! . .Soon, as a by-product of the " Ingi-lish only" dictum, the kids’ proficiency had shown a discernible step up. G_ood old Dad!_ Thanks to their interaction with their “linguistic” Dad, the kids had finally picked up on the finer subtleties of the Ingi-lish language! They had then gone to school and told their friends: " Saturday, Saturday, we do major major ting-ss around the house, and when it gets dark we use a battry!"

      If your zebenay-bud were faced with “lights-out and qlEtam,” ever so resourceful, he would have consulted his able therapist, a credentialed man, who had made it his life’s mission to fail his every marriage and thus spoke from experience with six botched unions under his belt. It had been on his urging that your buddy had once planned a night out with his wife. His therapist had spoken of the untold wonders that a change of scenery would bring, and so, a stone’s throw away from the house they called home, your buddy had reserved a magnificent suite. Every minute detail had been meticulously worked out. Rose-petals, champagne, body-fragrance and muziqa! . . .Sadly, mTs, it had all fizzled out! Once again, that irgum therapist had been derelict in his counseling duties. He had told the couple to get away from home without telling them to leave THEMSELVES behind!! . .The pressures of modern life! The need to spruce up a libido that don’t need no sprucing up, the stress of cultured thinking that “good enough” ain’t good enough no more. Shoot, ere temesgen for lights-out and qlEtam! . .Kiffu zemen, where love-making is made into a scheduled “session” held in a rented suite where, gudikonew, it is. . . .videotaped, because you’d have to see it if you are to believe that that was you who did it! An age, where your cell-ebrated phone figures prominently in driving your sex-drive as you drive along the Urban(e) Drive, driven by cell-acious talk that’s enough to drive you® nuts!

      In the days of old, a phone was accorded its proper deference . . for the status-symbol that it was. It sat there in your house attached to a visible chord, a chord plugged firmly in the wall! You had to have a house before you could have a phone, and not every kutara could blabber up a storm regardless of his whereabouts. And, . .whenever you used your phone, you used it with dignity. You sang about it delightfully, wistfully:

      "beslk anegagreN beqeCHinu shbooo,

      beslk anegagreN beqeCHinu shbooo,

      tzita indemeTa deribo derarbooo!"

      mTs! How times have changed! Often, . .you are reminded of the phone in the home of your youth. That tarikawi phone which, throughout your childhood years just sat there all chained-up, a huge pad-lock dangling from its side; an august piece of modernity which, through its presence in your home, made all conceivable statements, except make the sound that it was made to make! On those few occasions that it actually rang, there was a strict ETquette to be followed in answering it, and only your Mother was trusted to do it right.

      Step1: Knock down everything in your path including your children to get to ringing phone.

      Step2: C-a-r-e-f-u-l-l-y remove the delicately embroidered dantEl draped over ringing phone, lest your movement interfere with the ringing.

      Step3: Stand over phone hand at the ready and exactly two inches from receiver. Don’t touch! Not yet! Esti atinqelqel!

      Step4: Allow phone to ring not three, and certainly not five, but four times.

      Step5: With one hand on hip, pick up receiver and say “yellllowwwwwmanlibeeel?” in the same breath and in your phone-voice please, which is different from your natural voice.

      Step6: Alternate between listening and speaking. Adera, lehulum g’zE alew. When it’s your turn to speak, hold earpiece away from ear and speak your piece into mouthpiece. Now, go back to listening.

      Step7: Say “tesastewal” and hang up quickly. It’s a ploy by Telecommission to run up your charges.

      Step8: Self-satisfied, walk away at a brisk pace berating Telecommission: “lEboch! zrfia new indE yeteyazew zendro?”

      Calling out? Sorry, it didn’t happen! Your mother was not about to break with age-old tradition and call Gash’ Alemu on the phone when it was just as easy to send Banchirgu over to him to deliver the message . .in person. “mamshaw’n dewililiyN-iiiiiiiiiiii !” Tsk! And, when mamshaw’n would usher in a rare and cherished ring by the tarikawi phone, children would know to flee in a hasty panic . . .ahead of the stampede, a one-Mother-stampede, making a mad dash towards the ringing phone, where she would work her way through the mandatory steps to the all-important, "yellllowwwwmanlibeeeel?!" Then would come the easy part, “tesastewal,” . . . followed by the coup de grace, “lEboch!”

      Mother, . . .later that mamshawn: “InnE mlew, ya Alemu dewililiN biyE melikt b’likibet, issu slk yasgebaw legura new indE?” . . .

      Gura? . .You called it gura, Mommy Dearest? Oh, how right you are! By Jove, how right you are, yenE inat! In modern times, it would come to be known as a phallic symbol.

      The Challenge of Modernity
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      by Dr. Paulos Milkias

      Western-educated Ethiopians of the earlier generation who thought that Ethiopian traditional rulers could modernize the country without serious societal strains that might lead to revolution were clearly wrong. Ethiopia was run under a feudal system of government until the overthrow of Emperor Haile Selassie; and feudalism and modernization are by their very nature incongruous and cannot live side by side without creating fissures in the body-politic. Even Emperor Haile Selassie himself had realized this earlier when he said at the opening of Tafari Makonnen School in the 1920’s. “Ethiopia is like a sleeping beauty but is being awakened by modernization” which might lead to the overthrow of the old system in place - even his own government.

      The role of the Ethiopian educated intelligentsia in overthrowing a monarch or even a dynasty was not a new phenomenon, [refer to the fates of Emperors Ze-Dengel, Susneyos and Iyasu among others,] but rather a continuation of the role played by the traditional Ethiopian intelligentsia–known as Debteras who were church educated.

      Traditional power in Ethiopia involved the tripartite relationship of the monarchy, the church, and the Debteras. By virtue of being the custodian of the institution of education, the church supplied the monarchy not only with its pen, but also with its interpreters and justifiers of political legitimacy. In this sense, the educated had dual dependence. On the one hand, they hinged on the ecclesiastical hierarchy as a conduit to the secular powers. On the other hand, they aspired to win the favours of the secular powers from whom they received land grants which, through its pecuniary and symbolic values, gave them better status than the peasants from whose ranks they were raised.

      Despite the fact that to a certain degree the triple power relationship between the monarchy, the church and the Debteras favoured the monarchy, the Debteras had an important role to play in the Ethiopian body politic, for dynasties have risen and fallen through their direct political machinations. One important point to bear in mind here, is that all the time, feudalism was untouched; a change in monarchies and dynasties did not mean a change in systems. This, the author stresses, was the fundamental difference. The 1974 event was a mass movement which challenged and succeeded to tear apart a millennium-old system at its roots. The previous ones did not. In other words, whereas the former ones were coup d’ états, the latter was a political revolution.

      With modern education came a new power relationship. As Ethiopia’s political history shows, starting from Emperor Tewodros, whose experiment in opening Ethiopia to “modernity” was cut short by his death at the battle of Makdala in 1868, Ethiopian monarchs had a strong desire to create a modernizing autocracy. The first ruler to embark fully on this course was Emperor Menelik, followed by Emperor Haile Selassie. Both relied heavily on Western type schools to produce a new type of intelligentsia and establish a new system of government.

      Even as long ago as the time of his coronation, Emperor Haile Selassie had eroded the traditional power of the Church, and the church intelligentsia, the Debteras, who were not required to help run or legitimize a modern system of governance. By this time, he had obtained handpicked bishops who were anointed by Alexandria. Thus, the relationship between the church and the monarch took a shape that Donald Levine (1965: 212-13) describes in Wax and Gold, as follows:

      _

      In retrospect, it would seem that the most profound aspect of Haile Selassie’s accomplishment has been to dislodge the transcendental religious value of loyalty to the Emperor. His mission has been above all a secularizing one … the autonomous significance of the church has been reduced … its function has been more closely than ever tied to the service and support of the Crown.

      _

      It is, however, precisely that aspect which Levine overlooks that was the real source of power of the church: the monopoly of education. To say, as Levine does, that the church “has been more closely than ever tied to the service and support of the Crown” is hard to understand in the light of Ethiopian history. The church has always been strongly tied to the service and support of “the crown”: whether the crown, was that of a Negus or a Neguse-Negest. In fact, by removing education from its domain and becoming his own minister of education, Haile Selassie took the most important step towards reducing the church into a non-political national institution; in other words, making the support of the church, for all practical purposes, irrelevant to his imperial power.

      What role did the Fascist interlude play? Indeed, it may be of interest to ask if the exposure of the aristocracy to the European environment during the fascist invasion of Ethiopia in any way contributed to the emergence of a new outlook, and therefore the birth of a new political order during the post-war period. One can certainly say that, with the sole exception of Ras Emeru, who even before the war was relatively progressive among the reactionary feudal princes (Haile Selassie, 1972: 48-149), members of the ruling classes who were either in voluntary exile or under fascist detention did not significantly alter their overall social and political perception. However, their life-style had undergone significant metamorphosis.

      Surely, the syncretic life-style that the upper aristocracy developed after their five years of contact with the European environment may be read hermeneutically to show how and what they perceived or misperceived of “modernity” and hence, what social-political views that specific cognitive process had produced. Within the framework of this author’s study, however, the most important consequence of that perception was the recognition by the aristocracy that western education would be more profitable to their children than the traditional one, an attitude that was no doubt reinforced by the Chewas’ prevalent bias against all things debtera.

      The transfer of education of the children of the ruling classes from the church to the few western type schools thus became a watershed in modern Ethiopian history, for it produced a new aristocratic elite whose perception of politics was more secular. The socialization process of this new generation depicted the church essentially as an anachronistic religious institution with a mere ceremonial function. The image of the new political order was drawn in terms of a new ideology: Zamanawi-seletane (modernity), which meant modern institutions, modern schooling, and modern thinking.

      It is important to note that the Amharic word Zamanawi-seletane has an anti-clerical connotation. Emperor Tewodros first introduced Zamanawi-seletane into Ethiopia but the word did not come into general use until the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie. Indeed, not only was Tewodros anti-clerical, but he saw the development of Ethiopia as going necessarily against the influence of the church. Tewodros’ urgent desire to secularize political life in Ethiopia, nevertheless, did not become a reality until Haile Selassie’s accession to the throne.

      The consecration of the downfall of the church after the 1941 liberation was the recognition by the new elite, in spite of the Miaphysite faith’s legal status as the state religion, of the principle of religious freedom. This was not in the sense of practicing Islam or Christianity, for the two are generally seen more as separate communities rather than as separate religions [an Ethiopian Orthodox for example would tolerate a Moslem more than a Catholic or a Protestant and vice-versa."] Rather, it was in the sense of the trend the newer generation of students and bureaucratic elite were taking: being a Christian without being an Ethiopian Orthodox, professing no allegiance to any religious denomination, being indifferent or questioning the essence of all religious dogmas.

      The principal cause [causes] for the chasm between young and old that evidently became unbridgeable until it lead to the fall of Emperor Haile Selassie’s government in 1974 is [are] also related to the above phenomenon: the incompatibility between the old and the new [feudal and modern] structures. But they all revolved around education.

      It is important to point out that Western education got its lettre de noblesse during the period of occupation. Ethiopians in all walks of life were, by then, convinced that a country which less than two generations ago had vanquished a mighty European army could not have been so speedily defeated had it not been for lack of modern education and know-how. The Italian Fascists succeeded to rout the Ethiopian army by the use of modern military weapons - hundreds of tanks and warplanes as well as poison gas. Adwa, which was fought on a level ground in terms of weaponry, could not be repeated. It was a bitter lesson they could never forget.

      Consequently, the nation embarked on a full-fledged acceptance of Western education. But through Western education also came a very intense Anglo-American cultural penetration. The first group of Western-educated intelligentsia integrated themselves into the feudal system, embraced western values and the American way of life. Haile Selassie hoped that the American free enterprise system would absorb those his bureaucracy could not. The missionary zeal that guided America’s global policy of “containment” also created a situation whereby the U.S., in order to influence Ethiopian politics and particularly its youth, invested heavily in the educational sector. Thus, the feudal regime, the U. S, and the first generation of Western educated elite became necessarily interdependent.

      But with positions at higher levels filled up, technological progress moving at a snail’s pace, Ethiopia trailing almost all African countries in its educational progress, the priorities of the government being distorted, and the failure rate in the school system dramatically rising, the new generation of intelligentsia that the liberal arts-oriented educational structure produced, became alienated. The alienation was reinforced by the fact that a conflict was developing between the newer generation of intelligentsia, Haile Selassie’s feudal monarchy and the United States of America.

      From the outset, there was a seed of contradiction in this alliance and the ideological bond that tied them. American education, which molded the new Ethiopian intelligentsia, is rooted in the liberal-utilitarian tradition that promotes the values of metropolitan market economies. Autonomy and individual freedom–which forms the core of this liberal-utilitarian ideology–was accepted at face value by the new intelligentsia. However, these ideological values could not be implemented in Haile Selassie’s Ethiopia which was a dependent, modernizing autocracy tied to a metropolitan nation (i.e., the United States of America).

      The contradictions involved are clear–dependency and autocracy are dialectically opposed to autonomy and individual freedom. In other words, the liberal education disseminated through the Ethiopian school system and the political ideals connected with it were negated by a dependent authoritarian system and the prevalent political realities in Ethiopia.

      There was also a further paradox. Since Haile Selassie’s authoritarian system was guided by metropolitan capitalism, the alienated elite later came to reject the latter ideology. Furthermore, due to the fact that liberal education, which was the product of capitalism, could neither explain nor accommodate this apparent rejection, a segment of the Ethiopian intelligentsia, in their attempt to seek resolution to their paradox, turned to the socialist prism. They then employed socialist ideological and revolutionary weapons in their anti-feudal and anti-Haile Selassie political strategies. Ultimately, with their colleagues still within the educational system (and those working at the lower echelons of the bureaucracy) this new breed of Western educated intelligentsia, who were mostly students and teachers, ignited the sparks of the revolutionary ferment in the country, and all the military had to do in 1974 was deliver a coup de grace to Haile Selassie’s feudal regime.

      We are now beyond feudalism: we have faced a bloody “Red Terror,” a divisive civil war that lead to the dismemberment of Ethiopia. We are now in the throes of “Ethnicity” that threatens to tear us asunder even more. We are also faced with the uncharted ways of globalization which has brought with it myriads of problems we have to cope with if we have to survive in the 21st century. Can we cope? Can we change our attitudes and behaviours to harmonize with the unbridled chaos that has erupted in our midst?

      Attitudes and behaviours are hard to change at this age and time when we are in the throes of globalization and “future shock” that do not spare even so called 5th Worlders like us. Modernity knocks on our doors gleaming in two faces, one positive and the other negative. The first feature is avant-garde, dynamic, progressive, guaranteeing to deliver free choice and personal satisfaction, unparalleled material abundance, autonomy and self-determination. Here, there are potentials of alluring accolades and rewards for those who strive for it and have the aptitude to attain it…

      The other feature is blurred with environmental degradation, overcrowding, catastrophic contagion, and the spread of communicable diseases such as HIV/AIDS. A serene life, personal space, and privacy all go down the drain. Exodus from rural tranquillity to join the usual urban population upsurge increases “anomie,” personal and cultural alienation, loneliness, helplessness powerlessness, meaninglessness, anonymity, homelessness and dehumanization. Mass media shapes peoples minds, sometimes using subliminal seduction, and thus breeding conformity and passivity All these lead to an inward looking individual, an automaton with raging problems within thus multiplying the number of people suffering with mental disorder, numerous souls falling back on chemical escape roots [e.g. Cocaine, Prozac, ecstasy etc] committing bizarre homicides [eg. Serial killings] and sudden suicides. The fragility of the nuclear family which slowly crumbles under an onslaught of rugged individualism, narcissism, extreme materialism, the abandonment religious precepts without any substitute, all direct individuals towards more hopelessness and meaninglessness thus opening the way for mounting conversions to bizarre cults [Jim Johns, Branch Davidians, the Solar Temple, Moonies etc.] This also steers individuals towards passively allowing them to be victimized and be trampled upon by any tin pot dictator like the ones that are found in abundance in Africa, Asia and Latin America.

      The solution? Your suggestions are as good as mine. The odds of defeating these negative developments are indeed exceedingly difficult. At the risk of being labeled overoptimistic, however, I would suggest to you to stick to the age-old Ethiopian values. They may not give you total shelter — not quite, but they will hopefully keep you grounded in your roots and provide you with some armour that protects you from modern day “Anomie” which breeds the pathologies that surround us. For this, the author is obliged to refer the reader elsewhere. [1]

      _

      Dr. Paulos Milkias is a professor of Political Science at Concordia University in Montreal, Canada.

      _

      Paulos Milkias © 2002

      ---------------------------------

      [1] For these values, see my article which was based on my speech to the Ethiopian youth in the Diaspora entitled: “The Values of Ethiopianness and Contemporary Ethiopian Youth in the Diaspora”, The Ethiopian Review, Vol. IV, No. 6, September- October, 1997.
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      (by Yerusalem)

      for a stranger.

      you have a life and a poem to share with me

      yet i see you draped in your gauzy loneliness

      too

      stubborn, perhaps scared of the strings

      attached to my threadbare solitude

      i conform to wearing my own grief alone

      too

      but still hope you would see through me

      i tell you, as nameless as i seem to you

      you know more than my mother’s maiden name

      as faceless as we may seem to each other

      i’ve seen your wrinkles of unwelcome experiences in my own reflection

      and i know you’ve noticed mine

      although you have not uttered a word

      i have hummed to your blues before

      and often felt your throbbing energy in the stillness of my midnight hour

      our souls pulsate to our evocative memories

      parallel, but separate

      pregnant, born spiritual

      so how about you remove your fashionable cloak of mind-your-own

      and i

      too

      will change into something naked

      i promise you warmth in the fabric of my familiar shadow

      you will tell me about your first love

      and i will tell you about my Mother

      we will taste freedom singing the blues we’ve left unsung

      i have a life and love and poem to share with you

      too.

      On Modernity: Tumbling Grandmothers and the Way Forward
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      On Modernity: Tumbling Grandmothers and the Way Forward

      by GT

      I begin with an extended and embellished aside: the first thing that comes to mind when I think of modernity and Ethiopia are the mad dashes my father and I would have to make through Heathrow Airport to save someone’s Ethiopian grandmother from the perils of the moving walkways. The women were usually fresh from an Ethiopian Airlines flight from Addis and on their first trip abroad.

      “I see one in the distance, and she’s almost at the end,” I’d yell, breaking off in a full sprint - sometimes lugging some sixty pounds of cumbersome carry-on luggage (standard issue for all in my family for these trips; I was often the keeper of what must have been the sole remaining Betamax video cameras in use, which weighed in at about twenty-five pounds). It was an inevitable part of my yearly trips home to Ethiopia during the late 1980s and 1990s; lending a hand to someone’s Emama who had become overwhelmed by the strange new world she had just entered. One where the ground moved…and she didn’t.

      My family’s dedication to the cause stemmed from our inability to get over the horrific event we witnessed in the summer of 1987. We watched helplessly as Weizero Guenet (we learned her name later as we tried to nurse her) tumbled with a “Wui, wui, wui!” off the moving walkway. She never stepped off it safely as it came to an end. The pile-up of her friends, who suffered a similar fate, only magnified the tragedy. I was a young boy at the time and would not wish the sight of a pile of confused and moaning grandmas on even my worst enemy. Okay, maybe that son-of-a-bitch Ahmed, my mortal enemy from the eighth grade.

      The moving walkway must have seemed benign to Weizero Guenet at first, providing her with a welcome respite from the long distance between the gate and immigration/customs in Heathrow’s Terminal 3. To be sure, moving walkways are not the flying cars envisioned in those 1950s classroom films about the future, but they are a useful technological innovation for men and women who have spent a lifetime on their feet, working diligently and tirelessly to provide for and nurture their families. As Weizero Guenet glided through the concourse, I could only imagine what she was feeling; I take these conveniences for granted. There was a sign before the end of the walkway, but it was in a language that was foreign to her…and me, for that matter. What exactly does “Mind Your Step” mean? It was only familiarity that saved me from that British English gibberish.

      Obviously, Weizero Guenet and the others knew what to do; it was just overwhelming. Scary. Most of the times my father and I would rescue the grandmothers from the walkways, we were more counselors, soothing and reassuring the women that it was all right, trying to loosen their steely grip on the handrail and holding their hands and arms as they took one giant leap into a new world. Often, it was just in the nick of time, the rubber matting of the walkway only inches away from the immobile carpet floor beyond. Now, my father and I can sit back and remember it with some humor over a cold beer, but believe me, back then, the dangers were real.

      Weizero Genet survived her fall, but my family dedicated itself to trying to ensure that the grandmothers’ first taste of western modernity did not come at a high price. Inevitably, helping them off the walkway led to helping them reach their hotel during the overnight layovers, which led to helping them get to the airport and onto their flights the next day. We were their first new friends in a new world, something everyone needs to help them make sense of a world that seems both wondrous, dangerous, and to some extent, absurd (particularly if the hotel they stayed in had a bidet).

      My grandmother only made the trip once to visit us, and being a walkway victim was either a private tragedy or somehow, alone or with someone’s help, she managed to survive unscathed. Or maybe she just walked.
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        * * *

      

      In any event, aside from that memory, I think it makes more sense for me to explore the practical side of modernity. One could get into a meta-philosophical debate about what modernity is, means, etc., but that would take way too long and be about as productive as an exegesis on the meaning of Midi, Maxi & Efti’s song “Masinqo Man.” In any event, such analysis is best left to someone a bit more qualified; I spent the few philosophy courses I took in college drawing cartoons to amuse myself.

      The unfortunate bottom line for Ethiopia is that modernity means starting first with the basics that we expatriates take for granted: safe drinking water, advanced medical care, and infrastructure development (roads, rail, electricity, telephones). Being a results-oriented person, I began noodling about how Ethiopia could take tangible steps to become more modern. The general answer is quite simple: capital. How to acquire it is a separate matter.

      We shouldn’t be forced to beg for western hand-outs. Bono and Paul O’Neill recently visited Ethiopia and debated the same, tired top-down aid theories that have failed in the past (more or less direct western aid coinciding with the stamping out of corruption, etc.) - albeit with a little more zip and pop appeal (thank goodness for Treasury Secretary O’Neil, whose coolness and devil-may-care attitude counterbalanced the preachy Bono quite nicely). But we have heard it all before, which probably explains why most Ethiopians ignored Bono and O’Neill and spent more time sweating Rush Hour- and Rush Hour 2- star, Chris Tucker. We have to be willing to think outside the box and find creative and innovative ways to generate the kind of capital necessary to address the basic needs and set a foundation upon which to build. And we need to figure out how to do it on our own, with our limited resources.

      A couple of suggestions:

      1. Privatize the Country - Wait, it is not that ridiculous. A friend of mine is very involved in the movement in some U.S. states to privatize what are normally government functions. Before you put too much stock in my friends, I am also friends with a guy named Crazy Manuel who once ran for a city council seat as an “philatelist” because he felt like the rights of stamp collectors were being ignored. The other friend is very interested and tangentially involved in the recent privatization of some of Philadelphia’s overburdened, under-performing school system. The state is bringing in a private corporation to run the school system efficiently for a fee. Who knows what exactly that will entail (will they downsize under-performing students?).

      Perhaps that is the kind of radical fix Ethiopia needs. I imagine some mutually beneficial arrangement, such as a large Japanese zaibatsu contracting with the government to provide all government services. Perhaps the Japanese could recapture their economic magic of the seventies, when they made everything cheaper, smaller and more efficient. I imagine Ethiopia becoming more punctual and people eschewing the wax and gold complexity of Amharic in favor of efficient, one-word sentences. The absurdly excessive cake bEt resources in the country will be somehow reallocated to manufacture something useful like paper clips, scotch tape or transistors.

      2. Increased Marketing As A Basis For Raising Capital - The country should focus heavily on marketing and branding as a way of leveraging its inherent value to subsidize future growth. We should think about a corporate naming deal, which has been used by professional sports teams here in the U.S. to bring in hundreds of millions of dollars in advertising revenues. And that is for some puny local team. A naming deal for a country could bring in billions that could be used to build roads, schools and hospitals. Perhaps we should make such a deal with a pharmaceutical company, one that includes much-needed free medicines. “Merck’s Ethiopia” has a kind of strange appeal to it. And it doesn’t have to stop there. Imagine greeting your relatives at “BPAmoco Bole Airport” or having your visa renewal brought to you by Mitsubishi.

      And how about a catchy slogan? We should rethink the confusing “Thirteen Months of Sunshine” slogan, and use a focus group-tested slogan that speaks to the 21st century world (e.g. “With Thirteen Months, Ethiopia’s Bringing You A Little Something More”). In any event, we really have to make better use of the extra month advantage we have over other countries, which is currently going to waste. Even if we do not adopt a new slogan, an amusement park featuring the thirteen months of sunshine theme and many animal characters/mascots (Abinet the Ostrich, Giorgis the Gazelle, etc.) could be nothing but profitable.

      3. Develop a World Class Soccer/Sports Program - The World Cup just concluded, and many young players are made their debuts before the world. Those who have done well, will get multi-million dollar deals to play for an elite European club team. For example, in the early 1990s, African players like Liberia’s George Weah or Nigeria’s Kanu made millions of dollars as stars in European club leagues and have contributed significantly to their respective home country’s economy. That kind of success got me to thinking about how we can profit from our talents and skills by gaining lucrative employment in the West, and how much money there is to be made in the soccer world.

      Our whole marathon/long distant running thing is great and hip-ly unique, but it lacks both flash and cash. We have a population somewhere north of 60 million; surely, we can identify and develop 100 future soccer stars! A bunch of millionaire soccer stars could provide a substantial amount of tax revenue to help fund literacy and public health programs. It may sound like a simplistic solution, but we shouldn’t toss aside quick fixes if they can help stimulate further economic development. For example, Dikembe Mutumbo has built something like 387 hospitals in Congo. Eventually, the sophisticated schools and health care developed with these tax revenues will graduate scientists and artists that push us to the next level.

      We’d be like a Gulf state, but instead of oil, it’ll be people who can dribble a ball with skill and pace. The bustling economies of Argentina and Brazil are clear testament to the success of such an endeavor. Argentina is so politically sophisticated and open democratically that they change Presidents more frequently than most of us change light bulbs, and all without all that unnecessary pomp and circumstance. In fact, you may have been the president of Argentina for a week last November without knowing it.

      But, where are all the Ethiopian soccer stars? The Ethiopian Under-20 team did reach the Under-20 World Cup Finals last year. They didn’t win any games, but there were some promising players, such as striker Yordanos Abay and midfielder Ashenafi Girma. And there are others not on the youth team who are also impressive, such as Mulualem Regassa. They all play in the Ethiopia Premier League, however, and have not made as big a splash internationally.

      When I was in Ethiopia during the 1994 World Cup, Ethiopian soccer experts predicted that Ethiopia could field a World Cup Finals team in 16 years. Also that year, for some inexplicable reason, there was this commercial in heavy circulation on ETV for this green sludge called “Veggie-Boom” that was being hawked by someone who I think was a Senegalese soccer star (who seemed nervous about even touching the stuff and spoke in a tentative cadence). This stuff was supposed to provide indescribable benefits. I was concerned that aspiring young Ethiopian soccer players, seeking to get an advantage in their play, may have taken the Senegalese soccer star’s advice and started using this mysterious Veggie Boom; it wasn’t clear if Veggie-Boom was something you eat, apply to the skin or use to lubricate large turbine engines.

      Eight years later, I set out to do some research to see how close we are to achieving the World Cup finals target. My enthusiasm for this plan to develop Ethiopian soccer superstars crashed back down to Earth when I checked out the FIFA world rankings. Currently, Ethiopia is ranked 134th in the world soccer rankings. One hundred and thirty-fourth! Was the Veggie-Boom somehow to blame?

      To put this all into context, we are ranked behind Rwanda. Rwanda, who lost half of its population in an ethnic massacre several years ago. And St. Kitts and the Grenadines, an island with something like seven inhabitants. We are ranked below an island nation that could not field an 11-person squad. What do you have to do to get ranked behind Mauritius (127th)? Not play a friendly game for 20 years?

      Moreover, I have serious doubts about whether there even are 134+ countries in the world. For example, we also rank below something called the Faroe Islands (119th), clearly some sort of made-up island. We have to be careful that we don’t get surpassed by the 141st place team from “Andorra” (isn’t that the name of the home planet of an alien race on “Star Trek”? Are teams from other planets allowed to compete for a World Cup Finals spot? Wasn’t that also the name of Samantha’s mother on the 60s sitcom “Bewitched”?). Or how about the 148th place “Maldives Islands” (when I asked a friend what the “Maldives” was, he said that he thought it was either some type of tangy spread or a sort of skin condition treatable by a variety of over-the-counter ointments - perhaps Veggie-Boom???).

      There are a variety of other sports out there that Ethiopia also sucks at (hockey, tennis, rugby, golf), but if we hone the skills of a few raw talents, there is some serious cash to be had. Richard Williams watched Wimbledon once, saw how big the winner’s check was, and promptly put a racket in the hands of his two daughters. Fifteen or so years later, the Williams sisters - who first learned tennis on public courts in Compton - are now sharing their prodigious talent and infectious goofiness with the world. It goes to show that all you need is raw talent, a ball, whatever extra equipment that may be necessary, and a pushy know-it-all, like a Richard Williams, who believes in the kids and thinks they know everything about any given sport. My phone lines are open.

      Modernity
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      RA

      Breasts, bellies, thigh flashing micro-minis

      As far as the eye can see

      Netela! A forgotten commodity

      Sleaze mistaken for sexy

      Come in and out everyone

      Taste a morsel

      Self is no longer a temple

      Caps backward, pants hanging, feet dragging,

      Prison culture styling

      African roots chained by capitalist freedom

      While Tommy & Calvin share a billion-dollar season

      Your mind still does not reason

      First Yohannes, Emmebet and Mekonen,

      Then Johnny, Emmy and Mac

      Never say never!

      Now they’re responding to my homey, bitch and nigger

      Integration need not negate original culture

      Will they listen? Because I want to tell them

      Go for self-respect and dignity

      Learn your history

      Show pride in your country

      Respect your family

      “Yo’ waz up” is not in the dictionary

      The mall is not a library

      As for alcohol, drugs and sex

      Never mistake excess for acceptance

      Replace the illicit with the healthy

      And remember brothers, “Maybe” and “NO” always means “NO”

      Lest you want to be charged with violence

      Sine seerat, Talak makber, Amarigna fidel,

      Modernity does not equal tiraznetekenet

      Yesemechahu kurat be Ethiopiawinet

      Yager huneta? Ye Zemed ououta?

      Let it become the Ethio-American generation’s flavor

      Ethiopia’s counting on you to speak truth to power!

      The Man Who Lost His Shadow
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      By Zera Yacob

      Fathi Ghanem made the above phrase immortal after he used it as the title of his novelette about a journalist in Cairo. This plagiarized title perfectly describes how I have been feeling for a while. Yep, I have lost my shadow. The bipolar life I have been living has stretched me Calista Flockart thin. How else can I explain that I could not convince any of my Ethiopian friends to go with me to the Concertante performance tonight? Concertante, an ensemble extraordinaire out of the Juilliard School, played not only Dvorak’s string sextet flawlessly but also hypnotized the audience with Tchaikovsky’s “Souvenir de Florence.” As far as I am concerned the music, exquisite and succulent, can delight even the most unsophisticated palate. If you have one, that is. Ouch!

      Am I being unfairly judgmental of my buddies forgetting that not everybody listens to Nine Inch Nails? Or am I, get ready to pick your jaw from the floor, too modern to hang out with them?

      What is Modernization?

      What, after all, is modernity? Modernity is not humming a movement from Mozart’s symphony while driving to an appointment you are already an hour and half late or dressing in Dolce & Gabbana outfits and Bruno Magli shoes. Modernity is not recycling every piece of newspaper in your house but being pulled over three times in two weeks. And modernity is not “customizing” your dating moves to the genre of races you are dating. It is not peppering your essays with high-octane words or regurgitating classical works to impress your readers.

      Modernization, which is easier to define than modernity, is a process that society has to go through to increase its, for lack of better word, productivity. It is the sum total of activities that complement each other that make your life productive, make you more valuable to society and elevates you in the social strata. It is the culling and retention process of the activities that aid the individual to keep abreast with the general dynamics of the society one lives in. An inherent character of modernization is the socio-economic betterment of the individual.

      Ethiopia and Modernization

      I fail to grasp the logic of scholars that maintain the future growth of Ethiopia lies in exploiting her natural resources. For the past decade or so the demand for industrial raw materials, excluding petroleum, has been fairly stable. Couple that with current trend of efficient utilization of resources with break-through technologies like spintronics and nanotechnology, the raw material-exporting-gets-Ethiopia-out-of-the-doldrums argument will be a hard sell.

      Nonetheless, whichever way Ethiopia’s economic growth comes, I will argue that the modernization of the Ethiopian society will depend on how open her economy is. I am not suggesting that unless Ethiopia has perfectly open economy the rays of modernity will not soak her populace. One only has to compare the world market and the U.S. groceries sugar price to realize that even the highly touted U.S. economy is not perfectly open.

      In open economy, compensation and competition, the ever potent motivators will push individuals to retain practices that will enable them make more money and lead a better life. Time and efficiency will be of prime competitive advantages. Then and only then will the value of time appreciate in Ethiopia and tardiness will be frowned up on as it is the shortest route to mediocrity. You will not see bureaucrats in Addis piling up work on their desks till they “have time” to work on it. I will bet you a dime for a doughnut that you will not need to shower your Ethiopian dream girl with thousands of platitudes every day for three weeks before you can get her number. And the afflicted Ethiopian men will get over their psychological aberration where the value of the girl they are after is a function of how hard she plays hard-to-get. It will boil down to basic Darwinian selection: the fittest will survive. In an open economy, modernization is fait accompli.

      The downside of opening the economy will have its impact but society has to pay the price and is responsible for curbing any devastating damage. A great deal of lessons along this line can be learned from South Korea. Despite having one of the most conformist and xenophobic societies, this Asian country was able to create an ambience that made it a hotbed for investors. Currently, the KOSPI index performance is the envy of the world. And, not surprisingly, the Koreans are now “cool” people.

      Modernity and Segmentation of the Ethiopian Diaspora

      One may then ask why is that we see a spectrum of modernity in the Ethiopian Diaspora? At the risk of sounding elitist, I will attribute this segmentation to the level of success and the potential of success of each individual. One only needs to look at a successful Ethiopian woman to see the correlation between her success and her ability to get along with the society. The more successful she is, the more culling and retention she has done to place herself in a competitive advantage. This in turn mirrors her ambition, which translates into her potential of success.

      This does not mean that your success depends on how fast you can dump your Ethiopian ways before your bozo neighbor can spell disestablishmentarianism. I have seen very successful people straddling the two extreme ends. This obviously takes time and needs lots of compromising. And how far you are willing to stretch yourself is very subjective. But if you can do it the day you landed in your adopted home, my hat is off to you. You must have the most dexterous moves save Harry Houdini’s.

      An Armchair Sociologist

      Does this theory, if you want to call it that, suggest that a modernized person in the American society is compatible with a modernized individual in the Ethiopian society? Difficult question to answer and I will by no means dabble with it. But I will say this: they will find it easier to work with each other if they have high productivity as their common denominator.

      The seemingly mutual exclusiveness of modernity and the Ethiopian society is nothing but a historical reality metamorphosed through time into pseudo universal truth. The transformation of Ethiopians in the Diaspora to synchronize themselves with developed societies is a sure sign of what can happen if we have an economy that allows a respectable amount of competition in Ethiopia. That will be the dawn of the day when I will have my shadow back.

      The author, neither an economist nor a sociologist, lives in North Carolina and can be reached at zombie266@email.com.

      Not Modern Enough to Love?

      _
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      Are Ethiopians not Modern Enough to Love their Ethiopian Children?

      _

      By Tizita

      He steps out of the taxi and pays the driver. The driver takes the money and does a quick bow - a handy combination of misgana and selamta. He smiles in appreciation of the small yet meaningful gesture, once again reminded of the reason he’s at this house he’s about to enter.

      The thought of these precious kids growing up to never fully understand and appreciate the depth of his yemayiTegeb bahil is crushing. How many bureaucratic meetings will it take? It doesn’t matter really - giving up is not an option.

      He bows his head in the same manner and turns to knock on the gate. He’s a few minutes late, but not at all late by the standards here. Late is not considered late unless it’s by more than a couple of hours.

      The concepts of time and qeTero makber seemed to have escaped his beloved people altogether. No amount of exposure to the modern world and the modern people could sink into an Ethiopian deep enough not to be shrugged off, at the very least agerachew simelisu - at least he has yet to meet those who’ve managed. He wonders how the foreign guests who frequent this house take that; are they all forewarned about the notorious lateness of the society and so they learn to accept it? Or do they expect all things to be done and all meeting to occur on time and then get upset when it doesn’t happen? Is this a sign of a society forever unable to modernize? Can’t be - our concept of time can’t possibly be worse than that of Italy and Brazil and… .

      He is interrupted by the older man who opens the gate just slightly and peers at him with hesitation.

      “TenayisTiliN, gashE, Alemayehu neN.” He knows why gashE is peering at him, gashE qeld ayawqum when it comes to protecting the children in that compound and won’t let anyone in unless he personally knows them or they are escorted by one of the people who works there.

      Inside the house, a group of kids of all ages are standing near the long dining table eying a dish of keremEla that was sitting in the middle. Alemayehu breaks into a smile watching them from a distance. In less than a month, he has come to love each and every one of them as though they were his own. And his heart broke each time one left. Will he be lucky enough to accomplish what he’s working on so they can all grow up without losing their etyoPiawinet?

      He sees them whispering to each other, no doubt about the candy, and laughing. He winks at one who looks over to see him, and the room is transformed into something that resembles a circus arena as they run to greet him and tug at his shirt. He has become their friend as well as their father, siasfelig iyeteqoTa, siasfelig iyaCHawete. He scoops one of them up and puts him on his shoulders. The little boy, no more than 3 years old, squeals with delight. Out of the corner of his eye, Alemayehu sees Zelalem and Tesfaye waiting patiently for him so they can talk about a few things before the rest of the group arrives. He teases the kids about keremEla being bad for their teeth and leaves them saq-besaq at the thought of all of them having no teeth at all after eating all that’s on the table.

      Zelalem is somewhat shy but her face is always lit with a smile. Her eyes have a deeper, more-genuine-than-anything kind of a smile even when the rest of her face is sober. Perhaps that’s why the children respond to her so well. Alemayehu has known her almost all of her life and, even as a child, she had that strangely bright twinkle in her eyes. She is now married and has a 2 year old son, FiSum. Tesfaye, her husband, works at the University, which is where they had met and married while both were still students. They are not by any standard considered rich, but they are comfortable.

      Certainly, comfortable enough to add a couple of more children to their fiqir yemolaw family of three… could it ever happen though?

      Alemayhu and Zelalem had been neighbors and friends diro, lijoch honew, until his family moved to the U.S. some eons ago. And they hadn’t really kept in touch. When he came le’ireft about a month ago, he had run into her and her husband with their little boy, just outside of their houses and both had been surprised at the sight of the other. Their childhood friendship sparked, surprising and delighting them both. They had invited him to lunch and Zelalem, animated and full of enthusiasm, had told him about the place she worked at.

      He had noticed the unmistakable sadness in those sparkling eyes. It had puzzled him.

      The place where she worked had sounded like a piece of heaven doing the work of angles. There are two full time nurses, one teacher, two full time mogzitoch, one cook, one housekeeper to do such things as libs maTeb, bEt maSdat, …and a bunch of people doing the administrative work. And of course, gashE. A large house, sefa yale gibi, a good size salon and mebilbEt, a small biro, two full bathrooms, two extra large bedrooms (each accomplished by knocking down the walls between two good size rooms), another bedroom for the one live-in nurse and one mogzit to share, and a kitchen. Quite a modern facility, really. Zelalem was hired as a Translator/Secretary about a year after the place was in operation. She was always good with languages. As a child, she had picked up a good amount from her friends, and had taken advantage of every opportunity she got to study it formally. By the time she completed University, she could fluently speak, read and write, in addition to amariNa, tigriNa, and oromiNa, four other languages - English, German, Spanish, and Russian. Her language skills have come in handy in many situations that would have otherwise become desperately _mis_communicated. Although Zelalem’s official position is a Translator/Secretary, she works various positions (by choice, really, not for lack of hired help) - mogzit, nurses’ aid, driver, cook - whatever the need of the moment was.

      A noble idea, a noble place - a shelter for infants and young children orphaned and/or abandoned, foster-home like in many ways, until suitable adoptive parents are found for the children. “fiqir new ymiasfeligachew lijochu” one of the sira askiahajoch told Alemayehu during one of his visits, “lav kale lEla minim chigir yelem.” And quite obviously, the children are showered with love at this home, with every adult in the compound constantly dotting on them. They are fed well, dressed well, and not a single cough ever goes unchecked.

      It was a few days after she first told him about the place that Alemayehu had finally decided to ask Zelalem, “why the sadness over such a satisfying job?” He had thought it could be because she got too attached to the kids before they were adopted, but he felt there had to be more than that - Zelalem is too much of a “practical” mind to be saddened by something like that.

      "a’ay, minim aydelem," she had tried to brush it off. So far, the only person who understood her and shared her feelings on the subject was her husband. Her own best friend has told her to stop thinking crazy, “anchi demo, yelijochun idil atabelashi… yeNa sew kifu new, injeralij n’w yemiareguachew….” Another friend had told her, “…mTs, atimoNi bakish, ItyoPiawi lalweledew minim fiqir yelewim….” Finally though, she had to give in to Alemayehu’s unabated curiosity and, hoping that seeing the situation would help explain what she so often failed to put into words, had invited him to her work the next weekend.

      And his visit that day had been the beginning of his qumneger yalew sira. His plans of ireft had been replaced with the hectic running around as he tried to prove to the un_convince_able, that modern we may not be, but our children are better off with us than they are with a ferenj parent… .

      That day, she had met him at the gate to introduce him to gashE and escort him in. His first impression of the place was just what he had expected. Clean, spacious, filled with happy, boisterous kids. It was a Saturday and Zelalem was playing the role of translator as well as mogzit. She had picked that day on purpose - none of the sira askiahajoch would be there which meant she was the senior sira askiahaj in charge for the day. Her eyes looked sober and her appearance professional. She introduced him to everyone in the compound as she gave him a tour and told him a little about each kid…

      _

      Sehai and Melat, the 4year old identical twins who love to follow gashE around; Melaku, the baby whose worst moment of the day is bath time; Selam, the 6year old who loves climbing trees; Yobdar, the 4year old natural leader and Ketema, her 3year old brother who adores her; Sophia, the youngest baby there; Kokeb, the chubbiest and quietest baby; and so on and so on…

      _

      And Alemayehu had fallen in love with each and every one of them that same day.

      And all of them, he had learned, would soon have a ferenj parent and a ferenj name, and soon enough all the ferenj mannerisms would replace this sweet and ageless culture…

      “W/zo Zelalem,” had come in Lemlem, one of the mogzits carrying a sleeping baby. “Nurse Marta lijitwan asketibew temelisewal,” she had turned quickly Alemayehun iG lemensat and to say TenasTiliN, and then had continued talking to Zelalem, “b’sint s’at yihon ferenjua 'mitmeTaw litwesdat?” [L – help!!]

      Before Zelalem had a chance to reply, Mrs. Walter, ferenjua, had walked in along with Chris (Amaha used to be his name), her 6year old adopted son, and their guide and interpreter for their one week stay in Addis. Alemayehu had stayed behind while Zelalem quickly walked over to the berenda to greet them. From where he was standing, he could hear Mrs. Walter and Zelalem converse in two languages, Zelalem following Mrs. Walter’s lead as the language is switched between English and German. Lemlem handed the baby to Zelalem and Zelalem dutifully to Mrs. Walter. Nurse Marta joined them with the latest medical records for the baby, all files were checked and goodbyes were said as Mrs. Walter left with those she came with, plus her new baby daughter. The baby’s name was Mahlet, but wouldn’t be for long.

      Alemayehu had seen gashE wipe his tears unashamedly.

      “irso demo,” had been Nurse Marta’s reply, “izi qertew min indihonu new?”

      “mTs, indew kesew ager adgew, quanquachewinis, bahilachewinis, maan yastemirachewal?” gashE had made his point. “Amehan inquan atayeem - b’and amet wisT selamta inquan siaqitew?”

      “Mts,” had echoed Lemlem, “Ameha - indih yale worq lij, ahun inatu, nefsuan yimarina, yaweTachiletin simun k’ris bilew qeyirew, mTs!”

      It was later that same day that Zelalem had explained the source of everyone’s anguish, when Alemayehu had seemed confused - he had assumed it would be a joyous occasion to find a family for a child, and was surprised to find it awkwardly gloomy.

      It turns out, according to the sira askiahajoch, our society has trouble modernizing not only in the “Time” department, but also in the “Love” department. Apparently, the modern ferenj love better than the ’hualaqer etyoPiawi. So at this modern place that does noble work, adoption of etyoPiawi lijoch b’etioPiawi bEteseb is not permitted.

      Slowly, gashE’s words sunk in.

      Zelalem and Tesfaye had tried time and again to adopt, and had been turned down, without hesitation, told that the children are better off with ferenj parents. Zelalem has seen countless etioPiawi couples being turned down for the same reason, including those related to the children.

      Today Alemayehu is meeting with all of the sira askiahajoch to yet again try and convince them that, yes, etyoPiawi yalweledewin indeliju mewded yichilal. His grandparents have done it, and even his father was an adopted child. If his father was alive, how he’d laugh at their face for thinking he was loved any less for having been adopted… .

      Yes, he knows a few who, given the opportunity, would take an unfortunate child home to have them slave the day away, but who says the modern ferenj ager is free of the likes of the evil step-mother?

      Determination sets as Alemayehu walks into the office at the corner of the living room. He turns one more time to watch the kids still giggling over the image of themselves toothless.

      How I wish for each and all of you to be loved by your own people… surely, nothing could be sweeter than hearing your mother saying to you, “… aizosh, yenE 'mebEt …”

      He smiles and sits across from Zelalem and Tesfaye, the only two on his side in this group of discussants. Today’s discussion is the meaning of the loss of one’s culture. He closes his eyes momentarily - AbayE, thank you for never letting me turn my back on my culture in the name of modernity… deep breath - one step at a time… .

      Ye Ingliz Chew
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      by: Zelalem Messele

      An English man went to Addis Ababa for work. On the second day he was driving around for sight seeing in his rented car. While waiting at the traffic light and with his blinkers turned on, he saw a guy trying to light a cigarette from his signal light. Amused by the primitivism, he drove off to his destination with bewilderment.

      After parking the car he tried to reach for his camera in the back seat, only to realize that it was gone.

      Have you ever been called a fara?

      And who sets the standards for yarada lij? I’m not going to define or lecture you about the Arada ethics or write about one of those articles with a title “How to act like yarada lij.” I 'm just going to tell you the things some of us have done in the past in the name of Arada.

      When we were young, I remember a friend telling me about a birthday party where the cameraman didn’t show up. Chronicling his daughter’s birthday was very important to the father, so he asked the whole crew to move the party with the cake to the local Girma Photo bEt . Some of you might be thinking, yemannachew gegema. But some of you might appreciate his insightfulness.

      Modernity can be interconnected with knowledge. The person who doesn’t know how to use a recently upgraded gadget can be called fara, gegema, Tfram…shall I go on? Knowledge can be used cruelly to benefit a few - like someone I know has done in the.

      During the Meserete Tmhrt zemecha, Daniel was assigned to Gonder after completing 12th grade to teach reading and writing to the locals. In return, the local geberE mahiber was required to provide these zemachoch with food, shelter and a serateNa. In this village Daniel was the only zemach with a beautiful serateNa. As most of you guys know, our mothers were very selective when hiring a pretty sereteNa. Sometimes the delala might have been told “yegoremsa bEt new biyE alnegerkuhm?”

      However, in this geberE mahiber, the locals didn’t see it that way. One day, after a hard day’s work, the sereteNa (let’s call her Alganesh) bought Daniel Tella. To her own downfall, the same night Daniel started to mashkormem her.

      Have you ever tried to analyze the connection between alcohol and hormones? It’s a mystery to me. After a few drinks, even if you don’t have mewdeqia, you end up in a zigubiN abesha bEt trying to salvage an unfruitful evening. In the old days, we used to say “idmE le Kasanchis, Kebede Tomun adro ayawqm,” with the occasional regret and blaming of friends who left you in the hands of the Kasanchis sharks. You might have found yourself knocking on your friend’s door at 5 a.m. as if you were be dubE indaderE sew. “Why did you leave me with a shellE knowing that I was drunk?”

      Where was I? Back to the zemecha Tabiya. After a while it became a given that whenever he felt like it, he was getting it. I mean everything! I’m talking about Daniel.

      Every forth night, all the zemachoch would get together in one wereda to spend the weekend together. This time it was Daniel’s wereda turn. Alganesh prepared enough food for all the guests. When everyone arrived, she brought injera in a big sefEe and started running back to the kushina. Her ruCHa would have left Carl Lewis ten meters trailing behind. She came back with a dst of aleCHa weT, and once again she hurried back with the same speed back into the guada, even faster than previously.

      After a while, being amused with the kushina eruCHa, I asked Daniel what is wrong with Alganesh. He said, with a smirk on his face, that she was not feeling well. After noticing how uncomfortable he was about answering my questions, I let the matter drop. However, late into the night (and after a few swigs of gebs Tella) my curiosity got the better of me. He finally confessed to sleeping with her. This didn’t explain ye Alganeshin eruCHa. Was she…? Hey, no, no, she wasn’t pregnant. Far from it. The fact of the matter was that that morning she had asked Daniel for a birth control. Daniel had given her ye Ingliz CHew.

      All I can say is, she wasn’t running to the kushina.

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Modern Gadgets Every Ethiopian Should Have:

      10. The whistling jebenna. Takes the guessing game out of over-boiling the bunna.

      9. ETan-a-theraphy: Cherry, vanilla and lavender scented eTan. Relax in style.

      8. Cell phone ring options: a) “Maleda, Maleda” b) “AyasayeN CHnq”

      7. The Palm Pilot ET III: Comes with all the _Tabot_s and all your silets already programmed.

      6. Interactive QdassiE CD-ROM: place cursor on the qess figure twelve times to kiralaiso. Also check out the “click-to-confess” feature.

      5. 21st Century LimiCh: to help straighten out your CHemlaqa kids but leave no bruises for the Social Services agent to find.

      4. The YluNta Hologram: A copy of yourself in fabulous evening clothes, for those embarrassing moments when you have to be at two _Serg_s simultaneously. Optional applet for wearing different clothes. The all-black-clad you could be added on for 35% more for simulcasting at two leqsos.

      3. The TSeT MarEgia 2002: Auto-mute button to silence you at those times when you are about to say “traffik lie estuck hoNE” or when you’re about to fling some guramaylE at your Grandma. The use of the more appropriate word in any language will release the mute.

      2. Cyber afz-adengz: to enchant that distant suitor you’ve just chatted with for three hours on-line.

      1. The Fara Radar (_Faradar_™): to help you immediately weed out the well-disguised _fara_s amongst us.

      __________________

      Backpage
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      A Boléan by any other name…

      by Yirgalem Indezih

      I met my first Boléan (pronounced BolEyan) a few months ago at a café in Paris (she insisted on calling it Paree, pulling her lips back to reveal a perfect row of white teeth). I approached her because I thought she was, like me, Ethiopian, and asked her so, but I was quickly corrected in my erroneous (and I do believe she also subtly managed to indicate arrogant) assumption. My routine afternoon espresso outing turned into a cultural education that I feel privileged – nay, impelled – to share. I have detailed the content of my brief yet lobotomizingly educational conversation below for the slow and careful consumption of my readers.

      It was a beautiful day in Paris (Paree) and the sky was an azure blue, that is if you can manage to peer beyond the cigarette haze of the average Parisienne’s 3-pack-a-day-of-the-most-acrid-cigarette-brand-they-can-find habit. Americans may drop like flies because they jog too much but the Parisienne (to paraphrase the publicity folks at Timex) can’t stop smokin’, but keep on kickin’. I bobbed and weaved between the scent of a cheroot and the septum-warping aroma of a Cuban cigar and practically slammed into her as she sat, her neatly crossed knees protruding ever so perfectly into the narrow passageway between the tratoria tables.

      “Pardo’,” I said automatically, reaching out to steady myself.

      “C’est pas grave,” the lady said, expertly removing her Prada-shod feet from being trampled by my Nike clodhoppers.

      I glanced into her familiar eyes, felt a kinship with the perfect complexion of her brown skin and admired the wavy curls of her “natural” do.

      “Abesha nesh?” The question came out on auto pilot. I know, I know! We live in a day and age where tripping over an Ethiopian napping under the protective overhang of a mountainside in the Andes is hardly worth a mention, but you can’t help yourself when you meet someone you are sure speaks your language and knows how to expertly roll a pharynx-clogging gursha. You ask. They smile. You smile back. You’ve made a new friend.

      Ah, yes, I miss those days!

      “Non,” said my new almost friend.

      Non?

      I did a quick mental rewind and heard myself again posing the question in Amharic. Had my accent gotten so bad then that this woman with the typical Abesha eyes actually thought I was asking her if she wanted more…of whatever green goo she was sipping at from that impossibly tall and slim glass?

      “A-be-sha nesh?” I asked again, careful to enunciate my words, arching my eyebrows just so, smiling winningly. Surely, this time….

      “Non,” she said again, matched my raised eyebrow and raised the second one in what I took as some weird form of challenge.

      “Really?” I said. “Well, I could have sworn…because…you know…you understood…never mind.” I was intrigued. Here was a mystery draped in a pretty Dolce and Gabbana écharpe and I wanted to unwrap the mystery and find out if there was anything of interest in the package. “May I?” I asked indicating the wrought iron chair and pulled it out and sat down before she could voice the refusal poised on her moistly rouged lips. Her hands flailed in what I’m sure was an unfamiliar gesture of defeat, but to her credit she stretched her lips into an almost gracious smile and said nothing.

      “So…where are you from, then?” I asked.

      “Bolé,” she said and (I swear) preened a little bit and sat up even straighter.

      Bolé? I thought. Bolé? Surely she meant….

      “Bali?” I asked.

      “No, Bolé,” she said and allowed a smidgen of irritation to mar her unlined forehead with a faint wrinkle.

      “Bali?” I said again, reaching up with my pinky to smudge the kook in my ear.

      “No, Bolé,” she said and this time the irritation was quite clearly there. “ ‘Bo’, as in Bo Derek, and ‘lé’ as in…laissez faire, not ‘li’ as in Bruce Lee! Get it?”

      “Bolé?” I said. Were I a character in a cartoon cell, my eyes would be saucer-wide and I’d be staring at the reader with a huge question mark above my confused head. As it were, I felt as though I’d walked in, stage right, onto the stage of a bad play and felt compelled to stay for the duration of my scene. I smelled a story here – if not good enough to print, then good enough to regale my friends with over a cold glass of beer. Beer. I thought beer would be good just then. Or a shot of something…helpful…in my espresso.

      “So,” I said, deciding to step deliberately into the quicksand, “where is…Bolé?”

      “It’s near A’dis,” she said.

      “A’dis?” I asked feeling the quicksand give under my feet.

      “A’dis, yeah….as in A’dis A’ba?” she said and I heard the implied “Duh!” and tried not to grit my teeth.

      “Addis Abeba…as in the capital city of Ethiopia?” I asked.

      “Well…yeah…”

      “So, wait a second. I don’t understand. Your country is in the capital city of another country?”

      “Technically speaking,” she admitted, and shrugged her slim brown shoulders relaying to me just how inconsequential she found this small detail. “But actually, Bolé is not a country (what an unfashionably gauche word, her tone implied). Bolé is a principality…like, say…Monaco – lots of money, it’s own distinct culture, an international airport, but no standing army and, of course, no skiing.”

      Principality. Stop the presses. I leaned in as the student of a slightly more blonde Socrates might have done eons ago under an olive tree on Crete, which is not a principality…last I checked…and may actually belong to Greece, but I digress.

      “I see,” I said, and felt exactly how a blind man may have speaking to the deaf. “And in Bolé you speak…?”

      “guramaylE, of course,” she said.

      “Naturally,” I agreed. The quicksand was beginning to feel…well, rather comfortable. I’ve heard it’s easier when you move with it rather than struggle against it. “So, were you born in…Bolé?” I asked.

      “Well,” she began and the reluctance rose off her skin like steam off fresh ibet. “I was actually born in A’dis.”

      “So, how did you become a …a Boléan?”

      “Like, we actually moved there! (Duh! )”

      “Ah…I see. So, can anyone become a Boléan by just moving there?”

      “Oh, no! Huh-uh. No way.”

      “But you did? You moved there and became a Boléan.”

      “Because,” she said and rolled her huge eyes, “I was always a Boléan. I mean, I may have been born in A’dis, spoken, like, Arada, growing up, but I’m a true blood Boléan. It’s, like, very hard to explain,” she said and again, her French-manicured hands thrashed the air, “because it’s not something you can see. It’s more like something you feel, deep, deep down inside your Boléan bones.”

      “So, when did you first feel…er…it…that you were a Boléan?”

      She paused in thought and this beatific expression glazed over her eyes and I truly was not certain whether she was having a flashback or whether she had spotted a pair of hand-tooled Italian leather boots smacking the cobblestones and was having a footwear-related leather fantasy.

      “The first time I felt the essence of the Boléan being in the marrow of my bones,” she began dreamily, “was the first – and last - time I shopped in Merkato.” She shuddered delicately and I, entranced by her complete immersion in the story, shuddered along with her. “I felt increasingly foreign amongst the street riff-raff. The sight of the grossly unorganized produce littering the muddy sidewalks left me wanting to retch…and I would have, too, but for fear of what the backsplash may do to my favorite pair of Gucci sandals. The array of blindingly uncoordinated colors hanging from korenti wire displays…the little boys wearing rags held together by rubber bands and worn thread…(shudder!) - that level of organized fashion faux pas was enough to shred my soul out of existence. But, I made it back home, Sehai-Sehai iyeshetetku, and promised myself, never again. You can be assured that I’ve kept my word to myself.

      “But to be honest with you,” she continued after taking a moment to recover from memories better left buried under the debris of happier times, “I think I knew, even as a child. I remember when my mother sent me to a Qes temari-bet for God knows what reason, and I came home with a splitting headache, my little behind sore from having to sit on a makeshift slab of brick on the Parquet-less floor in that dark, dank, airless room. My God!” she invoked with a reverent shudder and I felt her pain.

      “So, that was your first clue?” I asked

      “Sign, my first sign,” she corrected me.

      “I take it then all members of your family are from…er… Bolé?”

      “Oh no. No. Not at all.”

      “You have relatives who are not Boléan?”

      She paused. Her eyes evaded mine. She rubbed at an invisible hangnail and said, “I…uh…I don’t like to talk about that.”

      Alrighty then!

      “I’m guessing,” I continued, “that you have trouble explaining to people who may have never heard of Bolé (as hard as it is to believe) where it is.”

      “You’re quite insightful,” she said, smiling at me again. “There was discussion at one point, of coming out to the world. Someone suggested a t-shirt: We’re Here, We’re the Boléans, Get Used to It! Catchy don’t you think?”

      I glanced down at the prosaic yet painfully true slogan on my own t-shirt: Dangerous When Uncaffeinated, and crossed my arms over it, hoping she hadn’t seen it yet. But I shouldn’t have worried because she was launching into yet another narrative.

      “I was on a plane once, coming back from Genève after a weekend shopping spree with my girlfriends, and this fellow – who should have known better than to address me directly – asked me if I were from A’dis. I was like, ‘No, I’m from Bolé.’ And he’s like, ‘Isn’t that the same thing?’

      “Can you believe it!? The gall. The utter gall!! You can be sure I railed at him for a good minute in guramaylE. I told him how we were separate and distinct from the A’dis A’bans and how we would never be caught dead in rubber flip-flops and a neTela. We are way more fashion conscious, I told him. Way more sophisticated. We have benefited from extensive travel on company expense accounts and, dammit!, we’re Boléans – the few, but the very, very proud…and fashionable.

      “He was about to drivel on about something when, out of nowhere, a fellow Boléan came to my rescue with a resounding, ‘ai-de-le!?’ Oh, I could have kissed her. I knew right away she was a Boléan…just by looking at her.”

      “So, you can tell Boléans apart just by looking at one?”

      “Well, of course we can. The first thing you’d notice about your typical Boléan – not that there’s really anything typical about us - is that we’re very melke-melkam. And the second thing is – and this is by far more important – our sense of fashion sophistication. We’re trend setters. If you go back in history, I’ll bet that you’ll discover that the first person to have an Afro on the African eastern seaboard were the Boléans…and the…”

      “But, wait a second,” I cut her off. “I have a picture of my grandmother from the second Italian invasion and she had an Afro and she was most definitely not a Boléan.”

      “Oh, my dear,” she drawled, patiently, “I’m sure she didn’t have an Afro. She couldn’t have. She probably had a goferE,” she enlightened me, rolling out her American ‘R’. “See, a Boléan would never mistake one for the other!

      “But, as I was saying,” she continued, “our sense style and our penchant for trend-setting will always mark us as distinctly Boléan. For example, I’m sure you shop at discount stores,” she said letting me know her Boléan eyes had not missed my wrinkled t-shirt nor my old-school Nikes. “But I…we shop at DAVG.”

      “DAVG? Is that like BCBG?”

      “Oh, for Bolé’s sake!” She snapped. “DAVG stands for Dior, Armani, Versace and Gucci. As a university student, I practically lived at the Yves St. Laurent Rive Gauche Women’s Boutique on Place St. Sulpice here in Paree. I was president of Friends Of Fashion Windows two years running. I mean,” she said, looking meaningfully into my dazed eyes, “I’m not just a Boléan by name, I live the life.”

      I believed her. I could see the truth in her eyes. She believed her. Before me sat a Boléan – there was no mistaking it. It was in the way her Pradas dangled off her manicured toes, in the arch of her salon-waxed brows, in the point of her French-tipped pinky as she raised her graduated cylinder for a sip at her green goo.

      “And it’s not just about looks and fashion,” she continued mistaking my near trance for the devotion of the freshly converted. “Although, God knows, that keeps us busy enough. I mean, we’re talking about the essence of the identity of the quintessential Boléan (try to say that fast three-times!). We’re not all about poise and self-pampering – two fundamental aspects of the Boléan life, of course – but we’re also about fomenting a reason and a way to break away from the masses…the ill-mannered, plaid-and-stripes-wearing, under-deoderized masses who hover all around us in such an oppressively real manner. I mean, really, if they had any manners at all, they’d have moved on…”

      “Where?” My tongue, on auto-pilot again, formed the word and spat it out while she was sucking in cigarette-smoke-based air to continue her vitriol.

      “Where? What do you mean where?” She looked - yes, there it was, behind the sheen of annoyance and quivering irritability – confused.

      “You said that the…er…masses should move. I’m wondering where to?”

      She rolled her eyes and my eyeballs followed the huge orbs up in an unintended mimicry, as though our eyes were strung together on a thread of mind-numbing illogic.

      “Must we Boléans think of everything?” Her slender hands punctuated her question while at the same time waving away the details of her idea like one might an irritating fly. “Don’t we have enough to do keeping our cultural walls high, our manners rich and our cash cleverly diversified in overseas investment ventures? People immigrate everyday, don’t they? I mean, look at me – I went from A’dis to Bolé.”

      Indeed. I was nearly out of espresso, and soon, very soon, I was going to be out of my rapidly dwindling synapse and dendrites. The vats of alcohol I had willingly consumed while still in college had done less damage to my brain than this conversation. I was squinting against the smoke and the growing ache in the back of my head. There was a certain level of patently selfish logic to her argument and, in my own ineffectual way, I was fighting to keep my head above the flood of her droning verbal quagmire.

      “A-ny-way,” she continued on a protracted sigh, “we Boléans feel that it is only once we are free of the masses, that we can begin to fashion and rule Bolé as and how we want, how our founding mothers and fathers intended. We can proudly fly our flag high above…”

      “Hang on. You have a flag? I mean, Bolé has a flag?” I interrupted her verbal diarrhea, despite the fact that I could feel the quicksand at my neck, immobilizing me further.

      “Of course we have a flag. It’s kinda’ cute, actually. Initially, some of the more psychologically co-dependent citizens of Bolé wanted a sort of connecting theme to the old green-gold-red color scheme. But those of us who despise anything ancient and…well, let’s face it, overdone, put our feet down. No way! We may have given in on the delicious idea of building city walls around Bolé, but dammit, we were not going to knuckle under on the whole flag issue.

      “So, we presented our design…a really cute, and I mean really, really cute, fuchsia design with unum fascionum credato printed ever so slightly off-center, giving the lettering the illusion of bas relief.” She paused here, delighting in her memory of the moment when they had unfurled the ghastly cloth before the flag committee. “The bas relief was my idea,” she said. “I really do believe it’s what got me elected to the Committee for Fashion and Good Taste.”

      “I’m sure it was,” I mumbled. My chin was in my hand, my mouth was dry and my soul was tired. “unum fascionum credato?” I asked. “I’m sorry but my Latin is…well, non-existent.”

      “Of course,” she agreed. “It means in fashion we believe. Catchy and true.”

      “Oh yes,” I said.

      “We may simply be a principality now with an obscure newsletter, Today, in Bolé!, which circulates only to Boléans, but eventually, we can grow into…into… something more formed…like a nation, a nation of impeccable dress and manners, finishing schools and expensive hotels, outrageously handsome homes, manicured lawns, perfectly paved roads…oh, I could go on and on!”

      “If I may ask,” I ventured bravely, “do you now live in Bolé or in Paris?”

      “Well, in Paree – but only temporarily. I have every intention of going back and helping Bolé become what it was always meant to be.”

      “And that is…?”

      “Free…free of all the things that make it less than it is.”

      “And how do you mean to achieve this…freedom?”

      “There’s a fledgling but quite strong underground movement. You must have heard of the LLB.”

      Dear God! I thought. If she’s about to tell me they’ve named their movement after a chain store with fashion ideas for the weekend warrior, I’m going to tear her Bo from her lé!

      “The LLB?” she repeated searching my eyes for a trace of recognition. “Our movement is called Long Live Bolé.”

      “Long Live Bolé?” I murmured.

      “Indeed,” she said. “We wanted to set ourselves a bit apart from the LF’s of the world so we quickly nixed the idea of BLF, although someone did point out one could read it as belief which is what has gotten us this far – a staunch, unwavering belief in our uniqueness, our need to stand apart and be counted in the world as the unique Boléans. It is our secret hope that guramaylE will one day be taught at the best universities around the world. With a lot of effort and perseverance, who knows, guramaylE may one day succeed in replacing English as the international language.”

      She went on to say more. I could see her lips moving through the haze of my benumbed mind. The only thing I knew for certain anymore was that, in her presence, I felt distinctly, patriotically A’dis Aban. Maybe we A’dis A’bans needed our own clique, too, our own soccer team, our own language and identity and maybe even our own newsletter: Still in A’dis A’ba!

      Sometime later, as I stood up to wave her off, I realized that…wait a second! We did have all of that!! Our own flag, even, in all it’s green-gold-red glory. Mollified, I sat back down and raised my finger.

      “Garçon!” I called out. I was gonna need that shot of something lethal in my espresso – post haste! The grit of sand was bitter on my tongue.

      [The author is Seleda’s Paree correspondent and now insists on being called Yiyu.]

      ______________________
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      Serg enna Leqso: February 2003

      We love the big get togethers. We love the drama. The sharing of emotion. The food. The ceremony. Numerologically correct rememberances. Unending reciprocations. The draining of bank accounts. The loonng entourages. The crowded (and seemingly interminable) church services. The exhaustion brought on by physical and emotional drain. The “who showed up and who didn’t”, “who was told and who wasn’t”. The professional crooners. The jumping, shouting, screaming, shaking. The very publicness of every minute of it. The flirtations, the polite nods, new introductions, long overdue reunions.

      Take a coin and toss it. It might land on “serg”, or then again on “leqso”. Either way we challenge you to tell us which social event the above paragraph describes. And having introduced one challenge, we go with another and ask you to write to us about the serg and leqso’s, the serg enna selest, the nfro and nuptials, the musho and mels, that you have experienced, dreaded or imagined. Write it, rhyme it, draw it or even… ahem… “volunteer” it from an unsuspecting wedding album. But we would like you to share those with us for our upcoming issue Just submit them to editors@seleda.com by August 25, 2002. .

      2015: March 2003

      2015

      No, we are not talking about the new Dollar to nakfa exchange rate (13.55), nor the number of islands in the Federation of Micronesia (607), or even the number of genes a fruitfly has (13,000).

      2015 is that number on the calendar, still far away and yet tantalizingly close, of a future just beyond. Having asked seledans to tell us about a past or a present, we now would like you all to peer into your own future. Will you change as a person, or will the world change your person? Can you entertain the possibility that you can get measured up for a replacement (organic) eye on your way to get measured for your wedding dress? Or that you may just hop into the Tefer Teqqes plane for that afternoon tennis game in the enToTTo mountains and be back to attend your neighbors dinner in Sacramento, Ca?

      Or better yet, how about those things that really matter? To love and to be loved? Your imagined child and that moment when those of us who have none get the chance to truthfully exclaim “aynEn be aynE ayehut”? The job vs the bliss that also finances your comfort? Happiness, fulfillment, disappointment, sorrow - can you imagine them all? Can you imagine a path that you can look back in the year 2015 and say that the interveninig years have been fruitful, enjoyable, blessed?

      We won’t be pedantic and quibble whether you choose the European calendar or the Ethiopian. We just want you to either extrapolate from your present, or simply imagine something completely different. And most importantly, send us your visions by September 25, 2002.
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      The Serg and leqso issue

      June, 2003

      Note from the editors
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      Alrighty then!

      Just as the last intensive therapy session had wound down (where we SELEDA understaffers discovered that our inner child was the end result of an exquisitely illicit affair between an overly enthusiastic idget be Hbret zemach and the bosomy molqaqa wife of a particularly avaricious mesafint-wannabe), we got lulled back into the SELEDA Boardroom after news of the Regime Change hit us like the stench of a QuTr Sost autobiss full of women with three-day-old qibE qeleT-leTT-ing down their necks.

      Not that regime change. We refer, of course, to THE Regime Change where SELEDA upper management was ousted by a brave group of warriors who found compelling evidence of the previous regime’s Weapons of Mass Oppression tucked in several Marc Jacobs shopping bags.

      Oh the joy we felt, SELEDAwiyan… after living under such dispiriting doldrums for such a long time, we dared peek into the world of liberty. We biqed into a realm free of dread that our bosses’ cappuccino was one Fahrenheit cooler than they liked, and then we Tliqed into a world where we could wear kefai jeans without fear of relentless denigration.

      Our new leaders, it turns out, are champions of the “T.D.O” as we heard them refer to us—short for The Depressed Oppressed. They went as far as to intimate that even those who went to high schools with names that included words such as “aTeqali” and “komprehensive” were welcome at the New SELEDA, “as long as they were first shift”. Wow. So this is what it’s like to be in the presence of Saints.

      Soon the movement towards egalitarianism corralled into high gear… AffleNa injera and shrro were added to the cafeteria menu so as to make “those people who grew up on that stuff feel at home”, as was Strawberry flavored ashuq. Hmm.

      Happy days, no? How can we not love people who have convinced us that silets are tax deductible, although we have not yet quite figured out how much to deduct for carrying a shekm full of stones all the way from Mesqel Addebabai to BolE Mikahel for that umm, favor MikaEl did us, er… with the rash and stuff. But that’s just a technicality, our new comptroller has assured us.

      Dehna senebetachiu, SELEDochacn? Yes, we are back melkesskessing in these cyber-kliloch. Please don’t mind us. We’ll tiptoe around you lest we bum you out again.

      Welcome to the Wedding and Leqso Issue! We being we, and the people we surround ourselves being more we than us, it appears that we all collectively have more issues with leqso than serg. ENass, ok, we are certified doomsayers. (The last positive thought we had, after all, was to wonder if we should stop wondering about what kind of fatal illness we should feign to get out of them marathon gmgema sessions.) Enante gn mn y’balal? But, bottom line, waiter, another round of giddy thank yous to our contributors- new and old- for saving SELEDA from mediocrity. It continues to amaze us that we are allowed to breathe the same air as our esteemed contributors; although we hear that (deservedly) their air is purified with lomi droplets and organically grown Tenaadam. Either way, we are ruinously humbled and indebted.

      What’s new at SELEDA, you hesitantly ask?

      Well, if we were half the people we claim to be, we would have apologized with the proper contrition versus mmmmskeen ratio by this stage. Our disappearing act was unwarranted and, well, downright imbecilic. We have no heart-wrenching excuse, at least none that would mollify anyone with a respectable IQ. Suffice it to say that we will try our darnest to continue to bring you SELEDA in a timely manner.

      Which brings us to the issue of you closet SELEDifiers, you who are thinkers and writers, intellects and satirist who have somehow escaped being zeroed in on by the rusty SELEDA-Radar! Yes, you. Get in gear and join us in the virtual hot tub full of nubile, writhing SELEDeNoch. Enough with just peeking in from your heavily fortified kaporta-on-top-of-a-gabi getup! Abo. We need you to strip down to your cyber butanti and jump in. Your articles give us life… and seriously, you have not lived until you have menboraCHeqed in the hot tub with some of SELEDA’s regular contributors… one of them, we won’t name names, has certain opprobrious proclivities towards nqisat, and has on several occasions, been caught er, trying to convince newcomers to find all the nqisat on her body of her high school logo. AyTal. But that’s not the point. We need your contributions to avoid yet another agonizing stall on the Never-Neverland fErmata. Enough said.

      So, what upcoming issues do we have for your writing pleasure? We’re glad you asked.

      As planned, we are forging ahead with our 2015 Issue in July/August. All of you who have received our invitation to participate in the “Seleda Five: A Challenge” are hereby officially urged to submit your entries along with hulet Tassa of the best Tella your money can buy; as should the artists who we have asked/badgered/blackmailed to create artwork/icon symbolizing Ethiopia in 2015. Of course, we would be delighted to extend the call to all interested artists who’d like to participate in next month’s SELEDA Berenda. We are looking for original artwork/icon that, to you, will best represent Ethiopia eight years from today. Contributions for essays and artworks are due by June 20… June 21 if you were one of the bidders for a 30% stake of telE.

      LeTiqo, we will inaugurate the New Year with our Paranoia and… issue in September. Huh? Mn? Paranoid? Ma? INa? Nyyyyyyyyyver. Paranoid sibal lemalet yetefelegew? Mn? Who told you we were paranoid? Articles are due no later than August 20… no, 19th… no. 20th. Don’t tell anyone though.

      October will bring with it, yaw ye sew neger…ke afer wede afer, the Irony and Platitudes issue. Oh, yeah. It’s going to be hard to find platitude in the Ethiopian hemisphere, what with us being too busy meticulously metekossing the living daylights out the irony in our neTela. But, what the hey… let’s try, why don’t we? Deadline for articles is September 20, unless you’ve already asked the question “Innat SELEDoch… Regarding the previous issue… what does that mean, the ‘Paranoia and…’ Issue?? You made a mistake. Please let us know Paranoia and what?? Are you trying to say something else? By the way, who are you? Thank you for your assistant.” In that case, you can have an extra day to submit your piece. (September 21.)

      In November, if the gods allow us to live that long without an overdue nervous breakdown, we hope to flutter into your hearts with the Fathers and Sons, Fathers and Daughters; & Mothers and Daughters and Mothers and Sons Issue. We would like to explore the one-on-one… mano-a-mano, womano-a-womano the heartbreak, the disappointment, the hero-worship, the renewed friendships, the found respect. Yummy. Articles are due in by October 20, unless you’ve been whooped senseless by your father for no particular reason, in which case, get the article in by October 19.

      So, you see, plenty of room in hot tub!

      What else is new?

      Aha! Who said we were worthless netrakoch with unstylish-ly pointless lives? Besides former upper management? And our parents? NO ONE. And as proof that we might have done something right in the past, we are proud to announce that we were one of the award recipients at the 2003 Society of Established Ethiopian in the Diaspora’s (www.s-e-e-d.org ) legendarily fabulous dinner and dance. Yessssss. Us. We knew that deep down we were somebody trapped in a nobody’s body… after all, per intensive therapist, part of us came from aristocracy. That blue blood flowing uneasily in our veins prevents us from telling some of our detractors where to take their smart alecky “observations” about our “complexaminet”. We, yenE nat, have been SEED’ed. (You can read our acceptance speech here).

      Is enough too much, because we’re exhausted here. For cats who are just re-entering the scene we feel like we’re already working too hard. No more. Besides, according to new management Mondays are officially “be happy” days, and boy, have we been hurtin’ for some kinda saccharine overdrive! Ere we have to go. We have to go dig up MengE era “ekulinet” material and dress for a ye medeb tgl reenactment. We love these new guys. It doesn’t even matter that we don’t know their names.

      It’s great to be back. And thank you for taking us back.

      We look forward to getting your comments. Until next month, selam hunulin.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Our Favorite Mail
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      Let’s begin by thanking all of you who took the time to write us little “frash inawrd indE?”-type semi-obituaries during our long hiatus. Believe us, were it not for you, we would have shriveled up and become another “drom ye qebeT neger” cyber casualty… not to say that our demise would not have lessened the threat posed to world peace by the Axis of Pedantic Pseudo-Intellectual Windbags… but hey, compared to legitimate disasters such as, say, missing your exit on the new ring road in Addis (Ayadrss!), our nefs wuCHi/nefs gbi angst seems pretty vacuous. Still, we will forever be humbled by our readers’ concern, compassion and classically SELEDesque passive aggressive-inet. How moved we were by y’alls’ “Trrrrrrig belu/afer s’hon yet gebachiu?s”. We felt the love/venom.

      So, strictly in the “be careful what you wish for” category, SELEDA wushimma #4, “Kuraz K”, sent us this l’il sum’sum right as we were solemnly contemplating the meaninglessness of life now that SELEDA’s application to join the Coalition Forces has been rejected… (As IF Saddam could withstand even one close encounter with SELEDA’s implausibly verbose and excruciatingly pointless homily about absolutely nothing?? We’ll have you know, Ato and Weizero Coalition Forces, that we are veterans of battles waged by SELEDA upper management! Saddam? 'Ta!!)

      Annniiiiiiiiiyyywayz, Kuraz, we owe you for helping us dust off the cobwebs off of our keyboards and what is left of our brain.

      Presenting, Our Favorite Mail…

      CyberTSelot by Seledawiyan

      Imploring for a SELEDA Resurrection

      by : Kuraz K.
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      Diary of a Frazzled Mushirit
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      by: Weizero Yobdar

      December 12

      Dear Diary:

      I called my parents to tell them I was engaged—Mom was thrilled… she drank in the details of the proposal… Dad came to the phone and asked me if I had seen the New York Times Business Section that day about the corporate merger of the “Kubaniyya” I work for. (He calls it “Kubaniyash”. As in, “Kubaniyash indEt new?”…) We spent considerable time talking about the merger and what it meant to my career, and whether the stock was worth holding on to. Finally… “Tadiya le inatish Tru zEna asemashat…”

      Yes, I said.

      “Inna Tesfaye… Tru sew new?” he asked, albeit a little too distractedly.

      (I could hear my mother’s muffled “Ayyyi… ayyante neger!” in the background.)

      “Awo.”

      “YaTEsal?”

      “AyaTEsm.”

      “Y’TeTal?”

      “AyTeTam.”

      “Uh-huh. Ke sew l’debadeb y’lal?”

      “Aylm….”

      “Ay… ingdia dehna sew bihon new.”

      “Awo.”

      “Tesfaye ma alshiN?”

      “Actually, Daddy, his name is Yonas.”

      “Yonassiiii? … Yonas ma?”

      “Yonas [last name].”

      “Tadiya Tesfaye mannew?”

      “InnEEEE… innEnja…”

      “Bei… inatish y’chiewtlish…”
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        * * *

      

      December 13

      Dear Diary:

      My uncle, Gash Sileshi, called at 5:30 this morning. I was dead asleep, but his booming voice at the other end of the phone…

      “Allew?… Ah-lewwww? Allewww? Aysemam? Ysemal? Mannesh anchi?” (My uncle always starts his phone conversations the same way…–Several rhetorical “y’semal?/aysemam?”s followed by his incredulous “Mannesh anchi?!!…”, as if it were I who was calling him at 5:30 a.m. Even when he calls my brothers… it is “Mannesh anchi?”)

      He must have sensed the grogginess in my voice…

      “Innante gar snt s’eaat new?”

      Gash Sileshi and I live two towns away, in the same state… we’ve lived in the same time zone for the past 10 years… but we have different area codes, thus he refuses to believe we live in the same time zone, so we go through the same routine…

      “Innate gar y’berdal?”

      It was 5:30 a.m. I had no energy.

      “Awo. Y’berdal.”

      “Izihm y’berdal!” I sensed excitement at this barometrical bonding. “Innate gar znab T’lwal?”

      “Awo, Tlwal.”

      “Ay! Ezihm Tlwal!!! Ay zm b’lo ende eNa newa!”

      He congratulated me on my engagement. He wanted to know the wedding date. I said we had not set a date yet. He reminded me (via the very long story he’s told at every family gathering since 1990) about his friend’s daughter’s wedding… … smack in the middle of hmmamat… For some reason, my uncle personally felt scandalized that his friend’s daughter’s wedding was during Tsom… very scandalized.

      January 8

      Dear Diary:

      ItiyE Hbret, my favorite aunt, hosted this year’s Genna dinner and threw us a small engagement party. The thing I love most about ItiyE Hbret is that she still thinks and acts like she lives in Ethiopia. All her friends are Ethiopians… her condo is in the middle of Adams Morgan, and were it not for her son dating a ferenj (or as she says, “M’Ts ferenj, yachi mekereNa ferenj”… – no one knows the girlfriend’s name), ItiyE Hbret would have zero contact with the non-Ethiopian world. Through her various social obligations-- several idiroch, prominent position at the church, membership at Menen and KomErce School Alumni mehaberoch—ItiyE Hbret is separated from every member of the Ethiopian Diaspora by less than two degrees.

      She made quanTa fr-fr because she knows it’s my favorite… she actually made the quanTa herself… as in she hung the meat from a diagonal clothesline spanning the length of her living room. One would have to raise the clothesline pegged with fresh meat and go underneath it to cross to the dining room. She is the only person I know who owns an actual insra, in which she routinely makes Tella and qrarri. Whenever I visit her, it takes her old hippie neighbor blasting Steely Dan from his stereo to bring me back to reality… Were it not for occasional blasts of “Rikki Don’t Lose That Number” superceding the Mikahel BetE Krstiaan weTat mezemran chanting “Aman le Aman-ni…” from an old Sony tape player, I’d be happily lost among the all-weather eTan, guzguwaz, mesob décor of Unit 4A.

      Oh. Somewhere between dinner and an elaborate bunna ceremony, ItiyE Hbret decided she was in charge of the wedding food preparation. She listed all the dishes she’d like to see on the buffet, and audibly began assigning the women in the family tasks.

      Here’s the thing… ItiyE Hbret is a renowned bale moya. I mean, the folklore of her moya traverses several continents. A serious, serious abesha mgb gourmand. A purist. But… it’s so hard to eat her food in her presence… the minute one compliments her dishes, she finds the most unappetizing adjectives to denigrate her moya. I mean, humility, one thing… what she does, totally lEla…

      For instance, I told her that the doro weT was especially delicious…

      “Ayiii. WeT b’lo zm. Ebet, ebet y’lal… weT’m aydel…”

      You know…!?

      The kitfo… “UU… tewuN… nora nora m’l sga ke yet indameTu…”

      The bozena shro… “ECH! Zm blo liqilaqi new… liiiiqqqilaqi…”

      The gomen… “Ay-hey… gomenu’iss teqelede… gomenu ye ahiya fess, ye ahiya fess…”

      Not exactly Martha Stewart cooing, “It’s a good thing” … although I allowed myself to be briefly curious what “ye ahiya fess”… never mind.

      Anyway, good time was had by all. ItiyE Hbret knew Yonas’ family… apparently, very well… She delved into the details of his parents’ brief separation in 1970… what with his father wanting to return to Addis whilst the wifey wanted to remain in Paris. ItiyE Hbret, sotto voce, admitted to being one of the astaraqiwech whose successful tdar intervention, she did not mind saying, has led to many a marriage flourishing.

      “I didn’t know your parents were separated,” I said to Yonas later.

      “Neither did I,” he mumbled.
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        * * *

      

      February 13

      Dear Diary:

      We set the date! A Gash Sileshi-seal-of-approval-stamped-on-it-kinda date… no Tsom- not even one of those really obscure ones that only Gash Sileshi and two meloksEs in Waldiba observe - anywhere near our wedding date.
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        * * *

      

      February 20

      Dear Diary:

      It’s very weird. Mom has yet to email me her list of invitees. In fact, I can swear that she is almost avoiding getting me that list. I am a little panicked because my mother’s list… I dunno… I have a bad feeling about the number of people she’s thinking of inviting. I’ve told her that we wanted a small, intimate wedding…

      “Mn? Eko e’summa gebaN… sdist meto sew tadiya le “small and intimate” mn annesew?”

      I….You see? That’s why I am panicking. That and the fact that we only want 200 people. My mother smiled a very sickly smile when I told her that my share comes to, er… 100 people total. She patted me on the head…

      “Tegurishin mn aregshiew,” she interrupted me.

      Later I heard her whisper to my aunt about the 100-person limit. My aunt gasped. Loudly. … the kind of gasp the rest of us save for when we hear that a mud slide had killed ten thousand Pakistanis. “IndE! Ye w’CH sew new indE mtagebaw??? ItyoPPiyawi’m aydel indE eCHoNawa…?”

      When ItiyE Hbret heard about the 100 people “limit” she rolled her eyes… " U U tay. InnEn small and intimate baregeN!!"

      Seriously, I am panicked.
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        * * *

      

      March 4

      Dear Diary:

      Yonas’ mom, ItiyE Menbere, my mom and my sister are in New York, looking for my wedding dress. ItiyE Menbere wore her “Dior Addict” knit sweater set I love. She was clearly in charge of this venture. Must be her years in Paris. We headed to Vera Wang, where she’s on first name basis with that chick Deandra. House of Wang offered us champagne as a freaky little waifish thing modeled wedding dresses. My sister lost interest by the third dress, and I by the fifth. Mom and ItiyE Menbere went through what must have been a million and a half dresses… Some of the dresses they hastily dismissed… they rolled their eyes at a raw silk dress I tried to tell them I kinda liked… “Mnew itE! Yaltetekose CHmdidu y’weTa… yaCHemadat!! ”

      “But I…”

      “Listen, chickie… this ain’t about you,” my sister interjected dryly…

      Oh, you think??

      “S’il vous plaît, pouvons-nous voir quelque chose autrement? Ces robes me donnent un mal de tête. …"

      Deandra and her mignons delved hastily into the back room and with organized haute couture frenzy started wheeling out garment trolleys full of dresses.

      My sister yelped and bolted out of the bridal suite. I was more decorous. I waited until Mom and ItiyE Menbere lost themselves in a seemingly weighty conversation about Italian vs. American beadwork before I crept out of the room, unnoticed.

      I know I have disappointed my future mother-in-law… I chose an impossibly simple silk dress from a random boutique on Spring Street… ItiyE Menbere looked at it with unabashed bewilderment… “Where’s the rest of the dress?” she asked.

      My mother looked at me and saw the excitement in my eyes as I childishly twirled about in the small boutique. “It’s gorgeous,” mom said quietly. “You’ll look beautiful in it…” and she cupped my chin the way she used to when I was a little girl.

      ItiyE Menbere was genuinely confused about the whole thing… I paid $300 for the dress before ItiyE Menbere could recover from the bombshell. I slung it on my shoulders and headed out into the world…. things were looking up. ItiyE Menbere slipped into the Anna Sui boutique to recover from the whirlwind.
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        * * *

      

      March 20

      Dear Diary:

      Mom finally emailed me her list. There is the list… numbered and all… and then there are her p.s’…

      First p.s at the end of her list… “If any of these people can’t come, I have another list of my friends. I have gone to their children’s weddings and they have to come. Your brother, as you know, would not let me invite any of my friends to his wedding. It was very sad for me. So, I have to invite them now. Love, your mother.”

      p.p.s. “I don’t know the name of Dr. Teshome’s new wife. His other wife (my friend) is Amelewerq. Invite her too. She won’t come, but it will be nice. Find out Dr. Tesome’s new wife’s name. She is Roman’s cousin.”

      p.p.p.s “Do you know Mebratu’s last name? I added him because he visited your father in New Jersey when your father was teaching there. He is a good man. A man of God. He won’t come, but invite him.

      p.p.p.p.s “Also, please call your cousin Seble and find out the name of that woman who came to see us in Addis Abeba when we were there two years ago. She brought us berbere and firewood. She is related to your father, and he wants her to be invited. But he can’t remember her name. It may be Bizu… Beza… She had a child named Kiros or Gebre-Kiros… or Weldeyesus. Find him too. I hear he attends University in California. I don’t know which one. But it is the big University in California. She will not come but she would like to be invited.

      p.p.p.p.p.s “Do you remember our friend Neal in London? … He lives in Croyden I hear now from your uncle Mesfin. Neal has not seen you children since you were six, and I am sure he would like to now. Do you remember him? Please find him on the computer. His sir name is Lester. Your father tells me his sir name is not Lester. It is perhaps Lenster. I think it is Lester. Look up both Lester and Lenster. He was at the ECA in the late 60’s. He gave you that nice red dress that you liked to wear. So, find him on the computer.”

      p.p.p.p.p.p.p.s“Wossenyelesh is now back in Addis Abeba. I don’t know how to get her address. Send her the invitation in the care of UNDP, Addis Abeba, ETHIOPIA. She retired two years ago from there, but if you send it c/o UNDP they will find her. It would be nice if you also invited her mother, Wro. Inkenyelesh. Amsale told me that Wosseniye is living with her mother. So, we have to invite them as they live under one roof. Wro. Inkenyelesh was Emama Tilikwa’s neighbour at Shola. They like each other and Emama Tilikua used to have a milk contract with Wro. Inkenyelesh. They can’t come all the way from Ethiopia, but invite them.

      p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.s“There are four Tigist’s in our list… Tigist Lemma is my cousin… she won’t come. Her son’s wife just had a baby. Tigist Tesfaye… from your father’s work. She is in Washington. Ask Hbret how to get her address. Tigist Meshesha—that one is Gashe Meshesha’s daughter. She is in Rome, but she comes here a lot for work. Ask Hibretiye for her address. The last one is Tigist “Kostara” Sebhat. Do you remember her? Her daughter and you went to the same school. “Kostay” and I grew up together, and her husband and your father are good friends. Invite her. Also, maybe invite her daughter. It would be nice but I leave that to you. You know what is best. It is your wedding and I want you to be happy.

      p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.p.s “Also, I want to invite all my mehabertgnoch . I will make that list for you tomorrow. That is simple. Most of them are in DC. Hibret will know them, and will give them the invitation. Just send her about 20 (twenty) invitations and she will distribute them for you.

      “I want you to be happy. As your mother that is all I want for you, my darling. Your father says hello. I have told him not to call Yonas “Tesfaye” any more. He said he will try. And he wants to know who Tesfaye is. Isn’t Bertukan’s son’s name Tesfaye? I am certain Bertukan is on your list as she was very close to being your Godmother?

      Your loving mother,

      Mummy.
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        * * *

      

      April 14

      Dear Diary:

      My sister and cousins were at the house today learning Amharic wedding songs… and I was getting their advice on hiring a singer… I was a little confused about the lyrics on some songs… like the one with the line… “serg inna mot and new…” I… it, frankly, gave me the heebie-jeebies. My cousin, who is in between marriages, concurred with that line… which then really made me panic.

      But then Yonas explained to me the meaning and this time it was my cousin who panicked.

      I love Ethiopian wedding songs—truly. There is something about the lyrics that invites merriment… Even my aunt, Geni, the born-again, was heard quietly singing “kulun man kwaleshi”. Geni always refuses to dance at weddings since eskista is not “le gEta kbr” sanctioned and all… the problem is, Geni used to be a huge partier in her days… and inevitably, right in the middle of weddings, she is divinely menesheT-ed into taking center stage and knocking out the CHferra like it was 1999… well, like it was 1984 at a home party in a swanky house in BolE. The next day, at the mels, Geni would shamefacedly sit in a corner, avoiding eye contact with her fellow revelers. Someone, eventually, would praise her eskista prowess, to which she would swiftly reply, “sETan tefetateneN…”… ItiyE Hbret, upholder of Ethiopian Orthodoxy, would invariably lament… “Wui!! sETan sra feto! Mn sra ffffffftit siyaregew… esu lerasu lEla bbbbzzzzzuuuu sra yalebet sew!!!”

      Anyway, I think we’ve settled on a singer. BTW, if I had half a sense I would be an Ethiopian zefaN full time… especially come wedding season… all the popular ones put you through the ringer… No one calls you back… you have to have the right pedigree to be ingratiated by some singers, and be willing to drop 5K plus flight/hotel accommodations. ZefaNoch are the new Ethiopian royalty. And the protocol… ! If you deign talk to them directly, bam!, you are shot down… they are all booked waaaay in advance… or they give you that, “meShafEn aychE l’dewil’ilachiu…” If they say that, you know you are getting the gentle shove off. The protocol is to have the friend of your cousin whose sister knows the singer’s half brother call the singer in advance and introduce you.

      So much to learn.

      So, we finally decided on a low-profile high-talent zefaN… humble guy, until we asked him if he’d play “JemayE Nei Nei” at some juncture. “Ayhonm!” exploded previously humble zefaN. “Esu ye-party zefen new!”

      Oh.

      Sister and cousins showed off their hard work by singing the songs they learnt to the elders. Everything went swimmingly until one cousin, who’s solo début was to be the lead in the song “Ye wein abebayE” instead belted out the lyrics, “Ye wer abebayE”.

      She needs to work on that.
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        * * *

      

      April 20

      Dear Diary:

      Mom and I had a long talk about the invitation list. Sis was there to referee… Dad wanted no part of this. His list was exactly five friends—friends he’s had for the past 40 years. He couldn’t remember the woman, that relative of his, who came to see them in Addis two years ago… the woman who brought with her berberE and inCHet. Mom was adamant that we invite the woman… who we referred to simply as, “sEtiyowa”… “SEtiyowa meTerat alebat,” mom said decisively. “BerberE y’za meTa… be mn aqimwa itE! Ufff! Innante ferenjie hager yadegachiusss… lb adirq… ye sew wuleta indih… eCH!…”

      “Ok,” my sister finally intervened. “Eswan Terten berberE’wun indEt intewalen? BerberE’wum y’Terra?”

      Mom glared furiously.

      Eventually, neither the berberE and nor the sEtiyowa made the cut.
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        * * *

      

      May 3

      Dear Diary:

      Today was very exciting. We sent out the invitations! Well, I guess this is it! We’ve included RSVP cards so that we can keep up with the guest list. Yoni, bless his soul, wrote this nifty little program that keeps track of the guest list. I’m not sure how it works exactly even though he spent an hour explaining it to me… Something, something, press enter, something, something press back-slash…

      Several people scoffed at the thought of RSVP cards in an Ethiopian wedding invitation. I found that a little surprising… how could people keep track? The people who scoffed then guffawed. “M’Ts… ay lfat!… lefash mechase…”

      I don’t know what that means. It doesn’t sound good.
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        * * *

      

      July 7

      Dear Diary:

      I have not been able to write in a while because things are starting to get really busy. The cake, the flowers, the dresses… Details. Too many details. I am very glad I got a wedding planner, I’ll tell you that much. Delegation is the best Aspirin… At a certain point, really, I couldn’t try to care whether the napkins were off white or ecru… Beige is beige… But the wedding planner woman took personal offense when the damask tabletoppers turned out to be ecru, not off white. She made a big deal about it, and I tried to feign indignation at the linen guy.

      Here’s the best thing about having a ferenj wedding planner… it prevents the million and a half unofficial Ethiopian wedding planners from giving their opinions on matters big and small. “Ayy… ferenjuwa indesu aychalm alech” is the key phrase here, and everybody backs off. It’s almost too amazing. People who are otherwise fierce about voicing four different opinions on one subject matter, are silenced by a simple, “Ayy… ferenjuwa indesu aychalm alech.” Case closed.

      I was afraid that what happened to my friend would happen to me… My best friend in high school recounts her wedding day with such venom it is amusing to everyone else but her. She, being a meticulous planner, had arranged it so that she would have a cocktail hour before her reception began. Wh-hell! This, ostensibly, did not sit well with one woman, who took it upon herself to direct traffic away from the cocktail area and into to the reception room. Why? Because “Indih aynet neger semtenm, aytenm anawq…”

      Well, out come very-soon-to-be-unhappy-couple to the cocktail area, nada people around. Bride has a series of mini heart attacks. Someone then points them to their reception hall. Tears streeeeeming down her cheeks, my poor friend started yelling at the hotel person. Hotel person had had enough… she, also tears streaming down her face, relayed to the bride that exactly 45 people had told her 90 different things, and that eventually a woman identifying herself as the bride’s “second mother” had ordered the mass exodus into the reception hall…

      Second mother??

      Eventually, things calmed down, and bride sucked it all up. Someone later pointed out the alleged “second mother”. Funny thing is (funny to us, not to the bride) no one could identify the woman… the groom didn’t know her… none of the family knew her… no one knew who the chick was.

      But, and again funny to us not the bride, the woman seemed quite at home… sashaying easily to and from the buffet, the dance floor… yet no one knew who she was! And no one wanted to ask her who she was.
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        * * *

      

      July 15

      Dear Diary:

      Well, today was the official cut-off date for RSVPs to be in. Here’s a curious thing, and this is the great Ethiopian Social Experiment… we did a tally of the people who sent in the response cards…

      - Most of our parents’ friends sent in their RSVP cards… very classy, we thought. Even ItiyE Hbret!

      - Almost all the ferenj, of course…

      - Almost all of our close family members, did not send in anything. I called my cousin and asked him if he was planning on coming. He took offense to the question. Well, I explained, why didn’t he send in the card.

      What card?

      The RSVP card.

      What RSVP card?

      THE ONE IN THE INVITATION. THE ONE THAT HAD A STAMP ON THE ENVELOPE. THE ONE HE JUST HAD TO DROP IN A MAILBOX.

      Ohhhh… THAT RSVP card.

      Yes, that one.

      “Anchi demo! Ahun esti mn y’balal le zemed esun melak?”

      Huh?

      “Bakish! Y’liqunuuuu…. Stampoon bill lakubet.”
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        * * *

      

      July 23

      Dear Diary:

      Time is running out. There are still people we have not heard from, and the wedding planner woman is getting antsy about the count. It’s all about the count.

      We finally started calling people yesterday. It is a very uncomfortable task that, I assure you. Some of these people I barely know, and the abesha in me found some leftover yluNta. But someone’s gotta do it.

      I had an interesting conversation with a workmate of my mother’s.

      After the obligatory “Mussshhhiiiiriiiit… dehna nesh wei, Muuuuushhhhiiiiritttt?” people seem to volley at all soon-to-be brides, I broached the subject of her RSVP. By now I had gained valuable experience/protocol…

      “Tadiya, iyeTebeqnachuh n’w.” I started things off coquettishly.

      Long crackling nervous laughter from ItiyE Roman’s end.

      “Ayyyyiiiiiiiii…. Yenantenimma serg indEt iqeralehu?? Ye ihiTE lij nesh iko!!”

      Wow. That was relatively painless. I penciled in ItiyE Roman’s name on the “Yes” senTerej.

      I was ready to move on. She, apparently was not.

      “Ingidih… EgzihabEr kefeqede…”

      Nooooooo!! Not the “EgzihabEr kefeqede.” NO!

      I erased her name from the “yes” column.

      “IndE! MemTatimma alebachiu!”

      Very long laughter from ItiyE Roman’s end.

      “Eshhhhiiiiii……beqa inmeTalen….”

      Bingo! I wrote her name back in the “yes” column… this time in pen.

      “Eeeesuuuuu fqadu kehonemma, inmeTalen….”

      Noooooooooo! No. No-no-no. Maybe I can pretend she didn’t say that.

      “IndE… indEt y’honal, ItiyE Roman…?” (I put a line through her name.)

      “InnEma… innEma alqerm bi neN. Gnnn, yeEsu fqad meCHemer alebet. Esu kefeqede, geftro yameTaNal… AlmeTam b’l enkwan, esu abrirro yameTaNal.”

      That… sounded… like a no to me. I put another line through her name.

      “Le innE eko, yanchi serg, yennE serg mallet new…Innem neN eko m’mosherew!!!”

      Uh-oh. Now that is a yes. She wouldn’t miss her OWN serg, would she? That’s a definite yes. I grabbed a red pen and scratched in her name in the “Yes” column again.

      Phew.

      “Gn… l’mTa b’l enkuwan, ye Esu fqad kalone asro quCH yaregeNal.”

      Oooookay. This was way over my expertise.

      I finally blurted out that the bad people at the place we’ve rented told us that we need to tell them a definite guest count… in desperation I added a white lie about how the place will not add chairs…

      Lame, I know.

      ItiyE Roman remained unmoved.

      “Beqa… kemeTahu wenber enkwan ayasfeligeNm… merEt lie quCH biyE yanchin serg belalehu… Inatish eko l’innE ihitE nat. Gebash? Ihit. Ihit y’gebashal?”

      Finally! That’s was as definitive an answer we Ethiopians can give. I put her name down in the “No” column.

      I took my list to Yonas. He showed me his call list. His list had three columns… “Accept”, “Decline” and “EgzihabEr Yawqal”.

      Smart man. I am marrying me a smart man.
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        * * *

      

      July 30

      Dear Diary:

      This might be the last entry I am able to write before the big day. I can’t believe how the past few weeks have just zipped by. Everything is going fairly well… Except when some people found out that ours was an afternoon wedding, and that the reception was immediately following. This, apparently, will not give people enough time to change from Ethiopian attire to cocktail attire. It really irritated the crap out of some people. Can’t figure out why. You’d think it uncomplicated matters. But un-complicating matters causes a lot of complications. Don’t ask me why. But hell if I spend all day in a wedding dress.

      What would they have thought of my initial idea to get married on the beach at sunset? Now, THAT would have been one heck of a complication.

      Our Qess is very stressed out that we be on time for the ceremony. He told us, his voice quivering with pain, that it is routine for bride and grooms to be a couple of hours late to the ceremony. I thought he was kidding at first so I laughed loudly, but Yonas nudged me hard in the ribs. Woah!

      I ask Yonas later what would happen if I was running two hours late for our wedding. “I’d divorce you,” he said. I think he means it.

      Anyhoo, I printed out the schedule of the day’s events and distributed it to the bridal party. I thought I was being overtly cautious by adding a 15-minute cushion to the line-item schedule. Curiously, very few of them paid any attention to the schedule. They kept asking me questions that, if they paid any attention at all, were all answered in the line-item. Oh, but the ashmoor… If anyone asked a question they’d snidely refer to the line-item…

      “Eski… sile wEzeru line-itemu mn y’lal?”

      “Ante… ya sewyE mn iyyarege new….? Eski, line-itemu lie temelketew!”

      “Qoi eski… mechE new nfTachnin menafeT mifeqedew? Y’hEwunna…. ‘10:05 a.m.: N’fT tenafeTu’ …. Yichi line itemitu dess t’lalech.”

      Oh, well. If it amuses them. It’s too late to get new lifelong friends.

      At a certain point, you gotta let go. I just want to have fun.
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        * * *

      

      September 20

      Dear Diary:

      It was a blast! I had such a blast… All the annoying minutiae of getting through the wedding faded when Yonas called me “my wife” the first time. My heart nearly stopped. He said it during our first dance… “Hello, mistE,” he whispered into my ears.

      That guy… he drives me crazy.

      Surplus Smoke, Part I
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      by: Felleke

      Imported machine-made Belgian Oriental rugs and modern Scandinavian furniture from Mosvold on parquet floors. Nothing short of that would induce Ityé Adey, my uncle’s wife, to cross her well-manicured lawn and visit her mother-in-law, my grandmother, in our unassuming quarters tucked away in the backyard. Early on, Gash Gugsa, my flustered uncle, had attempted to mediate. “Mother, keep the chairs and the antiquated bed that you brought all the way from Gojjam but let me at least have hardwood floors installed and conceal the dirt in your salon.”

      Gashé’s distress, much to his surprise and astonishment, had hardened Ema’s iron resolve. “It’s all right. Let her not deign to call on me. Just be sure you supply me with enough wood to keep the flames alive in the fireplace until we’ve concluded your sister’s final memorial feast on Genbot Lideta.”

      Fatal stomach pains had taken my mother away from me on Genbot Lideta five months shy of seven years ago today. Ema kept the fire crackling night and day in the fireplace ever since Mother’s death.

      A few weeks ago, a lorry, following Ityé Adey’s orders, dumped a mountain of tongue-and-grooved hardwood slats outside Ema’s bedroom window. Outraged at her daughter-in-law’s insolent hint, Ema had the reluctant gardener toss an armful of the symmetrical slats into the impartial flames.

      Gash seethed and joined his livid wife in the villa. He did not visit Ema for an entire fortnight.
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        * * *

      

      A few days after I received a bouquet from U.S. Vice President Hubert Humphrey for participating in the Miss Addis Abeba beauty pageant, I decided to attend his speech on campus immediately after my late afternoon statistics class.

      I arrived late at Ras Makonnen Hall with my two girlfriends, Menkele and Azeb, about ten minutes into the program. We were all three astonished to find more than a hundred surly students blocking the Vice Presidential motorcade from entering the hall.

      Helmeted riot police had lifted their shields and narrowed the circle around the students when the most vociferous of the radicals raised President Lyndon Johnson’s pendulous effigy above the crowd and doused it with turpentine. “Quit Vietnam! Quit Vietnam! Quit Vietnam!” the students shouted in unison as LBJ’s double burst and blazed into a ball of fire. Two neo-classical gold-leafed, life-sized statues of vestal virgins, looming from a pair of pedestals on either side of the front marble step entrance, glowed voluptuously in the twilight.

      My girlfriends and I fled the throng and dashed to the back of the enormous former palace. We trampled over a corner bed of budding marigolds to discover forty to fifty more students barricading the smaller entrance to the side of the building. A small group of infuriated guests in dark suits and evening gowns were glaring at the students from a safe distance. One at a time, I lifted my feet off the ground to shake off the tiny crushed orange and red petals stuck in my leather sandals before sprinting over to Menkale and Azeb who were gravitating tremulously towards the stymied guests.

      Incensed at our unintentional defiance, the students shook their placards at us in fury. Instead of being intimidated, I suddenly became quite indignant at their coercive tactics. Menkale must have sensed what I was about to do for she immediately grabbed my wrist.

      I pulled away from Menkale and advanced resolutely towards the hostile students. Of course, had I not been angry, I would have never had the courage to confront them. A large number of the protestors cheered my seemingly apparent defection while a skeptical minority brandished their placards, though with much less diminished fervor. “Heathen!” a bitter matron shrilled from among the guests.

      The gangly ringleader followed my steps with an ironic smile. Gripping my sandals’ damp dimpled insole with my toes, I climbed up a short flight of stairs and instantly disappeared in the swarm of triumphant students.

      Ecstatic, four or five of them jostled around me, bending their placards into a makeshift tent over my enormous Afro. Within seconds, I became claustrophobic and had difficulty breathing. “Let me go, let me go,” I said in a quivering but determined voice. Several hands from all directions grabbed and pulled at the bulky sleeves of my dashiki shirt.

      The ringleader appeared, pushing the placards to the side and ordering his cohorts to release my arms. He broke into a smile and flashed his crooked but milky white teeth. “Susenyos. Senior. Smitten,” he whispered, tilting his slender torso over my bulwark of an Afro. I recoiled instinctively. His checkered blazer reeked of the foulest tobacco smoke.

      “And yet his teeth are so white” I thought to myself, sashaying past the bewildered radicals into the sparsely filled hall. “Banda! Banda! Banda!” they shouted, struggling with a few campus guards to push open the closing doors.

      I had a whole row of seats to myself but the American Vice President never made it to the podium.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, I saw Susenyos again at yet another blockade. Although I have since forgotten to ask him if he had anything to with that hubbub, my suspicions lingered long after his death.

      It was a Monday afternoon, around 2:30 p.m. An hour and a half before my next lesson. An hour and a half before I walked up the slope past the Swedish Embassy to the home of my two private school pupils.

      Ho Chi Minh’s government had just launched a surprise offensive during the Vietnamese lunar New Year, attacking numerous South Vietnamese cities. American casualty figures had not yet been released but were expected to be very high. I folded the Herald Tribune and held it over my head to block the scorching sun as I walked past the Ambassador Theatre and crossed the street towards the Kidane Beyene building

      Several agitated drivers were proceeding cautiously in tandem around a crane truck parked in the middle of the street. Dozens of onlookers further obstructed traffic by loitering around the vehicle and aggravating the already frustrated drivers.

      Indifferent to the palpable excitement of the crowd, a wiry crane operator in a khaki jacket and a beige FIAT cap, barked contradictory commands at his browbeaten giant of an assistant. Barefoot, the latter climbed, with much trepidation, onto the back of a truck that was parked between the crane and the Kidane Beyene building and steadied a large hook extending from the overhead boom. “What are you waiting for, idiot?” shouted the operator. “Hook the sign! Hook the sign!” Flustered, the assistant attempted to grab a large black metal sign lying on the truck bed with the hook when his head wrap suddenly unraveled and fell. “Right away! Right away, sir!” he stammered and dropped the hook. “You’re fired! You hear me, fired!” screamed the operator. Two laborers who were standing patiently on top of the scaffolding above the truck looked at one another and shook their heads. “What are you two bobbing your heads about?” snarled the operator.

      Just then, a spectacled young woman in a lime-green paisley miniskirt emerged from her soon-to-be opened boutique under the building. She stooped through the scaffolding as the crane operator stood up from his seat and raised his hat. Taking advantage of the unexpected break, the assistant re-wrapped and re-knotted the cloth around his baldhead. Visibly alarmed at the sight of the enormous crowd and the congested traffic, the young woman walked briskly to the operator to instruct him to speed up the process. While she was still addressing him, the operator nodded his head several times and shifted one of the levers next to the gear. The cable whirred as it rove through the pulley and hoisted the sign off the truck bed. The two laborers atop the scaffolding stretched out their arms in preparation.

      Then, Bekele “Timo”, herald to the Emperor’s massive motorcade, followed by a fleet of glistening dark olive green BMW motorcycles, appeared in the distance. They leaned left into the turn past the fledgling palm trees outside the Ethiopia Hotel and depressed their horn buttons. Beeeeeeeeep! Vehicles, old and new, careened to the curbs. Beeeeeeeeep! Acquaintances interrupted their middle-of-the-street salutations and bolted to the landscaped islands of the boulevard. Beeeeeeeeep! Idle shoeshine boys grabbed their boxes and jogged gleefully parallel to the motorcycle riders.

      The Ethiopian and the Yugoslav flags mounted on the hood of the Emperor’s burgundy Cadillac flapped in the wind as the finned vehicle emerged at the intersection and advanced past the red light. Both of the tri-colored flags collapsed into a fold as the motorcade slowed down to a complete stop in front of the Kidane Beyene Building.

      But Bekele “Timo” was not about to let the splendid procession squeeze through in single file past the crane. Flabbergasted at the effrontery of the operator, Bekele “Timo” twirled his dropping waxed mustache into a straight line and glued his finger on the horn button.

      Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep!

      The crane operator must have pulled the wrong lever for the boom swung wildly over the sovereign’s Cadillac. Shouting at the top of her lungs, the spectacled young woman ordered the operator to clear the street. The assistant clutched and held onto his head wrap.

      Unaware of the overhead melodrama, the Emperor, Marshal Broz Tito and his wife, Madame Jovanka, waved languidly at the excited crowd from the back seats of the Cadillac. Pressing the hem of her miniskirt tightly against her thighs, the spectacled young woman bowed nervously at the monarch and the Titos.

      Bekele “Timo” ducked as the black sign dangling on the boom swooped over him and dangerously past the polished roof of the Cadillac. Then, about a dozen bodyguards jumped out of a few Mercedes limousines parked behind the Cadillac and stormed the crane.

      One of the bodyguards yanked the crane operator out of his seat and took control. The crowd cheered wildly at the crane operator getting his comeuppance. Roused by the applause, the Emperor and his guests looked out through their windows again and waved with a little more animation. The bodyguard steered the boom away from the motorcade as the assistant stretched out his long arms above his head and grabbed the precipitously swaying sign. It was then that I simultaneously made out the letters on the sign and heard a loud guffaw rising above the racket.

      Behind the scaffolding, Susenyos convulsed, unable to break free from a paroxysm of laughter. Suddenly, the crowd began to clap in a steady but moderate tempo. The bodyguard on the crane was lowering the sign back on the truck bed. Through the moving sign that read “Caprice” I could see the Emperor’s motorcade squeezing one by one past the crane.

      He must have approached me while I was staring at the sign for all of a sudden I caught a whiff of the tobacco scent on his jacket. “Come, Yeshi,” Susenyos whispered in my ear, “let’s go have some coffee at the corner café.”
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        * * *

      

      Susenyos leaned forward across the table over our nearly empty macchiato cups and pinched some yellow cake crumbs off of my plate. All at once, through the decorative wrought iron grill flushed against his chair, I saw hundreds of construction workers, balancing metal buckets packed with cement on their heads, creeping down numerous treacherous planks in Indian file to fill up the subterraneous foundation of the future multi-story National Post Office building.

      “Look how I can make them rise to the top,” Susenyos said sitting back in his chair. Just as unexpectedly as they had appeared, the construction workers and the entire site disappeared behind Susenyos’ head. And he didn’t even have an Afro to speak of.

      We were seated on shiny new chairs on the ground floor of Anchor café, the trendy two-story establishment adjoining the Kidane Beyene building.

      “Look,” Susenyos said, reaching up and extending his long arm over a large cement globe covered with tiny black and gold square tiles. I looked at him quizzically. Perched on a low wall next to our table, this enormous ball eclipsed the chairs and tables crammed into the tiny café. “Look!” he repeated. “You’re going to miss it.”

      Enthralled as I was by the sparkle in his firebrand-turned-boyish eyes I wriggled out of my chair and stood up to catch the tail end of his flicking fingers. The cake crumbs scattered and fell on a miniature crater lake burrowed deep into the solid globe. All at once, about dozen guppies emerged out of the crevice and devoured the remnants of my dessert as invisible cement mixers droned in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Ema pressed her elbow against the armchair and looked back through the doorway to make sure that our houseguest was out of earshot. Without realizing what we were doing, Susenyos and I mimicked my grandmother’s movement and spied in the same direction. Both of us were across the room from Ema on chairs that were lined up against the wall next to the fireplace. A small window separated our mismatched seats. Tété must have turned on the faucet for we heard the water splashing in the kitchen sink.

      Clasping both of her knees with her rough hands, Ema leaned forward conspiratorially.

      “Had she sided with my kin and the rest of the villagers who had refused to pay the new taxes,” Ema whispered, “the leaders of the revolt would not have confiscated her property.”

      “It still does not --”

      “Shush!” Ema said, interrupting my near outburst. “If she hears you she’ll automatically assume that I’ve misled you, perverting the truth on account of her being my in-law. Even your mother was not yet born when her father died died, but he was your grandfather’s much older brother.”

      “I know that, Ema. But they still have no right to take her property. Tété was simply obeying the law.”

      “How is it,” Ema fumed, “that you grow up in my house, under my tutelage, and end up behaving exactly like your uncle in the big house yonder? I just hope you don’t follow his footsteps too closely. I won’t be able bear a second tax assessor in the family. No right to take her property. Upon my word!”

      “Ema, she’s demonstrating her loyalty to her country.”

      “Her loyalties,” my grandmother burst out, “should first and foremost be towards her neighbors and her community. Why would she feel obligated to follow proclamations issued by a negligent government? The only time they remember to set foot in Damot is when they have to collect taxes. And tell me, how has Damot benefited from the money that your government has collected already?”

      “Weizero Laketch,” Tété declared magisterially appearing through the doorway with a handful of dripping raw coffee beans, “the taxes from Damot have paid for the education of her children.”

      Startled, Ema leaned back in her chair but did not turn around to look up at her in law. Susenyos and I stood up, towering over Tété’s tiny frame.

      “Did Lij Gugsa or Tsigemariam’s daughter right here pay out of pocket for any of their schooling? No, Damot did. And I am not about to insult you by itemizing the benefits of that education to the rest of my uncle’s family.”

      Tété stopped in front of Ema across the table. Water trickled down between her fingers forming a few puddles on the dirt floor under her feet.

      I hurried to the corner to get her seat, a stool that she had brought with her all the way from Damot.

      Teqebash, the maidservant, entered carrying a brazier piled with red-hot charcoal bricks and placed it next to Tété.

      “Grab some wood from the pile right outside and toss it into the fireplace for me,” Ema said looking up at Susenyos. “The fire is about to die.”

      Susenyos removed his jacket and draped it over the back of his chair.

      “I’ll show him where it is,” I said and quickly led him out through the front door.

      “Why is your grandmother intimidated by your aunt?” Susenyos said as we passed Ema’s bedroom window. “This is the first time I’ve seen her shirk from an argument.”

      We stopped next to the woodpile. “Here,” I said, picking up a few slats.

      “Hold on,” he said and pulled a Gisilla cigarette pack from his shirt pocket, hidden behind a small spiral notebook, “I desperately need a drag before we get back.” He looked towards the big house in concern. “Go ahead,” I said, assuring him. “Both my uncle and his wife are at work. And the kids are not here yet.”

      Susenyos fished a lighter out of his pocket, shook it violently several times and lit his cigarette. Then he closed his eyes, tilted his head back and sucked a lungful as the tip of his cigarette glowed fiery red. Susenyos’ chest expanded and heaved towards me.

      “She is intimidated but I’m not quite sure why. I think she suspects Tété of dabbling in sorcery.”

      Susenyos coughed as he burst out laughing. “That tiny little woman?”

      “I know, I know,” I said, giggling. “It does sound implausible. But it’s just that Ema doesn’t eat or drink anything Tété offers her until Tété herself takes the first bite or sip.”

      Susenyos extinguished the cigarette with his foot and threw the stub into a barrel next to Gashé Gugsa’s garage wall. “We better get back with the firewood.”

      “Here,” I said, piling a handful of slats on his curled bare arms.

      “You can’t burn this!” Susenyos said, turning his arms away from me. “It’s not firewood! These are slats for parquet floors!”

      “I know, Susenyos. My grandmother insists on burning all of them. They were a gift from my uncle’s wife. Evidently, Ema’s not in the best of terms with her.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense but I’m at your grandmother’s service.”

      “It’s very simple. Ityé Adey wanted to cover the dirt floor in our living room with these slats before the dignitaries came to pay their respects on my mother’s final memorial feast three months from now. My grandmother refused.”

      “Ah, she’s that kind of a person,” Susenyos exclaimed.

      “Yes, Ityé Adey is that kind of a person,” I concurred.

      “Come on, let’s go burn this wood,” he said and marched towards the house.

      “Wait,” I said running after him. He stopped and looked back over his shoulder as I wrapped my arms around his chest from behind. “Let me put the wood down,” Susenyos said eagerly.

      “No, no, stay still,” I whispered, “We need to get back. I just want to hold you for a second.” I pressed my head against his back.

      Although we were still several yards away from the house, my grandmother’s voice had become discernable. Ema and Tété must have been in a heated exchange.

      “–return until the early evening. She is on her own throughout the day and could do whatever she pleased. What good would it do if I forbade her from inviting her friends? In fact, I would much rather know the people with whom she spends her time. He is a nice, decent fellow.”

      “Weizero Laketch,” Tété responded, “for generations, the virgins in my family, praise be to God, have preserved their chastity until their wedding night. Beware lest Askalemariam’s daughter sullies this distinguished tradition.”

      My arms turned limp and collapsed. They hung heavily from my shoulders. Susenyos turned around to look at me.

      “I am delighted,” my grandmother retorted, “for the infinite virgins in your family. But you seem to forget, Weizero Amarech, Yeshi is my granddaughter and I will make sure she conducts herself in a way that I deem fit. Now, they should return any moment so the conversation ends right here. Yeshihareg! Yeshihareg! Where have you disappeared? The fire is dying!”

      I breathed in deeply and started walking towards the house. “We’re coming! We’re coming!”
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        * * *

      

      Teqebash tapped the bottom of the overturned mortar with the pestle, forcing the stubborn particles of the finely ground black coffee into the boiling coffeepot. Tété added a pinch of salt and capped the coffeepot.

      “Mother, Tété, good afternoon.”

      As was his habit Gashé Gugsa simultaneously knocked on the doorframe and wiped his spotless black leather shoes on the doormat. Tété, Susenyos, Teqebash and I stood up. He stepped into the room, crushing the reeds and orange petals that Teqebash had scattered on the floor earlier.

      He held his striped tie against his starched white shirt and bowed deeply in front of Ema.

      “You’re home early today,” Ema said, pecking him with a kiss on both cheeks.

      “Yes, I just concluded my meeting with the minister about half an hour ago. I left work early to share the good news,” Gashé said kissing Tété in turn.

      “What was the minister’s decision?” Tété asked apprehensively.

      Gashé glanced in our direction. “Children,” he said gruffly and nodded. “Good afternoon,” Susenyos and I said with a slight bow.

      Gashé rested his gigantic arms on _Tété’_s shoulders and looked down at her. “The minister,” Gashé said with much excitement, “dictated, in my presence, a letter to his counterpart at the Interior Ministry, asking him to send an army, if necessary, to restore your property. He was outraged to learn that a law abiding citizen…”

      Tété’s ululation drowned the tail end of Gashé’s reply. She removed his arms from her shoulders and pranced around the room. Flailing her arms with glee, she shouted, “You have replaced yourself, my good uncle! You did not die from Italian poison bombs for naught! You have replaced yourself!”

      Not very impressed with Tété’s histrionics, Ema puckered her lips and twisted them to one side.

      Gashé chuckled, grabbing Tété’s wrists. “That’s enough, Tété. I’ve only done the right thing. I’ve only done the right thing. You were clearly…”

      “Elelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelelele!” Tété would not stop. I looked back through the window. The two guard dogs chained to the garage posts sprang in the air and barked furiously.

      “Tété, you’re incorrigible. I am going to sit down. The rest of you should sit down as well. Otherwise, she won’t stop,” Gashé said, sitting next to Ema. “Teqebash,” Gashé added, “pour me some coffee, would you?”

      Uncertain about what he ought to do, Susenyos glanced at me. “It’s okay,” I murmured and crouched into my seat.

      “Before you sit down, my boy, please get some wood for the fire,” Ema said. Gashé glared at Ema and quietly sipped his coffee. Susenyos sprang out of his chair once again and tossed some of the slats that we had brought into the fireplace. A group of snickering schoolchildren walked past the gate, singing off-color lyrics. Uncomfortable and embarrassed, we all avoided one another’s eyes until their footsteps and voices became imperceptible.

      “So,” Gashé said, looking in our direction, “what do you demonstrate for today?”

      “There were none today, Gashé,” I responded at once before he lured Susenyos into another heated argument. I didn’t want that to happen in front of Tété.

      “Demonstrate? Demonstrate? Not my honorable uncle’s granddaughter! She would never dream of entertaining such an idea or consider consorting with ne’er-do-wells who might, would she?” Tété exclaimed sanctimoniously.

      “My granddaughter,” Ema declared, “has no qualms about speaking out against injustice.”

      Although I had not participated in a single demonstration, my family all assumed that I had by virtue of being a university student. Tété’s irritating comment prompted me to take action there and then. “Yes, I will be marching to the OAU to rally behind the thirty-two African nations that are boycotting the Mexico Olympics. If you haven’t heard, the Olympics committee has admitted South Africa to the games in October!”

      Susenyos looked up at me in surprise. “And I am going to march to the British Embassy,” he added, “to demand that they get rid of Ian Smith and his administration in Rhodesia. He just had five African freedom fighters executed”

      “The two of you talk utter nonsense,” Ema said, shooing a few flies off the qolo bowl on the coffee table. “It’s extraordinary! How can two generations of urban living wipe out the memory of the grandfathers that ploughed the land and the grandmothers that planted the seeds? Go to the streets to publicize your objection to the government’s proposed agricultural income tax increase! Besiege the Parliament chambers until the Deputies and the Senators vote against the tax bill! Wave the placards for your kinfolk that have revolted in Damot and Motta against the heinous tax hike. Boycotting Rhodesian Games! What next!”

      Then, out of the blue, Tété leaped from her seat and began swatting her cheeks rhythmically with the tip of her shawl. “You might as well slap me in the face! Damot thugs dispossess me of my patrimony and she dares tell my niece to support the brigands! I have had enough. I am leaving this instant and will not spend one more night in enemy territory.”

      “Leave! Do you think I’m going to beg you to stay? Go!” Ema said calmly. “Laketch Bezabeh has never gone on her knees for anybody. Not even for her husband. Remember that it was your uncle who capitulated and asked for my hand in marriage.”

      “That he did, forever disgracing the family name!” Tété shouted.

      “And whom are you calling brigand?” Ema said, raising her voice. The fingers on my hands are not enough to count the predators in your family. Is there a more rapacious–"

      “Ema, Tété!” Gashé yelled. “No need to go there. Especially in front of the children.”

      It irked me that even as a college student Gashé still referred to me as a child.

      “Tété, sit down. You’re not going anywhere,” Gashé said.

      Tété sat down immediately, her eyes fixed on Gashé.

      We all sipped our coffee staring at the dirt floor for an uncomfortably long time. Ityé Adey honked her horn in the distance as the guard immediately opened the gates.

      Teqebash walked around the room with a tray as each one of us in turn set down our empty cups on it for a third refill. Ityé Adey drove her car into the compound and parked on the driveway in the front of the house. Susenyos tossed some slats on the fire.

      “Ema,” Gashé began calmly, “we’ve talked about this before. All of us want an extensive network of roads, more schools and universal health care for our fellow citizens. How is all of this going to be financed? The government has two options. It can either borrow from foreign governments and organizations or raise the money within the country. If we borrow from outside sources we will most certainly be beholden to their interests. We don’t want that to happen so we’ve borrowed very little from them. Now, in order for us to raise money from within we have but one option: the imposition of taxes.”

      “Money has been pouring out of Gojjam ever since the end of the Italian Occupation,” Ema said angrily. “Except for the two statues of the Emperor in Debre Berhan and some other town, what has Gojjam gotten back in return?”

      “If we consider ourselves a nation state, Mother, we cannot limit ourselves to the needs of just our own individual villages and regions. If all the money that was raised in a particular province were spent locally the disparity between rich and poor provinces would be even more acute,” Gashé said.

      “You have replaced yourself, my good uncle! You have replaced yourself!” Tété whispered with her arms raised to the heavens.

      “Tété!,” Gashé hissed. “Ema, compared to other provinces, money has not been pouring out of Gojjam.”

      “Encourage Yeshi and her friends,” he continued, grasping Ema’s hand, “to besiege Cabinet and members of Parliament,” He glanced up at us, smiling ironically. “Your granddaughter and her friends ought not support insurrections here and there but pressure legislators to appropriate less money for defense and a lot more for, say, fertilizer subsidies. Do you know that in the last few years, Ema, India’s wheat production has increased by 50% simply because of the introduction of a new generation of fertilizers? Farmers in the Philippines are marveling at the record yields from a new miracle rice. All of these improvements have brought and bought Asia much stability.”

      “Needless to say, Lij Gugsa,” Tété said, “there was never a time when our granaries were not full. But I remember, when I was a little girl, that our grandmother used to buy wheat seed from a particular grain merchant who came from distant lands. Much to everyone’s astonishment, she would mix the alien grain with our own right before the planting season began. ‘Blend seeds for better yields,’ she used to say. I wonder if we would have benefited had we been curious enough to learn from her. For whatever reason, the family never stopped being wary of Grandmother’s foreign ways. I don’t know if you know but Grandfather brought her with him as his bride at the end of a campaign. I can’t remember now. I forget which.”

      “Never a time when our granaries were not full!” I don’t know why Tété carried on the way she did. I stood up abruptly and drew open the curtains behind me as the last rays of the setting sun shone weakly into the room. “Gashé,” I said leaning back against the window, “apparently Filipinos hate the taste of the new IR-8 rice you were talking about. It is also reputed to have very little resistance to–”

      “Taste?” Gashé interrupted. “I tell you empty bellies are being filled and you talk about taste. I tell you that science’s contribution to agriculture is helping Asia soar into First World realm and you talk about taste. With that line of argument, you probably don’t think our people who live near the Rift Valley Lakes or the Red Sea ought to learn to integrate fish in their daily diet, do you? At the moment, they’re not eating it because they don’t like the taste!”

      Gashé tightened his grip on Ema’s hand. “Ema, these young people need guidance and they listen to you more than they do me. May I recommend another worthy cause? As we speak, hundreds of thousands of farmers in countries bordering the Red Sea, including our own, are losing all their crops to a new and devastating locust plague. Can you goad your granddaughter and her rabble-rousing friends to think of ways to increase public awareness and clamor for the government to find an urgent solution to this problem?”

      Ema removed her hand from Gashé’s grasp and covered her face. “Lord, forgive me for doubting you. You have not abandoned us. You have spoken once again,” she whispered.

      “What does God have anything to do with this?” Gashé asked, irritably.

      “Your government,” Ema declared, "is shackling my Damot kinfolk in tax bondage and He has expressed His displeasure. He has let loose the locusts. ‘If thou refuse to let my people go’, He had warned the Pharaoh, ‘behold, tomorrow will I bring the locust into thy coast.’ " Ema pronounced with much solemnity.

      “What! Those are your relatives who have seized the property of law-abiding citizens. Those are your relatives who have held our field tax assessors hostage! Those are your relatives who are shirking their civic duties!” Gashé declared emphatically.

      “Elelelelelelel!” Tété ululated, crossing her arms on her chest and rocking herself in her seat. “Uncle, you need not worry! You may rest in peace! You have replaced yourself! Elelelelelelele!” She then quickly dubbed her eyes with the tip of her shawl lest her abundant tears dissolve the kohl on her eyelids and streak her flawless golden cheeks.

      “Tété!” Gashé yelled.

      Without glancing at Gashé, she looked up at the ceiling and silently shook her arms in the air.

      “What about Haile Gebre-Yohannes? Why has the government arrested him?” Susenyos ejaculated.

      “He’s one of those hoodlums who has been pelting cars and burning buses, isn’t he?” Tété demanded.

      “He’s a patriot, not a hoodlum!” Susenyos hissed, cracking the four fingers on his left hand.

      “Gugsa, beware! The signs are everywhere. People are protesting about how they’re being treated.” Ema said indignantly shaking her right forefinger at her son.

      Teqebash quickly handed Ema her third cup of coffee before she lowered her arm.

      “In my day, young man, patriots did not destroy public property. They fought against the invading foreign army!” Tété retorted.

      Ema sipped the steaming coffee with a loud slurp and glanced from under her brow at me. “Yeshi, this Haile fellow, he’s from Gojjam, isn’t he, my dear?”

      Susenyos and I broke into laughter.

      “Ema,” I said in a fit of giggles, “I have no idea where he’s from but he is the student poet who won an award for his poem entitled Bereket Mergem last year.”

      Ema grunted and turned sharply towards Gashé. “Gugsa, what did you mean earlier by your relatives? Are they not your relatives as well?” she said, much irritated. “But why am I surprised?” she continued. “You have never gone to Damot to visit them. You, the junior member of the family, untroubled by your elderly great-uncles and aunts coming to call on you here in Addis Abeba. Why am I surprised? When have you not been impartial to your father’s side of the family?”

      “And for good reason, too!” Tété broke in haughtily.

      “Ema!” Gashé said putting his arm around her shoulders, “when was the last time I went to visit Father’s relatives?”

      “None of that!” Ema said, disengaging his grip. “The damage is done. I know where I stand. And don’t think I’m comforted because you brag about neglecting your father’s relatives! You take me for a child, don’t you?”

      “Lij Gugsa,” Tété interjected, “may you be blessed with your son, Admasu, as my uncle has been with his.”

      “Tété,” I said much vexed, “I think you forgot to bless Gashé’s daughter, Laketch. Admasu’s older sister.” Tété glanced sideways at me but didn’t condescend to respond.

      “But I am equally attentive to both sides of my family,” Gashé said with a twinkle in his eyes, embracing Ema once again.

      “Keep mocking me. No matter. Keep mocking me,” Ema said. “But I tell you, if there are any sages left in your government, they should take heed. There’s no turning back the clock once He says, ‘Let my people go.’”

      “Yeshi,” Susenyos whispered, leaning towards me under the windowsill. “‘Let our people go,’ can be a great slogan, no? What do you think?”

      “Surplus!” Gashé said suddenly springing to his feet. “That’s what’s going to save our country. Surplus. Create enough wealth to go around for everybody and it will be the end of this bickering. All Ethiopians will then be able to have their basic needs met.”

      “But how are we to assure that the surplus is divided equitably among our people?” I demanded.

      “Certainly not by rebellions or insurrections. Look at the hundreds of thousands of Ibos starving to death right now in the Biafran War,” Gashé replied, walking towards the door. Teqebash immediately stood up from her chair. Gashé pulled down the handle and looked back over his shoulder. “I better go and make sure Adey’s ready for the cocktail. We’ve been invited to the inauguration of the new Commercial Bank branch near Mesqel Square.”

      Tété grabbed Teqebash arm and pulled herself up to her feet as her Damot stool tumbled and rolled on the floor. Susenyos and I stood up. Gashé opened the door wide and bowed deeply at Ema and Tété.

      “Ato Gugsa,” Susenyos called out with a slight quiver in his voice. Gashé turned in our direction.

      “According to a recent report from the land of surplus, hundreds, possibly thousands, of malnourished American children are on the verge of going blind because of vitamin A deficiencies,” Susenyos said.

      Gashé paused to reflect. “Gugsa, I’m ready to go! Gugsa!” called out Ityé Adey mellifluously from the villa in the distance.

      “Let’s save that for another day,” Gashé said. He acknowledged Tété’s bow with a slight nod.

      “Young man,” Ema said, turning toward Susenyos, “please toss some more wood into the fire.”

      Gashé slammed the door behind him and walked briskly to the villa.
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      To be concluded in next issue.

      Generations

      by: Yeshi Medhin

      She pushed up from the chair, the one her granddaughter had bought especially for her. It sat high enough so that she didnt have to rely on her weak knees to help push her up, and it had arms and a cushioned seat so that she could sit in it for hours at a time, watching TV or TiT meftel or simply gazing out through the French doors at the splendor of nature in the garden beyond. She made her way slowly to the kitchen, opened the cupboard where she stashed bits of left over bread, mostly the ends the children would not eat, retrieved the tinfoil pan and went back to her chair to begin the shredding so she could feed her birds.

      And as if on schedule, the memories came wafting in, soft and sheer, like gossamer, until they flood her ninety year-old mind. Alone in her only granddaughters home, she is helpless to fight them off as they come marching in one by one, clear as day, clear as though they were happening to her once again.

      Ethiopia, 1936:

      I am eight. My mother is dying. Inside the main house, pandemonium has broken loose. There is talk of evil. Of witchcraft and the venom of snakes. I know what has happened. I know it like you know when you have done something wrong but somehow you think that denial will brush over it in white paint and make it like nothing again. What I didnt know could not know was what was about to happen. My lifemy world, as I knew it, was about to crumble away beneath the callous touch of fate and scatter, never to recover again.

      I am eight. My mother is dead. And inside my heart, grief is like a heavy stranger come to stay awhile.

      I remember her love as if it were real still. Here I am, ninety. A great grandmother. And I am longing for my mothers love again.

      It was her death, you could say, that gave birth to all my misery. But while she was here, while she was still mortal and with me, before the flock of black birds flew away with her after her funeral, I was a blessed little girl, swaddled in the gossamer grace of my mothers love.

      _

      Her death punctuated the end of my childhood. The following year, nine, and still a child, I became some old mans bride. I remember him, too. Old enough to be my grandfather. Even he was stunned by my fathers decision. My father, the man who loved only two things my mother and hunting was ill-prepared to raise a daughter. Even less ready to face his dead wifes eyes, day in and day out. So, when he came back from his hunting excursion, one day, he told me I was to leave my home and go be some other mans worry and woe. He didnt say it like that, of course. Truth is rarely if ever spoken out loud. I didnt know what he meant. What it meant. To be married. I was a child, still, after all. Still I went. A retinue of slaves and their children, my only friends, my sense of home, followed me there. And followed me back when my husband of just a year died in his sleep one night. I never knew him as a husband. Bless him. Perhaps my mother was still there with me then.

      And still there in my face, I suppose. Because only a year later, Father gave me away again. To another man, another wedding, another extravagant trousseau. And I remember this husband, too. He was less discriminate with a child bride. Less discriminate, full stop. He brought to me his unwanted and foreign attentions and his foreign and unwanted diseases. My body was too young to fight him and his germs, and gratefully, I succumbed to illness rather than the touch of his hands. Sores covered my face and my body. My hair fell out. And I thought I was going to die, too. But I didnt. I wondered then, where my mother could have gone that I was so tormented then needlessly spared an easy avenue out.

      I dont regret living. No. Dont get me wrong. I regret only the vagaries of life. But the sour does make the sweet taste even better. Ive had my share of sweet. And more than my share of the sour.

      When I was better, and strong enough, I walked. All the way back to my fathers house. My hair gone, my eyebrows burned off by the scabs, and long curly eyelashes now a nostalgic memory, I no longer resembled the mother who had taken my fathers heart with her to the grave. So he let me stay. It was that simple. I wonder to this day, did he know what his grief had made me build my life on tears?

      He doesnt get down on one knee when he proposes to her on her birthday. Just hands her the tiny box like its a gift or something. They are standing outside a church, its mid-April and still chilly with the last breath of Winter whispering down through the undulating branches of the budding trees. She says yes. But she doesnt know why. Love has little if anything to do with it. Comfort? Maybe. Familiarity? More than likely. Hes tall. Hes dark. Hes handsome. What hes not is Ethiopian. But at this point, that matters little to her. She had weathered her Ethiopian-husband-or-no-one-at-all phase rather well, she thought, but biology being biology, and her mother being her motherwell the need to propagate had her on the clockand time was running out. So, at the bottom of all her modern reasons as to why she was saying yes was the unspoken but oh-so-true mikniyatum inatE yelij lij mayet tifeligalech.

      USA, 2000:

      She told us she was to be married like one might tell about a recent purchase they had made at the local mall: It was a really good sale, so I bought it. There was nothing remarkable about the delivery of the news except that it was so very unremarkable. Extra unspecial. Whatever happened to asking for her hand in marriage? Who was this boy she was to marry? That ferenj we had insisted she not bring to our home lest they were more serious than serious kenfer wodaj? Did she not have a thinking cell left in her brain? Are our tradition so anathema to her overly ferenj soul that she would flout them so carelessly? Where in hell is yemama shash!?

      _

      We had yet to meet him, this white boy who was to marry my only daughter. We had yet to set eyes on him, or he on us. But that had been our choice. After years of the veritable ethnic smorgasbord of men wed been hugged and kissed by on their way in and out of her life, we were now to be slapped with the indignity of thisthisthis indignity! Well, at least she hadnt settled on that black American or the izlam boy. This one may not be Ethiopian, but hes at least Christian. And their children will be beautiful. What does he look like? Is he tall? Does he have good teeth? Does he have a good job? Good God, what do we know about this boy?

      wiy, ya shas yet Teffa?

      Arehqlebet aregachuh? Tiru nw.

      Says her mother, my daughter. Hamoteh-biss! Always overly kind. Overly nice. What my granddaughter needed just then was a swift qaria Tiffi to her senses to jump start them, certainly not an even less remarkable response to a monumentally unremarkable announcement.

      Times have changed. This is true. But, gracious, not so much that a young man can completely circumnavigate tradition and etiquette when he asks a woman, my granddaughter, no less, to marry his worthless self. I have nothing against ferenjoch. Thats Gods honest truth. Those who have done me or mine harm now they are a different story, of course. I have known them all my life, since before the Italian invasion when Ababa would bring ferensai businessmen home with him to show off his wife and home and riches. They would bring gifts of shito, which my mother would invariably memeTn with another favorite shito to get the scent she desired. She would dab some on my neck for me so we could smell the same. I remember doing exactly the same with my daughter. And her daughter when she came along. This same only-daughter-of-my-only-daughter-of-the-only-daughter-of-my-mother, who would grow up to tell us in this sinesiriate bis manner that she was to be married. And then, we would pretend nonchalance. This was like merdo, only worse because I was unlucky enough to be still alive to receive the news.

      Dont get me wrong. Im not ready to go. Not yet. Certainly not before I meet this ferenj boy who had so blinded my lij-lij that she was ready to throw away her only life. And my own daughter would respond, Arehqlebet aregachuh? Tiru nw.

      wiy, Iyesus!! simihin bekentu liTra?

      _
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      "Ma, taCHehuN. "

      “min”?

      "taCHehuN. Qelebet arekuN".

      __

      “taCHesh? a-ai, Tiru nw”. ImayE shashun aTahut?"

      "indaaaaaaay! Jesus, Mom, I’m telling you I got engaged." There’s more hurt indignation than frustration in her voice. "You make my life hell pestering me everyday about getting married and here I tell you I’m getting married and you’re more interested in a friggin’ shash.

      Teffaa. Min largish. Chekulenal.

      Almaz, whom her new fianc‚ called Ally for short stared at her mother, her face flushed with color. Her hands clenched into fists at her side and her chest rose and fell rapidly as she tried to control her famous temper. What she wanted to do was scream. Loud and long and.LOUD!! Goddamit! What the hell was this about, anyway? She was engaged, for chrissakes. She was going to get MARRIED. She was, eventually, going to have CHILDREN. Isnt that what they wanted? Had she read all the wrong meanings between the lines of their incessant nagging?

      Imai, inghiday, aTahut, her mother said to her grandmother, her face, too, now red - from the exertion of the search for the shash, Almaz assumed.

      If I find the shash, can we acknowledge what I just announced to you, Mother?

      Finally, her mother looked her in the eyes. And there, behind the unmistakable moisture of unshed tears, was the slap of disappointment.

      -------------------------

      Its funny, you want the best for your children, but its as though they fight you for the worst of what life has to offerjust to spite you. There is nothing I have done since the birth of my only daughter that was not in some way in an effort to benefit her. Even divorcing my feckless husband. I could have gone on being married to him, to save face, if for no other reason, but his drinking was worsening and his drunkards sense of discipline of our only set li was turning into abuse. I left and went to my mother because the alternative was untenable.

      _

      The move to America, the jobs I obtained, the night school I attended to earn my Masters Degree in my forties, the homes I purchased and the neighborhoods I moved to, all were for her, only her. I was merely an indirect benefactor of her existence in my life. Even the reason my parents lived with me now instead of Ethiopia was because I thought it would be good for Almi to have grandparents around, especially to have some kind of male role-model in her life. They said it was important for children to have positive role-models in their lives. Even in this, I have tried not to fail her. And yet. Yet, here I stand, listening to her tell me that all of it was for naught. None of my sacrifices were worth the sinesirat of a personal request for her hand in marriage.

      And what was wrong with marrying Ethiopian, anyway? The constant parade of black, white, brown and even red and yellow through my homes over the past ten years I had assumed was a prolonged phase that would end with her married to a good Ethiopian man. You tell me, is that too much to ask for? After all Ive sacrificed?

      -------------------------

      What the fuck was I doing? I was actually joining in the search for a goddamn shash. The patients have taken over the asylum!

      I felt like I was drowning in the insane rapids of the moment, securely weighed down by the lead ball weight of my engagement ring, which was still in my pocket for until after I announced my intent to marry. Well, that went well. Like a joke. And heres the punch line: I dont even want to get married yet. Id picked the first harmless guy to come along and ask me to marry him to say yes to. Ive never thought that love was a good reason to tie the knot over. Love blinded you, it made the world all pink and fuzzy until it went away in search of its next victim, leaving you behind in the harsh glaring lights of reality. Thanks, but no thanks. Ill marry for all the wrong reasons and retain my sanity and dignity.

      My mother had married for love. Mistake number one. She had married my father. Mistake number two. Then, before she could even think to make a quick getaway from a bad decision, she had had me. Mistake number three.

      The year after I graduated from college and I got my first proper job, my mother had began her song and dance about marriage and children. What was the big hurry? I thought. Why rush into something that was, by design, the death knell of happiness. I was young, I was healthy, and I was happy. Why ruin a good thing, I figured. Determined not to follow the mistake footprints of two generations of women who had married or been married off for all the wrong reasons, I settled into the pattern of a serial monogamist, content with the companionship the men I dated provided. And, much to my mothers chagrin, I did not discriminate. A good man was a good man, no matter what his ethnicity. Had she not married and divorced an Ethiopian man? I mean, was that supposed to be better than marrying and divorcing a non-Ethiopian man? Yes! She always responded. A thousand times, yes! Then at least your children would be Ethiopian.

      Ah, the children. My children. Truth be told, I didnt even want any.

      So, for a brief spate of time, I concentrated on finding the ever elusive good Ethiopian man. I dated them. I let them wine and dine me, and I have to admit, when an Ethiopian man said, yenE qonjo to me, it did do something indescribable to me. NO man can mashkormem like an Ethiopian man can. But that was never enough. There were strings attached to the pro macking of the Ethiopian man romancing an Ethiopian woman. You couldnt be yourself. You had to be a bit dotty, a little distracted, a lot helpless and VERY giving. I was none of those things. So when I parted with these handsome, good Ethiopian men and their toe-curling, yenE qonjo kinda love making, they were just as happy to depart as I was to see them go. I cannot lie. A few of them did hint at the idea of gabicha. And yes, I did, with less skill at saying without saying decline their proposal. It was all for the best. This way, I could remain myself and, more importantly, happily unencumbered.

      Then I turned thirty-five. There was much and endless discussion about hurrying up and having children. All other conversation was relegated to the memory of happier times. The topic at every meal somehow segued into the discussion of when I was going to have children. Suddenly, I wasnt the prized only daughter of a doting mother. I was the vessel for future progeny and I was wasting valuable time living my life as I saw fit. Didnt I realize that God put us on this good earth to propagate!? In a word? No. But what I wanted paled into insignificance when compared to what my duty was. Propagation of the future generation.

      But it had to be on their terms, to a guy they approve of, with the right ethnicity, pedigree and religion. And if it isnt…? Well then, you end up rifling through grammas komodino looking for a shash instead of hugging each other and popping open a bottle of good champagne.

      In the ever appropriate words of Hugh Grant in Four Weddings and a Funeral: Bugger! Bugger! Bugger!

      _

      -------------------------

      She loved feeding the birds. There was a connection there between her and those feathered beings that was beyond her ability to understand. But with age comes wisdom, as they say, and wisdoms greatest gift was the ability to simply _accep_t what you couldnt readily explain away. She watched the birds as they gathered beneath the lushly spread oak tree, waiting for her to finish crumbling dry bread and serve it to them in the tinfoil pan.

      Birds had darkened the blue of the Showa sky above the funeral procession that bore her mothers coffin to the hole in the ground. Someone held her hand because she was walking with her head tilted back all the way, watching the dense flock above, trying to make out which one was her mother. Because she knew, as most children do before the purity of their soul is corrupted by the unyielding press of reality that there was no such thing as death. Thats why small children cannot understand it. But it was hard, with the wailing going on around her, to concentrate enough to pick out the bird that carried her mothers soul. So she had to satisfy herself with only the knowledge.

      With age also come aches and pains, she had to acknowledge to herself as she rose from the chair, the tinfoil pan now laded with shredded pieces of dry bread. She swung the French door in and stepped outside smiling as the birds came towards her instead of scattering and flying away. The lawn was a perfect carpet of green grass bordered on all sides with bursts of color from azalea bushes, rhododendron, tiger lilies and tulips. There was also a corner dedicated to rose bushes. That ferenj boy who had married her granddaughter had turned out not to be so bad, after all, she mused. Especially since he had managed to break the family history (curse?) of producing only one daughter and stopping. Now she had four grandchildren to amuse her in her dotage. Two boys, two girls. Just as shed always desired. Just as it should be. Delightful children. And they looked more Ethiopian than they did ferenj, bless them. Took more after her than they did anybody else. Even her own daughter, the one after whom she could not produce any children that would live, looked more like the fathers side of the family. But not her half-ferenj grandchildren. No. They looked Ethiopian. Igziabher yimesgen.

      It was good that she had lived long enough to see them birthed, to see them grown, to have them crowd around her in a loving bevy and adorn her with their childish chatter. Her daughter, that soft-shelled, too-good-for-this-mortal-world girl had left her behind when she died. It was not right that she should survive her child. All her children. But survive she had. When it was time, it will be time. Until then, she would live. She would survive. She knew how to do that.

      Ethiopia, 1940

      _Rumors about Janhois imminent arrival burned through the town like wild fire. The town was a shanty, set up on the finges of Khartoum out of tents, sheets, and fire sticks by the people who had either flocked there seeking work or been deported there by the ingleez who ruled it and Khartoum with an iron fist. I was fourteen or so, a married woman whose husband, a proud arbeNa, had managed to land himself in an English prison camp. My husband and I had come to Sudan fleeing the advancing Talian, who were mowing their way through Ethiopia, killing every able-bodied Ethiopian man. We had survived the harrowing trek, enduring it mostly under the cover of ink-black night, only to find that the frying pan could sometimes get hotter than the fire. Three years after being welcome as refugees, my husband was taken into the custody of the English.

      So, while the ingleez imprisoned my husband for seditious acts committed against their Queen and Empire, they put me on a train heading out of town to God knew where with nothing on me but the clothes I wore. But igziabher Tillo aiTilimina, I was adopted by a Sudanese family who were incensed at the barbaric English who would leave a child to the mercies of the desert .

      But by the time rumors of the advent of our king was becoming verifiable news, I was a businesswoman, who had managed to make a living selling injera and Tella to the Ethiopian refugee masses who never tired of a taste of home. My life was not uncomfortable amongst the uncommonly generous people of Sudan, but they were, after all, not my people, and I was, after all, not in yenatE agher. I was ready to go back home, to stop surviving and begin liveagain.

      _

      One bird out of the scores that massed about pecking at her offering broke away from the feeding and hopped over to her, cocked its little head to one side and leveled its dark eye at her as though it was looking at her in an effort to remember. She looked back at it, her hand trembling slightly, then suddenly going slack and letting go of the tinfoil pan. Some of the birds scattered in a sudden move when the pan hit the ground, but not her little friend, who stood its ground eyeing her as though it were a stranger on a crowded street who had recognized her from the distant past. And she knew. Without knowing how she knew. And she understood. It was time.

      -------------------------

      Ethiopia, 2034

      I was the one who found her. Mom was at the store, the boys were at their soccer game with Daddy and my little sister was at the sitters, or with Mom. I cant remember now.

      The thing is, I knew she was old. And I knew she was going to die one dayjust like Grandma had. But knowing doesnt make the losing any the easier, does it.

      And, God, how I loved her. The sweet perfume of her rose-petal soft skin, her endless stories about Ethiopia, her cooking, the twinkle in her dark eyes. The way she tried to teach us Amharic because we should never forget where we come from. Never mind that we were only half Ethiopian or that we only went back home for the odd vacation.

      Everyone said that of all the children, I looked the most like her. And although she was careful not to let on, I think she loved me the most. I know, its a fanciful thought, but it doesnt hurt to think itto feel it, even.

      She was lying gracefully on the grass when I found her. And the birds, her birds, the ones she fed without fail everyday at four oclock, were no where to be seen, even though I could still see that there were plenty of crumbs for them to peck at. Oh, I knew the minute I saw her, I suppose. But I didnt believe. I couldnt believe. My heart got tighter and tighter, and smaller and smaller in my chest until I thought it was going to burst.

      She lay on her back, her hands at her sides, as though someone had arranged them thus. Her eyes were closed and there was no hint of pain in her peaceful face. By the time I got enough courage to reach out and touch her cold hand, I knew. And somewhere in my grief-stricken nine-year-olds heart, I had enough of her in me to wish that wherever she was, she had her birds with her.

      Oh, dont mind me! Im sure Im just being silly. Be a darling and fetch my shash for me before we take that walk?

      Kiddie
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      by: MT

      She was no relative of mine, no kith nor kin, but we were “zemed” nonetheless. Zemed without genetic ties, just of the generic type. Kiddie! Short for Kidane, short for Kidane-Mariam, short still for Anchi-Kidaneee??!! She was a kissing kin to whom our home was home through young adulthood and beyond. Home to her parents, too, who, like the nearest of the near of kin, were there in our home more than we were in our home! And then we crossed the great divide, the ocean, and settled in a land where zemedE nech won’t do. Anachronistic and fara-like! As one of the first signs of assimilation, we quickly dropped the "zemed " and adopted cute and all-encompassing “cousin.” “Kidane? … Inde, issuama kazinE eko nech!”

      In the Ethiopian Diaspora, “cousin” has been usurped by our own AmariNa to connote the general notion of: “kinda-zemed-like-ufff-atadrqeN !” If Kiddie were a real cousin, Igziabhern kind of a cousin, she would accurately be: “Yachi menqara? Inde, issuama yakistE lij eko nech!” And, should some unimaginative friend of Ethiopian origin, stranger to his own Ethiopian origin, inquire about my blood-ties with Kiddie confusing "kazinE" with the English “cousin,” the appropriate response can only be: “Listen buster! I don’t have an English cousin!”

      Silezih, Kidane kazinE nech, if you don’t mind! It works very well for me! If it doesn’t work for you, why, it’s because your English is getting in the way, thwarting a meaningful relationship with Kidane, who could easily be your kazin, too. And so, if only you were not given to taking things in their literal sense, you, too, would have been invited to her wedding…like I was invited to her wedding. See?

      It was 2 A.M. when Kiddie stepped out into the bustling lanes of illustrious Adams Morgan. She walked down the street a piece before she found a cab and flopped down on the back seat kicking off her shoes to iffoy her aching feet. “Tena ysTilN,” the driver greeted. “Tena ysTilN,” she said, adding, “Skyline, please.” At last! On her way home to the famous Skyline, home to more than its share of Abesha, whose popular hangout was the aptly named Abesha restaurant nearby: The ehSkyline Café… “Ke-work new?” the driver asked. “Awo.” The chauffeur’s license on the dashboard bore his name in screaming letters: Mandefro-oooo! He quickly proved to be a man of self aggrandizing u-u-ta. No pride and pleasure in what he did, just pleasure in what he made doing what he took no pride and pleasure in. In near denial of what he did even as he was doing it, he insisted that he was really “between jobs,” that familiar disclaimer. He then worked in the usual “mastrEtEn yiZalehu” by way of setting the record straight lest poor, exhausted Kidane, uppity waitress she, think she was dealing with a lightweight.

      No one’s dummy, Mandefro! He was a man of consequence, who had the foresight to invest in scholarly pursuit and had his mastrEt to show for it. Four years of graduate school followed by four years of being in possession of a four-year-old-brand-new-mastrEt. Never used! But she was a woman who asked for nothing more than a quiet ride home; home to the Skyline Apartments, across the street from ehSkyline Café . . . . Ahh, so typically an ET-man! Beset by Hamlet’s old dilemma “to be or not to be” what he already is! ( If you don’t make it, f— it ? Nahh, if you don’t make it, fake it! ) A piece of work, the ET-man! Defined by his perception that he is what he is perceived to be and not what he really is, because “is” is really not “is” thanks to Clinton’s hypothesis.

      And so it was that, once he staked out the higher ground with an odd mixture of undue bravado and a sense of embarrassment thinly veiled, spin-doctor-Mandefro felt confident enough to launch into a friendly banter…from a position of preeminence. Through his grandiose façade, Kiddie saw a familiar timidity, an undercurrent of vulnerability concealed behind a wall of atirsuN-defense. There was an edge of sweetness about the man. As their eyes met in the rear-view mirror, for the briefest of brief moments, Kiddie felt a warm sensation of abedku indE magnetism. As if on cue, pleased-with-himself-Mandefro then issued the standard ET pick-up-line: “gn eko, yemawqish meseleN.” Hmmm, an invitation to possibilities, albeit on the heels of an inauspicious start. Oh, hell, why not, there was no harm in him!

      The ehSkyline Café Mandefro in a pair of shiny dress slacks, smartly set off by a pair of brand-new sneakers. Shirt and tie nicely outlined behind a hugging crew-neck sweater of yimuqeN-design under bede—mmb yimuqeN-polyester-coat. This was a date to end all dates. It was obvious he had not taken any chances. Dressed to kill! Freshly-creased, shiny dress slacks? Nice! Even a nicer touch, the brass pin in his lapel, the cupped hand of United Way’s famous emblem. An ingenuous scheme of seduction! A serious effort to blend in with Kiddie’s fantasy! When Kiddie arrived a moment later, she took one look at his serious effort and seriously realigned her fantasy!

      His fantasy? Emancipation! From thoughts of that bTasham! Relentless thoughts of treason, of letdown and deception. In Kidane, he sought to find redemption, his vindication, in the wake of the heartbreak he had suffered at the hands of that bTasham! Sure, over time, his anger had fallen away, but he still hadn’t closed the book on her, his import-bride, not with people still talking…incessantly! In his mind’s eye, he had often replayed how enamored he had been of the bTasham, young enough to be his daughter and so beautiful! Home to rob the cradle he had gone. To meet her, his bride-to-be. The self-appointed matchmaker, his mom, had assured him of the girl’s proven decency. “Ayn affar!” Hah! DinqEm ayn affar! Qoi gdelEm!

      Oh, how she had filled his dreams of a wholesome union! A union with a wholesome girl, untainted, unadulterated by the frenetic pace of this here pathetic life. And how elated he had been; that day, that cursed day, when she, his child-bride, had arrived to end his days of solitude! He had been careful not to stifle her, and had sought to shore up her confidence by encouraging her to explore. And so, weroch alfew weroch siteku, exploring she had done! beTam! Soon, young men had looked at her, and had then looked at Mandefro. She too had looked at them, and had then looked at Mandefro. And Mandefro had simply looked, looking every bit like Mandefro! Old! Things had not looked good for good-old-Mandefro! The squabbling had begun. Soon, in the tiny one-room-studio, she had grown tired of seeing him in the same spot all the time. And so, she had decided to move on. To move in with a kazin! What kazin, yemn kazin ?.. “uff atadriqeN-kinda-kazin!”

      Over dinner at ehSkyline Café, Kiddie got a kick out of Mandefro. As first dates went, he was no crushing disappointment. His idiosyncrasies, unblemished by years of exposure to “Ms. Manners,” struck a familiar chord. Long finished with his godin-Tibs while her kitfo was barely touched, he dug a finger deep into the crevice of his mouth to dislodge a piece of meat embedded between his teeth while, dead in his contorted face, the toothpicks on the table stared him. He then introduced a technique, culture-specific and effective which, combined with the burrowing into the mengaga, would prove to work like a miracle. He puckered up his lips and sucked! Mercilessly, loudly, he took to sucking! Through his teeth sprang a sequence of musically invalid notes, an amalgam of sounds, a cross between the chirping of a cricket and the squealing of a pig followed by an extended asssssssey as he swept out the meat-fragment now successfully extricated! Temesge—n!.. On the tip of a finger-nail, the launching pad, the piece of meat was placed. Strategically! Then came the launching part. Using thumb for leverage, the MandE-particle was flung c-l-e-a-r across ehSkyline Café’s dining room! And Kiddie chuckled. They were off to a thrilling start!

      Happy times. Kiddie and Mandefro felt connected. With the passing of the months, each fell in step with the other’s yearning for a relationship with yager-lij. A relationship where lovemaking was in AmariNa and intimate moments were momentous, intimately filled with intimate chatter in uncensored AmariNa! Newly coined AmariNa, born of the heat of momentous moments, comprehensible to no one else but lovers caught in the heat of one such moment:

      “KiddiyEEEE…gidlE-gumuzguazEn senefeTshiw—wwww!”

      (Translation: “You take my breath away, Kid!”)

      " MandiyEEEE…debza-magerEn shemeTeTkew–www!"

      (Translation: “You too!”)

      If there was a proposal, Kiddie sure strained to hear it. For Mandefro, there was no other way to say it, but to say it the only way he knew to say it. Don’t say it as if it were something to say. If marriage itself was his call, then proposing was uncalled-for, a non-event in and on itself. Leave out the hubbub and go straight to the arrangements. “T’dya-aaaa, izih inargew weyiss AddisAba?” Cute, how MandE built up his proposal all out of proportion like that! Kiddie was terribly flattered. Somewhere there, masked by his ill-timed g’r-g’r was an offer of marriage. But mTs! Neither her resounding “yesss” nor a statement in her own defense was required.

      Kiddie shared the news with Azeb, her friend, albeit her worsest critic. Unimpeachable Azeb, an embodiment of beauty and formidable brains who, for all her stellar accomplishments, whiled the lonely days away cooped up in her high-rise condo holding out for the ultimate soul mate…an ET-man. A dubious prospect indeed since her complexity had complicated her out of serious contention. Qualified for partnership at the corporate law-firm? Sorry! Disqualified from seeking partnership with an ET-man on account of being qualified for partnership at the corporate law-firm! Sure, she had every right to her fearsome intellect, but ET-men, too, reserved the right to stay clear of her fearsome intellect! Delicate in manner, Azeb was not! No hemming-and-hawing with Azeb. Upon hearing of Kiddie’s imminent marriage, she worked herself into a fit. “Noooo-wayyyy! So-very-abso-fucking-lutely-no-wayyy you’re gonna get hitched to this… this garden-variety-taxi-deeewed!”. . .Shell-shocked Kiddie quietly wondered if her friend had finally lost it. mTs! What did “garden” have to do with it? YihEw eko new iwqet sibeza!

      In due time, lone-dissenter Azeb succumbed to her friend’s constant badgering; she even acquiesced to an assignment as a bridesmaid… along with seven others. The honor of maid-of-honor went to the ubiquitous Debritu (zefenm tichilalech). She had made a name for herself in many a wedding circle with her demonstrated talent to liven up people’s weddings. At an Abesha wedding, guest-ss could not be trusted to have a good time on their own. Without Debritu to nudge them, they were a bunch of miqeNoch, who refrained from having a good time at a wedding just so they could, later on, sneer at somebody’s yetelefabet wedding! After all, a wedding was seldom about two people being wedded and was instead about what folks said about the wedding.

      In their humble home in Kebena, QeNach Shifferaw and Woizero Beza Deginet were thrilled to see their names embossed in golden lettering on the card… .inviting guests they had never known…to share in the joy of their daughter’s marriage to some Mandefro they had never met…at a place they had never been! Arlington! Kiddie had sent them the invitation-card as a keepsake, which they passed to each other back and forth for close, and one more close inspection. Woizero Beza Deginet wistfully ran her fingers across the golden silhouette of the white bride on the card. mTs!

      Woizero Beza: "Ere lemehonu, antu QeNazmach, Kidane Washington new mtnorew allalum?..Tadyaaa sergun Arlington temibal sifra mn wesedew?

      QeNazmach: “Ay, anchi demo! Neger aygebashm! Arlington killilu new inji yaw Washington malet new!”

      Woizero Beza: " Indet, QeNazmach?"

      QeNazmach: " Alkush eko, mn nekat isswa-aaa? Arlington malet iNa Aqaqi indeminilew new! Beseqa yelem? Beqa!.. Aqaqi Beseqa malet new."

      Woizero Beza: " Hmmm! Ayyy… Beseqa kehoness qirb new."

      Meanwhile, back in Beseqa . .er . .in Arlington, ladies of Abesha descent descended into depression over…oh, what to wear to Kiddie’s wedding! …Let’s see, I wore this to Fifi’s wedding, and this to Tati’s, and this to Nanni’s! Damn!…And hither and yon, ladies with a closet-full of dresses, scampered to buy yet one more dress for Kiddie’s wedding! Given the likelihood that Fifi’s wedding-list was also Nanni’s wedding-list was also Tati’s wedding-list was also Kiddie’s list, ain’t no way in Abesha-land that any self-respecting Abeshit would be caught wearing the same dress twice and risk becoming noticeable. She had to get that brand-new outfit so she could become unnoticeable! Wearing Fifi’s dress at Nanni’s wedding and Tati’s dress at Kiddie’s wedding as if you were still at Tati’s wedding was aygebam, unless you were Ivy-Leaguer Azeb! She, Azeb of Bernstein, Bernstein & Azeb was the only one excused! She could get away with it, because everybody knew she could afford it!

      On the morning of the wedding-day, bright and early, close friends (and not-so-close acquaintances voted ajabi on the basis of the kind of cars they drove) joined the groom’s procession. Led by sleek and slender limousines, the German-car commercial then wound its way down USA-Boulevard and into some upscale suburb to pick up mushirit! . . Mushirit, of course, was “coming out” of an old friend’s house in an upscale suburb designated for “coming out” since it was in an upscale suburb. She could not “come out” of her own apartment, because friends and acquaintances in the entourage who, by virtue of being friends and acquaintances, knew she lived in an apartment would talk about her “coming out” of some damn apartment!

      When the groom and his excessive backup descended on the quiet neighborhood, white folks kept a safe and prudent distance from the gang of good-looking Negroes and watched. They knew of the proverbial musical nature of Negro-folk. Shoooot, on occasion, they had even liked-ed Whitney Houston. But damn! What they saw and heard at the entrance of their neighbor’s house was pandemonium! Debritu (zeffenm tichilalech), yefelegechwn bitichil, was no damn Whitney Houston! She led a mob of violent women in a musical argument; a violent rendition of “Anasgebam berun’ih sergeNawin’ih!” She had what it took, that rare God-given knack for ayn-awTanet that bordered on bilgina, to throw her ample hips into the open doorway while fiercely screech-spitting anasgebam-mnamin all over the groom’s entourage to stop the groom from picking up his bride! As the four-month-old wedding plan so unequivocally called for! An unexplained paradox! Go figure! Demo zefen tichilalech! E-r-e-w-e-d-i-a-l-i-NNNN?!

      The groomsmen were far more reasonable. Their approach to gaining entry was as sensible as The Debritu Blockade was absurd. They began to negotiate, uh, by breaking into their own sadistic “CHessE!” A confounding non-sequitur about kicking up some dust that was the farthest thing from “Lemme in, baby, pleeeease lemme in!”

      The girls: “Anasgebam beruni mushirawni-iiiii!”

      The boys: “CHessE, abwaraw CHessE! Aha!..ere CHessE!”

      In full view of witnesses (open-mouthed white men with cell-phones at the ready) ET-men began to push. In what would hold up as a clear-cut case of physical abuse in any court of law, they then thrust their bodies into the throng of panting women and trampled them to death! CHessE, abwaraw CHessE! By way of an apology, the Best Man then whipped out a bottle of perfume and began spritzing it generously over Debritu and cohorts. While Debritu leapt high into the heavens to catch a squirt of the free perfume (bederetwa), Azeb leapt back with alarm! But…indayqeribat b’lo, the Best Man came at Azeb perfume in hand! Uh, oh! Biqerbat yishal neber! She fixed a cold and chilling stare dead in his happy face! The Best Man froze! “_Look, deeewd,”_she said frigidly: "Lemme clue you in on something here! . . I know, I just know you ain’t about to friggin’ spray me with no friggin’ Aramis!"… .Later, during a lull in the moment, the Best Man whispered to the groom: “Yachi Tenqwai Tebeqa TemdaNalech!”

      His Holiness Aba Finote-Selam Mintesinot of Something or Other Tewahido Bete Kristian, a spindly man in a multicolored vestment, a golden cross emblazoned on his qob of West-African Kinte-cloth, bore before him a gleaming cross of intricate design as he stealthily emerged out of the cloud of burning incense. The clish-clashing of home-made cymbals and the high-voice-chanting of part-time deacons who, on less clerical occasions, were seen parking cars in Adams Morgan, stopped as abruptly as it had started. Aba at the microphone as the Master of Ceremonies! “Ehem . .One, two, sree-eee, yisemaaal?” He then launched into a sermon with all the features of a marriage-counseling, long before the marriage was consummated much less require counseling! And, on a high note, the lengthy sermon ended. As required by age-old custom, Kiddie entered that famous pledge, irrevocable, that she would do her husband’s bidding! “Itazezewalehu! Agelegilewalehu-mmmmm!”… And I (remember me?) looked furtively across the aisle. In the women’s section stood my wife; my blameless wife, oh, so holier-than-thou! Atalay! Once upon a time, mTs, she too had spoken those very words! Irrevocable? Don’t bet on it!..To wrap things up, the virgin-choir of MTV-adolescents began to sing. In quasi-religious Hip-Hop-style, they whirled, they shook, and whipped up the crowd’s excitement! Just then, Aba came to the microphone again and slyly slipped in a plug: “Ehem . .one, two, sre-eee, yisemaaaal?.. Ing’dih, aqim yalew begenzebu-uuuu, yelelewm begulbetu-uuuuuu . . Bete Kristian-wan merdat . .!”

      The Big Day was underway! And folks, “Big-is-Better” hardwired in their brains, would say that this Big Day was Better, because it was Bigger than all the Big Days before it! 600 guests invited with 200 more self-invited! Thus, the huge reception hall, chosen for the overflow space it provided. It was also a hall that boasted a dcor of up-to-standard taste festooned as it was with the glitter of Kiristmass! (“Kiristmass”: ETermed to mean the same as garland! Usage: “That pole over yonder looks bare! Zerihun, go wrap some Kiristmas around it!”) And so, the Cultural Center for Balkan Studies was aglow in vivid colors. The kEk, an ornately decorated four-foot figure of confection with a four-figure price-tag, provided an all-important focal point! A towering white elephant! Guilty! As charged…with maxing out the credit card.

      At 6 P.M., from the honeymoon suite at the Ramada-Inn, the Best Man called ahead to the Center of Balkan Studies. He was dumbfounded to find that a handful of peculiar guests, who had misconstrued the “six-o’clock” on their invitation card as really meaning “six-o’clock,” had shown benessu bet on time! (Besaq limot !)…About an hour later, the Best Man called again to see if guests had shown up in sufficient numbers. Conscious of dignity, he knew it wasn’t cool for bride and groom to walk into an “empty” hall. But, unbeknownst to him, guests too had called ahead to see if guests had shown in sufficient numbers! They too knew it wasn’t cool for them to walk into an empty hall! Inde, mnew? They too were conscious of dignity!

      At nine o’clock, SeTeN’s mellifluous “muuuu-shiiii-raaa-yyyEEE” heralded the approach of mushroch! An excited murmur of “meTu, meTu” rose among the famished guests! And wearing their trademark ET-smile, in walked bride and groom. A grateful crowd rose to its feet and greeted them with an applause synchronized to SeTeN’s solemn melody! Behind the mile-long trail of Kiddie’s gown, the nearest bridesmaid trailed a mile behind. Slowly and gracefully, bride and groom sauntered to their throne, behind which stood the heavy folds of their beloved bandira! . . For a fleeting moment, Kiddie’s thoughts drifted to Woizero Beza Deginet. If only she were here to see! Mushrit fought back the tears that briefly welled up in her eyes! (Awww!) And Mandefro? His thoughts too drifted for a fleeting moment . .to that bTasham! If only she were here to see! Just then, he stole a glance at the pricey kEk, slowly dissolving around the fringes. And like mushrit, he too fought back the tears that quickly tightened in his chest! (Awww?)

      Fqr
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      Bad Math at Abinet’s Wedding
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      by: GT

      I didn’t want to be there. I fucking hate weddings. Even if this one was taking place on a palmetto-choked island off the coast of Georgia, and I was standing barefoot on warm, velveteen grass on the edge of dusk. And because Abinet invited me to his wedding, I fucking hated him too. Irrespective of whether I was the Best Man or not.

      There is something kind of repulsive about how orchestrated weddings are, and how little they have to do with the love being celebrated by pomp and circumstance, which is in turn governed by a set of social and cultural norms not of one’s own making. I had been more of an idealist before, about love and marriage, but my own infidelity fostered the development of a healthy cynicism in me. And I had been delightfully single ever since.

      If I had any talent, I’d explain myself as an anarchist artist type who has rejected “form” in all its manifestations. I’d challenge all cultural norms as a form of spiritual enslavement, putting the emphasis on form over substance. But, alas, I am nothing more than a really bitter, disagreeable pseudo-professional with an undersized life resume and an oversized ego.

      Or maybe all this was just the groggy after-effects of the hangover pounding at the insides of my skull. The previous night, we all had a bottle each of some bitter brown liquid that had one of the other groomsmen, Mikias, pissing blood around three in the morning. He left the hotel suite saying he was going to take care of it and called us around ten the following morning from Las Vegas. This fact wouldn’t be too notable, save for the fact that we’d all been drinking in a hotel suite in a Best Western just outside of Savannah, Georgia.

      Cutty was standing in for him. We are not exactly sure who Cutty is, but he somehow made it into our suite last night with a bag of fruit and a megaphone, befriending us via speeches about the value of anti-oxidants and how monkeys should be taught capitalism (apparently, they are all socialists). The fact that Cutty showed up for the wedding today in the frilly peach prom dress and ill-applied lipstick made him instantly my hero given my afore-mentioned problem with the contrived formality of weddings. Thankfully, Abinet and Marta exchanged “I dos” before Cutty pulled out his megaphone and started exhorting everyone in a loud voice to eat the rich, apparently having abandoned his capitalist bearings after an unscheduled consultation with a bottle of rum that had been ear-marked for the reception.

      Damn, my head hurt, even from just thinking. Shit. Picture time: smile. I pat Abinet on the back for the umpteenth time and we exchange vague glances. Some would call it a knowing glance. Except I don’t know what a “knowing glance” is. Then his trademark smile-smirk. It conveyed that painfully enviable confidence he had. He didn’t care or worry about anything; meanwhile I’m popping Xanax every time I go to Wal-Mart because I don’t know which laundry detergent to choose. Only ten hours ago, he’d given me an alcohol-sloppy version of the same smile just before he was smothered by a couple of meaty hookers slathered in bad make-up and cheap perfume.

      The reception was taking place on a beautiful plantation. For the sake of irony, we hired an all-white catering company. The sun had just begun to set and, perhaps the result of high tide and a stiff breeze, I could smell the sea salt in the air. It was so thick that I was sure that I could season a bland plate of rice by holding it up at just the right angle. And, thankfully, the mosquitoes seemed to have given up on fighting the breeze and had gone off in search of still air. I grabbed a Corona out of one of the many coolers surrounding the main veranda and walked over to a large, especially sad-looking weeping willow tree. Feeling corny, I began searching out the sunset. And feeling horny, I started checking out Marta’s younger sister.

      “Does that have any meat products in it?” Sara, Moona’s seven year old daughter asked from behind me as I stared out into open space. Moona was one of the singers in the band playing at the wedding, and her daughter, like her, was a militant vegan. She was looking at the beer.

      “I think it’s made out of cow sweat,” I responded, taking a long sip to provide some kind of misguided point.

      “Ewwwww,” she said scrunching up her nose. Poor kid, I thought. You know, I look at this beautiful tree and think, “What a nice tree.” She looks at the same tree and thinks, “Lunch.”

      “Mommy doesn’t know why she’s here,” Sara said pulling at a tree branch.

      “What do you mean?” I asked taking another sip.

      “It’s not right. Nothing about this is right, Mommy said.”

      Maybe Sara was right. It was a strange fate that brought Abinet and Marta together and allowed them to have this wedding here, so far from everything Ethiopian. They were two people brought together against their will almost, the result of four horrific tragedies.

      Abinet’s parents were farmers who loved the rain almost as much as they loved God. But, perhaps too much of anything is never a good thing. Abinet’s parents were killed when their house in Ethiopia was demolished by a mudslide during an especially rainy spring.

      The same day that several thousand pounds of mud flattened and suffocated Abinet’s parents, Marta’s parents were on that Ethiopian Airlines plane that crashed near the Comoros Islands after being hijacked a few years ago. Her father, an ECA official, was on his way to Dakar for business and had sprung for a ticket for his wife to join him. It was the first time she had ever set foot on a plane; she had always been too afraid of what may happen. She was finally convinced by the fact that her husband had flown some 500,000 miles over the course of his career without incident. Locals had reported that she was alive until the sharks came. Her mother also hated the beach.

      Both Abinet and Marta received calls within minutes telling them the news. Both were driving at the time. And both their cars smashed into one another seconds after hearing the news, in the decidedly unsymbollic intersection of Columbia Pike and Glebe Road. They wept and held each other while their cars steamed and leaked. They have been together ever since.

      She explained and forgave the fact that Abinet slept around on her constantly with a combination of cognitive dissonance and some sort of mystical numerology mumbo-jumbo. She added up various numbers of the date their parents died, their birth dates and threw in some other arbitrary numbers – her high school locker combo? her pin number? It was never clear – and came up with a figure. She then consulted various Judeo-Christian mystics who had translated the name of God from letters into a 2,340 digit number. She said that the number she came up with equaled the part of God’s numerical name that meant love. It was as simple as that.

      You can’t fight fate, she would tell me often, especially not when it comes in such a clear and unambiguous form. When they were together, she would tell me, the love was so obvious and pure that she could feel the presence of her parents and everyone else who she knew, loved and lost. She didn’t love him. She needed him for love. And since it was all so arbitrary, I never found myself able or willing to convince her otherwise.

      Abinet’s love for her was more desperate. He was handsome, feckless, but, up until he met her, hopeless. She gave him hope because she forgave him for being himself. Or at least, she never judged him. Not for the fact that he hadn’t seen his seven-year-old daughter for five years prior to today, where he convinced Sara to chase butterflies so he wouldn’t have to talk to her. And the gonorrhea had become something of a joke to them after all these years. Marta had indisputable proof that together, they were love. And, if after all they had been through, she could still believe that, he knew that anything was possible.

      Abinet comes tearing around the corner of the main house, shivering. He grabs my arm and we run around back, in a door, through a small hall and into a bathroom. Its covered in powder, and Moona’s clothes are on the floor.

      Words are exchanged between us. A lot of “shits,” “fucks,” missing verbs. Sara’s name over and over again. We can’t figure out where Moona is. Is she running around? Naked? Someone would have seen her. Where? Abinet even looks down the toilet bowl, as if Moona may have drowned herself in it. Abinet grabs the powder. “Moona?”

      We taste it. Its not coke. More like sand.

      “She loved me completely,” Abinet says crying and pounding the powder. Sara’s giggling distracted us as she ran by with some other guests’ kids.

      We never heard from Moona again. Or Cutty for that matter. We eventually convinced ourselves – or realized? – that Cutty was just a figment of our imagination. Moona was taking a break from it all. There were too many questions none of us wanted answered.

      Exactly one year later – on Sara’s birthday – Marta left Abinet and Sara. There was no note, really. Rather a piece of paper with some mathematical scribbling involving dates, with Sara’s birthday underlined. And a six-digit number. And the words “means emptiness.”

      ]
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      by: Shfé ii

      It is after my recent introduction to SELEDA I realized that I am the ‘oldie’ and the ‘commie’ in some of Seledean literature. It reminded me of John LeCare’s ‘old men,’ those Russian émigrés of the cold war who were still hoping to go back to Mother Russia to claim back their lost fortune. They were LeCare’s comic relief. The poor old buggers used to make me smile.

      Today, I found out that I am the old commie whose antics has become a besaq afaji anecdote to cool brathas and sistahs in their cool digs.

      My first instinct was to go at their puny cell-phone-charred little heads and their TommyHellifigered-cracked-asses at full, insidious blast. Instead, I let the indignation and resentment pass. I realized that it is not only the little rascals who are calling me names, but also many yetemerameru sewoch. I donned their attire and tried to see how the other shoe felt. It felt clammy, not at all inviting. I thought it might be useful to show the person behind the ‘oldie’ and ‘commie’ anecdotes.

      I came from an age where unveiling truth was as easy as A-B-C. You apply dialectical materialism to a question and - voila! - truth would shine in all her glory. If, for some reason, she refused, you’d go back, iterate your question through the great machine that was Marxism, and you were sure to get your truth. There were owners of instruments of production Telatoch, there were those who sell their labor, Yemedeb gwadoch, and in between there were shokaka n’uss kebertEwech. End of story. There were no buts and/or ifs. Truth was as easy as A-B-C.

      Mind you, my friends and I were teenagers and young adults, where our intellectual development was at its most versatile and malleable. We were the young, and like the young of any age, we were questioning the old. Rebelling against it was our rite of passage. Unlike the generation before us whose rebellion was against the encroaching zemenawinet, or the new generation whose rebellion is for a full-fledged rap-attired ferenjinet, ours was a rebellion against oppression. Our righteous indignation was not aimed at the enemies of the Ethiopian people, but at the enemies of the people of the world, in whatever holes their fat behinds might have been hiding. Pretty heady stuff for a young mind. Not only ordinary truth, mind you, but that of the scientific type no less, was behind us. It was intoxicating. All the questions about the world we had begun to explore were answered without hesitation or equivocation. We had no existential head benders that most of you, that is, those of you who can think, are fraught with today. We knew who we were. We knew where we were going, and above all we knew how we would reach our destination. Everything was sharply distinct with no room for gray; if it was not this, then certainly it was that.

      The world loved us and we were crazy about the world. Prison, torture and death did not bother us. We expected it and never ran away from it. It was in the script, nothing new. Eventually we would win. We had no doubts about that either; that was in the script, too. We would win and build a just and prosperous society. We had no need for God or the devil or merzam Imperalism or qelbash soshal imperalizm. We would do it our way, the true way, the Marxian way. Everything to the revolution!

      Then one fine day, the thing hit the fan, as they say. Everything was thrown wrong side up. The whole freaking world went whoosh south. Just like that, we became aynachu lafer. The world don’t love us no mo’. We became pariahs, the untouchables. GashE Girma, ider lefafiw, gelibeTew ygerfun gebu. Selemon, ye kwass mEda gwadeNachn iyetenTerara beshiguT QiT gnbar gnbarachenen!

      After our introduction to hell, we gathered up whatever was left of us and sidet geban. I am sure you have heard a lot about our adventures while on the run, in prison, in refugee camps, and while in transit in Europe. I will save you from the same old boring commie and oldie’s talk. That my friends, was a walk in the park compared to what was in store for us when we finally arrived in the land of milk and honey.

      My friends and I, on account of being lesefiw hzb tagayoch, did not finish high school or university. Unlike the iNa nen bayoch of certain schools that you guys keep talking about, we had lost our studying days in prison and refugee camps. Therefore, like most abesha, when we reached the shores of the west, we were ill-prepared to adjust. We became parking lot and McDonald’s agafariwoch and big hotel’s mamitEwoch. Who had time for school? At first, like everybody else, there was the question of the sofa and then the new VCR and then the china cabinet we had to address. Then the kebertEwoch would open all those Ethiopian restaurants and the azmaris would come. One has to go there and contend with w’ski megabezing everyone within hearing distance. Meches sew bahelun aykid. Some of us, like many an Ethiopian, came from awraja without ever having seen Addis. While we were still admiring the coka inna bira beTasa, wochEgud! in Djibouti, boom! we were in Europe and America. Before we knew it, the 80s would be history, the 90s, come and gone - and our adjustment was not finished yet. We had gotten married and our children were born. The parking lot kebertEs had gotten wise to our touch. Now it is second job time just to buy the $200.00 Adidas for the kids. You know how it is, we can’t buy the $70.00 one. LijE keman lij anso?

      Meanwhile, the rich countries would have gotten rid of their proletariat, middle-classing everything in sight. The world Marxist movement would go south without a single note of their intention to us. Years later, we would hear rumors that there was some ‘inherent, irreconcilable problem in the philosophy of Marxism itself’. We would once again find out we are pariahs, this time intellectually. Finally the stupid Russians would let the wall fall and the funny age of ‘everything goes,’ that we are in the middle of, would commence. These are rapid times, where the evening of the same day has no inkling as to the identity of its own morning. Words come and go as if on their own volition. Before I can correctly pronounce “paradigm” the word “empowerment” has come and gone only to come back as empawa’. For some reason people get a smile out of this new lesser word. What can an old commie like myself do except stand in the middle of an intersection, dazed and paralyzed? What else can I do but go back to what I know best and what is near to my heart, my country and it’s suffering? That, too, I would be told, is out of style. Times have changed.

      As some learned people tried to explain it to me, this German seTan called Nietzsche had meborbored the basis of Western civilization and let loose all kinds of ye qetr ganelat to finish the job he started. For example, we knew for sure that the guy whose stupidity used to make us double up with laughter in our study circle, Bishop Berkley, was an idealist (besaq siafajen yameshew qeldeNaw BerklE,). It is common knowledge that idealists are a bunch of worthless kebertE intellectuals. Well, except maybe Hegel. It was also a well-known fact that metaphysicians were the worst of the lot. Yet Berkley was given a better spot on the spectrum of the mistakes of Western thought than Marx. What in God’s name is going on? How is this blasphemy possible?

      Then there are swarms of these other ye qetr ganelat, I was told - Kirkegaard, Heidegger, Foucault, Kuhn, Feyrabend, Popper, Derrida, Deluze, Rorty - that were and are bringing a new brave wisdom to Western civilization. My objection that these people are confusing an already confused world would result in a condescending smile from the learned. There is positivism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, logo centrism, phalli-logo-centrism, legitimacy, illegitimacy, transcended transcendentalism, scientism, anthropocentrism, ismism… . All the names and the -isms are saying that we are obsolete, that at the limit, philosophy is no more or no less than ye qalicha Selot. To be honest, these are the tidbits of tittle-tattle that I hear form learned people while they are waiting for their Big Macs with fries and extra large coke.

      I find this kind of talk very disturbing. Who are all these people? Who has time to read all this garbage that these people are spewing? Who has time to get up to date with the goings-on of that world? You would think that I am joking, but I have heard very respectable learned people arguing about how the book is dead. Can you believe this? These were not zbazenkE sewoch. They were unibersiti temari doketoroch.

      A while ago I asked someone to help me understand this new language of a dying book and the end of civilization. He brought me two books. “First read Finnegan’s Wake by James Joyce, then start Disseminations by Jacques Derrida,” he said. I spent three hours on the first page of the first book with dictionary in hand and a willingness to understand. I could not find a single word I looked up in the dictionary, all I got was a migraine. To this day, it is my firm belief that the book was not written in English, but some other language resembling English. I tried the next book a week later after my headache had subsided. That was an experience that I would not wish on my enemies. Let me put it this way, after struggling through one chapter for a month, I have sworn not to read any book voluntarily again, ‘till the day I die.

      There is one thing that you commie-bashers should understand about my friends and I. We were made by dialectical materialism. We can’t help but analyze a problem using those methods. It is part of us. It is the way we think. Despite this new age witchcraft, barren as a Martian landscape, that is blunting the world, the dialectical method is still valid even in postmodern goggles. So save us the argument about its validity at the limits. Furthermore, Capital may have been written as a critique of nineteenth century capitalism and some of its predictions might be a little off the mark, but its critique of the essential character and tendencies of capital are valid today more than ever. Just stop for a minute and look around you. How are the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer? Why is the gulf between the so-called first and third worlds reaching astronomical distances? Isn’t technology a deciding factor in this disparity? Have we attained freedom and equality that we don’t anymore have to think in terms of class interests? Why do you think that the liberals themselves have accepted the new age meaning of the word liberal as an insult? I better stop here I can feel hyperventilation and hypertension coming on.

      Breath slowly. In…. out…in …out. I am one with the universe…in… out…one with this shit-hall of a world…in … out… Mother Nature and all that crap…in …out. Ok, now that feels better.

      We do not mince words. We call a spade…you guessed right…a spade. We believe in standing and being counted. An enemy has no other name but enemy. (Speaking of being counted, the writer himself is actually a wussie who’s stopped standing up a long time ago. He does not represent the valiant friends he is talking about. In fact, there are substantiated rumors that he is one of them people who are caught in an existential quagmire, whatever the hell that means.)

      There is one other thing we have to add. Please don’t confuse us with the sima belew Marxist. There are a lot of people who had never read one original line from the vast literature but bemarx yemimelu. They still chant the same old story like a parrot. I believe those are the ones who shout the loudest. Though it is very tempting to go at them, one needs to understand them rather than denigrate them. First and foremost they are abesha with all the goodies that come with the noun, in this instance hulun awaqinet. Next, they have the burden of having to talk about things they know little about because that is all they know. In their defense, however, incoherent as they might seem to be to the oh-so-learned, they believe in what they are saying. In our book, that belief goes a long way. (There is also another rumor going around that the writer himself could be one of these yesima belew Marxists.)

      Some of the louder commie bashers come from this same group of be sima belew yetemaru ex ‘abyotawian’. They blame everything on Marxism. They are the kind who are ready to take advantage of any opportunity that they believe does not require hard work. They are quick to attach themselves to anything that is ascending, as they are the first to abandon ship at the first sight of hard work. Indeed they are the loudest in condemning their host in the hope of attaching themselves to the new one. Of course they will fail again and start screaming foul all over again. Friends, there is no substitute for hard work and passion. Just some friendly advice, out of pity.

      Finally, there are those who are critical about our staying the course despite the fact that the world has moved on. These are neither loud nor simplistic in their critiques. They seem to know both sides of the issue quite well and try to push us to choose our fights intelligently. They tell us that the multi-faceted predicament that is faced by Ethiopia and Africa in general will not be solved by the same old methods. Concepts and languages change over time, therefore, it is necessary to adjust our languages and concepts to reflect the age. They point out that Marxism is not really dead, but it is on hold. ‘Marx’s different voices’ will join in in the future. That is a promise because Marxism itself is a promise of the human spirit. I think I am making up this group as I go, but you never know - they could be somewhere out there and I am venting on their theoretical slights incase there is some evil hiding behind the nice looking words.

      Next time you sit in on one of those commie-bashing sessions, please remember that we were made in a different way, and in a different time.

      Herr Doktor.

      memory of

      a man

      that never was.

      a dream long ago

      a dream to come.

      the promise.

      tickle, tickle

      that

      and that itch

      unscratchable, spirit

      i am dead.

      ages passed

      he said:

      "In death thus

      I am honourably

      defeated…

      Now fare well…

      ages passed. but not Forever…"

      new language

      i despise.

      i dread.

      blow western wind

      bleed in the moon

      Isis is sick

      Osiers’ flesh

      rotting dispersed.

      tickle.

      tickle again.

      the rage appeased

      for i to live

      that Marx in me

      unscratchable itch

      whiff phantom, (phantom whiff).

      justice, dwell

      and ponder in the void,

      in the end.

      appease the rage.

      my humanity,

      that Marx in me.

      promise of a promise.

      memory of to come.

      -A.W

      Starbucks on Robson

      Vancouver B.C

      ã Oct.25, 96

      Twist of Fate
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      by: Yetinayet

      Blue eyes — eyes lit lightening blue with anger and anguish — could not rip themselves away from the side of her neck. That spot where, to the indifferent onlooker, vertebra met muscle and skin — that spot where heaven used to reside for him. He remembered that spot in its many faces: how it lengthened as she awoke in the morning to raise sleepy, warm eyes to his; how it swung side to side when she was caught up in the pulse of her favorite amarNa grooves; how it strained to capture that moment when ecstasy overrode ingrained modesty and she shivered in his arms. That spot was his … he had claimed it enough times. But now as he stood at the front of the church, it was too far away for him to reach.

      Clear across town…

      Tears escaped yet again from her downcast, liquid molasses eyes as she soaked the last tissue in the packet. Her other hand clutched the program as she pretended to pay attention to the hymn everyone was meant to sing. For eight years she had endured it all with him – medical school, internship, residency, specialization. Her body, her time, her energies and emotions, her money — all had been his for the taking. Not now, he’d say, my father has only just passed away. Let’s wait, he’d cajole, we need to plan this when we have more money. Baksh teyN!, he’d snarl, I don’t want to talk about this any more. Now there was no more to say.

      The caramel colored hands could no longer clutch the program she had been given, and the slip of paper softly fell to the floor, unnoticed. She bent lower in the pew and let her tears flow unchecked directly to the floor, marking a dappled design on the dark tile. She was impervious to the curious glances coming her way — nothing mattered any more anyway.

      Clear across town…

      The blond locks above the blue eyes looked like he had run his hands through them throughout the night in despair. He had only heard last night — almost by accident. He couldn’t believe that no one had thought to tell him — after all, they had known; they had all known about him — about them, even if she hadn’t seen him, “ferenju’n,” in months. He hadn’t slept a wink all night and had gotten to the church before anyone else had, even the priest. He had sat for hours, looking for some answers and hoping for some relief. But nothing had worked, and probably nothing ever would. The hymns washed over him as he clutched the program in his fist and tried to focus on surviving this moment.

      … ~ ~ … ~

      In one part of town, a funeral cortege left the church, wending its way through the parking lot to the nearby cemetery.

      And clear across town, the ililtas shook the walls of the small church as the grinning bride and groom strode out into the sunlight.

      The Good Old Days of Leqso
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      by: Iyasou

      " I saw the video," said the woman angrily. " You hardly shed any tears."

      “The camera dried my tears,” replied the man calmly." When it moved away, I wailed like everybody else."

      "It was not filmed, "said the woman definitively.

      Case closed. Face lost.

      Filming funerals has ruined many relationships. A classic example of our “traz neTeq” modernity, this new practice of registering the whole leqso procession and process on videotape has complicated matters. After the funeral, and the end of the leqso period, families gather to scrutinize the film with care. Who cried his or her heart out? Who was feigning? Who was just there for the food and drink? The film is copied and sent to relatives in the Diaspora, the “tzibt” crosses oceans and seas to stay alive. The “qim” is nurtured, the “beqel” will soon follow, God willing or insh’Allah.

      The similarity between our modern weddings and leqso is growing to an extent that the difference between joy and sadness is fast receding. On both occasions, the assembled drink and have fun, and the whole process is filmed assiduously. In the past, those with drought stricken tear ducts were prompted by the alqash, professional women with trite two liners who never fail to make the leqso derasoch wail, tear out their hair (or pretend to), and beat their bare chests till, sometimes, it got chafed and bloody. Nowadays, the video has replaced the alqash. When the camera points at you, the tears better flow or your future relationship with the kin of the departed will forever be compromised.

      The solemnity of leqso has long ago departed with the souls of the dead. Priests will not perform a fithat unless they are paid well and in advance-- so much so that the cost of a funeral is nowadays handled by the idir. After the qebr, more people flock to the leqso bEt to pay their “condolences”, thereby justifying partaking in the quasi digis that continues for at least three days. At a leqso, beer bottles are emptied in earnest and men and women strike relationships… some leading to serg.

      There is in one part of Gonder where people celebrate what they call “ibid ihud”. On this day, multiple weddings are held, and costs are distributed evenly between the serg bEtoch. It makes economic sense. On ibid ihud the whole locality is racked by celebratory gunfire. As is, by the way, on a leqso. Merdo, as well as qebr itself is accompanied by intense rifle fire. No economy on bullets. "Semai kaltarese minun tedegese ". As well, “semai kaltarese minun teleqese”.

      Both at weddings and the l_eqso_s, the wetT is prepared hotter, the Tella more potent to craftily discourage over consumption. You get drunk fast and the berberE is so hot that you won’t be asking for more.

      Of weddings and leqso. Of birth and death. Of joy and sorrow. Of past and present. In the nature of things seemingly diametrically opposed, there emerges much similarity. Do you laugh the same way you weep? Don’t lie… you can’t lie because the video camera is whirring. All is registered. When you yawn while others wail, —it’s all on film.

      But times have changed, and we cannot laugh or weep like we used to… like the good old days… the good old days of a proper leqso.

      But Next Door
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      by: Shanqo

      they came bearing gifts for the bride

      welcomed with applauses and ululations: wide-eyed

      sweaty palms collide

      exclamations echo on walls adorned

      with family portraits - smiles frozen in time

      like framed grains of sand from hourglasses past

      but next door they came somber

      carrying their crosses - lumbers of sorrow

      frowns too burrowed to number

      stifled wails remember the portrait on the wall

      sole frozen smile to echo a hall of sighs

      spilled sands gather for an hourglass shattered

      call-and-response chants like ripples in a pond

      giggles undulate across infectious like yawns

      gyrating dances employ prances of joy

      rabid jubilation unleashed, blessed with shrieks and mirth

      as feet stomps rattle the earth

      on crisp carpets rolled out for a new chapter’s birth

      but next door grieves in gurgles of screams

      spasms of anguish for jolted and tarnished dreams

      gyrate in outbursts at rapid outcomes cursed

      pursed lips pause for breath and plunge again into cries

      swollen eyes beg for penance

      creased pages in a chapter left mid-sentence

      at first breath, engaged to the dust

      arranged marriage, promised to death

      next door is here

      Rants

      Rants

      by: LT

      I wish someone had warned me that grief felt like a terminal state of terror - insidious and untimely in its visits, desensitizing in its touch, and marvelously intoxicating. Then again, no one warned me about death on my horizon - no ominous nothing, no foreshadowing hilm. No, never her. After all, my beloved was immortal.

      Surely, not a second goes by when I don’t feel that agonizing emptiness she caused me. Sometimes, though, grief is so considerate, for the sake of everybody else, as to leave delusive gaps in my periods of epileptic suffering. I say for the sake of everybody else because normally, we don’t like being around anything remotely associated with death. A part of us becomes vulnerable when faced with this forbidding and inescapable reality. I have been there. When the father of an acquaintance passed away, less than a year before my beloved, I was far from a good Samaritan. My stomach tumbled every time I saw her - not so much because I felt sympathy for her, but more because of a bloodcurdling fear that it could have happened to me. And therein lies the vulnerability. Yet there was no harm on my part in penning a “sympathy” card, or sending quick and intermittent “my-prayers-are-with-you-let-me-know-if-you-need-anything,” e-mails. In fact, it was more self-gratifying and reassuring for me because it hushed the latent, disturbing voice that murmured every time I saw her: “What if this happened to you, child?” Yes, death is ugly, grief is stigmatized, and “support” seems to be found not amongst the people you normally call friends, but in institutions or groups of people who know so well what it means to mourn. Or maybe I’m just unlucky. Nonetheless, just like my gracious acquaintance, I forgave friends and their limitations because I, too, lived up to my limitations before.

      So what about the slashes after the spaces? Ahh. Just as her love defied definition, so does the price I pay for it. Since describing it would be reductionist, let me just say they’re real and unpredictable, these stabs; the unexpected mention of Her name, a fool satisfying her curiosity by asking how it happened, the mail and no exhilarating LelliyE fQr, the answering machine I tucked away in which I saved as many of her messages as I could. And me, me, me. Me reminds me of her. It so connects me with her. Not because people tell me I am like her. I can’t imagine any part of my identity, not before and not ever, that is formed independent of her. For her birthday two years ago, I sent her a wall ornament that read: “All that I am or hope to be I owe to my mother.” It’s so painfully true and hard to live with now.

      But sometimes, when I’m lucky, the slashes are so numbing that they kind of feel good, like an anesthetized hangover that you can’t sleep off. It feels so much better to remove the mask, cry alone, and allow myself to freely become my own burden.

      Almost five months after my beloved’s passing, I am back in college, for the sake of compliance and cooperation, and most importantly, in the name of a very, very thin and shaky hope that she is something, somewhere right now. You know, I used to believe that I was a woman of faith. I absorbed Scripture with zeal and I studied theology with discipline. I believed that all great men and women had to be people of some cultivated spiritual heritage. These things mattered to me, but did they really matter to me? Did I believe in God because my beloved did? Did I conveniently call myself a Christian because she gave me that name?

      In all honesty, I know now that I have never really, and I mean really, believed in anything. I realized this because my faith has become a matter of life and death for me. And as diligently as I have been searching for God, things just don’t seem convincing enough. The vintage Christian in me tries to absorb the beatitude, “Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.” It promises me of that reunion on the other shore; that her shimmering eyes still and evermore watch and inspire me; that she is an angel with God right now resting in a better place. But the lost “believer” in me desperately begs for a sign that she reigns out there somewhere.

      A dogmatic friend of mine echoed the Bible and corrected me in saying that we are supposed to be so in love with God that our only desire should be reunion with Him alone, that nothing else should matter to us. But is God so self-indulgent as to make me exclusive to Him, and request of me to do the same? Is Heaven a realm where each soul exists in union with God and independent of each other? If that is the scenario, I am so ready to cease believing in God, to become an almost martyr for my beloved because I would, in all shameful honesty, rather be without God, than be without Her. How can my Love for my beloved be such a helpless victim of time and circumstance? Is the Author of Love so separatist? Her final words in our last conversation were that I was her reason for living. I never imagined that she would become mine.

      And grief still feels like something terminal.

      Things I Never Thought I Would Do
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      By: B

      … in no particular order…

      1. Be in the kind of pain that clogs the very pores of my skin

      2. Wish that I could re-live one moment of my life over and over and over again

      3. Regret a billion more moments in a span of a second

      4. Yearn for the day I actually am able to sleep all night

      5. Cry so much that I finally hear my heart break

      6. Wish the Qess would not talk so passionately about my father

      7. Beg my husband to tell me that it was just a bad dream

      8. Edit my father’s obituary

      9. Haunt what is left of my soul with scenarios about his last moments on this earth

      10. Listen to a fithat while my stomach is tied in hemorrhaging knots

      11. Wait, very still, in darkness for any sign of him looking down at me

      12. Listen calmly to platitudes from strangers.“Lesachew’imma malqess aygebam”

      13. Make such a nuisance of myself that my father would have capitulated and stayed with me longer

      14. Wish I had held his hand tighter as he walked me down the aisle

      15. Wonder why it seems that there are a hundred hundred days between the arba and the semanyia

      16. Think of inoculating myself with painkillers just to survive the semaniya

      17. Never know when I would laugh again and mean it

      18. Listen to my brother read our father’s life history at our father’s gravesite

      19. Hold back my tears so tightly that my skin would have to crack for relief

      20. Utter “weinE abate” in the middle of crying

      21. Utter the words, “My father died”

      22. THINK OF SAYING THE WORDS “AbatE arefe”

      23. Hear the words “ababa arefe”

      24. Hate myself for saying “ababa arefE”

      25. Wish I could maref from leqso

      26. Write this damn piece!

      Akste Tsion
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      by: Hyiwot Teshome

      “S’mua Manew AlkeN?” The lady growled at me. “AkistE Tsion”, I replied. “InE AkistE Alil’m, Tsion n’w S’mua?” She growled again. “Awon,” I answered meekly.

      Don’t know how or why I got assigned as a foot soldier in the battle that goes on in the background to make a leqso one to be proud of. I was only about 12 or13 at the time of AkistE Tsion’s death. I wasn’t actually doing the things like renting chairs, dishes and utensils or even working on the canvas Das, but I was assigned to collect and ‘record’ the food and drinks that came with almost all the hazenteNoch doing the leqso thing.

      It was my duty to record who brought what, and what types of dishes were brought in which dst. It was usually the ladies who came looking for me to record the stash they brought along. Almost every one of them took their time explaining which weT was in which dish and which ones were the Tsom ones going to ImayE and her close friends and relatives. ImayE and her VIP circle made their home on the main frash that was given choice real estate of the Salon corner. The ladies would make sure I recorded everything with the correct fidel in their names (halEtaw ha and hameru ha differentiated clearly), and when they expected to pick up the empty dstosh.

      It boggled my mind then that people would worry about such seemingly trivial things when the real purpose of coming to the leqso was to mourn the loss of one’s beloved. It wasn’t until later that ImayE explained that these people actually expected the lady of the house to know who brought what, with the tacit expectation of reciprocation with the same or better dishes when and if misfortune visited them. ImayE said that one would not take a dish of shiro to a person who brought doro weT, and that one would not take a doro weT to a person who brought just mere shiro, or nothing at all… .

      On the second day of the leqso the VIPs concluded that not enough crying was commencing and promptly ordered up a professional Asleqash. This one came highly recommended and it was impressed upon me that I should take care of her accordingly. At the appointed time, the lady sauntered in and announced herself. Typical of a professional, she sort of demanded what she would need before getting on with her leqso. There was to be some fresh injera and weT and a cold beer to help wash down the food. I obliged her request she took her time munching away. She wasn’t the talkative type - it actually felt like she was just waiting for an opening to do her thing and go on to the next engagement.

      She finally finished eating and downed the beer in 2 seconds flat and got up and straightened out her n’Tela. She asked for the names of the sisters and brothers of my aunt and asked for any tidbits I could provide. The only thing I could think of was that one brother was a guest of MengE’s at AmisteNa Poliss Tabia , and another brother was unaccounted for due to MengE’s negligence to tell us where he was being ‘kept’. That perked up the Asleqash to no end.

      She finally took a deep breath and bounded into the living room just like Mike Tyson used to do at the top of his form. “Tsioniye, Tsioniye, Tsioniye…,” she wailed. The reaction was mesmerizing. She had the whole family eating out of her hand. Everybody was crying their eyes out and beating their chest.

      The few who could stop crying for a few seconds took note of the lady - thinking of the next leqso they could recommend her to… .

      Top ten
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      SELEDA’s Top Ten Wrong Songs for An Ethiopian Wedding

      Fqr inde loteri by Dawit Melesse for the DV couple, a match made in dollar heaven.

      LEla new-lEla lEla new by Abonesh Adinew for the insecure groom with the mail-order bride.

      Anchi bale gamE by Mahmoud Ahmed for the bride with the expensive weave. (In this case, Segurua werdo werdo would be equally ill-advised.)

      And amet wededquat by Melkamu Tebeje for the couple with the eleven-year engagement.

      Meleyayet mot new for the recently married Addis woman about to be left behind by her US-bound groom while “processu iskyalq”.

      Nanu, Nanu neyi by Muluqen Melesse for the groom whose ex-girlfriend’s yebEt sm is Nanu.

      Anything by La Fontaine… unless you WANT your marriage to fail.

      Ye geTer shega by Shambel for the chic neo-ketemE desperate to distract attention away from her neck full o’ nqsat…

      Teyqesh tereji by Mahmoud Ahmed for the INS evader with the clueless ferenj bride.

      Tew lemed gelayE by Mahmoud Ahmed for the tormented gay man marrying to please his suspicious family.

      Backpage
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      Here’s a Melekia for you!

      It turns out we Ethiopians have had a long tradition of conveniently “forgetting” our age. In pursuit of a semblance of uniformity, the Ethiopian Statistical Authority (let’s call them IneNa debari yeqebelE assessa azazhoch*) has developed a new matrix to trap their hapless survey victims…here are a few examples:

      If you were born when:

      You are about:

      Haile Selassie I was named Gara Muleta Dejazmach (1897)

      98

      Leul Ras Makonnen died (1898)

      97

      AtsE Menilik died (1906)

      89

      Ye Hidar Beshta swept the land (1911)

      84

      Ethiopia joined the UN (1916)

      79

      Negist Zewditu died (1922)

      73

      The Welwel Gitchit happened (1927)

      68

      Ethiopian Martyrs’ Day took place (Sema’itat) (1929)

      66

      Abune Basilios became Ze Liqe PaPas (1943)

      52

      The ShenquTE famine hit (1950)

      45

      Mengistu and GrmamE Neway’s attempted their coup (1953)

      42

      Derg decreed Ye ketema bEt’na nbret (1967)

      28

      The first population and house survey census took place (1976)

      19

      EPDRF took control in Addis Abeba (1983)

      12

      Second census took place (1987)

      8

      
        	by the way, if you’ve ever done a qebelE assessa, you are soooo over 37.

      

      So the great SELEDA (feeble we) minds ran around looking for our own melekia, and here’s what we got…

      If you remember ever:

      You are at least:

      Taking rhumba lessons from Mary ArmidE

      In your roaring 80s

      Referring to the neighborhood near the original entrance of Menilik Ghibbi one facing the Hilton as Fiit Ber

      Enjoying your Tureta

      If you remember calling it Menilik Ghibbi

      Waaaay retired

      Railing against the extravagant artificial waterfall cascading down the terraced pools in front of the ECA building

      A Pan-Africanist in your 50s

      Worrying about going to the Idget Be Hbret Zemecha

      A Feri Frifarri 44

      Dancing at Osibisa Night Club

      A CHefari 45

      Running from police who were using tear gas or water cannons (instead of bullets to break up student protests)

      A reevo in your 48

      Parades with floats in Addis Abeba for Fasika

      A yeqorebe/bech 38

      Ever attended Good Shepherd High School

      Ye ferenj haymanoteNa 38

      The words to the ItyoPya Tiqdem song

      A qebelefied 35

      Remember when ICS was ACS

      A molqaqa (or wannabe) 33

      Hopped on Anbessa Autobus #5 today thinking you’re heading towards Bole

      One yalefebat/bet 30+

      Agreed the 10th anniversary of the Revolution defined citywide mirth

      In your unbelievable 20s

      Have a few such tricks up your sleeve? We at Seleda would love to get your contributions to help us all get a little more truth into our game! Send us your melekia’och at editors@seleda.com.

      Do the right thing
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      Nothing humbles us more, we confess dear Seledawian, than ETs doing amazing and fruitful things for ET’ians. Lord knows we’ve contributed nothing to the betterment of society except for coining a few useless guramaylE terms.

      We digress fruitlessly…

      SELEDA felt it timely to feature an organization that addresses the food crisis in Ethiopia. This month, we are honored to honor EFBT - Ethiopians for a Better Tomorrow. In their own words, they are a “non-political, non-religious coalition of young Ethiopian and Ethiopian-American students, artists, businesses and many other concerned groups and individuals of the Diaspora community who have united to lend a hand in finding the answers to the challenge of the recurring famine in Ethiopia.”

      Wowie. They, wayyyy up there, bring the Hubble Telescope. We? We, way way down there past gehanem … hang a left by the big fire burning the souls of those who created Ma-lay Tnat and cadres who made “adhari” a bad word. Ok, so we are also non-political, but certainly not religious, sometimes young, usually ET’ian… never concerned.

      We digress. Again…!

      EFBT’s motto is to preserve today, invest in tomorrow. Indeed from its early inception, EFBT has had a very positive presence and solid approach to famine awareness. EFBT declared May 19th a day of fasting and proceeds were channeled to the organization. Most recently, they organized a much-lauded Fundraiser/Hunger Awareness day under the theme of “Hoping For Solutions”. Held on May 24th in Washington, D.C., the event was a daylong affair lined up with cultural shows, games and food. The evening was captured by our favorite voices from Hamelmal Abate to Theodros “Teddilicious” Tadesse. We hope some of you were a part of this very important day.

      EFBT announced that 60% of the funds will be used for the immediate relief and aid of the drought victims, and 40% of the proceedings will be spent on sustainable development projects.(Hey, wait. That makes… zero plus zero is … qoi andE … zero, six plus four, asirr-- and aleN … yikes! that’s 100% of the proceeds going to a good cause… Who ARE these people??)

      We are amazed, nay baffled, at how selfless their math sounds. EFBT is responsible for researching recipient organizations that promote sustainable relief to the food security and poverty crisis in Ethiopia. We urge you to learn more about their upcoming projects, and find out how you can contribute:

      www.efbt.org

      Phone: (202) 248-0211

      Fax: (202) 248-9784

      info@efbt.org

      Now go do the right thing!

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      “2015”: July/August 2003

      No, we are not talking about the new Dollar to nakfa exchange rate (13.55), nor the number of islands in the Federation of Micronesia (607), or even the number of genes a fruitfly has (13,000).

      2015 is that number on the calendar, still far away and yet tantalizingly close, of a future just beyond. Having asked seledans to tell us about a past or a present, we now would like you all to peer into your own future. Will you change as a person, or will the world change your person? Can you entertain the possibility that you can get measured up for a replacement (organic) eye on your way to get measured for your wedding dress? Or that you may just hop into the Tefer Teqqes plane for that afternoon tennis game in the enToTTo mountains and be back to attend your neighbors dinner in Sacramento, CA?

      Or better yet, how about those things that really matter? To love and to be loved? Your imagined child and that moment when those of us who have none get the chance to truthfully exclaim “aynEn be aynE ayehut”? The job vs the bliss that also finances your comfort? Happiness, fulfillment, disappointment, sorrow - can you imagine them all? Can you imagine a path that you can look back in the year 2015 and say that the interveninig years have been fruitful, enjoyable, blessed?

      We won’t be pedantic and quibble whether you choose the European calendar or the Ethiopian. We just want you to either extrapolate from your present, or simply imagine something completely different. And most importantly, send us your visions by June 20, 2003.

      “Paranoia and…” :September 2003

      Furrowed brow, squinted eye, and a muttered “mn maletu new?”. You are no Ethiopian if you do not greet every greeting thusly. And you know - OF COURSE - that SHE has no better way of spending her few hours left over from selling her soul to the capitalist machine than scheming about you know what with you know who. And OF COURSE, EVERYBODY knows that new does NOT mean new. …

      And now, of all the effronteries, Seleda says … …mn? … mn alu? ‘TEna ysTln?’… what the… ere qoy… lk lkachewn

      Seleda says what? “As long as it is by August 20, 2003” ? hm… WE can tell a cross-eyed fly let alone a so-called “hello!” wey dfret… demo eko August 20…

      Irony and Platitudes: October 2003

      True story. A couple of city slickers - tagging a translator/relative - walk along one of Ethiopia’s rural roads, intent on scaling the heights of a distant mountain. In the other direction comes a short, slim, peasant - dark of skin, economic of movement, noble of bearing, stoic of expression. Peasant herds cattle. City slickers, swaying and gasping under weight of sweater, JVC Camcorder, HP Digital Camera and anticipation of tangible goal accomplishment, beam smiles of benevolent superiority at peasant. Gap closes. Herd starts acting in a manner that can be technically termed “freaking out”. Translator/Relative asks peasant why herd is “freaking out”. With no hesitation, peasant responds. City Slickers smile and greet peasant. Peasant gives measured bowing of head. After peasant passes, city slickers ask translator/relative what peasant said. translator/relative says peasant said herd is freaking out “perhaps because they saw a couple of monks.” “Monks?” city slickers ask. “Yes, Monks.” relative/translator affirms. “But we saw no monk!” city slickers say. Translator/relative says (after some thought) “Ah, but hereabouts, monk is a term peasants use to describe someone who does no physical work.”… City slickers STILL believe they were being praised.

      Take that as your starting point, and see if this inspires you to tell us your tales of irony. And the ironic is, more often than not, wrapped in the platitudinous - as obvious as a geTaTa Trs in its insincerity, dull as a duldum msmar in its witticism. Our traditions, and our languages are full of either stuff, and yet there is this marked absence of a recognition of the ironic in our interactions. Ply us with (about) platitudes and let your innate mSet sense draw you to that vein of iron. Please, since enderswo man alena? , let those trapped lifetime of scars loose and send them our way. By September 20, 2003.

      Fathers and Sons, Fathers and Daughters; & Mothers and Daughters and Mothers and Sons: November 2003

      For once… it is not your computer gone crazy. For once… it is not wanton ampersandphilia on our part. And no… we are fairly certain it is not overfermented ye gush Tela acting on your eyes. And a final no… we are certainly not shunning the word “family.” This is an issue for exploring the one to one of parent and child. We wish you to tell us about THE special relationship with THE parent. About those moments when you suddenly become friends, or recognize a jerk in the other. Or when a father suddenly ceases being superman and becomes merely… a man. Or when heartbreak is shared with a mother. Or about the never fulfilled desire to satisfy a real, or imagined, expectation. Seeing as to how the characters are limited, some might inform us that the possibilities are finite. But we know the realities are infinite. Please allow yourselves to be inspired by a father-figure or mother-figure, and then just configure something. As long as the something is articulate, we want it. ASAYesterday before October 20.
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      2015: Ethiopia Shall Overcome

      Artwork by Esseye Medhin

      Original for SELEDA July 2003 Issue

      The 2015 issue
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      Note from the editors
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      You will excuse us, Mr. And Mrs. SELEDA, if this is a quick note of hello and goodbye. You see, we are drunk with liberty (and a few other libations that we found hidden in secret rooms), and well, “Don’t beam me up, Scotty” new negeru baCHiru.

      We are happy to note that we are acclimating well to the New Regime, and they… ferdobachew love us. They really love us. This past week they passed around a “Are you a CHiqun?” questionnaire, “to better understand you people”, they said. Awwww. Nobody has ever cared to try to understand us. Heck, we’ve never cared to understand us!

      And so we were summoned to the Boardroom to discuss these findings, and for our new upper management to bond with our woes.And let us tell you, these are no prissy warriors. They, too, have wounds so deep and jarring. They, too, have been oppressed for simply wanting a few good things in life. For example, we learnt that a few of them were indeed in “mEda” for quite a while, fighting the good fight. (In one case, a very senior New Upper Manager recalled the harsh days in bereha where he was a foot soldier for the BolE Peoples Liberation Front. “Bereha” in this case was Arizona.)

      So what are their plans for SELEDA? Who cares? We get to enjoy actually sitting in the Boardroom chairs rather than underneath them. Tadiya lEla mn yasfeligal?

      Dehna senebetachiu SELEDAwiyan? And welcome to the 2015 Issue!

      Is it us or are most of us optimistic about the future of Ethiopia/Ethiopians? IndE, mn nekachiu? Mnnew memo bitE satilikulin, jal? Here we were, thinking that the abyss was going to get a shade darker, and there you are shining a bawza on us. Gud new. This was, for us, a delightfully enlightening issue to explore, and we hope you find it equally fulfilling.

      Speaking of eske poont fulfilling us, we are giddy with pleasure to tell you that new writers have taken our challenge from last month and jumped into the SELEDA Hot Tub full o’ contributors. Welcome, one and all. We are honored to have you on board. Please, don’t mind the infalot… nor our resident vixen. Neither will hurt you unless you specifically ask to be….

      Huh?

      Hmmm!

      Annnniiii_way_!All to say, ye kebere tenkiew to all those who took their time to write us these wonderful pieces, and by doing so raise the bar for civil, intelligent discourse. This month’s scribers especially took on a difficult subject, and so artfully managed to weave their golden webs around it. They are gigantically impressive.

      A great big ke akbrot gar yetelewese gursha of gratitude to our friend and tireless supporter, Gashe Esseye Medhin, whose cover art this month says it all so beautifully.

      Innnna, what’s new at SELEDA?

      ECH! Fqr, that’s what’s new. Be lElaw nfro belanibet. We look forward to seeing you back here in September when our New Webmassa has promised to deliver a new SELEDA look and a few bells and whistles to make your reading pleasure pleasurable. Yes, we are overdue for a facelift.

      And as we are sure you are doing right at this moment, you are fidgeting your way through this column, trying desperately to drown us out so that you can find out what the upcoming SELEDA Issues are. “Tell us, you wefefEs,” you hiss. “For the love of God just shut up and tell us!!”

      You know, our new bosses tell us thatchikola is a … what did they call it…? We forget. But they keep on telling us, “Esti atchekulu” in a very eshurruru-ing voice. And then they…

      Ok, OK already!

      Septemberwill be the Paranoia And… Issue.

      October will be the Irony and Platitudes Issue

      November will be the Fathers and Sons, Fathers and Daughters; & Mothers and Daughters and Mothers and Sons Issue.

      Check out 50 Lomi for more details and deadlines. Please be aware that no articles from you means more quality time for us lounging in them leather couches in former Upper Management’s office staring into a gigantic picture of a group shot of them. So, send in your articles!

      Ere sewech mehEd alebin. It’s movie night at SELEDA. We’re going to see home videos of our new leaders’ days as guerrilla fighters. “Those were the kifu, qewTi timeoch,” they recalled wistfully. “We all had to share one blow drier.”

      M’Ts. ENa iningebgeb ! G’b-g’bbbbb! CHerqoss, please protect these people from any more hurt. Le eNa b’leh.

      See you in the New Year. Until then,

      Selam hunulin

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com

      Our Favorite Mail

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      We never know what awaits us when we open the SELEDA Mail… besides, of course, the usual paternity lawsuits, a variety of subpoenas and advertisements from people wanting to sell us bigger, er, hard drives.

      _

      But sometimes, sometimes we get a delicious meandering of thoughts from a reader which lets our minds wander into that Galaxy that readily accepts ibdet as currency. Oh, yesss. And this month’s aTefariss of a letter came from Tewbel Belachew. Bring on the mirqana…

      _

      Dear Honorable Editor (the real one):

      It is difficult nowadays to write something humorous, especially on an Ethiopian magazine. Yehone hono, mTs ! I will try.

      So as a good tuba mehaynim who has no original thought of his own, bekefteNa mehaynimne, I would like to make some comments on some recent dirssetotch in our beloved and most cherished Seledatchin. Therefore, beTam asqedimo, mTs! Yiqirta teTeyqual mTs!

      First I must protest against the self-appointed usurper of the editorship, ayn aTa. How dare he tell us what Seleda means, when every one in the universe knows that it is yemekina targa. He has also the pluck, yedifretu difrte, to quote some complicated Greek words and mention Greek philosophers that nobody knows behageratchin, when all Ethiopians know that the Greek philosophers such as the famous Qdus Papassinos brought to our country things like Metaxa cognac, Ouzo, Qendo and the like. Ye bzu sew gubet lemabelashetina andand rassim lemazor. Gud new iko! mTs! Demonstrating clearly that the self-made editor doesn’t know a hoot about Ethio-Greek relations that started when Homer met a GonderE tourist visiting the Acropolis. The relationship was cemented when Homer invited the Ethiopian to a goat cheese lunch accompanied with some cheap resina wine. Our gidirdir GonderE hardly touched the food, beside the fact that he thought yefiyel ayib utterly unfit for human consumption, and that the wine was some kind of ferenji qirrarri. He said to himself fiyel tibelaletchi inji min wotet alat? Ay yeferenj neger!! mTs! Ere gud new! mTs! When he told his friends of this happening after his return to Gonder some GonderE s thought that this was a great affront to Ethiopia and that war should be declared on Greece. The matter was dropped because in the meantime the tourist died and nobody else knew the way to Greece.

      My friend Defar, whose DNA is a mix of Adal, Yfate, Tulema, Raya, Tigre, Woresheih etc., is mad as hell at some historians who dared to limit Ethiopian history to a miserly three thousand years, when the truth is that we are actually 160,000 (one-hundred-sixty-thousands) years old. A serious altercation happened also between a fellow from the Afar area who claimed that the old fossil was found in his area of the first man was 100 percent Adal-ian, while the MenzE claimed that, were it not for the landslide caused by the rain that took the soil including the fossil from his highland to the low lands, the first man was born in Menz, three and half kilometers south of Debre Berhan. As proof of his claim, he brought out the June 23, 2003 issue of Time Magazine in which there was reconstruction of the first man whose resemblance to our beloved Emiye Menelik is simply remarkable. mTs! Indiyaw qurriTT! QurrriiiTTT!!! mTs!

      The argument was settled when our MenzE, proud of winning his claim with proof at hand, invited us to Weizero Baffena’s bunna’na shai bEt to a quendo -chased-by- Gush Tella brunch.

      By the way, did you know that the Russian KGB (not the American) invented psycophonic weapons designed to brainwash people at any distance? The idea is to scramble one’s brain and reverse the thought process. Gud new eko! mTs!

      Which means that when you want to say yes they make you say no. This has created a lot of problems around the world: President C did not want to do “it” in his office and Monilovsky would have preferred the classical protestant type interaction, but for the damned machine uncalled intervention.

      Menguistu HM thought he said “ NegellE Hid” to the pilot when he had actually said “ Babatih, nefssen awTTaN.” The pilot understood Nairobi nefssE!

      The only people impervious to the psycophonic weapon seem to be the Chechnyans, the Baathists and some yeNaw gud memhurawiyan who have especially thick cranial bone. Y’germal. Y’denqal.

      Legizew yetegeNew qum neger yih new. Ngigiru yeqTilal!

      Ke kifteNa ye akbrot selamta gar/,__

      __

      -Tewbel Belatchew.

      __

      Beam Me Up Dinqwa, says Hod’ye

      THE SELEDA CHALLENGE

      There are many questions we at SELEDA have about life, death and who the head designer was at Darmar CHama BEt. And usually, when we don’t know the answer to a question (which is very much almost always) we, a) make it up b) disparage the asker with a swift “Y’hE demmo, yemmanew!” or, c) pretend we’ve lost our hearing.

      It has come to our attention, however, that, apparently, there is another approach to alemaweqachinin maweq… namely, asking people who know! Hmmm. An interesting concept, except, where do we hang our ego, in this room? Oh, there… we see the Ego Check Window.

      And so, we presented five questions to our favorite Ethiopian Intellectuals. And, man! Mnnew arfen bniqemeT… aqmn alemaweq new hager’n yaTefaw…

      We proudly present to you a new SELEDA feature… a cerebral exercise with those intellectual giants who humble us into oblivion with each tap on their keyboards.

      This month’s Challenge:

      It’s New Year’s Day, 2015 AD. Millions of Ethiopians are watching the much anticipated, televised launching of “Dinqnesh 12” into space from Cape Gorgora on the banks of Lake Tana. “Dinqnesh 12”, a state-of-the-art space shuttle in construction since June 2003, holds a single object in her immense cargo bay: a tiny gourd in a qETEma pouch, suspended from the ceiling with ropes. Dinqwa, bless her heart, will sail across incalculable galaxies to dump the freight into Black Hole #4G5X87.

      The gourd holds captive the intangible and most ferocious foe that has plagued our people for many decades. It is a mindset, an outlook, an ethos that has held Ethiopia back from realizing her full potential.

      You have been selected to identify, arrest and loadthe handcuffed villain into “Dinqnesh 12”’s cargo bay. However, you need to fill out the following form (yes, paperwork, alas, still reigns supreme in 2015) before you start working on the case.

      _

      1) Culprit’s name:

      _

      2) Culprit’s age and brief biography:

      _

      3) Detailed plan of action in capturing culprit:

      _

      4) Why this culprit over others?

      5) How would culprit’s ejection transform Ethiopians?

      And the answers…

      SELEDA CHALLENGE- Part 1
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      by Berhanu Yalew Yihun

      Have you ever wondered why Ethiopian life revolves so much around food and drink? Or why the evil witch of the neighborhood is none other than the nefug “injerra ennat”? Or why the oppressive “gibbir” stands for both tax and public feast? Or why the CHisegna half-heartedly wails at the funeral of the generous but heavy-handed balabat: yabelaN yeneber iyagbeSebeSe, ya’jegnaw Ikele Tattu beSebeSe. Allow me…

      Culprit’s name: Hod. Alter ego: re’habb.

      Culprit’s age and brief biography: Created with Adam and implicated in the Original Sin fiasco. Lived in the Garden with utter contentment until TgabeNanet led to his fall from grace. Disguised as a serpent, as the Good Book tells it, Hod tempted an angel of a woman into plucking the forbidden tree. Generations of Dinqnesh’s daughters have internalized the following lesson from that nasty episode: wendi’n me’yaaz behodu! My gut feeling (no pun intended) is that the Evolutionists have bested this silliness—but that is a story for another issue of SELEDA.

      Detailed plan of action in capturing culprit: No need for a detailed plan, man. Hod is found everywhere Ethiopians are, in the tight grip of the qebetto or the meqennet. For the geographically (or physiologically) challenged: it resides in the middle of the body-prolific (among the rich) or the body-horrific (among the poor), just below Heart-land and above Sin-land.

      Why this culprit over others: Are you joking? Hod is public enemy number one, especially among the poor. Actually, it has no friends among all social classes except perhaps the devil himself. People obey it more intently than they do the QebelE thugs, kings, emperors, or even God Herself. Consider its aliases: hoDam, kersam, hoDe-seffi, and borCHam.

      How would culprit’s ejection transform Ethiopians? Only now, you are asking the zillion birr question (inflation adjusted). The banishment into oblivion of Hod from Ethiopia to Black Hole #4G5X87 will indeed transform the country into one of the happiest lands on this speck of the cosmos. From 2015 on, if I get my way, REHAB shall stand for Resurrected Ethiopia Heralds Astounding Beauty. By this wonderful alchemy, Black Athena shall emerge out of Black Hole.

      The Evidence

      Forgive me, I am slightly ahead of, or perhaps beside, myself. I see a vicious smirk on your virtual face, Seledawian. You are saying to your skeptical selves: Tirss’is limadu new, Hoden attassiqew! In a bid to lighten the huge load on your feet and to reactivate your fossilized mindset, I have managed to canvass Ethiopian public opinion on the subject from the sefer, the mender and the gebeya. Sorry, the revolutionary democrats refused to give me permission to comb Wube Bereha for this project. Here are my findings based on extensive chats with the man and woman in the foots paths (or the streets, in the case of the City Center of Addis) on the subject of the impending demise of Ethio-Hodophobia:

      A Prematurely Bald AAU Professor Emerging from a Marathon Gimgema Session: Hod is known to claim most of the waking hours of habtam Ethiopians, and all but five hours a day of deha Ethiopians. This state of affairs has left our people unable to engage in serious scientific endeavors, or peacemaking, or the creative arts. An Ethiopian has yet to win the Nobel Prize on account of our enslavement by this dumpster of an organ. What a superb cosmological imagination you have got, young-looking chap. How come I failed to be the first to entertain this intellectual epiphany? Oh, yes, Hodaminete!

      A Priest at Cape Gorgora: Hod tempts, indeed compels, otherwise pious people to break the Ten Commandments with guile. It is as ungrateful as it is avaricious. Let’s say, you feed it brindo today. And how does it repay your favors tomorrow? It will not hesitate to beat the drum with the pangs and fangs of hunger. That is maddening enough to send you rummaging through that garbage pile. That is how! And, did you know how many qollo temariwech have been so traumatized by vicious dogs as to abandon the life of qidassE for one of wudassE?!

      An Opposition Politician in a Beltway Cafe: Hod entices otherwise intelligent and capable people to sell their political souls to the highest bidder. Hence, the epithet: Hodam. Aye, bichachewin belut. Is it not poetic justice that bichawun yebella bichawun yimmotal?!

      Emama Hod’e of Mettu: Hulum ye’Igziabher ingida new, enne bEt. Lije, in my humble opinion, the banishment of Hod will definitely free up the Heart to do the hard lifting. You know what I mean: ‘thinking’ (Hod siyawuq doro matta), patience (tew chalew Hode), jealousy (hodna jerba), selfishness (yeCHelemma gorash, inne balayih Allah yayihaal!), love (anjeten belahew), kindness (anjetE tenSefeSfe), betrayal (anjete teqorto …) and courage (abEt kulalit!).

      A Philosophy Major at Killil U, Jimma: Yes, this invasive surgical operation would surely free up the Mind to think about creative “stuff” for the first time since that Abyssinian Zara Yaqob (referring to the discovery of the mind-body paradox at Enfraz). We will then say: out with Abba Dula, and in with Abba Mella. By the way, she adds, I am an avid reader of Seleda. I can decode the Latinized AmariNa, the one that irks purists of the ossified generation, with as much ease as I do Latinized Oromiffa. By the way, don’t you think free spelling is a lot like free love? [Not having had any encounters with the latter, I had to fake a knowing smile just to look cool.]

      A Street Beggar under Minelik’s Hawult: Wuy, mniNa tilliq werE abesserkeN. No more limmena or Tigab or gibir. Debetteraw HodE, do you think they would dismantle the ovens of Hell, and build us Italian-style stone shelters at Jan MEda?

      A Bahitawi in Dedebit, Tigray: SiminTeNaw shii feneda! The good Lord shall henceforth forgave our sin, original or otherwise. No more need to hide the stolen Ark. [To my query about the prospect of the Ark joining Dinqinesh at the National Museum, he retorted: Aye Shewa!]

      A Debterra near Haiq Estifanos Gedam, Ambassel: To tell you the truth, I was never sure that the apples that tempted Adam were none other than the devilishly seductive duo dangling on Eve’s person. Anyway, the demise of Hod would certainly improve the sex lives of our yebirro-burzhwa. Their borCH will no longer be that omnipresent talqa-gebi! Preoccupied with la petite morte [my bashful translation of his even more expressive AmariNa], they would finally leave us alone!

      A Zelan in Gode, Ogaden: Hod, what Hod? Do you see one on me? Those damn Adere and Habesha!

      A Tej-bEt Diva in Dessie: What a brilliant idea, wondeemye! But, I do have a question for you: how are we then to bear the little ones? (Impressed by the learned diskur about cloning and test-tube babies, she became an instant convert. In fact, she made the insightful suggestion that the long-necked and wide-bottomed brill’lE bottle is just the perfect baby incubator. After all, she must have reasoned, it has stood the test of time, and the taste of many a man and a woman. “Yetemare gedellen sinil, yetemare liyadinnen meTa,” was her last and most definitive pronouncement on the subject of rocket science.) [As I was staggering out, a wicked azmari can be heard singing: Asher-ba-sher belTo HoD’n kemashaker, yedehinna sett qemiS tenteriSo madder. Wollo mejen!]

      The Choice: Hodophobia or Utopia?

      Dear Seledawian, I now rest my case. The unceremonious ejection of Hod in a lowly gourd, rather than that of HSI in a lowly VW Beetle, would have been the right thing (okay, thingy) to do as far back as 1974. This courageous act would have saved us time and money; raised our moral standards; eliminated the opportunism and greed out of politics; enhanced our pitiful life expectancy; improved our looks to the point of making the country a center of international fashion; and cleansed our lissane negus of all references to meblat (to wit: be’Ayenu bellat).

      In short, Hodlessness is the best antidote to homelessness, not to mention qefonnet and gibiznet.

      One more thing. I must disabuse you of the notion that a Hodless society is not necessarily a gutless society. Hodlessness, my compatriots, is the elusive miracle that is now staring us in the face. It would surely restore our rightful place as the true “chosen people.” As the Fitha Negest puts it, a little obliquely, “lehodu yetegeza bariya new!”

      We deserve freedom more than any other people in the cosmos, the Martians included: in our protracted struggle against the directives of Taskmaster Hod, we extolled the virtues of poverty, fasted longer and starved in greater numbers than any other people since our grandparents naively entered into a plea bargain only to face deportation from the Garden of Eden.

      Mark my words: on Meskerem 1, 2015, Ethiopia shall be the Utopia that is Tsion. On the morning of that fateful day, the noble Ethiopian with the smallest Hod, the diminutive ye’Yihuda Anbessa, shall soar to the skies to accompany Dinqittu in a bid to prove just who really was " the elect of God." Until then, Yesemachihutin hullu be hodachiu yassadiribachiu. Amen.

      Postscript

      Reliable sergo-gebboch have alerted this writer to the “fact” that a certain Seleda editor (or perhaps two), in a bid to suppress publication of this earth-shaking piece and thereby enhance the market value of an overpriced Ivy League goatskin, has plans to accuse me once again of engaging in a pseudo-intellectual hyperbole of weffefE proportions. The rejection email, I am told, will argue that this gem of an article does not go far enough. Why not banish Heart and Mind from the land along with Hod, the editors plan to posture. This disrespectfully infantile qefonnet reminds me of a certain Mr. Tip O’Neill who once explained why he chose to be a Democrat in these graphic terms: “The Republicans cut you from the waist down; the Democrats do it only from the knees down!” I concur with the former Speaker of the House that there is at least one invaluable organ worth saving between the waist and the knees. Now you finally know why I singled out Hod for a Dergist treatment. Let it be known that I love my people too much to follow the suggestion of these virtual editors. Only a hard-hearted and mushy-headed cabal would contemplate the sight of millions of gutless, mindless and heartless Ethiopians dishonoring the Promised Land.

      I am eminently hode-seffi and forgiving, though. Sensing that the Seleda in the editorial washroom that goes for a boardroom is black (i.e., ‘white on black’, broadcasting chalk dust and thereby clouding their already enfeebled judgment), I have decided to purchase them a white board (i.e., ‘black on white’, for a change). It is a token share of the huge profits expected to flow from the worldwide commercialization of the “banish Hod” idea. What a uniquely Ethiopian weight-loss program! My sincere thanks go to all Hodamawian and, more importantly, to Hod himself, whose inattention to this plot is guaranteed by a single-minded focus on digestible things rather than on unpalatable and indigestible ideas.

      [SELEDA Editors want to let our respected readers know that we never received Ato Berhanu’s promised White Board. Hodachin’in bar-bar blotal. And OUR reliable sergo gebboch have informed us that Ato B is a known Hod yebasachew Hodophobe. As they say at a five-kegger party at that second tier Ivy League school he attended, “Hod yabawun, bqil yaweTawal.” Amen.]

      Soul Searching

      THE SELEDA CHALLENGE- Part 2
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      by: Fasil Yitbarek

      Our dear friend Fasil, on the other hand, threw this back at us… and just in case there is any residue say b’l bankerebabit meqseft that finds its way to the SELEDA offices, we, er… tell Upper Management not to open the package we sent them last week… the one that’s, er… ticking.
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        * * *

      

      An early memory I have of my encounter with the grim facade of the afterlife is a glimpse of heaven and hell that I got from the parched lips of a “man of God.” An ash-skinned hermit with eyes like the glowing embers of coal, an emaciated bahitawi with a tangled mass of beard that reached to his navel, and dreadlocks that tumbled down his back, clad in chafing sackcloth and a crudely made broad leather belt digging into his ribs, stood on top of a rock outside the church of St. Tekle-Haimanot, painting vivid images of gehannem and mengiste-semayat. Clinging to my mother, cowering behind her, I hearkened to his tale of God and Satan, angels and demons, doom and bliss, an eternity of perpetual adoration and torment in the lake of fire. His yarn about the joy in heaven was somewhat bland, not half as poignant and imaginative as his account of hell:

      “He will come like a thief in the dark and take His chosen ones to His kingdom. The sinners who gorged themselves with meat and butter on Wednesdays and Fridays, He will throw to hell,” he bellowed at the “mTs MTsing faithful gathered before him. “Woe to him whose home of eternity will be in the lake of fire. The fire is an unquenchable inferno. It blazes day and night. The worms and maggots of hell are countless like the sands of the earth. They know neither slumber nor mercy. With their saw-like fangs, they gnaw on flesh and bones without respite. The Devil and his arch-demons crunch the heads of screaming men and women between their monstrous big teeth that are big as boulders and sharp as razor. Hell is a dark, bottomless pit of fire filled with screams of pain, the terrible stench of burning flesh, and the chatter of gnashing teeth…”

      After getting my hefty dose of terror, as I followed mom home, I asked her:

      “Is it true?”

      “What is true?”

      “All the things the man said about hell?”

      “Yes, it is true. All true, my son. Hell is an awfully frightening place,” she answered.

      Over a quarter century ago, a 3.5 million year old hominid fossil, later named Lucy by the excavators, was found in the Afar region of Ethiopia. Recently, scientists unearthed the oldest known human skulls…where else? In Ethiopia, again. Could it be that Ethiopia is the true birthplace of mankind? Could it be that this land of many tribes, this ancient yabesha midr in the Horn of Africa now meekly slumbering with its nose in the Red Sea, might have had a series of ancient civilizations whose remnants lie buried beneath the plethora of hills and valleys that clutter a large part of its face? The obelisks of Axum and the Sabean writings tell a tale of a later civilization that flourished when a good part of Europe was a sparsely inhabited chilly wilderness. Yes, Ethiopia has had its heydays and carnivals. We know that. What we need to find out is how, thousands of years later, the table is turned and the once glorious Abyssinia is now a denuded half-desert where hunger and diseases run amok.

      Empires rise and fall. Many great civilization of the past have risen to giddying heights, and then crumbled owing to hostile forces without, sometimes aided by decadence and corruption within. Greek fell to Rome. The Spaniards crushed the Inca Empire. Babylon was conquered by Cyrus the Great of Persia. Our own Ethiopia too had its share of internal strife and foreign aggression. But of all the invaders, one was the mightiest; its power the most potent, and its legacy the most enduring. That foray was different from the rest in that it was NOT carried out by a host of bloodthirsty marauders who crossed the borders brandishing swords and stirring up clouds of dust with the thundering hooves of their horses . The invasion was a silent incursion, and the surrender was peaceful and bloodless. The army consisted of two warriors, a Syrian monk by the name of Frumentius and his brother, Aedisius, and their weapons were the Bible and the crucifix. The conquest took place sometime around the 4th century AD, and the idea that struck King Ezana and his subjects with awe and left them standing still in their tracks was “haimanot”, yekiristinna haimanot, to be exact. Not religion, mind you, for the English word “religion” basically means belief in a divine or superhuman power to be obeyed and worshipped. Our word for religion, “haimanot” seems to signify a lot more than that. If it comes from the Hebrew root “haim” which means “life” as in the common Hebrew toast pharase “le haim” meaning “to life”, and the common “ot” suffix that serves the same purpose as in “makber” – “akbrot”; “maqreb” – “aqribot”, “magelgel” – “agelgilot” and gives a subtle “the way something is done” sense to the word it is attached to, the word “haimanot” would mean, in common parlance, “the way life is lived” or “a way of life”, “anuanuar”. And true to its connotation, “haimanot” is a way of life to the traditional Christian folks of Ethiopia. A good Christian is he who embraces his haimanot wholeheartedly and to whom the precepts of his faith become an all-encompassing code of conduct that dictates every aspect of his life.

      I don’t know much about the evolution of Christianity in Ethiopia, and I can’t say whether the religion was as despotic in its authority when it first found its way to Ethiopia as it is now. But I can see it at work now, in my time, and say where, in my view, it might have gone wrong.

      A few disclaimers before I get into the heart of my take on the shortcomings of my own haimanot: One, I am not blaming our ills and perils on the fact of our worshipping the Christian deity. NO!! Personally, I find it comforting to believe in the existence of an all-seeing, all-knowing God that will someday set to rights all the things that have gone awry. There is nothing as disheartening as drifting faithlessly in this bewildering universe. My critique is aimed not at the object of our faith, but at some religious practices and Ethiopianesque interpretations of Christian teachings that just don’t hold water in the world we live in. Two, surely, there are several other culprits at which to point an accusing finger. A number of factors must have conspired to arrest our progress. And we can’t easily agree on which one of them the true arch-culprit is. Let others take their shots at the other foes. Three, Ethiopia is a country of many faiths, and Christianity is just one of the two major religions. However, since I am not very familiar with the other faiths, I cannot venture to say what their influence might have been.

      One major handicap in the practice of Christianity in Ethiopia is the fact that Ge’ez has been its medium of communication. Church services are conducted in Geez. Religious literature is written in Ge’ez. Even sermons used to be given in Ge’ez until very recently, when the spreading wave of Protestantism compelled the church to finally make a partial use of the language of the “me’emenan” as a counter measure to abate the defection of Orthodox Christians to the new-fangled faith. Who knows why the religious authorities of yore chose to divorce the church from the language of the laity. Perhaps they thought that the words of God were too hallowed to be conveyed through the lingua franca of the hoi polloi. Or perhaps it was because they knew that shrouding the secrets of the scriptures in a language incomprehensible to the common man would add to the grandeur and mystery of the religion and secure their position as its sole authorities; bilingual mediators between monolingual God and men. Whatever the case, one immediate consequence of consecrating Ge’ez as the exclusive language of the church was that literacy became an exclusive privilege of the clergy. There was no incentive for the laity to try to learn to read and write a language they did not speak. As a result, illiteracy became the lot of the masses.

      Having thus deprived the people of firsthand access to the words of the law, the clerics were at liberty to pick and choose what to teach and what to ignore, what to add to, what to detract from, what to twist, obfuscate, emphasize or exaggerate. And take liberties they surely did, either for the purpose of impressing, striking the fear of God into the hearts of sinners, or just to satisfy personal whims.

      By establishing haimanot as a clear-cut system of rules that entailed fabulous rewards for obedience and terrible punishment for the lack thereof, by portraying hell in such gruesome details, the Ge’ez-versed servants of God were able to tell believers what to do and what not to do, and to wag the terrifying stick of hell whenever they faced disobedience.

      So, to get to the point, when in 2015 Dinqinesh 12 takes off from Cape Gorgora on the banks of Lake Tana, I would like to see in its cargo bay not just one little gourd, but a big agelgil that has room for the following blemishes of our haimanot:

      
        	All bad things that befall a person, accidents, illnesses, failures, poverty and death occur as a result of the express wish of God, and there is nothing a mortal can do to reverse a fate preordained before he was born. Challenging one’s destiny, struggling to dodge vicious blows in the brutal game of life, seeking earthly remedy for divinely doled out hardship, are all forms of rebellion against His authority. When you suffer, suffer like a good Christian with that “I am suffering for His sake” aura about you. Don’t bother to lift a finger to try to change the course of your charmless life. Just trust in Him and say “esu yawqal” That will take care of things better than you ever will.

        	Questioning is sinful and unseemly in a meek believer. The mysterious ways of God can never be fathomed by the paltry minds of men. Asking questions is the precursor of rebellion. It is a symptom of lack of faith.

      

      Don’t toil to build a castle on earth, for the world is nothing but a fleeting illusion; a transient chimera that will roll away and vanish like a mirage on doomsday. The riches and glitters of the world fatten the flesh, harden the heart and stunt the soul. Remember, it has been said that it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven, (quite a comforting notion to most of us dirt poor Ethiopiawi Christians) The most righteous way to live a life as an Orthodox Christian is therefore with the constant awareness that you are here on earth on transit to an infinitely better place; en route to the realm of immortals, i.e., by thumbing your nose at earthly prosperity, and with your sight focused on the hereafter.

      To see this in action, look no further than Lasta, a region in Wollo province. The folks there have a reputation for being the most devout Christians. Inhabiting a dusty, rocky, utterly spent expanse of wasteland strewn with churches, they are probably the poorest, most malnourished people in the country. And yet, each has a mateb wound around his neck and is a fierce believer in the literal meaning of every word written in the many holy books. If you dare to question the veracity of one of the many fantastic miracles claimed to have been performed by one of the few dozen saints, he will first cut you to size with a fanatic glint of his eyes before severely admonishing you for your faithlessness. Chewed up by chronic hunger and disease as they are, the sinewy bags of bones of Lasta never miss a single fast. They are the quintessential embodiment of the patently Ethiopian brand of forbearance and meek acceptance of ones predicament.

      
        	Disregard for secular knowledge and wisdom. Looking down upon those who pride themselves on their mastery of worldly learning and the wonder-working craft of their hands. Disparaging and holding with contempt those ironsmiths and potters who forge the plows and axes and mould the miTads and water pots. Who else but the Devil can give a human being such skill and authority over the inflexible metal and the brittle clay.

        	Gloomy thoughts of death. Sheer obsession with death that clouds our psyche and pervades the begena hymns, the fairytales, the sayings and even the secular songs, a propensity that springs from the Orthodox truism that “hullum kentu new”, meaning you are gonna die and leave it all behind, a conviction that has spawned plenty of such morbid couplets as:
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        	The many days dedicated to the observance of holidays named for the sundry saints and angels. If a good Christian is supposed to observe each of them, how is one to make ends meet in a country where small plot subsistence farming is the major means of livelihood?

      

      The solution? Well, what the clergy has done the clergy must undo. An enlightened breed of qesawust need to repair the harm by preaching sermons about the glory of eternity in the heavenly kingdom and the joy of life right here on God’s earth. The importance of worldly learning and the true purposes of man’s existence on this planet, one of which is happiness. The value of hard work and the propriety of enjoying the fruits of one’s honest labor. And last but not least, that if the life of Christ is to serve as an example, a man who is loving, compassionate, fair and righteous in his dealings with his fellow men gladdens the heart of God better than a cold-hearted zealot who hopes to buy His favor with gifts of incense, candles, and brightly gilded umbrellas, or win His sympathy by mere acts of mechanical piety such as fasting and prayer.

      They Call Her

      THE SELEDA CHALLENGE- Part 3
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      by: Gash M

      And finally, our new best friend and the reason why we should stop thinking we even know anything about literature or life, GashiyE M, who points out the biggest ailment of all…

      Culprit’s name:

      Bless you. Bless you one and all. The chance I never thought I’d get!! The chance to explain. My version, through my own lips–nay, through my quill. Quaint? I’d say!

      Who am I? Well, let me introduce myself. I am the country’s most respected, and most hated if you must insist, piece of junket anyone and everybody would NOT want around their necks. A yoke? Yes sir! Impediment? Most definitely yes, yum yum! A trait? Most ardently and most impossibly in the affirmative, with two, count them, one, two brass knobs on.

      Call me Conscience. For loss of a better word, that is. I am called YiluNta by the natives. A Cross borne by all including those famous census-fearing 400. Cross-pollination is the norm in this our world.

      I must hereby notify you and anybody else who is reading this opus that you will all be taken to the highest court to hear judgment on your actions. For I was sandbagged. On my way to cause havoc, true. But I was sandbagged from behind – a method I would have otherwise been proud of. I was sandbagged, as I was saying, and unceremoniously bundled into a sack-like garment, my mouth taped by what must have been a hold-over of the duct tape scramble.

      Culprit’s age and brief biography:

      My age is none of your business, and nor is it any of your concern. But you do so INSIST: It is a millennia or two, or more: depends on how you count. If it is backwards, as you and I are, then it is as long as you and I have been around as Abyssinians. If you count otherwise, then you have no right to do so.

      How fitting that I am telling people about Me, and how much of an impediment I’ve become. I am now much bigger than a pimple, I’ll have you know. More so, in fact. A handicap, too. An albatross or the heaviest anchor, around the collective Abyssinian neck.

      The strange thing about it all is that there is no English language equivalent for YluNta. Conscience explains just the half of it. A quarter, even.

      YluNta demands a Conscience as the foundation; the rigid sides would be made up by Fortitude, bolstered by Values in life; it is then reinforced yet again by social Mores; topped up by Awareness of what others might think of you. And the icing on the cake would be Breeding-- which Abyssinians of all walk of life have in abundance. Which is why my fight has been an easy one.

      Because, you see, it is this YluNta that has led to the downfall of the Abyssinian. If not that, at least to his being found at the bottom of every totem pole you’ll find this side of purgatory. And we’ve ALL been there, haven’t we ? The Abyssinian has so much of this YluNta, this something that no one else has (indeed it does not even exist in any other language or culture, as I have regurgitated often enough); that it takes reams to explain the disorder to outsiders. Except, of course, to those that have made a study of the said animal.

      Your enemies, and, therefore, my friends, all have taken advantage of this, seeing it for what it is: a Weakness. This moral dilemma, as the Abyssinian sees it, of thinking in terms of what people will think of him or her has left Abyssinians in the hole. Literally. Not that I mind, mind you. All the better, I say. As much as I hate saying this, there is, in this YluNta, also the unconscious desire to please the Maker: what would HE think. NO matter whether you are a Christian or a Muslim. It applies to all. And the common factor, and for which I hate them all? It is that they are all Ethiopian. The country that has a radius of 1080 kilometers as the crow flies. Crookedly. Go figure.

      Spit. But I must agree with a couple of things that you have done, my captor. You have lobotomized me for good, so I might as well be sanguine about it all.

      Why this culprit over others?

      I realise why you had to get me. It’s not that you’re an idiot: The thing that does unnerve me is the fact that you have woken up to the fact that those around you–you’ve taken them for granted, believe me–were the ones, the only ones, you thought who mattered. Want proof negative? Alright: how about your friend, but not mine, History? As if your whole life depended on it! Sweatheart, you seem to think that is the only thing that you have going for you. But it is not. There are other things that matter more, and are much more important. Like belittled Piety, for one.

      Who has ever benefitted from past history, pray? The Greeks? The Phoenicians perhaps? Ah yes, and of course, Carthage. It benefited. Know where it is, or was, do you? The Egyptians? Of course, they benefit. That’s why they rely so much on the waters that you let them have, threatening your very existence. But I digress, yet again.

      So, what would you have done? You see, the choice was always between Me, Myself and I; and listless CHewanet. Choice between CHewanet and YluNta. Some choice! CHewanet - you know: the opposite of BalegE. Which leads one to…. assadagi yebedelew; be samma tegerfo yalteshalew…you know what I mean?

      The Abyssinian does have traits that only he possess. YluNta is not just a trait, though, even though it is national one. It is above all, a Weakness, it is a hopeless, hapless yearning for attainment of sainthood while on this earth, a longing that will entail the falling flat on one’s face before virtuous triumph. Which is all very nice if you can get it, as the song goes. Not the falling flat on one’s face. You have to explain such things to some people: My captor, you are many things, but you are not that dense. Dense, yes. But not that dense.

      But this world is not an easy one if you are not perfect. Such as I was before my comeuppance. Foibles is a nice word as it describes a shortcoming. And the Abyssinian has many, but, for all that, he has somehow managed to stay afloat.

      But unless he gets rid of YluNta first and foremost, he will get nowhere. Which goes nowhere in arguing for my non-destruction by you, since I am supporting my own destruction. I have little love for the symbiotic life that I lead, but I know when Bad is really Bad. And I am IT. Being baboozeled, sedated after being zonked on the head did not help matters.

      Detailed plan of action in capturing culprit (you have from now until New Year’s Day, 2015):

      How was I caught, you ask? If you must know, it was with my pants down. No. No sordid thoughts, if you don’t mind. Please. And if you must also know, I was on all fours, looking for my contact lenses, and I also happened to have my pants down below my knees…looking for my lenses…Oh, alright: Why did I have my trousers down between and below my knees? If you must know, it was because I had to take these infernal cowboy boots off, and the only way you can do that is by taking your trousers off.

      And the boots were to give Me stature, height, the ability to, for once, look DOWN on the Abyssinians, although if truth be told, that is not too hard a job!! Anyway, these boots made me feel as if I was walking above a canyon, looking down on hairless scalps and domes of dingy, short-limbed, knock-kneed males of the species. And I felt good. At least, I was feeling good, when in swoops this vulture, You, my lordship, my subjugator, my vanquisher; lasso in hand, busily tying twine all over me. Me, without my lenses, with my trousers by now nearly strangling me; blind as a bat, knowing it was YOU, only because of the running commentary you were giving me and the rest of the world as you were tying the knots. Learned no doubt in the best Boy Scout tradition, at your mama’s feet.

      So, there I was, knotted, bound like the Ethiopian highland sheep before being summarily strung up, knifed, gutted, and made ready for the feast. Poor sheep, poor Me. And I wept buckets, but to no avail. Trussed up, made ready for the sacrifice. To be ejected from this world. For ever.

      How would culprit’s ejection transform Ethiopia and Ethiopians?

      Get rid of Me and you’ll have a future. Promise you. Have your conscience by all means, but not to an extent where even your enemies have pity on you. I am not selling shoes, but yichalal. Just do it.

      You didn’t recognise it, but there’s a little bit of globalisation in that phrase there for you. Smacking of the loneliness of the long distance runner there, too. Where everybody but the record holder makes tons of money harping on somebody’s efforts and strengths.

      Once a upon a time it used to be : your Emperor-such a man, such a figure, such a symbol…Now it is: Your runners!

      And you know who took the cake. And deservedly so. He’ll get to drive his Mercs yet. Got his driving license, I hear. He’s got to drive on the road named after him, after all! Good on ya, me lad.

      But I think someone more clever than that came along soon after. Remember the Mingizem Phillips slogan? This one is just as clever: Yichalal. The English language version is, and I feel sure you’ll recognise it: Just do it. By and for whom was it designed? Googelize it.

      By the by, there’s a huge poster of you-know-who hanging up against a blank wall of a 14-storey building in lower downtown Addis for all to see. It does wonders for both the shoes and runner, AND for the unpainted, pealing, dirty blank side of the apartment building.

      Do you know what or who Laqech is? Of course you don’t know. The Chinese, in their wisdom, and in their infinite quest to feed all the world and themselves, have designed a three-legged stove that uses paraffin instead of wood, to cook on, indoors. All very well, you might say. Except that the three spindle legs were not just wobbly, but downright dangerous: the stove was too easy to tip over. Hence, stories of fires, and whole families being burned alive.

      Along came Laqech. She was cheaper and looked more handsome. But she used coal, and her carbon monoxide belches did occasionally put the unwary to eternal sleep. But she was ETHIOPIAN, and no manner of knocks or shoves was going to tip HER over. Laqech.

      Dinqenesh? DenqEm! Foreign, no doubt. Seeing the world, and my demise, from the belly of the beast, DenqiyE: I see foreboding. An Ethiopian spaceship? Had our own plane, and many a flier, too once. In them thar’ old days, before the eclipse. In them days when Ethiopian pilots were applauded everywhere. Jomo Kenyatta, it is said, cried big tears when he saw Ethiopian pilots do wonderous things with jets. He sobbed to see so much aplomb and daring, on a par with anything on earth.

      And in Rome International airport, an Ethiopian Airlines jet had to do a belly landing because the under carriage failed to come down. All planes, on the ground and in the air were commanded to stay away, and fire engines were readied for any eventuality, with foam and water. The plane, a 707 had its full compliment of passengers and crew. It landed without swerving or spinning on the runway, on its belly, and all walked off the plane unscathed.

      In the terminal, there was tremendous applause, cheering and cat-calls, as there was in the air traffic control tower. As can only happen in Italy. And some one asked: whose plane was that? And the answer came back: Ethiopia. And the retort? From Italy and from Italians? But of course: It just had to be Ethiopian. Who else could it have been, they asked? No fibbing.

      Woe is me: I hear rumblings. The engines throttling up are they? Just for me, the one and only passenger?

      But before I go, a word of advice: look to my buddy-buddy: MeqeNenet. I’ll not be surprised you’ll be needing another Dinqenesh, and a larger Dinqenesh, for him. Or is it …for her?

      Up From Faradise
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      Allllllllllright already! At some point, that vagary, that… thing, we sometimes confuse as siliTanE but is often a sign of mndrrrnewsmu … whachamacallit oh, yeah, Farinet has got to stop! And, what the hey, why not give ourselves until 2015 to wean Faraitis from our be indod yetaTebe , be aja yetegaate , be grrrssli yetashe , be Langano (or Dessie cake bEt)yetemolaqeqe , be qebelE yeteseqayE , be INS yarrere , be corporate ladder yetenTeleTele , be IRS yekesere , confused, discontented, disenfranchised, bewildered, befuddled Diasporized self!

      Abo beqa !

      We at SELEDA, the public servants that we can never be, have taken the liberty of identifying some of these tell-tale signs of frrrrrrirrrrrr-yalu Fara behaviors so that, come 2015, you won’t miss the mass gela metaTeb that will finally purged ET society from chronic, congenital Faradissimo.

      a) Bemejemeria, in 2015 there shall be no concept thereto known as “ ye Abesha qeTero ”… If you insist on being an hour late to an appointment, you shall be known as he/she who is on FPT… Fara Peoples Time. Eventually, you will understand that tardiness is neither charming nor does it make you an interesting personality. Erediyaaa!

      b) You know how you:

      - can recite the Iliad

      - sit through four performances of Lucia di Lammermoor

      - have spent hours analyzing “Woman with a Parrot”

      - can’t stand people who mistake Gothic architecture for Romanesque

      - think The Petrified Forest is the best play written ever….

      You know how you do all that? Don’t get us wrong. It’s all cute.

      But, you know how you think that Solomon Deressa is the name of the big swimming pool at SoderE, and that Zerihun Yetimgeta you swear was the name of your favorite zebeNa ? And you know how you refuse to listen to the words of Mary ArmidE’s ingurguro and how you say, “Kassa Tessema…? Like, who dat?” And you know how you have not picked up and read an amariNa book since… when was it… since that time… since never? And you know how you think that qinE mezreff is a misdemeanor? And you know how the only “ Gungun ” you know is the one you got by the only black stylist at Frederic Fekkai? UfffffffffffffoyE …. Well, Fara land called. They want their leader back! ItyoPiyawinet is not just showing up at church during mesqel . Learn the tools of the trade… otherwise you are what they call a classically trained Fara..

      c) Hey, you… Retro Fara s… A word, if we may… Yes, you who took MengE seriously when he labeled you CHqun Hzboch. Here’s an anqliba to help you carry that chip on your shoulder, because, oh ferchrissake, atdebirun. You want to deal with your “disadvantaged” childhood and upbringing? Get a shrink like everybody else! The moja/feudal/ bezbaj song has lost its thunder, although you are welcome to sing it even though those of us who don’t speak whine might just look at your contorted face and think, “That boy done gone wrong. M’Ts !” Was it Homer who said that “Those who don’t learn from history are serial gaddEm yehonu negeroch ”? Oh, no. That was Upper Management in response to our request that we be allowed to take a day off to celebrate ye SenE Mikael. Ah, well. You get the sentiment. It’s all Fara behavior unbecoming of the new ET in Year 2015. And the whining officially ends ezzzzzzich gar. Besides, the whole “ adhari ” finger mawleblebing is so out. Outer than last year’s Prada stilettos. Gebachiu … ? ( Gebtwachew y’hon?)

      d) Guess who’s been spotted splish-splasing in the Fara Sinkhole, albeit with their selkaka noses up in the air? Yep, the CFOs (Chief Fara Officers). CFOs still count what bones you have in you and the purity of your blood and lineage. Oh, for heaven’s sake! If you are still pruning and fertilizing the family tree and screening potential branches for blue blood by the time 2015 rolls around, we hate to tell ya, but you are a bona fide, dyed-in-the-wool Fara. Don’t flaunt your grandpappy’s name in vain, ‘zall we are saying. As long as you don’t think that you are a notch above the rest of us humanoids by virtue of a slew of Fitawraris, Ras ’ and Lij s accompanying your genes, all is well. Pedigree should be seen and not heard. We believe that it was the late, great Aristotle who said about superiority complexes, “Oh, just get the hell over it.” No. No. Perhaps it was not Aristotle. It was probably our bosses who yell it out every time we complain about the draft coming through our basement offices. But, you get the sentiment.

      e) By the way, there is a special VIP section in Fara Si’ol for those whose single life ambition is to assimilate into aristocracy… That applies to the wannabe sophisticates, the wannabe in-crowd, the wannabe friends with whomever is ephemerally in power. Mediocrity itself is Farinet , but then being a mediocre Fara … Ayadrss !

      f) The majority stockholders of Fara, Inc., are those armchair- erNoch: armchair critiques, armchair aweqn baiyoch, armchair ayseru ayaseruwech whose analysis paralysis is more slippery than the algae at the Ghion swimming pool. They are the first to criticize anything, the last to leave the café from where they have perfected Tal Tal madreging into a wretched art form. WeiiiinnnnnE indih tedebiren anawq! Their favorite triathlon – the 10K in Backstabbing, the 20K in Spreading Vicious Gossip and the big daddy of them all, the Marathon in Cynical Pessimism- is now the main attraction at the Fara Games. They huff, they puff and in 2015 they will whimper away into oblivion. Whatever!

      g) {sigh} What next? The FnCHt People’s Liberation Front? From the bottom of what is left of our Retirement Fund, can someone please do something before the All Qei Damma Peoples Organization takes arms against the Teym Assa Mesai Peoples Liberation Front? Huh??? Mn yshalal menkeraffefu? Deginnetu in 2015 the only viable outfit will be The Anti Fara Peoples Organization. Oh, yeaaaah. Until then… adera.. We hope you will come to our rescue when the Armed Coalition To Liberate Cyberspace from SELEDA tries to recruit you.

      h) Nouveau Faras, welcome. Esti quCH belu. You need a break from chasing the almighty dollar with the kind of distraction that has made you forget there is poetry in life. Esti CHamchihun inawliq… you’ve been focusing all your energies on getting the bigger car and the second home, to being crassly flashy and having indiscriminately appalling taste. Ere eski kot inna krabatachihun feta feta. Wuha bitE tegonCHu … The thing is, you might easily drop 1K on yet another leather jacket you’d want to wear in the summer… or a few more Ks in a wickedly gaudy Heineken fest because you think you have “arrived”, but, funnily enough, you’d rather die than shell out a few dollars for the drought relief. Awwoonn … y’gebanal. Self Centerdinent is a full-time job, gn bihonm … Mgb mn ymTa ? Mn yqreb ? Steak with béarnaise sauce for the beeeeezeee stockbrokers among you, or filet mignon with A1 sauce or dilih for your parking lot n’uss kebertE colleague? One of these days your children will have to inherit your ill-gotten money, and Qulibiew Mike save them from an honest, decent day of hard work. Remember those? Remember our fathers and grandfathers who believed in self-sustenance, humility, understated elegance and honesty? You don’t? Afer inibla! Esun titachiu esti … bunna yfela? Oh, you gotta go plan a 1000 person wedding at the Ritz…? You’re not going to serve the food on paper plates like you did at your last wedding, are you? IndE … teChawetu inji…

      i) 2015 is what, 12 years away. Ok. It might be ambitious, but it might be possible to change our décor sensibilities by then. Our velvet covered cardboard with thin metal inscriptions like “Ethiopian Crosses” and “Ethiopian Coffee”…? Out AwTulin, benatachiu!! Enough with the Haute Fara Couture! With so many incredible Ethiopian artisans out there, how the heck do we all have the saaaammmmmmmeee branna pieces that have the sammmmmmmmeeeee figures workin’ it on a muqeCHa …with the saaaammmmmeeee glaringly obvious inscriptions such as “ siweqTu”, “ sibelu” scribbled on the corner over there? IndEE ! Beqa. Aybeqam ? Ybeqal innnjiiiii ! ENa demo! We have the legacy of Negus Lalibella with which to keep up, and he don’t look kindly on his rock-hewn churches now adorning something that wants to be velvet! And, trust us, at the 2015 Ethiopian Soccer fest, no one will buy those asinine, artless t-shirts with just a picture of AtSe Menilik plastered on it! Fara Couture is unmercifully tacky. Art in 2015 will be elevated to celestial plateaus.

      j) And watch out for the ultimate Faras… the Undercover Faras who pollute your cyber air with meTen yelelew chikonet. They haven’t nary a qum neger to show for themselves, but give them a forum and ufffff! They can meqebaTer the very breath out of a respiratory machine. They defile literature with guramaylE, and if they aren’t burning your ears about infantile complaints about their bosses, they are bitterly complaining about why they can’t complain about their bosses. Oh, yeah, sure, to the untrained eye their charade of being literati can be deceiving, but to you, oh sage 2015-er ET, you can see right through their siss veneer, thanks to your Fara Radar.

      In 2015 Ethiopia, hard work will be back in style, goodwill will be modus operandi, cynicism will be antiquated, daring to think creatively will be our default, and camaraderie will be the new national language. And Prada sandals circa 2014? Oh, they will be so out!

      Jimma…Hello, Part I
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      by: Liyu Ambar

      You are looking at Addis Abeba from EnToTo. Way up on that escarpment. You are looking south, and you see, on the horizon, the flatlands leading to the glorious seven lakes of Bishoftu, only fifty kilometers away from the city centre. Bring your vision forward by some thirty kilometers, almost to the foot of EnToTo, and you see a landmark that is both obscene and monumental. Its futuristic design, both eye-catching yet repulsive, was built in the late ’60’s, to house what was meant to embody what many saw as the role of Addis Abeba: the capital city of burgeoning Africa-- The municipality building of Addis Abeba.

      For most it stood majestic and colossal compared to even the statue of Charles de Gaulle alongside an aptly chosen mayor of the city, who, atypically for an Ethiopian, stood shoulder to shoulder with the six-foot-six French leader. The diminutive Emperor was not to be seen because he had been written out of the investiture ceremony of freedom of the city.

      Under the right armpit of the building, just a shout away, there is a statue of Abune Petros, the man of the cloth who willingly went to the wall to face Mussolini’s executioners’ firing squad, after refusing, amongst many other things, to condone Italy’s forceful annexation of his country into the Roman Empire. He is looking to the east, as befits a man of his stature and theological leanings, and towards Jerusalem, the Holy City.

      It is not known, however, whether he does this to also face away from a one-storied building running almost a whole block on his left. This row of shop fronts is the home of an establishment that has been both the bane and font of Ethiopian journalism.

      It is not known what the Abune would have thought of the institution. He would have given it a hasty blessing, no doubt, if for nothing else but for its spirited attitude to life, and how unfair life is to all its children. And spirited is the operative word. The frown he permanently wears must also be because of the goings on within its four walls and its quasi cellar. The blessings he bestows, quickly become prayers of absolution.

      The place is simply known as Jimma. Its full name, if it needs recounting, is The Jimma Bar. In Capital Letters, mind you, and if you please.

      No one knows its opening or even closing hours. It is always open to its customers. The regulars can count on the fact that they will never be swept out with the dust, spent corks, bottle caps, cigarette ends or any other kind of rubbish. Not that many would know the difference. They’ll wake up and carry on regardless.

      It is not just drinks that are served. Many a brooding writer will sing praises of its kitchen, too. Its egg sandwich is second to none. You’ll pay up to and beyond 75 of the new Birr elsewhere, but you can get it for something under a tenth of that at Jimma. And they use real eggs too.

      Not forgetting the specialty of the house: fried kidney, smothered in sautéed onions. It is to kill for, and many a sheep can testify to that on a daily basis.

      As for the booze: well, that is taken seriously here; very seriously indeed. What is it about writers and their like, the really creative ones, that they have to bolster their lives with alcohol? Jimma, in this respect, resembles an amalgam of the Left Bank in Paris with its cafés and wineries; Fleet Street with all its booze-up palaces in London, and yes, even 18th Street, and its smattering of watering holes in Washington DC.

      But, Jimma is unique in that it is just one establishment. There is no other. All manner of writers, print journalists, radio and TV people end up in Jimma, sooner or later. Deadlines are met, columns written, interviewees grilled and stuffed, editors mollified; THEN the serious part of life starts: having a tipple with your colleagues at the end of the day. Or night. Nobody looks to the 24-hour clock as would mere mortals. Their body clock is different, very different.

      The story goes that someone going into Jimma for the first time -and anytime thereafter even- almost always collapses from the fumes in the room. It is intoxicating. You do not have to imbibe anything else. You will stumble into a chair, circa 1950 with its complementary table (all made in Italy), carrying your now very heavy head in your hands. The waiter will ooze his way to you. He’s been there some thirty-five years, and you better be on your best behavior. Otherwise he will whack you across the head with his tray, made from the heaviest wrought iron money can buy, made in Italy, too, circa 1960, for one of the Italian aperitifs.

      And yes, the din. You’ve not yet heard of such noise as goes on in Jimma. There is the shouting of the regulars and of the waiters as they call in their orders. Then there is the noise of what at first sounds like breaking of bones… just the crack, coming from what passes for a cellar. It is of billiard balls being thrown on slate, and of one ivory ball hitting another. The hold-over from an Italian pastime. Billiards without cues: bowling on a billiard table.

      How can you hate such a place? Most, if not all Ethiopian literati have been incubated at Jimma. They were, one and all, weaned on the milk that runs as plenty. It is a badge of honor to have been processed there. There have been futile attempts to close it down, or even ban people from entering. Writers, journalists and painters have supported themselves, their families and Jimma Bar, and not necessarily in that order, for decades.

      They were halcyon days, they were. And this was at the time when a minister, one of the Emperor’s own ministers, was turned away from entering the Palace because he had forgotten to dress correctly. The Palace aficionados knew who he was, of course. But they would not let him in, because proper attire was never an option if you were to attend a function in the palace.

      (Today, we can see baseball caps, yes Almaze dear, dear lady, even floppy caps as would have made one of Snow White’s seven dwarfs happy , worn into a parliamentary session. The only thing not yet seen worn is a balaclava hat with holes for the eyes, nose and mouth; worn to state dinners. But there’s still time yet for that. But that is another story altogether.)

      So what did the minister do? He went home and changed into something more suitable. He was allowed in, whereupon, once seated with his colleagues at a table reserved for his rank, he covered his suit with the best that the Emperor’s cooks had served up for the guests’ culinary delight.

      All looked to the minister aghast. Why had he covered his suit with the weT and aliCHa and injera and salad he should be eating, he was asked? Simple, he retorted . As he saw it, it was the SUIT that had been invited to the dinner, and not he. So, why not feed the suit instead?

      Why not, indeed. He, too, was a great writer, although it was not known whether he frequented Jimma. No surprise if he had. In its own right, Jimma was as much an imperial abode as the one inhabited by the kings and queens of the realm up on the hill.

      Ah, the glory days. This was the intellectual stuff that defines the times. Journalism was made up of people who were either bon vivants, poets, writers, men of letters, painters or raconteurs. Or, pure heaven, a single person would be a mixture of all these attributes. Not too uncommon a phenomenon. Such was the caliber then, such was what was on offer. Such was a generation. On such is this generation built. Hardy stuff.

      Court jesters lived and entertained in your living room, if you knew the right person. Not too difficult. The singers, the beloved azmari were on offer with their masinqo or krar. He, and yes, there were some women, would be invited to a sitting room, where a bottle of their favorite plonk would be placed in front of them…and you would have the evening of your life with your betters. The only distraction would be the irrTib sgga.
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      JIMMA, HELLO JIMMA: CAN YOU HEAR ME?

      Jimma Bar 2015

      “Is that thing on?”

      “It better be. I’ve taken umpteen lessons trying to record something. The last time…”

      “Not interested. Don’t want to hear it. Get off the stage. By the way, should three needles be moving on that thing?”

      “Serf! That’s my nicotine stained finger. You’ll have to speak up. Can’t hear a thing with the kerembolla as background. Much prefer the steaming coffee machine. THAT makes enough noise to drown out traffic.”

      “And who said buildings are not soundproofed in Addis? Is that why there seems that look of utter concern on all faces: that you have to shout to be heard?”

      “No. That look is of pain inflicted the previous 24 hours on themselves by themselves. Enatina Lij induced; Garden Gin induced.”

      “The one time I saw actual smiles instead of pain was when someone unearthed six bottles of Melotti cognac. After the initial grimace-you knew where they had come from, and who had distilled them-all was forgiven. Until the last drop had been ceremoniously lapped up in a saucer. Like the cats do.”

      “That was when we had that great bottle breaking party wasn’t it? There were some tears, I remember. For the cognac. Nostalgia did NOT rear its ugly head. Even for Melotti, the turd.”

      “Apropos nothing: Remember that story we chased down to near the Somali- Ethiopian border in ’77? Great floods, with everything awash. And the laugh we had at that: awash. It was the river Awash that had been the culprit. And our editor-bless him-saying no awash Awash. Please. No corporal would understand. And he would shout for all to hear: And they were shooting people for less!”

      “I keep on wondering why they managed not to string you up.”

      “Serf! Ah, there’s Wendimu. Come on over. I’ve a tape running, so feel free to incriminate yourself. Anything you want to put down on record?”

      “Yes, there is. Can I finish off your glass…what is it? Never mind. Hope it has a little kick to it. The hair of the dog. Ah…That was good. Feel much better.”

      “Your payment is an anecdote. And speak into this mike. Hold your spitting to a minimum, please.”

      “Droll. Very droll. So, here goes.”

      “It was at the time when all and sundry were writing and distributing leaflets. Early ’73, or thereabouts. It was government workers one minute, then shoeshine boys the next. Some leaflets were clever and funny. The others were self-serving in the extreme. The best of the lot were the leaflets that were discovered one morning that extolled the virtues of the, um, the prostitutes of Addis Ababa. You want to hear more?’

      “You are making it up.”

      “So help me, I am not. Any of you remember the great Sammy of TV fame? It was his idea. At first, nobody wanted anything to do with it. And not because of fear. THAT had not settled in at that time. Red Terror was still a lifetime away. No, it had to do with—the why-bother-syndrome? Let others do the work attitude.”

      “You mean there were no ladies involved in the leaflets? No, you know, …no ladies of the night writing their hearts out before calling it a day, or night, or whatever…?”

      “That is what I am telling you. Sammy’s idea was this: we had then in TV one of the fastest typist in the Amharic language. Was he fast! Nothing would ruffle him-not even an eleven hour day, and there were many of those, believe me.”

      “I had a woman……”

      “No, its not that kind of story, dolt. Sammy had us all in his office, and he told us what he had in mind. He said: ‘Most of you have known a lady down on Bishoftu Road, one way or another. Put yourself in her shoes: in her knickers, if you have to. What would she want- demand, even? We are in the midst of something or someWHEN, where everybody is demanding something from the government. What would Bishoftu Road want? What would the lady say she needs most?’”

      “Well, I have this yearning…”

      “Down, boy. Down, I say.”

      “This was a time of euphoria, when everything seemed possible. Just a day before, the urchins that sell lottery tickets had gone out by their hundreds, demanding more commission for their efforts. The movement fell flat when someone told them to just sell more tickets. They had no rejoinder for that. The idiots.”

      “So, yes, the ladies? Back to them, please.”

      “Yes. Well, Sammy went round the table asking for ideas. And they started coming in, of course. Slowly, to be begin with, but the pace picked up as inhibitions went by the wayside.”

      “And this is what we came up with: the women wanted a surcharge for the drinks they sold; a 50 cents increase in the price of beer, and at least a dollar increase for the stronger stuff – whiskey and brandy and so on. Fifty cents and a dollar seem quite small today. But remember the ‘revolution’ was started because of a 25cent increase in the price of petrol! And to top it all, they wanted the basic price for a, er, shot, to be 15 dollars, instead of the then prevailing 5 dollars. A 300 per cent increase, if you will: higher starting price for their efforts.”

      “Something seems to be stirring in my memory bank, now that you mention it.”

      “Memory? What memory? You see just fog. Distilled fog, at that!”

      “Move along, IF you don’t mind.”

      “Yes, well, after a while, we had something like a 100 leaflets typed (no Xerox in them days, old fogies) and those who had cars were asked to take some and told to “lose” them as they drove home, or wherever. I was going to dinner–yes at that late hour of the day, night-- so I knew what I was going to do with my lot.

      When I got there, to my surprise, I found that one of the guests was the political correspondent of a world wide radio service, whose name shall remain forever withheld from you nefarious characters.”

      “What long words we use. What does the word mean, though? Really.”

      “Oh shut up! Anyway, I was in a hurry to tell my story. How was I going to all of a sudden say…look you guys, guess what I came across… without arousing too much suspicion? As it was, my friend, the one holding the dinner party in honor of the foreign correspondent as it turned out, started talking about the leaflets littering the city. And I had my chance, and I jumped in.

      Strange you should have mentioned that, said I, innocently enough I hoped: because I came across these leaflets, purported to have been written by the ladies on Bishoftu Road. John, do you want to do the honors and do the translating? Please? For your guest?

      I could see the foreign correspondent salivating, almost. Poor sod. He took it in, hook, line and sinker. I remember he asked some questions or two, but he wasn’t really interested in what I had to say. MY friend gave me a looooong look that almost did me in. But I held my lie. I refused to meet his or anybody’s eye for the rest of the evening. I went home early, if I remember correctly, complaining of something in my eye. In my eye, my eye! But no remorse. Stick to your guns, I told myself.

      Of course, I could not, and did not hold it for long. I had to tell someone. And it was to my friend who had given the dinner that I finally owned up to. That it had been a hoax. And that it had been concocted and not over a bottle of anything even, but that it had been done as a lark.”

      “Was that the end of the story?”

      “You know me, my friend. I don’t tell stories that just fall flat. Not yet, I don’t, that is. This story had an ending. What it signifies, I leave to you buffoons to fathom. As for me, I am glad I took part. Would I do it again? You bet your life I would. Was it a way of letting off steam? Of course it was. Anything else? Yes there is.

      You see, that story, made up on the spur of the moment, leaky as a sieve and as stupid as they come, did nonetheless make the headlines across the world on international radio. It was the first headline-imagine, the FIRST headline- in a world news bulletin.

      You know the drill. Deep voice, authoritative, and nasal: ‘Following a spate of leaflets dropping in the capital city of Addis Abeba, it is now the turn of Ethiopian prostitutes to demand an increase in their basic….asking price, er, pay.’”

      “Pay dirt!”

      “Barman, where is our ORDER? What’s holding it up? And make it the bottle. No! Make it TWO bottles. And don’t point that tray at me, if you want to live longer, dammit!”

      2015: A Poor Man’s Odyssey
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      by: Hama Tuma

      "D’ha behilmu qibE byyTeTa noro…”

      He pressed the remote and the ceiling rolled back. Another button and his breakfast, programmed yesterday evening, rolled to his bed on the head of a Robot singing “Tizita” in a voice that recalled Bezawerq… He remembered the ancient proverb that “ an arrogant Goremsa will mafuaCHet in the toilet or will have his “minamintE” tattooed”. He swallowed the two “molala kinina” that contained his balanced diet breakfast. He remembered he had read somewhere that back in the year 2000 many people had died from lack of antibiotics.

      Death? It is defeated now he said to himself, content. You can’t have a car accident because there were no such things anymore. You travel in your head using your gray cells to catapult you in any direction. He had been to Katmandu and Vladivostok, to Dolokia and Kerala without leaving his bed. Progress, or what his ancestors had longingly called siliTane.

      He pressed another button on the all-purpose remote and his dream girl flew into his mind. He had wanted her naked, but she was wearing a fur coat - sometimes the remote did not control all. He ignored the girl and looked up to see the new space vehicles swoosh by with hardly a sound. He had yet to use one of these contraptions. A song? From nowhere the room was filled with songs that competed for his ears. He tugged at his left ear and it fell into his hand. He cleaned it and stuck it back. Body parts could be changed - this was 2015. Brains and gray cells can be bought on the open market too – nowadays, you do not change just opinions, you also change the means of having ideas. He was on his tenth brain and he did not really like the present one. Time to change?

      He did not pick up the phone, but thought about it and it rang somewhere in San Francisco and it was answered by a woman who spoke in Urdu to him. His new brain was dumb when it came to languages and so he ended the phone conversation by sneezing. He brought his thought back closer to home and played the tourist roaming down the Addis ring road, swimming in the Tana and Blue Nile resorts, walking down a Harar avenue with CHat trees lining both sides of the street. No beggars. No stray dogs. Well-dressed cats with overly dressed masters…strolling. Cool weather. Street vendors selling bottled joy. Road-side orchestras playing songs using birds perched on their shoulders. 2015 was heaven on earth, he was happy to note again. The future that worked.

      The remote fell from his hand and he saw it breaking.

      He awoke. It was indeed 2015 as the calendar on the mud wall informed him. He got out of his rickety bed to go to the outhouse. Outside, the smelly street was filled with noise and misery, he knew. 2015 was much like 2003. Today resembling tomorrow but he was too much of an optimist not to believe in his dream of a happy future.

      2015? Who can pick such a theme and a title but a desperate man who imagines that 12 years from now the Future will not resemble today?

      D’ha behilmu saybela yiTegbal.

      30 questions
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      … for Jorga Mesfin

      So what does the best Ethiopian musician of this generation have to say about the state of art and music these days…

      1. What’s in your CD player right now?

      A Love Supreme by John Coltrane, Afrobeat music by Fela.

      2. How many times have you played MushirayE for the grand entrance of the bride and groom? Do you pray for the tempo, the melody or the lyrics to change by 2015?

      60 entrances, 60 X 4 = 240 total (if you count that it is played for dinner, for cake and for sinibit). I think the first thing that needs to go is the miserable attempt of the entire procession to walk as slow as the tempo of the song. I don’t think humans are created to walk that slow, and nothing that I have seen so far suggests that anyone has mastered it yet. Melody is great, lyrics are ok although I haven’t met anyone who knows what a Weyen Abeba actually looks/smells/tastes like.

      3. What would be the title of your eulogy when Seleda’s Upper Management banishes the synthesizer from Ethiopian music on January 1, 2015?

      “Gone too Soon”.

      4. Upper Management finally gets its act together on July 2015 and throws a lavish wedding party for its cronies. Unfortunately, they are too busy with stuff to select the wedding partners. Since they are Upper Management, they will be joining not humans but musical instruments in matrimony. Which Ethiopian instrument and non-Ethiopian instrument would you pair for:

      (a) harmony? Begena and Sitar

      (b) discord? Masinqo and an Oboe

      © tekebabro menor? Embilta and Trombone

      5. Were the late 1960s and early 1970s really the Golden Age of contemporary Ethiopian music or was that a term coined as a ploy to market tons of relatively hassle free archival material?

      The 60’s…I was not born. And the 70’s… I will take a guess. If the decision is made by the number of great musicians on the scene, and the number of upcoming artists, today would be the Golden Age of Ethiopian music because there are numerous incredible musicians all over the place. The problem is that they are all over the place and don’t have the opportunity or venues to create as freely. Individual talent is probably higher today than it was in the 70’s. But a group sound is virtually non-existent. The 70’s and some of the 80’s had great bands with distinct characteristics and attitudes that could be discerned within minutes of listening, and for that it could be considered Golden. However, if by some miracle the talents that exist today are allowed to get together for an extended period of time and just create without regard to sales, money, etc, we might catapult into a Platinum Age within minutes.

      6. What steps can Ethiopian composers, lyricists, musicians, vocalists, and the public take to inject large doses of invention, depth and playfulness into our contemporary music by 2015? Yes, we are unequivocally saying there’s not enough of all three right now.

      I think being far away from the source has some effect on the dose of invention, depth and playfulness. Case in point, in the past three to five years, I think there has been more invention, depth and playfulness from works being generated in Ethiopia than those that are produced in the US. Virtually all the accomplished singers live in the US, and that has to bring with it some sort of disconnect from the source. In the modern arena, there are rare cases of genius that pop up here and there but they are either not well accepted by the public (Kabu and Zimita), or the artists will decide to play it safe than accept the wrath of the public. What can be done? Pray…go back to the roots for lyrics that are timeless…live in Ethiopia for some time and really wake up to the fact that the culture of the Ethiopian countryside has always been the source for artistic raw material.

      7. We’re momentarily in a backward looking mode in a forward-looking column. List the following in the order of your preference. Aster Aweqe, Mary Armide, Asnaqetch Werqu, Muluqen Melese, Alemayehu Eshete, Mahmoud Ahmed, Tilahun Gessese, Alemayehu Eshete, Bizunesh Beqele. Justify if you feel guilty, strident or nervous:

      #1) Aster Aweke

      #1) Muluken Melese

      #1) Kassa Tessema

      #1) Tilahun Gessesse

      #1) Alemayehu Eshete

      #1) Asnaketch Worku

      #1) Bezunesh Bekle

      #1) Mahmoud Ahmad

      #1) Mary Armede

      8. How can we convince ET musicians and restaurant owners that loud does not equal better music?

      Walk in with visible, and preferably neon green colored earmuffs!

      9. How can we ban drum machines from Ethiopian music? We are very much in a banning mood. That does not augur well for 2015, but that’s neither here nor there.

      Pay extra whenever you are at a concert where you see a drummer, and make sure that the promoter/club owner knows that you paid extra because you saw a drummer. In the US, I know of only three Ethiopian working drummers. But you could also take placards with a huge sign that reads “Kebero Yet ale???” to all the concerts you attend.

      10. What kind of ingredients and synthesis are necessary for the new generation of Ethiopian composers to respond to Mulatu Astatke’s groundbreaking and dizzying (gulp!) Assiyo Bellema?

      I think there are many capable musicians currently dreaming hard…(hint!) The ingredients: capable musicians need to stay together long enough, and turn the volume down on the current trend for heavy freelancing (at least in the US). I say watch out for the young ones.

      11. Is it true “harmony” is a western invention? Didn’t our fathers know about it when breaking hard soil in groups while singing lustily? Or are we thinking of ‘Call and Response’, such as THE song sure to send a tingle down every self-respecting cow’s spine - “embua beyilign”?

      Go to any Serg, Leqso, Church, Mesgid, Demera, and witness harmony at its highest. You know how the west does it…some dude named Paul Whiteman was supposedly “the King of Jazz”…and Elvis “invented” rock and roll…

      12. And speaking of harmony, do you - as we do - have as one of your fondest wishes for 2015, the dream of being able to walk into a group singing a chorus and yell “All of you DONT have to sing at the same time every time!!!”? And then follow with - “anchi zq, ante kef… erswo borchamu demo qeTen…”

      No

      13. Describe to us the last time you had a levitation moment at a musical event.

      I was playing an HIV/AIDS fundraiser in DC put together by young Ethiopian activists. The night was filled with such talent from traditional to modern, from instrumentalists to poets, from reggae to blues. The fact that the smoke machine malfunctioned and none of us on stage could see each other made it even more magical. Anyways…the levitation part comes here…I had always been a bit squeamish and nervous performing with musicians like Abegaz and Henock…and this fact had shown at my approval seeking glances thrown at them every time I finished playing a solo. On this particular night, I felt like I had given it everything I had, and had no desire to seek an approving smile from anybody (they were both playing). I felt my offering was whole, complete and perfect…and for that particular moment, so was I.

      14. What is Ethiopian Music by the way?

      Heck if I know! Music is infinite. On second thought, I will answer that question if Seleda folks can answer “What is Ethiopian Literature by the way?”

      [Editors respond: heck if we know!]

      15. Can you whisper to us [a] young Ethiopian arranger / composer of today that you have an admiration for? And why?

      Of the relatively younger ones, Elias Melka, Girum Mezmur, Kirubel Assefa…because they keep searching for their own sound.

      16. What drives you crazy about contemporary Ethiopian music/musicians?

      If crazy=mad/angry…I have gotten used to most of it. The one thing I still get amused by is when vocalist are having a tough night and turn to me holding their throats as if I was responsible for their predicament.

      If crazy=euphoric/ “can’t get enough of” (which is the way I usually like to use it) what I love most about our musicians is the greatly refined sense of humor. I can’t think of any other profession that has as many jokes, pranks, and Tereb. And as soon as you think you have heard it all, a new one pops up just around the corner…for instance…did you know that I once fell through the stage while playing? Think of the many ways this story can be improvised upon…

      17. What do you think of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church music? And prospects for the year 2015?

      I love its intensity. I don’t know the meanings behind it, or its evolution since Qidus Yared days. I have a feeling it will stay pretty much the same. If I say more, I will be excommunicated!

      18. When Aster Aweqe goes into a trance (remember Kabu?) her wuqabis cut off her linguistic moorings and fling her right next to the soaring Qdus Teklehaimanot and his winged limb, blurring the distinction between the profane and the sacred, the sacred and the profane. Aster transforms words into primeval grunts, moans and invocations! Those of us whose ankles are pinned to the earth by miQeNa balls and chains cannot be enraptured by Aster and her wuqabiwech… Anger, betrayal and desolation have finally forced us to file a class action suit against Aster because of her refusal to enunciate. We don’t want to feel her music. We want to know what she’s saying. We have secured a hearing at court on September 11, 2015. In the meantime, could you please tell us if we’re on the winning or losing side? Why?

      To put it bluntly, big time losers! Try listening with your soul than your ears! You just got to elevate yourself to where she is at, because there just isn’t any point in bringing her to you.

      [Editors respond… did he just call us loser? Big time, nonetheless? He did? OK, just checking.]

      19. Will Peter Gabriel, Paul Simon or Ry Cooder first need to “discover” and “validate” our incredible Dorze polyphonic music before more of our own contemporary composers and arrangers are inspired starting a dialogue with it?

      Well…maybe you won’t have to wait that long. “I have a dream that one day…”

      20. Tizita in 2015. Canonized? Beyond recollection? Overhauled?

      It has survived maybe 70+ years. I think it can hang around for another 12. I love the melody, and that the song lends itself for interpretation has made it a great vehicle for singers such as Bezawork Asfaw, Getachew Kassa, Kassa Tessema, Tewodross Tadesse, Muluken Melesse, Ketema Mekonnen, Mahammoud Ahmed, Aster Aweke. But the lyrics are sad, nostalgic; always…I mean always looking into the past. By 2015 a theme for a Tizita-fest could be “Free at last, Free at last…” or “the future is so bright, I got to wear shades.”

      21. Remember Aster’s Ye Shebelew Gubil with Abegazu’s solo piano accompaniment? We still shiver all the way down to our sacrum whenever we hear it. Seleda is commissioning you to accompany your ideal vocalist with your saxophone for our 16th anniversary bash on April 1, 2015. Who would be the vocalist? Which pre- existing song would you select?

      That is a great song. For the record, I want to acknowledge Abegaz for the gem of a person and musician that he is, and for all he has done to help me grow as a musician. If I had to accompany someone with my horn, it would be Tewodross Tadesse. “Bemela besebeb/Tizita”

      22. Copyright: will it ever mean anything to us Ethiopians?

      I thought copyright meant: to copy in the right way without getting caught!

      23. Muluqen… Do your contemporaries feel like the world stopped when he stopped crooning love songs? And do you agree that his version of “Sewinetwa” should be bottled and sold as a love potion?

      Yes, and Yes. There is a web site where almost all Ethiopian musicians have written commentaries on what Muluqen means to them musically, and what his departure represented. However, for those who don’t know, I know someone who has kept Muluqen’s legacy alive on the stage, and who at times brings forth such genius that he will make you cry with joy. His name is Tewodross Tadesse.

      24. If Teddy Afro and TeddyTaddesse got into a fisticuff, who would win?

      I would close my eyes.

      25. Who is the best lyricist in contemporary Ethiopian verse? An example of his/her work, please?

      I don’t do best/worst. I don’t pay much attention to lyrics but from the ones that come to mind, I like Abraham Wolde.

      26. We’ve heard this story a million times…A very well known aristocrat invites a very, VERY well-known singer to come to the house and sing at his daughter’s engagement party. After the revelry, the _agafari_s approach the aristocrat to relay to him that the singer needs to be paid… Aristocrat: “Mn? Demmo kemechE wedih new azmari be genzeb mikefelew? Eratun ablitachiu bEtu lakut!” Will Ethiopian artists gain their rightful status in society by 2015?

      “You have come a long way baby!” I think such sentiments are dying out. The present generation is fanatic in its love for its artists. I have heard stories of audience members paying 10 Birr to stand on a neighbor’s shoulder to get a better view of Aster during her concerts in Ethiopia. I have seen people cry out of joy. As far as the few old timers who think they have got it better than the Azmari…they better think again. The Azmari is probably one of the few professionals that makes a living in what he/she truly loves. I am proud to be an Azmari. (Zema„³Zemare„³Azmari)

      27. Why did it take a foreigner to make “Ethiopiques”?

      He didn’t make it, he just compiled it and sold it. It took Starbucks to make the world find out where Yirga CHeffe is. I think whoever did it deserves credit for recognizing the value.

      28. What city has the most erudite ETs with a sophisticated music palate?

      Addis Abeba.

      29. What is the friggin’ deal with them ET rappers?!! Shouldn’t ye bET lijoch fronting as hard-core rappers be _amedachew bunnnnnnn eskil megereff_ed? Beqa milachew sew indEt yTefal?

      Burnt Face has a new album coming out, “Futuristic African Rap Music” check it out. Would you consider Fukera/Shilela to be rap? I think groups/individuals like Burnt Face, Off Track have their share of audience to whom they speak the loudest. In fact, for those ETs born in the US, Ethiopian rap artists represent a much easier avenue for connecting with Ethiopian music than the more common pop music route. Most of the rap artists have immense respect for other forms of Ethiopian music and spend countless hours listening to vintage Ethiopian recordings and traditional instrumental recordings seeking samples to incorporate into their beats.

      [Editors respond: Hmm… somehow we don’t see the Abyssinian Boyz listening intently to Kassa Tesemma. But Ok, we humbly concede that Burt Face, Afrees and Offtrak are dynamic musicians. Uff! But someone should say “annn’d” to the A-Boyz. Abo!]

      30. Pretend it’s 2015. Pretend Armageddon is a’and hamoos away because La Fontaine is the biggest act in town. Pretend they come to you and offer you an obscene amount of money to play an over-the-top pain-in-the-ass synthesizer as they sing “Macarena”. Will you take the gig?

      What happened to question number 30? I couldn’t see it on my screen. Oh well! :)

      [Smart guy!]

      The Value of an Ethiopian Life: 1974, 1991, 2003, 2015
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      by: RA

      Allow me to introduce myself. I’m your fellow Ethiopian and though we share the same heritage, our destinies differ greatly. Mine happens to be to remain in our homeland while yours is to fly to other ports of opportunity. But you’ll allow me, I’m sure, to tell you my tale. Will you? Never mind. I will go ahead anyway. I don’t have the luxury of time to wait for your approval. As a matter of fact, I have been waiting so long for so many things that sine’sir’at is really low on my list of priorities. But I suppose you’ll want some form of a qualifier, seeing as how living abroad makes seeking rationales so vitally important before taking action - even in the face of adversity.

      What I wasn’t decades ago, what I’m certainly NOT today and probably will never become is well to do, i.e., comfortable and therefore able to engage in that luxury reserved for others - the pursuit of happiness. I hear that’s an actual life goal in other parts of the world? Hmm. I don’t think I’ll ever even understand the concept? I’ll never know the comfort of my “own” home or be able to go to exotic places simply because I could afford to. I will never enjoy myself at breezy cafes, at a multitude of restaurants, or at chic bars and sunny resorts. If those were things I could have in my life, there would be no need for the telling of this story and, better yet, I could maybe even understand the concept of a future. Hell, except for the occasional request for you to send an invitation letter for a tourist visa, even in 2015, I wouldn’t even need you. Forgive my bluntness, but I’d even go so far as to say that, if I were well to do, I bet I would even have the spare emotions to lament the quality of your life abroad while I was back home, luxuriating in the land of Dinknesh. They work so hard, I’d probably say now and again. And what’s the purpose of all this rushing in life? I would mTs your chronic lack of rest, your having to do without a housekeeper, or even the luxury of time to sit in a sunny café to enjoy your demitasse of espresso. minew, min bwoTaN! I’d say!

      Now let me tell you my story – who I was in the uncertain 70s, in the booming (no, don’t laugh) 90s, who I am now, in 2003 and who I’ll probably will become in 2015.

      By virtue of living in my country, I am an Ethiopian eternally engaged in the pursuit of survival against poverty. That’s my purpose and destiny in life every single day of the year. Not that I ever really believe I’ll survive all 365 days. In fact, you know what? If and when I do, it’s a surprise. But I’m not thankless. No. I thank God everyday for letting me survive yet another day, for allowing me to receive alms in the streets or the meager help of family.

      I thank God, yes, even though my life is filled with hopelessness and helplessness, sometimes in tandem, sometimes in turn, and even though my otherwise stagnant life moves only in the direction of abject deterioration. Yes. I thank God.

      Access to water, let alone clean, is not an option for me. Yes, yes. I am aware that you can take a hot shower as many times as you want throughout the day without ever worrying that the water will run out. What can I say except that the Blue Nile represents a colossal irony in the face of what has become a yearly national ritual of death due to drought and famine. I’m sure you are thinking that it would be such a simple matter to build a dam over the Blue Nile that strips the riches out of our soils and feeds desert nations who haven’t complained of famine since biblical times. Alas, no, my lucky counterpart. The “simple solution” is such a sensitive issue that we are consistently told by the world’s advisory and lending institutions that war may be the inevitable result if Ethiopia were to stretch her hands toward technology and self help rather than “unto God.”

      And while even seeking basic shelter is a daily struggle for me, I am aware that you live in a land where government subsidized housing for the poor and incentives for owning houses for those who can afford it are standard practice! It’s almost amusing. Really. I mean, the last time I checked, , getting back what used to be yours, let alone becoming new landowners here, is out of the question. But I’m getting ambitious here.

      Let’s talk about healthcare for a quick minute. Hah! There’s a national joke. I hear that, where you live, there are social services to protect those who are indigent, and even HIV/AIDS patients can get medication and meals for free, and financial support from Federal agencies. Wey gud! I can’t help but be amazed; my life would have so much more value and meaning outside of my own country. But forget all about “free” here. I’d have to worry about who’d cover the fee for the hospital card, and the syringes and IV lines that I would be asked to buy from outside the hospital in order to save my life? All this and for what? But these worries about cost are just secondary problems. There’s the availability of a hospital bed, for example. The chance of getting one is equivalent to winning the lottery. Oh, and let’s not mention patient care. Women are still getting slapped for screaming during labor. Whereas you complain about the ability to make “an informed” decision, where I am and because of who I am, my “choice” when illness occurs, is to remain at home or in a corner street, resolved to greet death.

      Education. Yet another thing that is not an option for me. You have a legally protected right to get a free education through at least high school! But here…here, in the land of our birth, the national pursuit has been to minimize the pool of educated citizens. The apparent “logic” is that a poor country needs a citizenry with vocational skills more than academic credentials. Who needs knowledge! Besides, even if you manage to go to the university, I hear that they use textbooks written in English, but the graduates can’t even speak the language. So much for standard and international capacity to compete! As for me, first grade was never even in my reach. Who could possibly pay the innumerable fees for enrollment, the monthly fees, fees for books and supplies…and uniforms? You see, here, academic knowledge is a privilege not a right. Education is something reserved for the well-to-do Ethiopian who can afford private school tuition or the surviving poor who have to choose between a sub-standard education and their next meal.

      And what about good governance, you might ask. Or social and public services. Development. Well at last check, nearly half of generated income is taken by the taxman. Can’t figure that one out. Tax more, provide less. That’s some system! Oh! And the newly introduced VAT. WHAT is that all about? All I can say is that payout and return is definitely imbalanced. Take, for example, - the fact that if you get sick, you need to haul yourself, bed sheets, medication, gloves and other materials with you in order to get care. Of course the state does not actually guarantee care. If your water pipes bursts, Department of Water requires you to purchase all materials needed for repair. And even then, they may not actually come out to fix the plumbing. If Telecommunication or the Electric Power Authority overcharges you, the pleasure of paying them to fix their own computer mistakes is all yours, as is the teeth-gnashing patience when you are rudely made to understand that reimbursement is not gonna happen. Forget about appeasing road congestion, reducing pollution, building public restrooms, pedestrian walkways and things like settling court cases. Oh, the judicial system. What a tickle. Plaintiff, defendant and judge have been known to age or die before a case has been settled. Don’t even bother to ask about zoning and affordable housing. Well, for the first, plug up your ears and learn how best to fall asleep while the nightclub blares next door to your bedroom. And for the second, I’ll always share my bit of the street corner if you need it.

      If, during any of this , you are tempted to question any person or processes, you’d do better to quickly quash the urge. . Power and ignorance are a deadly combination here. You’d do best to learn to bow down low and long before those who add to your misery lest you find that not only have your pipes burst, but that your 30-year-old file at mezegajabet is suddenly “lost” and someone is questioning ownership of your house altogether.

      I hear tales, too, of the depression that settles in on the recently repatriated ex-pat. The depression, they say, is due to the unpleasant odors, the frequent power outages, , the faded colors of buildings, the low water pressure during showers and the constant, invasive presence of beggars. I have longed to ask, How long does it take to become that disassociated from one’s place of origin after crossing into international borders? How long after the Imperial tourist visa ran out? Or how long after the post Communist flight to freedom? Or a Democratic diversity lottery Greencard?

      Anyway, forgive me, I have digressed a bit. Let’s get back to me. Supposing, by the grace of heavenly miracles, I remain alive through another year of my destined life. Earning an income is also not an option. Ethiopia continues to be the poorest nation in the world as if vying for a Guinness World record. As of late, even our coffee has fallen from grace on the world market. Exclusive trading opportunities have also almost come and gone while we struggle to maintain the few sub-standard factories. Sometimes I wonder if we’re even a member of the global community – that is unless we’re serving a temporary strategic objective for the West?

      But once again, I’ve digressed. Still, I’m sure you can see that there’s an undeniable link between global affairs and me. In the meantime, since my voice has never been on this stage nor will be in 2015, let me continue with my story. I am struggling to survive on a daily basis and despite all of these unavailable/unattainable basic human rights, at least I used to have the luxury of picking through leftovers from the garbage dumpsters but, well, since the African Union meeting in Addis Abeba, the sudden commitment to keeping streets clean and dumpsters empty has taken away my only guaranteed meals. I am not worried though; history past and present tells and shows us that no practice, which is good for Ethiopia and its citizens, has persisted for too long. In the very near future, I look forward to resuming my daily foraging, sharing the dumpster with the growing population of dogs and wild animals.

      So, getting back to my dialogue with you, my fellow Ethiopian abroad, I want to thank you. I want to thank you for leaving the remaining balance of your foreign exchange currency during vacations and I want to thank you for the investments you made because what we really needed more of was bars, pastry shops and nightclubs. Also, I would like to extend the collective gratitude of my ilk to those who continuously affirm that our culture is slowly dying if not already dead. Rap, music videos and soap operas remain our daily source of inspiration. And we are so enthralled by the stories of your life that we now truly expect that gold is there for the picking in the streets Western city streets you walk. I tell you, if there were such a thing as a no questions asked visa day just for one day, God forbid, Ethiopia would only house the maimed and the grateful dead.

      Again, I have digressed, but you see, I remember the stories of my forefathers and the concept of pride in one’s culture and country. These days it’s empty pride. What I hear is that you all can’t even get along amongst yourselves. I guess disassociation also brings about loss of perspective. Have you not realized that there is power in numbers? Please understand that Mts, Mts and emotionally driven fundraisers limited to famine and war are not conducive to my betterment. What I want is hope, opportunity and good health. I want to raise my children in the land of their birth, teach them how to care for their continent and fuel their dreams beyond 2015. Right now, to you, I may seem frustrated, increasingly devoid of my culture, unwilling to work well, disrespectful, bureaucratic, angry and well-versed in saying that even the simplest of tasks can’t be done. I admit, I have become all of the above, but what can I say, society is a reflection of its leadership, and community role models have been missing for the last 29 years. Please remember the powerful who are feared but not respected, the selfish, the nouveau riche and TirazneTeqs in this context. These have been my only options. And for quite some time now, democracy has been confused with ill planned policies and atrocious manners.

      In the end, my fellow Ethiopian, should you ever choose to return to your beginnings, either today or in 2015, you must remember one thing. I am ready for your potential positive contribution towards my betterment and that of our country and continent. Don’t ignore, but don’t worry to much either, about the thorny bushes that may greet your feet as you land. In the meantime, remember me, remember my story - and try not to give up nor remain so distant too long.

      Top ten
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      TOP TEN Paint Colors We Hope Home Depot Will Carry By The Year 2015

      10. Yefessese Hamot Green

      9. Weizero Yilfalish-Shewa’s Tej Yellow

      8. WubE Bereha District Red

      7. Qa! B’la Yessemach MiTad Purple

      6. Ye Teqlai Gizat Shai BEt Wall Blue

      5. Leb-Leb Kitfo Pink

      4. Nazret Pensione Liqilaqi Bathwater Brown

      3. Ye EnToTo Maleda QeCH White

      2. D’d Niqisat Gray

      1. Mengistu Hailemariam’s Heart Black
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      No longer can just a handful of “established” high schools and institutions of higher education in Ethiopia (ok, Addis) pick and choose its class body. Oh, no. Thanks to the plethora of new learning institutions springing up all over the country (Ok, in Addis), we predict that by 2015 there will be stiff competition for the attention of potential students and the birr their parents shell out for tmhrt. And just how does a place of learning vie for public attention? Employing a better curriculum? Attracting inspirational teachers? (What are you, a commie??) NO! By getting a spiffy advertising package together… this is, after all, globalization at its very best worst.

      A-ha! You probably did not know this, but some SELEDA Staffers actually worked in Ad agencies on Madison Avenue… yeah, sure, as paper clip sorters and assistants to the assistant janitor, but still.

      So, in anticipation of this “Education Explosion 2015” that is timed to mefendat 12 years from now, we asked our frustrated copywriters to come up with ad taglines that can transform any school into a respectable intellectual gebeta bEt.

      Addis Abeba University: “Now offering new classes such as ‘Gimgema and Society 101’. Also featuring a fresh new fleet of expatriate professors who smile a lot.”

      Italian School: “We have revamped our kindergarten cafeteria: Linguine alle vongole, a nice Chianti and a post-nap cigarette. Have your children join the tradition of “best chain-smoking alcoholics” alumni this side of Dartmouth.

      ICS: “Don’t let your children go to school with people who drive Mazdas. Parents with discriminating taste still choose ICS. Especially those who discriminate against the poor, discriminate against the ugly, discriminate against domestically made products, and generally just discriminate.”

      Ethio Parents School: “We’re hip. We’re cool. And we are now known as ET Parents School.”

      Teferi Mekonnen: “New budget increases have allowed complete renovation of the school! You will note the missing letters ‘t’ and ‘e’ in the word ‘Teferi’ are painted back on. Now let us renovate your kids. ”

      Gonder Medical College: “Our library has a new ampool!”

      St. Joseph: “We like to Educulate.”

      Nazret School: “Voted ‘Best Day Spa in Addis’ three years in a row! Come for our on-campus hair salon, stay for the luxurious pampering you’ll get at our facial centre. And there are some classes and stuff also.”

      Unity College: “We turn embittered AAU professors and students into valuable commodity.”

      Sandford School: “An Education steeped in centuries old tradition, excellence, and we now require teachers be sober throughout every class. Also, our administrators now take Visa/Mastercard for convenient bribe payments."

      Bingham Academy: “Get away from all those Ethiopians, while you are in Ethiopia.”

      German School: “Don’t want your children to end up as molqaqa ICS-ers? Want them to have structure and discipline? We treat your kids like we treat anybody who is not blond-haired and blue-eyed: with discipline and just a hint of loathing. Our Time Out Room (formerly known as the Torture Chamber) now features a skylight. Our students consistently voted ‘Best Goose-steppers in District 1’. “

      Do the right thing
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      Another lazy, uneventful summer noon, the sun posing on our waxed shoulders, and nothing but the nostalgia of the 80’s on our minds. Woe, the 80’s, a great decade for pumps and legwarmers, a lifeless decade for hair.

      Wait, certainly not heroism!

      This month, dearest of SELEDAwiyans, we pay tribute to an incredible woman and her cause. Wzo. Abebech Gobena is the founder of the Abebech Gobena Orphanage and School (AGOS). In Wollo, 1980, Wzo. Abebech embraced two neglected children during her pilgrimage to Gishen Mariam. She continued to absorb a growing number of children - 21 by the end of the year. Have mercy, the only little nuggets that we ever fostered were contagious warts on our left… nevermind.

      We wish we were as sacrificial as she was. Wzo. Abebech was a devout caretaker and faithful humanitarian. Her single-handed commitment drew the respect and support of various aid organizations. Consequently, it has expanded to the large institution that it is today.

      AGOS started out as a school for orphans, a promise for education. Since then it has expand and diversified its development grounds. In addition to child care facilities and programs: “AGOS has largely involved in rural and urban integrated development activities and supporting about 350,000 marginalized segment of the communities.”

      Yikes, that’s gazillions and change more than the marginalized cyber-segment of a community that we foster. But let’s save that for our (equally) psycho psychotherapist…

      Since its humble inception, the foundation has established three clinics, one health post and extended health services to the disadvantaged, family planning and vaccination programs in the most remote and deprived areas, and micronutrient fortification programs that have supported more than 2000 mothers and underweight children.

      As the challenges of orphanage care heighten in the face of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, so is AGOS’s dire need for voluntary support. This is a small snippet of what AGOS is promises. Please, please visit their very comprehensive website and inform yourself on their vision, and how you can be a part of it:

      Abebech Gobena:

      P.O.Box 24998

      Tel: 251-1-564286/553622/557161

      Fax: 251-550152

      E-mail: agos@telecom.net.et

      Bank Acccount:

      Commercial Bank Of Ethiopia

      Local - 3109 (Abakoran Branch)

      Foreign-AN/01704/173551/00 IBD.

      Wzo. Abebech is our hero. For every inspiration that follows your lead, we salute you.

      50 Lomi
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      Themes for Upcoming Seleda Issues

      “Paranoia and…” :October 2003

      Furrowed brow, squinted eye, and a muttered “mn maletu new?”. You are no Ethiopian if you do not greet every greeting thusly. And you know - OF COURSE - that SHE has no better way of spending her few hours left over from selling her soul to the capitalist machine than scheming about you know what with you know who. And OF COURSE, EVERYBODY knows that new does NOT mean new. …

      And now, of all the effronteries, Seleda says … …mn? … mn alu? ‘TEna ysTln?’… what the… ere qoy… lk lkachewn

      Seleda says what? “As long as it is by September 20, 2003” ? hm… WE can tell a cross-eyed fly let alone a so-called “hello!” wey dfret… demo eko September 20…

      Irony and Platitudes: November 2003

      True story. A couple of city slickers - tagging a translator/relative - walk along one of Ethiopia’s rural roads, intent on scaling the heights of a distant mountain. In the other direction comes a short, slim, peasant - dark of skin, economic of movement, noble of bearing, stoic of expression. Peasant herds cattle. City slickers, swaying and gasping under weight of sweater, JVC Camcorder, HP Digital Camera and anticipation of tangible goal accomplishment, beam smiles of benevolent superiority at peasant. Gap closes. Herd starts acting in a manner that can be technically termed “freaking out”. Translator/Relative asks peasant why herd is “freaking out”. With no hesitation, peasant responds. City Slickers smile and greet peasant. Peasant gives measured bowing of head. After peasant passes, city slickers ask translator/relative what peasant said. translator/relative says peasant said herd is freaking out “perhaps because they saw a couple of monks.” “Monks?” city slickers ask. “Yes, Monks.” relative/translator affirms. “But we saw no monk!” city slickers say. Translator/relative says (after some thought) “Ah, but hereabouts, monk is a term peasants use to describe someone who does no physical work.”… City slickers STILL believe they were being praised.

      Take that as your starting point, and see if this inspires you to tell us your tales of irony. And the ironic is, more often than not, wrapped in the platitudinous - as obvious as a geTaTa Trs in its insincerity, dull as a duldum msmar in its witticism. Our traditions, and our languages are full of either stuff, and yet there is this marked absence of a recognition of the ironic in our interactions. Ply us with (about) platitudes and let your innate mSet sense draw you to that vein of iron. Please, since enderswo man alena? , let those trapped lifetime of scars loose and send them our way. By October 20, 2003.

      Fathers and Sons, Fathers and Daughters; & Mothers and Daughters and Mothers and Sons: December 2003

      For once… it is not your computer gone crazy. For once… it is not wanton ampersandphilia on our part. And no… we are fairly certain it is not overfermented ye gush Tela acting on your eyes. And a final no… we are certainly not shunning the word “family.” This is an issue for exploring the one to one of parent and child. We wish you to tell us about THE special relationship with THE parent. About those moments when you suddenly become friends, or recognize a jerk in the other. Or when a father suddenly ceases being superman and becomes merely… a man. Or when heartbreak is shared with a mother. Or about the never fulfilled desire to satisfy a real, or imagined, expectation. Seeing as to how the characters are limited, some might inform us that the possibilities are finite. But we know the realities are infinite. Please allow yourselves to be inspired by a father-figure or mother-figure, and then just configure something. As long as the something is articulate, we want it. ASAYesterday before November 20.
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      The Paranoid and … issue

      October, 2003

      Note from the editors
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      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com

      From:

      Editor-in-Chief aleqa1@seleda.com

      Subject:

      CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      As you know, it is now Friday, October something and the October

      Issue has not come out., still! This has upset some of us in management. It simply

      will NOT DO. Lenegeroo my damn intern forgot to turn my desk calendar to October

      so I just assumed that it was September 33rd today. Well, it is not, people! I need

      a stat report, stat! What world are you people in?

      Peace, love and unity,

      ?

      -aleqa1

      -----------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      staff@seleda.com

      From:

      editor4.1@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      — u u tiyE! demmo “editor in chief”! dnqEm! Hahaha have you heard

      him trying to pronounce “mononucleosis”? ewi-ewi-ewi!

      ---------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      staff@seleda.com

      From:

      editor#5@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      hee hee, editor 4.1! BSLN. (be saq lmot new).

      And what’s with the dangling metaphor? according to slim young thing in PR that ain’t

      the only thing “dangling” if you get my drift.

      Let peace reign.

      /chuchu

      p.s. what October issue? Uh-oh!

      --------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor#5@seleda.com; editor4.1@seleda.com;

      staff@seleda.com

      From:

      marketingbabe@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      Hey, has anyone seen my red comb?

      Love and kisses to all,

      K

      “Remember to make each day count”

      p.s. is Seleda still actually still alive? WeinE! Inneza sewech aydekmachewum indE?

      --------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor#5@seleda.com; editor4.1@seleda.com;

      staff@seleda.com; marketingbabe@seleda.com

      From:

      comptroller@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      Dear Everybadee,

      I greet you in the name of our Holy ffatther, the crature of all the werlid.

      Thank you for your messages to me. I likee the electronik mail (e-mail).

      I wan’t to say this to you: Plz make shore that you’re “expensive accounts” is

      submitteded by meskerem, 22, 1996. plz, don’t call me at my house number to tell

      me that you cann’tsubmitted your expensive account (EA). Specially this weekend.

      I will be at my church’s sebekka gubaye meeting all of the day from 2 o-clok in the

      morning to 5 o-clok in the evening. Then my wife’s setoch mehaber is having a

      tseabel sadeeqq. If anyone of you go to Gebriyale church, please come and attend

      subaye Sunday, at 11:00 in the o’clok in the morning with Kess Melekote-Sallam Bisate

      Sillassie Gebreweld. When I say Gebrel, it is the “new” Gebriel, not the one on state

      Street. The one in Hampton street behind Abbisiniya Restaurant and acrosssed the street

      from Filoha Liqor store. It is in the same mall that houses Addis Ababa Injera House.

      Come one. Come all, as we say. (-smiling face-)

      Also, tenk you to all off you who have well-comed me as the new

      contoller in the accounting dipartment. I am new to accaounting, but not to saleda,.

      Like I said, I am new to the accountating. but I worked as equb astedadari in

      Ethiopia for five yers. I am happy that the new seleda bosses select me as the

      new controler. most of you can remeber me as the café assistennt. But now,

      the new seleda bosses make me controler because they like “ekulinet”. They tell me

      I was “opresseded” in the past yers. but now, I am anti-oppresseded, tenk to them and Gishen Mariyam.

      May the blessing of cherKoss be with all of you. And remember

      that expensive accounts sambmission date.

      Kidus amlak yitebbikachiu.

      Wendimachiu,

      Mekuwannint A (Abayneh) Atalaye.

      -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor#5@seleda.com; editor4.1@seleda.com;

      staff@seleda.com; marketingbabe@seleda.com; comptroller@seleda.com

      From:

      writer6@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      –m’Ts!!!

      -am I one of the hope-pressed!

      p.s. from what I heard in the bathroom, October issue is coming out. November

      issue is called the “Irony and Platitude Issue”. We are looking for writers,

      if anyone is interested. I know I am not. In case you want to submit a piece,

      send it to editors@seleda.com. for guidance, please look to 50lomi.

      Too bad there ain’t no irony-cal goings

      on here at “Saleda”

      -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor#5@seleda.com; editor4.1@seleda.com; staff@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com writer6@seleda.com comptroller@seleda.com

      From:

      writer10@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      So. What do I do if my “expensive accounts” are cheap? And is meskerem

      22 george washington’s birthday?

      Sheeeeeeeet.

      Writer 6 will try to round up writers for the Irony and Platitude

      Issue. I, personally, am looking forward to the December “Fathers and Sons; mothers

      and Daughters, fathers and daughters, and, mothers and sons” issue. Which

      freakin’ genius came with THAT title?

      -Cherkos Lover 2

      -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor#5@seleda.com; editor4.1@seleda.com;

      staff@seleda.com; marketingbabe@seleda.com;

      writer6@seleda.com; writer10@seleda.com; comptroller@seleda.com

      From:

      editor7@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      Hey, writer 10! Ke ekuyah gar! I came up with the December issue. I know you

      have issues with women taking control and that you still think that we women

      should be barefoot and pregnant and just cater to your every need. Well, buster!

      This is NOT some backwater country. And we women have achieved as much as you men.

      So, don’t go blasting off your misogynistic BS around here, buster! If you don’t

      like the title of the December Issue, then GET OVER IT! Today’s woman just does

      not live to service you! We are in authority, and we won’t take it lying down!

      Editor #7… A woman!!!

      ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor7@seleda.com; editor#5@seleda.com;

      editor4.1@seleda.com; staff@seleda.com; marketingbabe@seleda.com;

      writer6@seleda.com; writer10@seleda.com; comptroller@seleda.com

      From:

      writer10@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      NefsE, Editor #7:

      Will you take it standing up?

      Ke akbrot gar,

      -your future husband #3 and parttime lover,

      10

      ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor7@seleda.com; editor#5@seleda.com;

      editor4.1@seleda.com; staff@seleda.com; marketingbabe@seleda.com;

      writer6@seleda.com; riter10@seleda.com; writer10@seleda.com;

      comptroller@seleda.com

      From:

      editor3@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      Ok, ee-z guys. Calm down. BTW, why do we editors make more than you writers?

      Just curious.

      Me.

      Is Gebriel 2 “new and improved”?

      -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      editor3@seleda.com; editor7@seleda.com;

      editor#5@seleda.com; editor4.1@seleda.com; staff@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com; writer6@seleda.com; writer10@seleda.com;

      writer10@seleda.com; comptroller@seleda.com

      From:

      comptroller@seleda.com

      Subject:

      RE: CONFIDENTIAL MEMO October Issue

      Dear Me, and Dear Everyone,

      Me, I have a sertayin doubtfilled that you name is not " Me".

      But I will address you as that because you are my sister in the heavenly eyes of sillassaywech.

      Greetings to all my Ethiopian Brothers and Sisters also on Saleddea.

      As the guy (you can call me like a “guy” because I am one of you) , as I was

      saying, as the GUY in charged and entrusted with being controller-in-controll of

      Seleedan funds, I have to (with sadness weigh-ing my heart) that salarys of

      everybadee is strictly confidensshal. What that mean is that I can no’t confirmed

      that the writers of Salseeda and the editors of Seledaaa are not paid ekuall. I

      can not also tell you who make more monies than who. That is a secret. Like the

      walls inside of aksum tsion, the secrets have to die in my hearts. I can n’t even

      tell my wife the secrets of salary of staff of selledidda. . so, forgive me,

      Editor Me. I cann’t not answer your question, which I assume is directly for me.

      I like the electronic rmail correspondences of ours. (e-mail.)

      although I have troubl understand writer #10 (I am sorry my Ethiopian Brother,

      you did not state clearly your name, so I have to call you by your electric mail

      name, which is Writer 10.) writer 10, I cannot answer also your question of

      standing up to take it with editor 7, who is my sister in Ethiopian unity.

      because, what do you want to take? If it is your “EA” (as I stated before, the

      term/word EA stands for Expensive Accountes ), I said in my prevyes elelectronicc

      mail, that everyone at Seleeedina has to sam-meet it by meskerem 22. a question

      was asked if that was George Washington’s berth-day. I am sorry again, that is a

      queschin that I don’t know. Perhaps someone can answer it. Is Mr. Washington in

      the Sellledaa writers groups or the editors groups? Maybe someone can asked him

      about his berth-day. If it is, then HAPPY BERTH-DAY, Ato Washington. (I call you

      Ato becassue I concidder you as an Ethiopian brother.)

      The last quesschin that I cann’t not answer is “what if my expensive accounts

      are cheap”? it is very complikate quesschin, that I did not understand too well.

      Maybe the pwerson can call me at my X-tension and ask me about it. I am at

      X-tension 356. If it was a joke, then, ha-ha-ha-ha. It was fully funny.

      Please forgive mee.

      Your brother and Ethiopian compatriot,

      Ato Mekuwannint A (Abayneh) Atalaye

      Chief Controllerr

      Accounting Dipartment

      Seelida, Inc.

      X-tension 356

      emebetachin mariyam tegen tihunachihu. Amen.

      ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com

      From:

      Editor-in-Chief aleqa1@seleda.com

      Subject: Back to the October Issue

      Some of you might have not known this, but when you send mail to staff@seleda.com, I get automatically CC’d.

      So mononucleosis- abatachiu yitfa! Ke memoTameT sira siru esti!

      Our readers are waiting for the October Issue!!! Is it coming out soon??? Who is

      in charge of that???

      Peace, love and unity,

      -aleqa1

      -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com , aleqa1@seleda.com

      From:

      marketingbabe@seleda.com

      Subject:

      Re: Back to the October Issue-IMPORTANT MESSAGE

      Hey guys,

      Just want to make sure you knew that I found my red comb! It was in my bag all

      the time. I am sorry I made all the Interns stop working on this Seleda thingy

      to look for my comb. They were so nice. But, everyone, everything is ok now.

      Can we do something nice for the interns? Pay them or something? I already let

      them touch my comb, so I’ve done my part.

      K.

      “Live like you mean it, Love like you have not been hurt, Dance like no one is

      watching.”

      p.s. Writer 10 call me! X224

      -----------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com , aleqa1@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com

      From:

      editor666@seleda.com

      Subject:

      Re: Back to the October Issue-IMPORTANT MESSAGE

      **Yeah, ALEQA1, editor in chief! Who IS in **

      charge of Seleda? I mean, Salssaliiililil-friggin’-ddaaa!!!

      ---------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com; aleqa1@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com; editor666@seleda.com

      From:

      editor777@seleda.com

      Subject:

      Re: Back to the October Issue-IMPORTANT MESSAGE

      Hey you bunch of elitist drones! WerE bicha! There is so much snobbery and

      hot air in this place that you can sail a balloon with it! Go back to your

      condescension group therapy!! Pretentiousness is very so yesterday! So is gbizinet!

      -7x3

      Dance for equality in front of everyone, live with frugality and love egalitarianism!

      -------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com; aleqa1@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com; editor666@seleda.com; editor777@seleda.com

      From:

      editrix-11@seleda.com

      Subject:

      Re: Back to the October Issue-IMPORTANT MESSAGE

      Exxxcuuuuuuuuse me, Editor 777! Who lit up your Twaff from the wrong end?

      And who killed Marx and made you the champion of the undeodorized masses?

      Whaaaatttttttt-soooo—ever!!!

      BTW, for those, yihE ye’mimeleketachew, we are having our weekly Imported Car

      Owners meeting next Friday. I am bringing my squash casserole. Anyone else?

      _ihitachu,

      M.

      -Dance in comfortable shoes, like (or love) even people who vacation

      domestically, and don’t consider it living if you don’t have a Platinum American Express

      ----------------------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com; aleqa1@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com editor666@seleda.com, editor777@seleda.com;

      editrix-love@seleda.com

      From:

      Editor8.9@seleda.com

      Subject:

      Re: Back to the October Issue-IMPORTANT MESSAGE

      >> I am bringing my squash casserole. Anyone else? <<

      Thank you, Editrix. Will be there. Will bring petite kitfo burritos.

      --------------------------------------------------------

      To:

      SELEDA Staff staff@seleda.com; aleqa1@seleda.com;

      marketingbabe@seleda.com; editor666@seleda.com, editor777@seleda.com;

      editrix-love@seleda.com; Editor8.9@seleda.com

      From:

      editor777@seleda.com

      Subject:

      Re: Back to the October Issue-IMPORTANT MESSAGE

      Hey, that’s next Friday??? Totally blanked out. Thanks. Will be there, too. I’ll bring the liquor.

      -7x3

      Dance for equality in front of everyone, live with frugality and love egalitarianism!

      ------------------------------------------------------------------

      Due to excessive use of email by SELEDA Staff for distinctly non-qum negerish

      communiqué, personal email addresses have now been disabled. If our

      readers would like to reach us, please email us at editors@seleda.com

      The Humble Editors.

      The Paranoia and … Issue

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      by: Sol

      She looks out from the window of her new apartment in downtown Detroit. She’s been standing in the dark for a while now, staring out into the hustle and bustle of the streets from the privacy of her domain on the 23rd floor. The apartment is small and quiet, and sparsely furnished, the only sounds coming from the ancient refrigerator in her kitchenette; the humming motor is almost therapeutic, synchronized to the flow of her thoughts. Tired from craning her neck to get a view of the street below, her golden eyes flicker to the highrises surrounding her own, craving some humanistic view. At last they rest on the building opposite, where two men stand by the window talking. Satisfied with her prowl she settles into her thoughts, willing them back from the long, drawn-out exile she’d forced them into. At first she feels nothing, not the chilling fear that had steeped into every memory of her mother, not the vast sadness for a lost childhood…just a pregnant silence, and total blankness. She’s about to heave a sigh of relief when the thoughts begin to consume her being, letting her memories engulf her space, her little abode, her sanity. She feels like she’s slipped and fallen in a dark tunnel, spiraling down into her deepest secrets, the sides slippery so she has nothing to save her from her demons. She doesn’t realize that the weight of those memories has physically slumped her shoulders and buckled her knees; shaking, she slides to the floor, her face contorted with emotions for which she has yet to find a name…

      “EnTuuuuuuuuuf!” wet and gooey, and reeking of a mouth that’s alien to toothpaste, it lands on her left temple. Her pudgy, ten-year-old frame shriveled into the covers, she makes to wipe the spit of her face, but a vicious claw grabs her arm mid-air, shredding the sensitive skin. She always draws blood whenever she beats the little girl. They’re almost ritualistic, these beatings; they start early in the mornings, when the little, good-for-nothing girl is shaken awake at around 4 a.m., then a long miserable lament about how God has cursed her with this abomination of a child.

      “Endew min aderekut, AmlakE ichin yengidE lij yetefabiN…min alle arass honesh bemotsh! Sew rEessa yiweldal?!”

      Her sleep-deprived body freezes. Even half-asleep, she knows what the next word is going be, after many painful encounters with that phrase, she’s mastered a level of detachment from the pain and degradation that single word brings.

      “ShermuTa.”

      Then the pushing begins, till that little ickshit of a girl is thrown off the bed and onto the floor.

      “Tenesh b’yEshalehu, enE demEn iyafessesku lezza tmhrt bEt egebiralehu, anchi enqilfishn tleTiCHalesh! Ho ho ho. Wei sminteNaw shiiiiii……”

      She scrambles to get up, but her fat little legs were still asleep, so she stumbles towards the door.

      “WedEt new? Degmo belelitu mezor amaresh? Min tadergi felabisha. tenesabish aydel? Drowinuss yeshermuTa lij shermuTa…”

      The mother made the first, but definitely not the last reference to the girl’s father. The father, somewhere on the other side of town, snoozing with his arms around the scandalous girlfriend who’s broken up a happy home, had driven a jealous wife insane and abusive, and left a little girl at the mercy of a scorned wife’s rage.

      “Bey tenesh! Agasess! TnaTishin aTNi….inQilf endehone, sitmochii titeNalesh, tenesh aTNi b’yeshalehu….”

      “Mammiye……bo…borsayE salon bEt eko new…”

      The first real blow, in the form of a fist to the side of her stupid little brain, sent the little girl crashing to the marble floor.

      “Awqesh newaa, mechEss . Ya ahiiya abatish menoriya nesaN, yesew feet asayegn, bey teqemeCH atirebishachew.”

      The mother lay back, fatigued from disciplining this retard of a child.

      Even in the middle of the night, in her crumpled silk nightgown and her crazy hair, she was eerily beautiful. Her slender figure, thrown carelessly on the bed, is wracked with her sobs as she goes into a long list of the not-so-pleasant (and unprintable) qualities the father had developed once she was cast aside for fresher meat. The girl, dry-eyed but paralyzed with fear, stands by the door, ready to bolt out of the room if it turns out to be one of the bad days. So far it was okay; as long as it’s just the insults she can handle it, her little heart has developed armor that deflects the scorching gamma rays of her mother’s tongue. It was the blows she still had to work on. No matter how much she braces herself, she still sees stars whenever that fist connects with her chubby jaw, her skin still tears easily under the sharp attention of those manicured nails.

      The mother has cried herself to sleep. The dimwitted little girl inches closer to listen to her regulated breathing and notices one of those honey-toned legs is hanging off of the side of the bed. Careful not to touch the leg lest it lashes out and strikes her, the girl covers it with a sheet and heads back to her spot by the door. She then crouches down and tries to get comfortable while nursing her bleeding arm. She would wait till six o’clock, which was what the mother left to open her business. She’d get some sleep then. She knew she was going to oversleep and be late for school and would have to think up of a new excuse for the teacher. But for now her little brain was pondering over other questions. Questions about the true identity of this person on the king-sized bed. How come she hates her for a divorce she had no part of? Did she really give birth to her? Why did she…?

      She felt light, like she wasn’t on the ground anymore. Strong arms were embracing her thick frame, lifting her off the ground and moving her. She realized her face was smashed into someone’s chest. She was lowered gently onto the bed and the owner of those arms materialized in front of her. The mother’s face, this time filled with guilt and pity, gazed down on her pathetic heap of an offspring.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so, so sorry.” It was always easier to apologize in English. “I want you to become educated, yenE lij. Men want educated women. They leave the mehayim ones like me. No matter how much money you make, they’ll always look down on you.” She cups her daughter’s face delicately and showers it with butterfly kisses. The little girl is relived that it is all over with. Atleast for now.

      The hands that wake her up this time are much gentler, a bit weaker, given their age. The eyes that are smiling down at the little girl have the unmistakable lines of wisdom etched all around them. Each fold and fissure on that face tells a story of its own. Those eyes graze the bump that has grown mysteriously overnight above the little girl’s ear and then they harden with understanding of the past night’s proceedings. It wasn’t the first time she has discovered unusual alterations on the girl’s body.

      “Qurssishin min lablash, gelayE?” The cheer in the old woman’s voice was strained, her eyes, her hands, her anguished soul just wouldn’t stop caressing the purple swelling on her granddaughter’s head in a desperate attempt to wipe out the past night. Now that the coast was clear, the little girl tries an inexperienced hand at being a normal child.

      “CHeCHebsa, ena shaHi, ena…ena aBa’aye, chocolate…ena…ena firfir ena pancakes with syrup…ena…”

      The old woman laughs. She has a strong laugh, despite her age, it rings out with clarity, filling the room with much needed ease and soothing the trepidation that lurks just behind the little girl’s feigned cheer.

      “Pick one thing, or else you’ll be late for school.”

      “Can I skip it today?”

      “Absolutely not.” She was stern with that.

      “Okay, okay, I was just trying.”

      A shrill wailing shakes her out of her reverie, pulling her mind back over the roaring thunder of Tiss Abbai, over the rolling sand dunes and the Arabian oasis of the Sahara, over the dark chocolate skins and the rich cultures that grace the Gold Coast, over the chilling ice and the killer sharks of the northern Atlantic, and into a world of industry and civilization, into the motor city of the United States, and she realizes that she was crouching with her legs pulled up close to her chest, her head buried in the crest of her arms – arms that are wrapped tightly around her knees. She hasn’t sat like that since those days. She quickly unravels and heads to the tiny bedroom she shares with her son. She crawls to the middle of their bed and looks down on him, her glinting eyes softened by his mere face. He stops his crying as she plugs his mouth with her breast. They are both children, surviving with defiance and with the comfort of each other in a world that has no tolerance for mistakes. She looks at him and thanks the gods who guided her out of the operating room at the women’s clinic, before they tore her insides out. She thanks the gods for the visa that saw her out of her misery before her stomach got too big and noticed by her mother. She thanked the gods for the man whom she still loves, who unconsciously planted this seed in her womb, who blessed her with the companionship of her own flesh and blood. She thanked the gods for the man who used to look at her with eyes that buckled, with a heart that knelt down for her as if she were the pharaoh of his dynasty. He isn’t here, that man. He is far off on the sunny coasts of the west, tending to his own keep.

      She grins uneasily at the thought of her mother walking in on her like this, wondering what her reaction would be to the bastard grandson she has no idea about. Although she was building on a false premise, she still shivers at the image. As if he could sense it, his sleepy eyes slowly rise to meet his mother’s; her nipple still in his mouth, he gives her a toothless grin. As if to say I got your back, Mama, we’re a team, she can’t do nothing now that we got each other.

      “Got milk?” she giggles at her own corniness. His tiny hands slap her other breast with glee as they both dissolve into their own version of humor.

      “Y’think mama’s funny, huh?” those large, golden eyes always well up with tears when she laughs hard. She clumsily tries to collect him into her lap, but she’s too tired to carry him. She’s lost a lot of weight trying to provide for the both of them and still go to school, but she’s pulled it off for the past nine months.

      She laughs a whole lot less nowadays, the strain has etched premature signs of the wisdom that comes with being a single parent. A stranger at first glance would correctly take her for the twenty-year-old that she is. She’s still got her smooth, light brown skin. She’s still taut. And though it comes rarely, she still has a killer smile. The one that makes the thugs on her corner grip their crotches, bite their other fist and go, “Daaaaaaaaaammmmmnnn, you’s a dime ma!” She still smiles like a woman-child, her head slightly tilts down, golden eyes sparkle, with her full, nubian lips parting to reveal her devilish sexy grin as her tongue playfully peeks out and she bites down on it lightly with her teeth, inviting foreplay, innocence, and an imagination with no limits.

      But a closer look into those eyes, and all the fun and games come to a grinding halt. She quietly demands full attention, her eyes steadily hold on to the person she’s talking to – she never flinches. Motherhood has taught her the stance of a tigress protecting her cubs. She stands with her shoulders braced and high, holding those magnificent breasts up in all their glory. She makes people who’re much taller than her feel like they’re looking up to her.

      She covers her son with his baby blankets and wraps herself around him for that special warmth that no blanket can provide, that warmth that mysteriously shields him, strokes him, wills him into slumber with that special warmth of a mother’s love. She realizes how close she came to snapping earlier on and silently reprimands herself. She can’t afford to lose control. She can’t afford a moment of weakness in the life she’s leading. A second of compromise to chase her past away, be it in the form of the bottle or a joint, and it all goes downhill from there. She’s seen it in at the teen mothers club where she volunteers. Women who gladly sell their souls to the devil, just for a moment of illusion. Women who chase the dragon, like they have no care in the world, while their babies sit on the kitchen floor, crying their little hearts out for a bite of something.

      She’s too agitated to sleep; she smiles through her tears as images of her grandmother’s face flash in her mind’s eye. She wishes for a way to see her granny again without the drama of facing her mother. Of her son playing in that unique early morning, Sunday light that only Addis can boast, with his great-grandma and his mama keep a watchful eye on him as they giggle over fresh gossip.

      “Wechew gud, qil aymut, endiyaCHawut ale yehagere sew, endew esti sew min yilenal gelayE, endezih sininketeket?” she can see her granny shyly covering her smiling mouth with the Tilet of her neTella. She can see her son crawling into his great-grandma’s lap, and tug at her gold Lalibela cross that’s buried in her cleavage. She can see her grandma hold him up tenderly to her chest, her eyes dancing with pride and joy.

      “AmlakE yiwedeNal, Qidme lij lemesam beqichalehu, ke ahun behuwalass gedam megbat new.”

      “Endeeee Ab’ayE, yemin Gedam new degmo? ENass mann alen? ”

      “Yiliqunss, abattun amTiTesh astewawqiN.”

      She can see her grandma’s eyes bore into hers as the conversation grazes more serious issues. She can feel her cheeks heat up under that beautiful sun. She can see herself deliberately occupy herself to avoid the answer. She can feel her grandma’s eyes follow her every move.

      “I can’t Ab’ayiyE, it’s too complicated.” Her voice echoes in that small bedroom and her son stirrs against her still exposed bosom. She sits up and fixes herself, pushing her swollen breast into her bra. She bounds into the bathroom and splashes water on her face. Her head is swimming somewhere between her past and her future. In the dull gray that lies between then and now, she floats in and out. Struggling to push those thoughts back into the attic of her brain, she sits on her toilet seat. She’s thinking of the phone call that had triggered the ugly memories. She wonders if she would give in to the constant pleading from her relatives to forgive the mother and finally make that dreaded phone call.

      She looks around her crowded bathroom as if for the first time. Her terry-cloth robe hung on a hook behind the door. Stacks of diapers neatly stored in the cabinet beneath the sink, along with her toiletries. Her dirty clothes hamper overflowing as always stands next to the tub, the sides of which are crowded with shampoos, conditioners, face washes, shaving razors, soaps, soaping puffs. She grins at how home-like it all looks. At how lived in the place feels already.

      “I did all this, I’m capable of building a home from scratch, I bring food to our table and I make sure it’s there every night!” Her ego stirred for a fraction of a second, but it was enough to lift her head up from her slump.

      “Degmo diqala ameTashibiN!?” her eyes well up with tears as her mother’s voice slices clean through her sensitive heart like a surgical scalpel.

      “Listen Doll, I know you went through hell and back when your mother and I separated, and I’ll die knowing I’ve been to blame for the scars she caused, but when the lights go out, it’s not the pain your enemies inflicted on you that you’ll remember, but the times you remained silent when you had the opportunity to do as you see fit. ”

      she can remember the way his golden eyes glistened with tears as he struggled to sit up from his death bed. She can remember the last streak of mischief shine though his teary eyes as he added, “And for God’s sake,yachin qewss anjetwa eskiyarr d’ress asabijat, no holding back, do whatever makes you happy.” She remembers how she leapt to his side as they both crumbled with laughter. How he was racked with coughs as he struggled to gasp out, “an…jetwaaa…eskiya…rr…der…ess…”

      “You can’t keep hiding forever,” her dignity seeks a vent, yet she still finds ways to deny herself true independence.

      “At least call Grandma, just let her voice guide you.” It was sounding better by the minute.

      “And you can’t keep losing sleep over her, it’s too risky.”

      “For God’s sake, would you pleeaaase give up the broken diva act and get your shit together! I mean, the woman is a million miles away, and you still freak over a phone call! If things get tricky, it’s called hangin’ up babe, click…and she’s gone. Now quit wasting my time and get dialing!” her friend Yvonne’s voice this time made her smile wryly.

      She wanders back into the bedroom and picks up the calling card from her nightstand. The square of plastic weighs a ton in her hands, and she looks at it for a long while. Balancing her pros and cons on making that connection. She glances at her clock. Midnight. That’d make it six or seven in the morning back home.

      “It’s too early, she’d be in bed.” Her last attempt at backing out.

      “Ma, inE Tewabech, mn new anchi, arejehu enji Terbb neN eko!” she can see her grandma’s fake scowl as she slowly picks up the handset and starts the tedious process of dialing. The room was suddenly getting very warm, her heart beating a mile a minute, her stomach crumpled up and hiding behind her spine.

      The silent wait as her electric signal reaches up to a satellite far above the clouds, taking with it her hope, her nervousness, and her need to be loved again. More silence as that signal is sent hurtling back to her motherland, to a home with its fair share of angels and ghosts, to the bedside of an old lady, deep in sleep and dreaming of a bird she once set free, dreaming of the little bird she fed with food from her own mouth, dreaming of that bird swooping down and perching on her window sill, telling her that it was good to be home again. The jingle of the phone was a welcome distraction from her troubled sleep, irritated and startled she reaches for the phone and brings it to her ear.

      “Hello? Ab’ayE? Ab’ayE alech?”

      “Wuy, aferr libla, gelayE? Anchi nesh…Elilililililililililililillili…….”

      She can’t help but burst out laughing. She is finally home.

      Evil Blanks
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      by: G.T.

      He was still relatively new. And because of it, they fawned over him. Particularly my wife, who could never get enough of him. She cooed to him, whispered sweet nothings. All in front of me. And then kept badgering me. When? When? When?

      I would always respond, why? Look at him, for example. He lacked any humility. Flush with unqualified love, he never seemed to return it. He would just bask in it. His lips would part slowly, before curving at the edges and retracting. His teeth were small and blunt, but he relied on them as part of his semi-sweet smile, the one that made hearts melt.

      The day he revealed himself for who he was, and the day our struggle against one another commenced, began with a “miracle.”

      “What the hell is he doing there,” I asked, as Sammy teetered toward the stereo cabinet.

      “Benny, watch your mouth. He can understand you,” my wife Ella said with a wave of her thick left wrist. The width and muscularity of her wrists always perplexed me. She was a small, thin woman, but had the wrists and grip of a bricklayer. Sometimes she would punch me in jest on my shoulder, and I felt like I had taken a left hook from George Foreman. She was not nearly the chef, however, that Foreman was, managing to burn everything, even those items that should be a breeze to cook with our copy of the aforementioned Foreman’s multi-purpose grill.

      In any event, I wasn’t so sure she was right. All I ever heard from him were noises. And to him, whatever we said was probably just noise as well. An empty symphony of sound. No, looks mattered more to him than sounds. He was vain, constantly tugging on his thick black curls or batting his long black eyelashes like a geisha.

      “Let’s keep an eye on him over there, though,” my sister Saba said. He was hers, and ever since he had come into her life she had become obsessed with everything about him, from his bowel movements to the type of leather in shoes (“Patent leather is for narcissists and people dressed in cheap tuxedos,” she would say). “He loves watching movies, and he’s always turning on the VCR and trying to put in his favorite movies.”

      “Sure,” I said. From what I saw he barely had enough mental capacity to eat without prompting. Complex actions involving motor skills seemed beyond this lunk’s grasp.

      “The VCR is broken anyways,” Ella said, “So I doubt he’ll get what he’s looking for.”

      We turned, and I began to discuss Edward Said’s legacy when I heard:

      “Oh my God, Sammy.” It was Saba.

      So, she was clearly paying attention to him, and not me. Both Ella and she ran over to the TV/stereo cabinet.

      “I can’t believe it, can you?”

      “No. Unreal.”

      “What?” I said walking over.

      There it was. The TV was on, and there was William Holden, face down in the fetid pool at the end of Sunset Boulevard. The movie that had been in the VCR when the VCR broke. I had tried to eject it at that point because I had found the ending to be unsubtle.

      “What did he do?” I asked approaching the scene cautiously.

      “He fixed it,” Ella said pinching our nephew’s absurdly round cheeks.

      “What the fu-- sorry, what the heck do you mean he fixed it? I spent hours over the last month actually tinkering with it.”

      “Are you sure?” Saba asked.

      “What do you mean am I sure? The tape was stuck. I tried everything to get it out or back in and nothing. Are you saying that this fifteen month old kid is some sort of brilliant repairperson?”

      “I don’t know about all that,” Ella said taking Sammy out of Saba’s arms, “all I know is that I saw him touching the VCR and now it works.”

      With her typical wanton hyperbole, Saba declared, “it’s a miracle!”

      Sammy gurgled and smiled at his mother. And then turned to me and glared.
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        * * *

      

      About a week later, I was dozing on the loveseat in our family room, the one under the west-facing window looking out onto our claustrophobic backyard. Like our recently deceased cat, I had come to love stretching out beneath the warm glow of the afternoon sun. But, unlike our dead cat, I didn’t leave fur all over the place.

      I was lost in the deceptive wasteland between consciousness and a deep refreshing sleep. Conscious, but virtually paralyzed, it was only my sense of smell that had any sort of sharpness or clarity. And I smelled shit.

      “What the hell,” I started. There was Sammy hopping up and down on my chest. He gave off a squishing sound every time he landed. “Get off. Saba! Get over here!”

      He then stopped and grabbed my arm. My arm started to burn. The skin began to cook, the smell something akin to burning pork. He released his grip, and then raised both his hands and lowered them towards my eyes. I grabbed his forearms and struggled as them lowered. “No, no, no. Saba!”

      “Aren’t they sweet together,” Ella said over me. I opened my eyes.

      “Yes,” Saba responded. “Perfect.”

      I looked down at my chest. Sammy was asleep, his head nuzzling my chest. “Get him off me. Now!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I couldn’t tell Ella. But she should have put two and two together. Like when Sammy snuck up on me in the bath one day and tried to drop the plugged-in blow dryer into the tub. Both Saba and she thought it was some sort of amusing effort by Sammy to help his uncle with his hair as he got cleaned up. His lack of dexterity was the only thing that saved me. Thank God he was not more effective when it came to destroying me.

      It is not lightly that I accuse my nephew of trying to kill or destroy me. The incidents were many and increasingly troubling. A few days before the blow dryer incident, Saba and Ella thought it would be a good bonding and character-building (their respective goals) exercise for me to feed Sammy.

      So there we were. A jar of apple sauce, Sammy and me. The minute Saba and Ella left the room, he hissed at me. Not like a snake hisses, i.e., from the throat. This was a deep, guttural hiss that came from deep within him. From a dark place. I expected it to smell like sulfur, but the scent of the apple sauce proved more pungent and victorious.

      “Look, I don’t know who or what you are, but it needs to stop.”

      Then, he said something. It wasn’t entirely clear to me. It sounded to me that he said, “Baby hates.”

      “What did you say?” I asked. “Baby hates? Baby hates what?”

      He just bopped around in his high chair, and started grabbing at the applesauce.

      “Baby hates apple sauce?” I asked.

      But drool started to come down the corner of his mouth. No, it wasn’t the applesauce he hated. I figured some applesauce may stop him from spewing the apparent vitriol coming from his mouth. I dipped the spoon into the jar, and started to guide it towards his mouth.

      What happened next was the subject of great debate. I remember Sammy grabbing my wrist as it approached and jabbing my wrist and the spoon at my forehead. Ella and Saba found this story utterly unrealistic. Instead, I guess they preferred to believe that I had randomly chosen to ram my forehead into the end of a metal spoon.

      In any event, they both came rushing in when they heard me yelp in pain.

      “What happened?” Saba asked. “Your forehead.”

      “Mauck,” Sammy said.”

      “Oh yes, baby. Yes! Yes! Did you guys hear that?” Saba said lifting her son out of the high chair. “Benny does have a mark on his forehead.”

      “What do you mean?” I looked at my reflection on the back of the metal spoon. There was a noticeable bruise on my forehead. “He did it.”

      “Sweetheart,” Ella cupping my mouth. “Positive reinforcement. Remember positive reinforcement.”

      I growled in contempt.

      “Easy there,” Ella said patting my back.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I waited for a half hour before the news, reading a week-old Newsweek and hating the environs. I hate doctors’ offices.

      “You are sterile,” Dr. Aftooni said to me.

      “Not even a hello, doc?” I said sitting down.

      “No sitting. No time. You know what you need to know. You saw the 25 other patients out there I need to see. Wear looser underwear, keep fucking like a rabbit and maybe one of the inordinately small number of listless misshapen sperm you have will somehow persevere and pierce one of you wife’s beautiful eggs. But, I’ve seen them under a microscope and I am not optimistic. Your sperm lack guts.”

      And there it was. The reason why when will be never: my sperm were gutless, mis-shaped lazy extensions of myself. I had failed Ella, but life could be worse. I could have another Sammy, whose sociopathic warning signs are deliberately ignored by his parent. His recent attempt to knock me out with a frying pan was poo-pooed as a cute attempt at cooking. The brick that he swung at my knees? “Look, it’s little Sammy the builder. How cute!” It started to get absurd. Ammonia in my beer (true story), and it’s, awwwwww, little Sammy the homemaker! (Saba was convinced that Sammy thought it was honey – betrayed by my own blood) I had no allies. I was alone, and no one would believe me. And I was too ashamed to ever explain it properly.

      After 12 months of nothing, Ella and I both went in to figure out why. I had been convinced that it was a problem with her eggs. After the first and last breakfast she ever cooked for us, I had ample evidence that she faced numerous challenges when it came to eggs.

      That evening, when I came home and broke the news to her, she began consoling me and hugging me. I was confused. It didn’t bother me that I was loaded with blanks, so to speak. We could always adopt after all.

      “That would be beautiful,” she said, “but I wanted us to share ourselves in at least one child, Benny.”

      I guess. “Of course, Ella. I’m sorry.” Then, I began to cry. Not loud, wet sobs. A couple of tears, backed up by a lot more pain.

      I had to get my composure because Saba walked in with Sammy.

      Sammy ran up to Ella and clutched her stomach. “Mommy.”

      Rub it in, you little …, I thought.

      “No, that’s mommy,” Ella said pointing to Saba.

      “Not my mommy. A mommy,” Sammy said.

      “Your kid is speaking in koans,” I told my sister.

      “I love you,” he said to Ella. She hugged him.

      “What about Uncle Benny?” Saba asked.

      “When…maybe…then,” he said shrugging his shoulders and pressing his head in Ella’s stomach.

      Saba moved to Washington a month later, after having gotten a gig at the Bureau of Labor Statistics. She had always been obsessed by statistical anomalies, epistemology and what qualifies as work. She felt blessed, and shrugged off our efforts to convince her to stay or to console her on her chosen career.

      A couple of weeks after Saba moved, Ella started to throw up a lot in the mornings. I thought she was secretly cooking breakfast for herself, because the last person to vomit so violently was me after eating the eggs mentioned earlier. When the doctor told us she was pregnant, we told him to jump in a lake and give her something for whatever viral or bacterial infection was causing her to throw up so often. But, it turns out her gynecologist was right. Eight and a half months later, we had twin girls.

      When I was speaking to Saba from the hospital lobby, she put Sammy on the phone. I had decided to leave all the hand-holding and comforting to my mother because it would probably sound a lot more convincing coming from her. I spent the time trying to see if there were any potentially interesting names for my daughters in the New Yorker I had brought with me.

      “You are sucky,” he said.

      I had misheard him. I must have. I had been a selfish asshole, and there had been larger issues fueling my irrational thoughts about Sammy. He was like any child, pure and special. He needed love. “Did you say I am lucky, big guy?”

      “No, sucky. And wicked.”

      Kids.

      Is Paranoia When …
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      Eyes that daunt the plucky Adogeneti

      by: ZT

      After reading a couple of books by Harold Robbins, Jacqueline Susan wezete … I avowed that agerbEt was not for me. Oh those days of phantasmagoria, when yeferenje hager was sought for ultimate destination, a paradisal dream without any need for subaE! I asserted that I was definitely created to live yeferenj life but that some dismal force (Abiot, immigration office headed by Captain IgelE…) was holding me in Arat Kilo.

      The Traz neTeq fanfaronade I blew, using expressions picked from the ferenj atalis of BhErawi T’yatr area, the movies, the common paperbacks by aforementioned authors and the like, puffed this delusory image. Although my darker complexion did not allow me to get the nickname ferenju or Chuli, my peers also hyped the preposterous claim. This was mainly because I was the fiction keju ayleyim type who walks like the boys in the 'hood on their way to a Friday didmasCHa. I guess no one had noticed that I had no literary knack whatsoever and my gait often changed depending on the movie I watched.

      Some dreams come true, however. I ended up in ferenj land, and the irony is my displacement may have made me the clinical example of paranoid.

      That is, if paranoia is when:

      - the eyes of a pedestrian or passersby cars are going-over you, you assume what goes on in their mind is: “There goes the N who lives on my taxes”.

      - a sedate glance from a woman passing by is interpreted as, “You testosterone filled abysmal baboon stop undressing me!”

      - sitting on public transportation the eyes around you seem to say, “Get off at the next stop. You are spattering our view and defiling our minds.”

      - a sudden shift of stride by a lone girl/woman walking in front of you sends you off almost galloping past without a glance, persistently thinking, “I made it before I saw the funky look that shouts rape.”

      - in a department store, you shun the eyes of the attendant, making sure that you left your bags outside, and avoid contact with fellow shoppers lest they sneak a barcode into your being.

      - the thought of renting a first floor apartment, let alone buying a suburban villa, is a sure prelude to a dukak-like nightmare where a clean-shaven, swastika-tattooed Norman Bates look- alike holds a roaring chainsaw over your neck.

      - a question that starts with “Do you …” is automatically interrupted by “No I don’t!!!” with the presumption that what they were about to ask you is, inevitably, if you had drugs.

      -a question “Where do you come from?” sounds malicious because you are certain that it will be followed by, “When are you going back?”

      I could lightly attest the society I am living in is racist by piling up evidence of the racial remarks and color related iniquities effected on others (gorebetkn siyama yene b’leh sima) on top of what I’ve experienced. My rational self, however, does not actually believe that every white person is out there to get me. Otherwise, I would not be doing justice to the dear ones with whom my relationship extends to ye Tut lij, abelij … and all the other genuinely lily-white folks.

      To be stared at, though, still brings up unpleasant sensations. Sew biyayut zinjero new! Darwin, igzer yiylet, made this common adage scientific. Is my apprehension when stared at because they might see me as a drone sibling of a Cheetah instead of the great…great grandson of DinQnesh? Or is it because their perusal may reveal the sins I never confessed to my nefsabat? Have I simply become a nutcase?

      How do I get the fortitude to get out of this abyss? How do I become the undaunted aynawTa and pay no heed to the blatant scrutiny while Zeraf Zerffing on the street?

      How do I embrace my prudent self or just call back my ancestors’ wenE and return to where the streets have no name?

      Fallen and Falling
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      by: Debrewerq

      Weizero Zufanishwerq looks in the tiny vanity every morning and traces circles around her eyes. The area underneath her eyes gets a shade darker with each passing day, and she makes a mental note of the day’s hue before she heads out of the spacious bathroom in her daughter’s Dupont Circle apartment.

      Today was Hdar MikaEl. And every year on Hdar MikaEl Weizero Zufanishwerq threw a big luncheon for all the right people in her circle. Her daughter, Seble, calls the circle the “Last Wives Club” as its members were the last wives of past aristocrats.

      By any standard, Weizero Zufanishwerq is a very well preserved woman. Her face, except for a healed yet deep gash by her right temple, is almost flawless, right down to the perfect circle of a beauty mark on her left cheek. She still plucked her eyebrows with the meticulousness of a brain surgeon. Her hair, with bold streaks of gray zigzagging among her curiously black locks, always managed to look properly mussed, exuding just the right ‘purposefully disheveled’ to ‘effortless elegance’ ratio of a woman with excellent breeding.

      Weizero Zufaniswerq slipped into an elegant Hermès dress she had gotten in Paris on one of her numerous trips there in the late sixties. She was still a perfect size 8. She knew it, and she was subtle but brutal about letting others know it as well.

      She reached into her jewelry box and opted for a string of Cartier South Sea pearls and matching earrings with which her late husband, a wealthy businessman and high-ranking minister in the Emperor’s cabinet, had gifted her on the occasion of the birth of their first son.

      On the guest list for her luncheon were her long-time friends Weizero Mannalebish, Weizero Zewditu and Weizero Sebebyelesh. The four women have known each other since childhood, had gone to school in England, and then college in Paris, and had vacationed in Qoqa annually with their families. They all ended up in Washington, DC in the last few years, and resumed their interrupted friendship.

      By one o’clock Weizero Zufanishwerq was pacing the living room waiting for the woman who was catering the affair to arrive with the nine different dishes that had been commissioned. Weizero Zufanishwerq tried to tidy up her daughter’s living room to distract her from the nervous flitting in her stomach, but was caught short when she saw a menacing piece of string lying underneath the loveseat. She glared at the string hoping that that would somehow make it vanish, and then clucked at it impatiently when it refused to move. She sighed with exasperation… “Mannesh…Sebli…” she called out. But her daughter was in the shower and could not be reached for assistance.

      Relief sank into her nerves when Weizero Zufanishwerq heard the doorman buzz their unit to announce the arrival of the caterer.

      “We will send her in the freight elevator,” the doorman squawked into the intercom.

      “But, of course,” declared Weizero Zufanishwerq, a little irritated that the doorman would think that she would not know that the building’s tenets forbade use of the regular elevator by catering staff.

      The caterer, a bewildered young woman named Genet, finally rang the doorbell at Unit 907, and adjusted her hair in nervous anticipation. Weizero Zufanishwerq called on her daughter again… “Sebli… Ber!”

      Seble tiptoed her soaked feet into the foyer and rolled her eyes at the fact that her mother still refused to open doors. “MammiyE, what would happen if I wasn’t here? Who’d open the door for you?” she said as she steadied the towel on her head while turning the knob on the door.

      "Sebli… your clothes. Please, go and put some on, " her mother said with slight resignation registering in her voice.

      The caterer entered the elegant foyer of the apartment and, upon seeing Weizero Zufanishwerq, bent down deeply from the waist and muttered a series of greetings. Weizero Zufanishwerq dismissed the woman’s deference with the ease of a woman entitled and focused her attention on the trolley of food behind Genet. Genet, still mesmerized by the woman, was busy bobbing by Weizero Zufanishwerq’s side.

      “LijE,” said Weizero Zufanishwerq with deliberate casualness. “Ij mensat eko… qertuwal silu new mnsemaw.”

      By two-thirty, Genet had set up the food and was wiping down the last serving bowl when Weizero Zufanishwerq took her by the elbow and marched both of them to the living room. Genet, surprised by the sudden intimacy of her new client, felt flattered that she was now on soto-le-soto meyayaz terms with the great Weizero Zunfanwa.

      In the living room, Weizero Zufanishwerq paused by the loveseat and signaled with the slightest movement of her head towards the floor. It took a couple of gestures for Genet to understand that she was being told to look down. When she did, she noticed the string that was lying so casually on the floor. She looked up puzzled at Weizero Zufanishwerq. Weizero Zufanishwerq pursed her lips and her eyes wrinkled as she pointed to the string.

      Genet hesitantly bent down and picked up the string and Weizero Zufanishwerq sighed in relief and gratitude. “LiTalew?” Genet asked with hesitation.

      Weizero Zufanishwerq pursed her lips again and nodded softly. Genet hurried back into the kitchen, the string tightly secured in the palm of her hand.

      First to arrive was Weizero Zewditu, a stately looking woman, tall and elegant in a two-piece pantsuit that hid beautifully her stout stomach.

      “ZufaniyE,” she said, kissing her friend on the cheeks while handing her shawl to Genet. “ZufaniyE, lemindinew mitlefiew? …” She scanned the buffet with approval, “YihE hulu sra. Mn boTash.”

      Weizero Zufanishwerq smiled ruefully and motioned her friend into the sitting area. The French doors that led to the verandah were open, and Weizero Zewditu headed outside to take in the breathtaking view. Seble hurried in from her bedroom and squealed with delight upon seeing Weizero Zewditu. “ItiyE ZewdiyE!”

      “WeyE, yenE hod. AbEt qonjoooo… nei esti.” The two women hugged and kissed while Weizero Zufanishwerq looked on with obvious discomfort. She wished her daughter were a little bit more restrained when it came to physical contact with people… especially her friends.

      Weizero Zewditu and Seble settled into idle chatter and soon the doorbell rang again. Weizero Zufanishwerq looked at her daughter, who tried to pretend that she did not notice the distinct chime of the doorbell.

      Weizero Zufanishwerq cleared and throat and impatiently gestured to her daughter. “Sebli… ber. Beru, Seble.”

      Seble laughed and loudly whispered to Weizero Zewditu with mock indignation, “My mother still doesn’t open doors, ItiyE ZewdiyE.”

      Weizero Zewditu stared back blankly at Seble. “IndE. Tadiya, zebeNa aydelech!” Weizero Zewditu shot back, before shooing her friend’s daughter away. Seble laughed out loud, this time with genuine amusement and strode to the foyer.

      It was Weizero Sebebyelesh who arrived with her daughter-in-law, a policy wonk at the World Bank who was from a solidly middle class family. Weizero Sebebyelesh liked her daughter-in-law as a person, but did not care much for her politics or her intellectual prowess in general. But she was kind to her son, and Weizero Sebebyelesh had managed to convince herself that that was enough.

      Soon guests arrived with their various spouses and better halves, as did Dejazmach Kibru and his friends, Dr. Belete and Lij Asfaw. By four o’clock everybody was sitting in assigned seating at Seble’s long dining room table. The conversation was muted although amiable, and Lij Asfaw rose to pray.

      All the matrons rolled their eyes subtly at what they considered Lij Asfaw’s presumptuousness. Lij Asfaw, after all, was a reformed teramaj, and even though he was accepted back into the fold after supporting the coup led by the Neway brothers, he has always been held in disdain, particularly by Weizero Zewditu.

      Lij Asfaw cleared his throat and let out a deep breath before bowing his head… “Besemeab… we-weld… we menfess qidusssssssssssss,” he said, his voice assuming an authoritative timbre. He went on for a good amount of time, mixing Ge’ez with Amharic, praising MikaEl and Kidane Mhret and GebriEl and SillasE.

      Weizero Zewditu had finally had enough. Just as Lij Asfaw’s was about to open a new paragraph of what promised to be a long widasE of Medhaine Alem, she interrupted with a loud, “Amen… Belu… inibla”. Lij Asfaw stopped mid-sentence, and out of the corner of his eye, caught Weizero Zewditu passing the tray with injera to Weizero Zufanishwerq. “Amen,” said Weizero Sebebyelesh siding with her friend. “Amen,” chanted everybody else one by one, and Lij Asfaw very reluctantly sat down, his face expressionless. Someone let out a muffled giggle.

      Seble was talking to Lij Asfaw’s son, Dejinne, who was telling her about his recent trip back to Ethiopia. The pleasant chatter of luncheon conversation echoed throughout the high ceilings of Seble’s duplex. She loved her mother’s get-togethers. It reminded her of life back home when her parents entertained. Her mother had stopped talking about Ethiopia a long time ago. She never talked about her memories of raising her children in Addis Abeba, or of her friendship with ItiyE Zewditu et al. The only glimpses that Seble got into her mother’s life were at these intimate luncheons. Even then, her mother rarely said much. She was content with listening to her friends talk about their children. They, too, very rarely talked about anything in the past unless someone mentioned an incident requiring faint references to the past.

      Seble had tried often to ask her mother about her family history, and almost always Weizero Zufanishwerq managed to torpedo the conversation and move on to something else.

      Genet was busy clearing the plates when the doorbell rang. Seble looked at her watch and furrowed her brows.

      “Sebli… ber,” Weizero Zufanishwerq said instinctively.

      “Who could that be?” Seble said as she absentmindedly pushed her chair back and laid her napkin on the table.

      The conversation went back to pleasant chatter, but dissipated on cue when Seble came back to the dinning room with her friend, SerkAddis, and SerkAddis’ new boyfriend, Melaku. SerkAddis, in the tradition of aristocratic ij mensant bowed deeply in the direction of the table and went to kiss her mother, Weizero Zewditu first, and then each of her mother’s friends. The women greeted SerkAddis with the slightest of nods and practical kisses without really looking at her. Melaku was poignantly ignored, but he hardly seemed to notice. Either that or he was preternaturally used to being treated this way by his girlfriend’s family. The women did a final size up of SerkAddis and looked away in silence. The men tried to fill the silence with exaggerated pleasantness.

      “SerikiyE… Ye tSadqan qeTero, le buna deresh…” They, too, never address Melaku directly.

      SerkAddis nodded with restrained deference and flashed everyone the quickest of smiles. Seble signaled for people to make room for the two new guests and Lij Asfaw gestured his son to bring two more chairs from the living room.

      Seble looked at her mother and noticed the shutters in her eyes that clicked shut whenever an “outsider” like Melaku invaded her space. Weizero Mannalebish, a half smile frozen on her lips, attended to a phantom stain on the white damask tablecloth. Weizero Zewditu stared icily at Seble first, then SerkAddis, then back at Seble before reaching for her water goblet.

      The two guests squeezed themselves in between Seble and Dejinne. Seble, in a valiant effort to drown out the discomforting silence that had suddenly taken over the dining room, instructed Genet to bring two more plates.

      “No, no. We’ve eaten,” SerkAddis said. “We just thought we’d have coffee.”

      The clinking of coffee cups was a welcome distraction. Seble again quickly glanced at her mother and her friends. Their eyes remained expressionless.

      “Serki and MelE just came back from Ghana,” Seble said with undue joy. “How was your trip, guys?”

      SerkAddis looked at Seble with gratitude for trying to slice through the glacier that seemed to have followed them into the room. The more she tried not looking at her mother’s eyes, though, the more they happened to fall victim to the invisible arrows that were darting from Weizero Zewditu’s eyes. “ItiyE ZufanE, dehna nesh,” she finally let out.

      Weizero Zufanishwerq carefully and very slightly bowed her head in the direction of SerkAddis. “Yimesgenw,” she said softly before she looked away and stared directly at nothing in particular.

      Melaku was oblivious to all this. He looked longingly at the serving dish half-full of kitfo being carted away. He leaned back on his chair and slipped a well-used toothpick in his mouth and crossed his arms.

      Eventually, the conversation at the table started to pick up. The elder women remained silent. Melaku happily chatted loudly with Seble and SerkAddis, even occasionally directing some phrases at Lij Asfaw and Dejazmach Kibru. He had tried to volley a little joke at the women, but their steely looks had slapped the very words back at him. He made sure not to look in their general direction.

      SerkAddis, who was keenly aware that her every move was being registered by her mother and Co., started on a story about her work assignment in Ghana. Dejinne asked her if there was an Ethiopian population in Ghana.

      “There is. But… yeNa sew tawqewaleh, ye sew hager hono… t’ibit alen aydel…”

      Melaku, clueless of the thick layers of double entendre in his girlfriend’s sentence, chimed in.

      “The Abeshas there are unwelcoming of new people,” he said, all of a sudden sounding very anthropological. “They very much suspect all newcomers. Very wary bunch. Very cliquish.”

      “Very paranoid,” added SerkAddis letting the words drip heavily in the air. “They are unforgiving of past mistakes, and hold grudges forever.”

      “Ummmm. Paranoid,” mouthed Melaku slowly. He leaned abruptly into the table and grew serious for a moment. “What is it with us ETs and this congenital paranoia and distrust? Ke yet meTa?”

      Seble and SerkAddis’ eyes lit up-half in triumph and half in amazement at what Melaku had just said. These were thoughts that had always gusted through their minds, and it was often the topic of conversation among their group in the privacy of bars. Long, protracted sociological analysis of their parents was a favorite pastime of Seble, SerkAddis and their friends. They’d never been able to summon up the necessary courage to “confront” (a favorite word in the heated discussions) the pathos of paranoia and distrust that remained a badge of honor in the older generation. The very words they were able to construct in rapid-fire succession among themselves froze in their throats when faced with the intensity of the icicles in their mother’s eyes.

      And now… now here was Melaku busting open the vacuum-sealed jar with such impossible ease. Seble and SerkAddis looked in the direction of the women, ready to be defended by the shield of Melaku’s child-like innocence that was not present in the psyche of the children of CHewa lijoch.

      Weizero Zewditu slowly turned to look at Melaku for the first time since his arrival. She arched her right eyebrow to such an improbable height that her eyes threatened to pop off their sockets, fall on the floor intact, and roll across the hardwood floors.

      Weizero Zufanishwerq sharply turned to look at her daughter, her eyes clearly reflecting a series of emotions, none of them legible, but all lethal and doled out as if projected by an overworked teleprompter.

      Melaku tried to hold Weizero Zewditu’s gaze but he quickly turned to the rest of the table for reinforcement. But like a lonely general on the last battlefront, he was left alone to contemplate the sight of his fleeing troops.

      Weizero Zewditu looked at Melaku even more closely, smelling his fear and languishing in it. How much he looks like his father, she said to herself. His father, she guessed, might have been the same age Melaku is now when their paths crossed in Addis Abeba at the infamous SosteNa Poliss Tabiya in 1974. It was Melaku’s father, a wiry man with too-bright eyes and an angry smile, who had told her and her friend Weizero Sebebyelesh that their husbands had been executed. He had said it with a little bit of pride and with the duty of an obedient boy soldier.

      It was pouring rain that day when Weizero Zewditu had gone to the station to inquire about her husband. She had met Sebebyelesh at the gate as she too tried to talk the teenage guard into letting her in. They were made to stay out in the rain for a long time before they were summoned to Melaku’s father’s dingy little office.

      “Balish Abiyotawi irmija tewesdobetal,” he had said, looking at Weizero Zewditu in the eyes. He turned his attention to her friend. “Yanchim.”

      It took a while for the women to fully understand what that phrase meant. The two friends, horrified into morbid silence, had made their way to their cars, and finally back to their homes with strict instructions not to have a leqso. A few days later they again met up with Melaku’s father at Zufanishwerq’s house. This time he was in their friend’s living room, lecturing her about the sins of her family’s excess and the manner in which her husband was killed-shot and buried… somewhere. He had then thrown a pair of sunglasses that belonged to Weizero Zufanishwerq’s husband on the coffee table. “Kefelegish meneSirun qiberi.”

      Weizero Zufanishwerq had listened to the man in stoic silence, sometimes catching her breath sharply because she had forgotten to breath. Melaku’s father had then stretched his legs on the coffee table and ordered her to being him and his colleagues water. Weizero Zufanishwerq rose up to go to the kitchen but fainted on her way and hit the right side of her head on the corner of her dining room buffet.

      The next day, in bed and still in shock, she learnt that her two brothers were also killed, and that her first-born son, Girma, was missing. Her newborn daughter, Seble Wengail, who was sleeping in a crib in the far corner of the bedroom, cried with hunger, but Weizero Zunfanishwerq did not hear her.

      Weizero Zewditu, upon meeting her daughter’s latest boyfriend, had frozen momentarily. So had her friends. They had registered the flushed excitement in SerkAddis’ face when she had introduced him as “the love of my life”, and they remained silent, not even talking about it amongst themselves. It was one of those things that went directly to the vault of silence.

      Now, Melaku shifted uncomfortably and leaned back again on his chair. The toothpick slipped from his mouth and fell on the floor. He eyed it, but did not reach out to retrieve it.

      Finally, Weizero Zufanishwerq let out a long sigh and broke what had been an interminable stillness.

      “Paranoid?” asked Weizero Zufanishwerq quietly, looking directly at SerkAddis, and then at Melaku.

      “Demmo yeNa sew paranoid y’nessew?”

      She rose up and dropped her napkin on the floor and headed to the verandah.

      Her friends followed her one by one.

      Of Paranoia and the Ethiopian Psyche
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      by: Hama Tuma

      It all begins with that pervasive and omnipotent “Man Yawqal”, a simple “who knows?” that has forever warped the Ethiopian psyche and stamped “Paranoiac” on his or her soul.

      Who knows or “Man Yawqal?” is not actually a question. It is rhetorical and replies to itself that no one really does know anything. Anything is possible; it is a dangerous and mysterious world out there, beware. And the Ethiopian, as we all know, is very keen on warnings; we love mysteries; we pretend to have secrets since we presume possession of some secrets gives us importance. There is another side to the whole paranoia scene with “YalTere’Tere temene’Tere” and “MiqeNa AyasaTah”. Curiously enough, the average Ethiopian feels the need for enemies as if his/her existing troubles are not enough.

      Paranoia has invaded the ordinary Ethiopian since time immemorial and the result has been both positive and negative. The rock hard belief that everyone in the world is out to get “exceptionally beautiful” Ethiopia has contributed to the spirit of vigilance and resistance that kept the country independent. Yet, this same paranoia has driven the Ethiopian into his/her own shell of suspicion and made him or her hostile to new ideas, to new contacts. Suspicion is bred, trust is hardly ever given. The image of two friends on a long trek vowing loyalty to each other at every stream crossing comes to mind. Man Yawqal indeed. Never turn your back on anyone, be suspicious, a smile hides venomous thoughts, your own mouth is your first enemy. The Ethiopian walks stooped, carrying an invisible load called paranoia. It is pervasive, this paranoia, and is embedded in the culture, in the literature, in the very soul of the Ethiopian.

      The jury is out on whether paranoia has done more harm than good to the Ethiopian. I am inclined to think that the Ethiopian would have been a better person without the Man Yawqal armor he or she wears every day and night for ever. As I said, Man Yawqal carries its own answer: No one does know anything, any guess or fear, any wild conclusion or fantastic perception can very well be true. There is no certainty, no clear answer. No one is innocent, all are threatening. You can’t scientifically explain thunder and lightning nor can you give a rational explanation as to why the black cat seems to like staring at you. The world is round? When have you gone around it, please? The Ethiopian may be poor but he thinks the whole world is after him, coveting God knows what?

      Of course we can’t blame the poor soul as the powers that be find and contrive ways to make his existence more miserable. The irrationality of the State has always encouraged the paranoiacs. It acts so arbitrarily and makes all their wild fears real that their “I told you so” becomes credible. In the political field, the prevailing paranoia makes efforts to forge unity quite difficult. The required degree of trust is never achieved, suspicion is the norm and in the end this fear justifies itself and wrecks the initial effort. Someone has said three Ethiopians in a group hug will be hiding six daggers plus one behind their backs.

      My mother often tells me not to trust the ferenjis. Ferenj yamene gum zegene. As an abesha condemned by fate, I sometimes throw away all my education, consciousness and rational beliefs and let the devil of all-pervading suspicion chauffeur my thoughts and conclusions. Ethiopian politics is a catacomb and you may have to put off the flashlight to see your way out of it. This said, the fact remains that every peasant male imagines all men are after his “beautiful” wife, we are paranoiacs par excellence. I think it also has something to do with what some people call the mountain stronghold complex. A fortress mentality—all that is outside is suspect, dangerous. The high mountains that served to insulate us and enabled us to resist the invaders also served to isolate us and to enhance the feeling of paranoia. Over the mountain lurk the hyena and other wild animals. “Alarf yaletch Tat”…… do not go where no man has gone before.

      One dictionary defines paranoia as a “mental disorder characterized by systematic delusions as of grandeur or persecution”. Mental disorder is saying too much as Ethiopians (you and I know quite well) have never been mad collectively or individually. Delusions of grandeur is, on the other hand, a Napoleonic tic that every Ethiopian shares. My father is the president of Gonder, one young boy told me at a wedding. The boy, who was born in America, has already been bitten by the bug. Delusion of grandeur is as Ethiopian as Injera. Everyone is a Dejazmatch or aspires to be one. Saving face is paramount even if there is little face left to speak of. The victim complex is also part of the Ethiopian paranoia, that “everyone is after me” feeling. (Stretch it far and you get the local version of the Massada complex, the Meqdella complex if you want, a trait that did not afflict Mengistu Haile Mariam, I must add). This has resulted in the laconic character that describes most Ethiopians, their being taciturn (zim ayneqzim). Some foreigners consider this as arrogance on the part of otherwise polite Ethiopians, but the truth is that paranoia dictates a position of diffidence. Self defense. Fix a smile to your face, keep your gates closed, let your wild dog free and invite everyone into your house. Somewhere in there is the crux of the problem of the Ethiopian paranoia.

      Man Yawqal indeed. Paranoia is a state of mind. Orderly and normal? A disorder? No one can really say so, can one? Xenophobic, shy, reserved, arrogant, secluded and more have been our labels. The world has yet to understand that we are simply paranoiac, suspicious, afraid and trying to deal with delusions that we take for real. Man Yawqal. Please go before me, after you sir. Who knows what tomorrow brings? All this talk of liberty and democracy may be fake. Keep your mouth shut and your eyes down. E’lama athun, keep a low profile. The Ethiopian hides from himself out of necessity. Is this paranoia too?

      Who knows? Man Yawqal?

      Unsettled
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      by: L

      vivid somethings burden me

      neither discrete memories nor pronounced longing

      little some things surface during indiscrete intervals

      between this and that

      dream and devastation

      and wake

      betrayal

      allowing sense of absence to occupy the Everything she once filled

      i lie

      suspended

      between the gray and gray

      between the sum of somethings that is neither

      a wholesome nothing

      nor my immortal Everything i once knew

      It Was - It Wasn’t
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      by: Yilkal Abate

      It wasn’t…

      we can no more than smoke until the flame return

      not even,

      the spirits in smoke ascended to high heaven,

      by the cruelest way of pain,

      for those stationed to the left of you

      It wasn’t that.

      It wasn’t…

      Your genial spirits fail,

      in a slumber

      …

      perhaps a berebaso, i’ll give you that,

      for a rare rhyme

      It wasn’t…

      old time,

      that was pulled by oxen

      No,

      It wasn’t…

      a trim of self to the storm of time.

      It was more a squeeze,

      that made us sh**.

      It wasn’t…

      The sun is warm, the sky is clear,

      from whose unseen presence the leaves dead are driven.

      No?

      It wasn’t…

      the agony of bloody sweat,

      the voice of love with tongue of flame recording your charity. Your hearts, your lives right willingly you gave

      It wasn’t that which became so prevalent

      but it was…

      Reasoning upon its own dark fiction,

      in doubt which is self-contradiction

      that wasn’t.

      It wasn’t…

      The verb who died in every mood and tense for the noun,

      not even,

      were I a predator of poor thoughts

      I

      t

      w

      a

      s

      n’t.

      It was…

      this body of hers, making itself a stronghold,

      It wasn’t…

      ceasing from mental fight, Nor my verbal sword sleeping in my hand

      It wasn’t…

      leaving a legacy of ebbing veins,

      Inconstant heat and nevertheless reining,

      It was…

      The quest for certainty blocking the search for meaning,

      of the endocrine system

      I?T?..

      Are you paranoid now?

      Jimma…Hello, Part II
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      by:: Liyu Ambar

      The Jimma Bar was as we had left it. The old timers were there, as was their wont, getting their last shot or fix before catching the last bus or taxi home. There were a couple of really close friends and they never took any form of public transport – they walked home. That way, they burned the last vestiges of the alcohol from their breath. Their wives or children getting a lung full of the fumes that seemed to surround them as a shroud,they did not mind: it was what the neighbours might think they cared about most. That was the only chink in their armour.

      As the friends wobbled and staggered their way home, a five-mile trek toward the western suburbs where even hyenas, it was said, were frightened to roam for fear of the armed homeowners, they reminisced about their less-than-useful life but came to the conclusion that it had been worth every single second.

      "How else can you explain the fact that we had more fun than most? That we could laugh our way through the Red Terror?"

      "Or, taking as a prime example the city lad, the gigolo, the spendthrift, the drunkard (bless him) the wastrel, who sold all his land and the homes his parents had bequeathed him for a song; and found himself penniless when the Derg took over. Took over everything, remember?"

      "Let me please finish the story! He then had the last laugh, didn’t he? He went around to confront his friends and to tell them to their face–he actually SHOUTED it out-‘I at least got to enjoy the fruits of my parents’ endevours, didn’t I? You got yours snatched from you!’"

      "And how they hated him for it! He in fact is still living a blameless life, healthy as a pig in heat, and still laughing at his friends for not taking his advice to sell, sell, sell."

      And our friends, holding each other up, guffaw up the little incline that had more than once defeated them, just making it to the top with many a shuffle and scrapping of shoe leather on asphalt. They both give a triumphant yell on getting to the top, but start their ignominious body roll into the gutter, where they will sleep the sleep of the weary, but contented.

      HELLO, DO YOU STILL HEAR ME, JIMMA? YOU’RE FADING… AH, THERE YOU ARE, JIMMA!

      “You again? Got that tape running still? I think Jimma ought to charge you for the electricity you use. God only knows you use the tape enough!”

      “At least I put it to good use. Serf.”

      “I was thinking…It’s catchy, so watch out. But I’ve been thinking, since our Ladies of the Night episode…About Kissing.”

      “Ah, yes. But which kind? The real smoocheroo? The touching of the cheek with a cheek type? How about the lip-corner-to-the-lip corner, touch? Or: the slurp?”

      “None of those, really.”

      “Did I mention, too, the brush; or the whispering in the mouth type? And not to forget: the suction?”

      “You’ve nearly covered them all, my man. But NOT the one that matters. I’ll let your mind meander through all avenues, though. Knowing you, you’re just about to give me a lecture.”

      “Correct. After which, I’ll let you tell me why you’ve been thinking about kissing. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      “Well, let’s start with the way we look at each other. You know, the way we tend to evaluate one another. He’s short, fat, skinny or fleshed out. The last of which we tend to think of as someone being ill; in Ethiopia, that is. Skinny has always been IN - always has been. Fat? Well, there’s something wrong there alright, we’ll say. He, or she, has put on weight; I hope they are alright, we whisper with concern. Must be something they’ve eaten!”

      “Anywhere else in the world, in fact EVERYwhere else in the world, it is the other way around!”

      “You see a fat person, and the thought, if they happen to be a woman, is: THE BED - and what a warm cover she would make come winter.”

      “Not doubt about it: scrawny fat? bodies are more lovable.”

      “Then came the famine.”

      “Yes…then came the famine. And all Ethiopians were skinny flints. And being thin meant you were malnourished and hailed from the north of the country. And the south. And the east. From all over the country, in fact.”

      “Remember the question often asked, and it was not intended as a joke, either? Question: And what did YOU do during the famine? Answer: I was not born for the first one in '73; I was too young to care for the next in '84; and I, like the NGO’s, the UN and the rest of the world, was too fatigued for the latest one in '03.”

      “Tangent. Tangent. You’re flying off. And frying the lard, as they say. By the way, did you hear that Wendimu lost his cool a couple of months ago?”

      “No! Was it here or over there, in the Compound? I’ll never call it the Ministry as long as I live.”

      "It was at the Ministry, in the Compound. Well, it seemed that the minister himself was doing the rounds on that particular morning, in the radio department, when he noticed that the area around each broadcaster was littered and knee-deep in edited and spent tape. He asked what it was, but before a luckless idiot had time to offer an answer, the minister started belching fire. How could people be so wasteful, he wanted to know? Did they not realize that money was not cheap and that the Imperial Ethiopian government was going to great lengths to keep radio on air as a going concern, despite the fact that it cost the earth? And did they not know that the country, unlike America, was poor and in hock to its gills? And what did you people do, he asked? You cut and waste and litter, he exploded, that’s what you people do, and that’s what you are: wasteful. And thankless, he added as an afterthought.

      "Which is when Wendimu walked in, of course. You, said the minister, pointing a shaking finger at Wendimu, You: see this waste, this wonton waste of your friends? Can you tell me what it means?

      "Wendimu, as you well know, is not for mincing words. The very little respect he harbours in his body, he saves for his wife, three children, and his mutt of a guard dog. He suffers fools very lightly. He saw in his minister a dolt, but a well-meaning dolt. But he let him have it. With both barrels.

      "Sir, Mister Minister, sir. What you see at your feet is known as tape. Not tapeWorm. But AUDIO tape. We record words and music on it. Which we broadcast to the world, and in the process, we help keep you and others like you in power. The bits and pieces you see on the floor is SPENT tape: what seems to you to be a lot of wasted tape represents in fact about twenty seconds of airtime. Which is piffle. Nothing. This little piece I hold in my hand is exactly seven and a half inches long: which is just one second, but which, to you, seems to be long enough to do ten programmes on. Stay away from people who know what they are doing. Stay in your office. Just listen to the programmes and criticize them – if you must. Leave us alone to do our jobs; we won’t disturb you in yours.

      "Wendimu spun on his heels and was out of that office before the minister could utter a word. The minister, beside himself with utter fury, spluttered a few times, then left for his office.

      "In less than a week, though, the minister had had his revenge on Wendimu. He ordered that from that day on, there was to be no physical editing of audiotape in the ministry. No razor blades, no stitching together with Scotch tape. Only electronic editing of tape was to be allowed. On pain of death, or a cut in one’s salary for every infringement, or both, the greater punishment to be inflicted first whenever possible.

      “Yes, I had heard, come to think of it. And Wendimu has not been heard from since then?”

      "‘Afraid not. I heard he’s been in and out of Jimma, staying a couple of hours the first time, drowning his sorrow as we all do on or off. But I left a message at his house today. So he just might roll in. Our ever faithful waiter will know. Paulos, come on over, please. And what did I tell you last time about pointing that metal tray at me, pray?’.

      “I wouldn’t dent it on your head even if you invited me to, or paid me. What is it?”

      “Seen Wendimu lately? And don’t be so churlish, if you value you life, serf! Even if you are the best paid waiter in town.”

      “He actually phoned half an hour ago, in fact. Said he would be in…it will be in about ten minutes or so. Do you gents, for want of a better term, want something to wash that food down with? I suggest coffee with milk, not your usual aperitif. Which has, I am told to inform you, three parts gin or vodka, instead of the two, to one part Vermouth, white or red. No soda, or mineral water. And still definitely no olive or cucumber, both of which are bad for you. Any takers?”

      “Oh, go away, Paulos. Ply your trade elsewhere, please. Mis-named monster, if ever there was one.”

      “…And right on cue, there is Wendimu. Might as well let the tape keep on running.”

      "Hello, people,’ said Wendimu, ever gaunt, looking slightly listless.

      “And hello to you too, Wendimu”, say we both."

      “I can see by your crooked smiles that you’ve heard of my escapade with the minister. But I know for a fact that you’ve not heard that he also meqqonded me a week’s salary. Appropriated a week’s salary. Which, if we are to go by the ministry’s own standard, is low. There have been instances of a whole month’s salary cut being ordered. I got off lightly, and I am over the whole incident. I welcome the next one!”

      “Wendimu: tell us a tale or two…or five. Please? We’ll pay in kind, or with some drop of the harder, meaner stuff down your gullet? Please?”

      "In a while, yes, I will. In the mean time, Paulos, give me some of that poison you’ve been fencing, please. With a slice of mortadella wrapped in cheese and bread. And hot this time: not tepid swill or frozen-solid ice cubes. I mean the coffee and milk. More coffee than milk, if you don’t mind. Don’t skimp on the coffee, for Heaven’s sake: we have a surfeit of coffee. Nobody is buying the stuff. There’s a glut of it in the world. Just about everybody seems to be exporting the bean. Very few actually grow the stuff, mind you, but everybody is exporting it. Including all our neighbours. Somalia, for God’s sakes, is a net exporter. And it’s not even a country yet. Our new neighbour to the north became a country and is on that exalted list of coffee exporters already. Heaving coal to Newcastle? No, sir! Not any more. You don’t need to. Instead you grow Newcastle everywhere. Good marketing. No sweat.

      “Well, you could argue and say that Fords are made everywhere, too, you know.”

      “True. But we are not talking about a method of manufacture being transplanted elsewhere, forgive me for that turn of phrase, but of the fruits of a plant grown in one place being bagged and exported as if it were one’s own. There is many an animal on the hoof being carved up and its components being sold off as homegrown, but had really started life grazing on the succulent grasses of Borena and Harar. There is, too, a lot of leather being worn on the slim and slender shoulders and feet of Europe and Arabia that would shudder, if it could, in telling of a tale or two of its transfiguration. But that too is another story.”

      “Soap box, Wendimu. Pulpit. High moral ground. I didn’t know that your bent was that way inclined. Truly I didn’t.”

      "Care about something, or someone, I say. Life isn’t always full of fun, is it? Look about you. It’s made up of unspeakable people.

      “One of the architects of the Red Terror in the '70’s is said to have told people that in killing one hundred children in one night’s orgy of killings, if it were discovered that one, just ONE, child had been proved to be a member of the clandestine opposition group; then the exercise was deemed to have been a success. One child’s rightful execution and death, in the eyes of the executioners, was a lofty deed in the numbing death of one hundred children. The remaining ninety-nine deaths of admitted innocents was just a mistake, he is said to have uttered. The ultimate collateral damage. Of someone else’s children. We can now look back and weep at such grossness.”

      “But you must admit there is a certain amount of goodness in all of us, Wendimu?”

      “Why should I have to admit to anything as asinine as that? Asinine and yes, innocent. I have to go about thinking of things like that because, my dear friend, you and your like are the first to be sacrificed on the altar of righteousness. As is the law. And goodness. And faith. And…should I go on?”

      “Paulos, what ever did you put in that sandwich? What was in it, for Heaven’s sake? Wendimu, sure you don’t want something to perk you up a bit, lift your spirits; a snifter of something? Or perhaps something to take you down, Wendimu?”

      "Honestly, I hope you believe me when I say I was led to this frame of mind because of something that happened to me, and it has its own glory. Remember I said something about kissing at the beginning? That’s what set me off. Set me off in exaltation.

      “But before that story, let me tell you something about our glorious ministry. We didn’t laugh about what I am about to tell you then, but now…you know, much water under the bridge and so on…”

      “But before that, Wendimu, I insist you gargle with this 18-year-old…I hasten to add…liquid, alcoholic variety, not the full bodied, flesh and blood, alive kind.”

      "You slip is showing, sir. And not slip of the girl, either…’

      “Wendimu…”

      "Well, yes. It was a few years back, now. In the days when the ministry, for one, used to pay its salaries in…cash. Yup, they did, too. Until, that is…the circumstances surrounding this story.

      "Well, the first of the month, that is the first of the month - Ethiopian calendar - a holy day, after Saint Mary; was pay day, and people would line up outside the payroll office. The man in charge, and his name was spelt in capital letters, of course, would have his favourite hat on: yup, this too is true! And announce that his office was now open and in business. The first person in line would shuffle forward, announce his or her name in a hushed voice. The Man in the Hat would look to confirm, nod his head, turn the ledger around for you to sign, EXACTLY on the assigned spot. You bow, take your money, which you never, never counted, bow again and shuffle out of the room.

      “Once out of the room you were allowed to do anything that you had a mind to: you could shout with delight, THEN count your money; or you could cry on discovering that it had been decimated for an avowed slight to a managerial type. Or because you had forward-borrowed much more from it than you had thought. You could also pocket your money, what there was of it, not say a word to anyone in line and make your way to the nearest bank. Which happened rarely. Or you could just fart at the world, and make your way to The Jimma, where it and you will be welcomed, and parted, which was normal!”

      “And once there, ensconced in Jimma’s womb-like interiors, you would…”

      "…you would have the first Gin and It of the morning, helped down with the famous egg sandwich. This ritual went on for years. But unbeknown to the sweating, salaried masses and, I might add, to the higher ups, too, the money being doled out had been in use already. Sullied, it was.

      “A handful of ministry employees in the budget section had been using the allotted salary of the employees to bolster their own income. The money, more than three quarters of a million of the old money, and it was SERIOUS money in those days, was being lent out to Mercato merchants, at a phenomenal 20% interest. 20% a day interest! The merchants always paid back on time, and should I have to say it: paid back with interest. Until, that is, one of the merchants defaulted on his payment.”

      “Good heavens! No Gin and It on pay day!”

      "More than that, in fact. The week wore on. The salaried serfs would line up every day to be paid. Nothing. The Man in the Hat would mumble something about the ministry of Finance having got their sums wrong yet again, and make a hasty retreat. This went on for two weeks. At which time, of course, even the higher ups had to take notice and had to be seen to be doing something. As it was, before the managers had time to even think of what to do, the merchants of Mercato bandied together to pay off their colleague’s debt, with interest, I might add, and everybody sighed a mighty sigh of relief.

      “The Man with the Hat was seen for the first time without anything covering his pate, and was seen to walk the compound with head down, mumbling to himself. He was cowed and humiliated. He was dragged to court kicking and screaming his innocence. He and one other got to serve three years at His Majesty’s pleasure in one of the nation’s prisons. He died soon after his release, of a broken heart, it was often said. And that’s why our ministry got to be serviced with cheques issued by the Ministry of Finance. Mixture of a sad and comic, even tragic tale, I am afraid.”

      “Banks flourished, I remember. Best example of captive customers I’ve ever heard of. The number of accounts tripled and even quadrupled in just one month. Alright: now get to the kissing story. Please!”

      "What I am about to tell you will warm the cockles of your heart, it will.

      "I phoned a friend of mine the other day. She was going back home for the first time in twenty-three years. She was worried sick. How would she find everything? She knew she had changed. What would she find different? She told me, succinctly I think, that she was of a generation lost to her country: many of her aunts and uncles, those whom she had called etiye and gashe, were mostly dead. Those whom she had known as abbaba and emmama had passed on much earlier. She had no idea what her reception would be like–and it worked both ways, she felt–her discovery of what was left, and her reaction to it, and whether what was left of her family would take to her or not.

      "Before going to Ethiopia, she had planned to go on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, something she had been wanting to do since her childhood. So, in a sense, she was performing two pilgrimages. She was thus hoping, she said, to sustain the high expectation unfurled in Jerusalem, and to carry it forward to the country of her birth, where, she was constantly reminded, her umbilical cord had been buried for her to return to.

      "And, poor baby, this is where she lost control and started to cry; she just could not stop, once started. She had me swallowing more than a couple of times, believe me. And, of course, I didn’t have the heart to stop her. Not right away, that is. She sobbed her heart out. And finally, she had her words strung together enough for me to make her out. She was crying, she was saying, because she should not have had any doubts about anything or anyone. And that her country was still as glorious as she remembered it. And that she should have known that her people would never have changed; indeed never COULD have changed.

      "And do you know what, she asked me? Do you know what? I was never kissed once on the cheek, or mouth - something I would have expected from some of those that were close to me-such as my mother. Never kissed on the cheek or mouth. You know why? And she went off into another fit of sobbing. Do you know why, she asked again?

      "Because my feet had touched and walked on the Holy Ground that is Jerusalem. THEY ALL KISSED MY FEET. They caressed my feet. They kissed my feet again and again. They covered my feet with Holy Oil brought from church at the end of Mass each day. And they would again kiss my feet. They would not have me wash them! For fear that the holy touch of the Land on my soles would be washed out and away. And they would kiss my feet continuously, while they bestowed on me the care that the returned child, the prodigal child that had also been to the Holy Land, deserved. Who was being feted with the fatted calf, and much joy. For she had returned.

      "And she cried some more. For misplaced anguish. With unfettered elation.

      "Let it always be so.

      “That is my story of the Kiss.”

      Seleda salutes
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      Things, people and stuff we think are cool.

      It used to be that we at SELEDA were notorious arbiters of bad taste and champions of cheese. We often look back fondly at the days when we did not think that polyester and testosterone should be regulated by the FDA, and we think, wow, no wonder we were held back more than a few years in finishing school.

      Well, no more. Sure we still enjoy the occasional injera inna peanut butter fr-fr, but that don’t mean that we don’t recognize people who have forced us to recalibrate our cool-o-meter by achieving goals that, well, mekegels our insecurities to initiate a gb-gb with our inferiority complexes while our low self esteem looks down from Katanga!

      The point is, ke dehna yatewelede ke dehna y’Tega, and in that spirit we humbly salute the people who make us proud.

      
        	**Branna Magazine
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        * * *

      

      Once upon a time, in pre-Ring Road days, when mussina was still a non-word, a few well-intentioned editors (we had those in those days) at SELEDA thought that we had the potential to morph into a nontoxic vessel for intellectual dialogue and literary exploits. Oh, yes, SELEDochachin, we medebabessed the idea of being a beacon of cerebral inkiya selamtiya… an agelgil brimming full of ideas and thoughts that would bring forth civil discourse amongst Diasporic ETs.

      Until, of course, we discovered that all that required sustained and rational thought processes, being at least 90% wefefE-free-inet and, er, sobriety longer than the time it takes to open free another bottle of XO.

      Tadiya mn yaregal?

      Well, thank God the gods brought us Branna Magazine. What can we say about Branna that we have not said to past and present therapists at odd and oddly inappropriate moments? It is an ambitious, superbly written publication that should be made into little blue pills and overdosed with regularity. Beqa!

      Branna settled into a fantastic groove in its second issue with the scoop of all scoops: Guenet Ayele writing about talking to Mengistu Haile Mariam. Peppered with thought provoking articles from stalwart writers from the Ethiopian Diaspora such as Yemane Demissie and Aida Edemariam, as well as straight from Ethiopia – innE Indrias Getachew and Heruy Arefe-Aine-, Branna is one hip, exhilarating, unapologetically cool endeavor that has made our toes curl at, again, oddly inappropriate times.

      Branna is not prissy about stepping on toes and making waves via salient critiques, nor is it coquettish about poking at our sacred cows with the sharpest of pens. Wendata! “… [W]e’re going to find those untold stories and write them on the pages that have so far been blank. We’ll try and represent the Ethiopian experience with a mix of essays, reportage and photography; with reviews of books, music, theatre and art.”

      Moresh!

      We are delighted to learn that the third issue is about to hit the newsstands and will be sporting a new design and will also be presented on glossy paper. (Love anything printed on glossy paper; reminds us of them gussied up “WeTatinet inna Soshalizim” pamphlets that we were forced to read pre-something called “Medeb Nqate Hlinna” at qebellE meetings. … Good times.)

      Among the features in the new issue we hear, will be: Yohannes Edemariam following a coffee bean from rural Ethiopia to Starbucks; Shiferaw Bekele (SELEDA’s favorite Historian and potential wushimma-in-waiting) pontificating on Guenet Ayele’s book; Fassil Giorghis on Addis Ababa’s old homes; and, speaking of knee-slapping fun that is sure to conjure up fond memories, Meskerem Assegeud on Ethiopian “socialist realism”.

      Oh yeaaah, bring it on, baby!

      These are new times in the Ethiopian Diaspora. These are the Enlightenment Years on so many levels. These are days of hope and realization that the we in the Diaspora have a stake in Ethiopia, and Branna is unabashedly at the forefront of the march towards changing Ethiopia as we know her.

      To Subscribe to Branna go to: http://www.branna.ca/subscription.html

      
        	**Ethioindex.com
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        * * *

      

      There are portals, and there are portals. But then there is a phenomenon called Ethioindex. In what seems to be a relatively short time, Ethioindex, or as it is known around the SELEDA corridors, Esatu Ethioindex, has soared to heights of excellence that leaves us dazed with veneration.

      First there was the news portal thingy, which pools news about Ethiopia from sources as wide and varied as Upper Management’s neurosis. Not in Lagos thumbing through Nigeria’s Daily Champion? (Wui besmeab! Mn boTachiu!) Not to worry. Ethioindex ferrets out the most obscure publication that writes about Ethiopia. It is the most comprehensive outlet for ET news. We’ve noticed that they’ve partnered with the revered Ethiopian News Headlines and have started to include publications from back home, although ENH is still the unrivaled mesafint of brilliant selections from the Ethiopian press.

      So already, we are smitten by Ethioindex and want to be its love child. Then, then it added its Directory feature that sports Ethiopian links that are neatly indexed and categorized. Did you know, for example, that there is an “African and Ethiopian Studies” at Warsaw University? No, you did not. You know why? ‘Coz who knew they had a university in Warsaw? The Ethioindex directory is thorough, genuinely informative and better than the YeteregageTe Kitfo at Lidet Restaurant. Now, that, our friends, is good.

      We, the easily spooked, can take only so much, but not the people behind Ethioindex. Then came Medrek—their discussion board that is full of characters who call themselves Medrekians. Medrek if full of ruminations on everything from who-did-what-to-whom in the 14th century, to why we ETs lie about our ages, to banter about find a wife/husband. There are different categories, and for those of you gun shy about politics, enjoy the postings in the “Humor” or “General Interest and Articles” rooms. For those of you who dabble in politics… yerassachiu gudai!

      Ethioindexoch, ymechachihu!

      But there is more.

      Soaring to heights unknown, Ethioindex introduced its remarkable Live Webcasts. This is what revolution should be, dear SELEDAwiyan, unlike the assiduously dbrtinet that was medeb tgl this, meseretawi qranE that of the 70s. Ethioindex hosts occasional live Webcasts with call-in opportunities for listeners. Recent discussions included such timely subjects such as “Ethiopians & Mental Health: Illness, Stigma and Services” and “Status & Performance of Ethiopian Community Associations in North America”. One word: besmeabbweweldwemenfessqidus!

      Everything in Ethioindex is archived efficiently, and the entire site is easily accessible and intuitive. This is perfection. This is the 21st century, and Ethioindex is a definite fashion “Do”. You pioneers, we salute you.

      Visit Ethioindex daily at: [http://www.ethioindex.com](http:// www.ethioindex.com )

      
        	TsegayE Gabre-Medhin’s “Abren Zm Inibel”

      

      Several of your veins should involuntarily shudder to rapt attention when you hear Ato TsegayE’s bravura voice booming through your speakers as he reads some of his works on his new CD, Abren Zim Inibel”.

      Listening to this brilliant compilation of poetry in Amharic, OromiNa and English is one of those experiences that will leave your spine a little weaker, you mind a little less foggy and your spirit ever so sublimely reinvigorated. By the time you reach the Awash reading you will genuflect compulsively with every utterance of “EskemechE Y’hon Awash…”

      The CD is designed superbly. It reeks class all the way, and you can follow Ato Tsegaye’s words in the handy little booklet that carries the words to all the tracks. What a genius approach to introducing the next generation to Kibur Ato TsgayE’s work!

      It is a veritable start and we hope that there is a Part Two coming up, with, ehem, Esat Wei Abeba, Bchawn New Wend Miyaleqiss, Ye Tewodros Sinibit Ke Meqdela, and of course, Wa Yachi Adwa… but, we ain’t pushy or nuthin’.

      It is true that there is healing in poetry, and “Abren Zim Inibel” faithfully proves that idiom.

      Abren Zim Inibel is produced by C-Side Entertainment. It is available at most Ethiopian retail outlets. To purchase on line, please send email to info@csideentertainment.com.

      Top ten
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      Top Ten Ethiopian Reality Shows

      10. Who Wants to be a Millionaire’s lackey? A series of humiliating contests to see how low you would be willing to go to be in the entourage of a millionaire (this is also applicable for homegrown billionaires).

      9. DinqEm Joe Millionaire (or Joe Millionaire B’lo Zm): A would-be investor/millionaire visiting Addis who dates a number of lovely young women, all of whom believe (erroneously) that he has a fabulous mansion and loads of money to go with his American passport and recently mezerzer’ed dollaahrs.

      8. Real Worll’ed: A camera is hidden in the examination hall of Saint Joseph during the Matric exams – will they all copy off of Tiruneh the Brain’s answer sheet? Or is that a picture of Kuki in a bathing suit that’s circulating?

      7. Survivor: Moos’na Central: MegenaNa drivers’ license examiners and Wereda frd bEt judges are forced to go a whole week without accepting or initiating a single bribe. Secretly, the program organizers have put a tempting array of beautiful women and rich men on their daily agendas. Who will last till the end?

      6. Ethiopian Idol: The song? Tizita. The challenge? How many different ways can you sing this most revered of popular anthems? Slow croon? Reggae beat? These are good, yes, but they’ve been done. Can you do the acid-jazz version? the Bhangra version? Bluegrass? Mariachi? Bossa nova? Metal? Zydeco? New age? Opera? Dancehall? Techno? Soca? Flamenco? Highlife? Ska? House? Polka? Siberian throat singing? Reign supreme as the globalized Tizita dimSawi of all time!

      5. While your Debal Was Out : A team of eviction experts help you move your debal out of the house before she returns from her n_th visit to meksess yo’ ass at the wereda frd bEt. You have one hour to pack up her things, recover all the items you find in her rooms that had mysteriously disappeared from your house, and change the locks. A special team will go to key spots in the neighborhood to share stories of how she had meekly come looking for a meTegya but then ended up taking over your entire servees._ Will you be done in time? Will the neighbors rise up to help you or her?

      4. Fear Factor: Night in Merkato : Four persons are left in Amerikan gibi to fend for themselves for one night. In addition to the clothes on their backs, each will be given a pack of cigarettes, a nail clipper, thirty birr, a jar of Vicks, a can of tomato salsa, 3 festal and a merfé qulf. Can they survive marathon hours at CHat terra? Will the drenched-in-second-hand-oil sambussa from Medgem Aychalim Pasti BEt finally do them in? Will a disgruntled mechanic from SumalE Terra put a beheaded gebsimma doro in the gabina of their Ford Wrangler?

      3. Who Wants to Marry My Father? Harried children attempt to marry off their father. Their mother is divorcing the womanizing, cranky old man – she wants some peace and quiet before she dies, she has calmly stated. None of his kids wants to deal with his flatulent, dictatorial ways – besides, their spouses have already declared war. They figure some lonely baltEt empty-nester would love to take him off their hands, and they’re willing to throw in a condo and free groceries for life to sweeten the pot.

      2. Temptation Island: This could be it! Picture Langano, and two private mansions…one with 10 gorgeous men, the other with 10 gorgeous women. Bring in five married couples, sick and tired of each other after 7 years of marriage, looking to bump nasties with anyone who’s willing. They split up for the two weeks. But there is one catch – there are no condoms on the island and at least five men and seven women on the island are HIV positive. Join us for the two-hour finale when the truth comes out!

      1. BolE Eye for the Fara Guy : Five BolE molqaqoch kidnap Faras from Shola who wear white socks with black shoes and convert them into people even they would date.
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      How to Tell if you are a Paranoid ET. (P-ET)

      
        	If you are able to extrapolate at least three meanings from the phrase, “indEt aderachiu”… then you might be a P-ET

        	If you’ve said with any measure of certainty that all the ferenjies in Ethiopia are “CIDwech”… then you might be a P-ET

        	If you douse your children in qba qduss before you let them swim in the pool at the gym… then you might be a P-ET

        	If you avert your eyes quickly and mamateb furiously whenever you meet the gaze of a particularly dark complexioned person…then you might be a P-ET

        	If you are convinced that your computer’s chagrined wuqabi started the Melissa virus because all bad things happen to you and you alone…then you might be a P-ET

        	If you can’t remember the last time you used your real name on an application form… then you might be a P-ET

        	If you travel 60 miles into the countryside with your qess in tow to have him bless the Oklahoma berE for your monthly Lideta qrCHa because you don’t want no non-Orthodox “mnamintE” handling your meat…then you might just be a P-ET.

        	If you never go anywhere at noon for fear of running into ye qeTr aganintoch who you just know stroll on Broadway… then you might be a P-ET.

        	If you file for a transfer at HR after your colleague from the adjacent cubicle inquired about your weekend…then you might be a P-ET.

        	If you send out a little prayer like “Iyesus aderahin arebiNa atasemaN,” before you turn on your radio…then you might be a P-ET.

        	If you recognize the Buddha statue on your Indian friend’s nightstand as the very budda that “ate” Weizero Dinfinshewa, your old sefer wefCHo bEt owner thereby hexing the wefCHo and running her out of business…then you might just be a P-ET.

        	If it is routine for you to always ask someone’s name, yabat sim, ye ayat sim and won’t stop until you know someone who knows someone who knows them…then you might be a P-ET

        	If you conclude that your qrb wedaj hates your family because he does not ask you about your ten brother and sisters, an’nd be an’nd (“Beza dehna nat? Mammush dehna new? Yosef dehna new? Nadew dehna new? Qonjit dehhna nat?…”)…then you might be a P-ET

        	If you consider all incoming calls before 8 a.m. to potentially bear merdo… then you might be a P-ET

        	If you accuse your doctor of being a “tussss yale wereNa” because he asked you your family medical history (“InnEn eshi, AbatE dem bzat norew/alnorew mn abatuuuuu agebaw!”)…then you might be a P-ET

        	If you are suspicious of anyone who has not lived in Addis Abeba, (“Mn aynet sew new Addis A’ba’n yemayaweq? AyyyCH!”)…then you might be a P-ET
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      The Irony and Platitude issue

      April, 2004

      Note from the editors
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      Hey! We don’t wanna hear it! Y’all just save the “drom eko”s for somebody else whose y’lunNta sensibilities are not as contemptibly limited as ours.

      They say it’s hard to completely kill off ye GorE moyalE and ye Abadr kosso. Well, we are the former and have the latter, so, we’re baaaaaack!

      Oh, sure… dying a quiet and distinguished death is ye abat… some would even say reflective and intuitive. And, seriously, we were just about to disappear into the cyber equivalent of WubE Bereha when reality brought our flights of whimsy to a screeching halt: “But if there is no more SELEDA,” we ruminated, “where would we (a) deposit our trademark hostility and (b) release all the hafrete-biss-ingly unsound hatetas that hobble about aimlessly in our overpaid under-worked brains?”

      Answer: Nowhere.

      You would think that in a big place like the Internet there would be a safe house for recovering compulsive-obsessive-compulsive-obsessive meSihaff aTabiwech like us? Wouldn’tjathink?

      Wey-hay-hay-hay helllll!

      We tried. We tried to file our whole hazily nauseous SELEDA experience as one of them things that will one day get us on a particularly dreadful episode of Jerry Springer. Unfortunately, who knew even Jerry has …standards. Hence, medresha yaTach intin… intin …mnamn qbrTisiyo… indylu, we’re back on this forum. Well, we’re kinda back.

      We tried to distract ourselves and satiate our SELEDA nafqot by engaging in pastimes that’d sure get us two-to-five from even the most firde-gemdl kefiteNa chilot judge. Alas, nothing worked until relief finally came in the form of yet another portentous memo from upper management. (Ironic… haaaa?) This time they threatened to mewress our hard-earned, hardly earned SELEDA stock options if we didn’t report back to work pronto.

      Ahhhaiiii… bynachin’ma memTat aychalm. Those stocks are just about the only things we can show for the metaphorical whiplashes zig-zagging our backs. We couldn’t let some hodam, psychologically neutered bullies with Freudian complexes de-n’uss kebertE-ize us! Wegidu, we said as we scuttled back to work. Zeraffffff! Zerrrr….

      Waaaaaaitaminute! Waitagoddamnedminute! What SELEDA stock options? According to our last comptroller—whose primary job it was to disagreeably roll his eyes the way the disgruntled diiyaqon does every time we ask, “Excuse us, GashE DiyaqoniyE, what is the expiration date on the Tsebel you are serving today?”—SELEDA Stocks have been gone longer than CHisseNoch and the

      M’- EE- G’-MA Tsfet bEt they were made to dejj meTnat to learn how they’re no longer CHisseNoch right after they were briefed on what a CHisseNa was and how not to be one. Heeeeeeey! Damn them! (SELEDA upper management not the CHisseNoch…)

      Unfortunately for us, the “What SELEDA stock option?” revelation hit us right after settling into our old routine and moments after promising to re-start the Abiy Tsom that had to be, umm, interrupted in order to nurse our ameleNa triple-shot latté suss. “Stock option-iiiii? Yemin… ere stock abatachew y’Tfa…”

      OK. Well. So, the dignified response to such properly vile wretchedness would have been to summon up what righteous indignation is left in us, spout off the few fading meffekiroch we’ve retained from niqat, then swear blood vengeance in the name of all vanquished workers around the world (where “world” = the Tri-State area), and then storm off CHewa lij-idly, leaving upper management slack-jawed and livid.

      Awo. But, as they say at Marxism Agotachin Neber tej bEt, “Essuuma esu neber…”

      Be comforted, oh gentle readers, that wistful thoughts of storming out in a huff did actually cross our minds. Neger gn, we, er, already had our feet up. And, and we were hopelessly hypnotized by the sweet sound of our shiny new cappuccino machine whirring in what we swear is a Tizita melody …

      ECH! ECCCCCHHHH. Maybe they were joking about there being stock options to mewress … maybe we were being hyper sensitive about real and/or imagined subjugation… Oh, abol time? What the hell. Wezader schmezzader!

      So, here we are. And, incidentally, April is our fifth anniversary. Did we get any ye Harer Senga, ye CHanCHo qibE from any of you? Abess geberku!

      And haYOUdoin’, SELEDAmawech?

      Before the spirited SELEDA bashing about punctuality commences, let’s just say, “We told you so.” Inna baCHiru, we told you so. This time we cannot be held fully responsible for pulling the plug on SELEDA. And don’t you “ere bakih” us! Hadn’t we asked nicely for articles in order to sustain SELEDA? Hadn’t we sacrificed countless gebsimma doros to y’all’s gagrtam muses? And what do we get? A series of woolly “Wuy!.. ye lijE videogame gemed TelefeN” excuses from you about submissions. Tadiya…? Believe us, you couldn’t be more stunned than us at an actual SELEDA Shutdown that was not entirely due to our nzihilalinet! We found the twist in that fact… the… iroooony, if you will, weirdly sweet … in a sickly, noxious, saccharine-y, molten fructose-y kind of way. In the words of a staffer in our marketing department (whose entire demeanor can only be attributed to an unfortunate year spent at St. Mary): “This is sooooo not our fault. Like, totally, so not our fault. Like, ohm’god, I swear on a stack of credit cards it’s not our fault. Like… ok… like… daddy’s new girlfriend t’mooot d’binnn t’bel, it’s not our fault.”

      Roughly translated, that means… it ain’t our fault. So, before the Tat Tnqolla commences, oh SELEDAwi, look inside yourself. How have you contributed to the Great SELEDA Dkmet? Hmm? Come hither and let’s gmgema-ize.

      Bygones.

      Welcome to the Irony and Platitude Issue.

      First order of business is to ke lib-anjetachin ke wede kulalitachinm thank Ephrem M. Girma, the liqe mekuwass of Blen Graphix–THE premier graphics design company this side of the tiliq sew world. Ephrem very graciously pinch hit as our cover art designer this month. We are awed and humbled by his talent and wish that we could show him the Ephrem Girma Monument that now graces SELEDA Headquarters. All to say, thank you, Ephrem, for your benevolence, and a round of entuff, entuffs for your exquisite work! We have sacrificed one of the last remaining SELEDA virgins in your honor.

      [We’d like to take this opportunity to inform Ethiopian artists out there that we are sans a regular cover artist thanks to pixie Interns who keep scaring away our in-house artists by insisting on…“stroking your canvass, if you know what I mean”… Bicha wusTun le qess… So if there’s someone out there who’s willing to take up a few assignments for upcoming issues, please contact us ASAP.]

      Second order of business is to send a public apology to one of our most beloved regular writers, Ato G.T. and his very able agent/handler, the Divine Ms. Tezita, to whom we had promised a pair of SELEDA T-shirts in gratitude of their long service to SELEDA. A promise not followed up on thanks to a … a…

      mndin-new-simmu … wardrobe malfunction incident. GT and Tezita, we hope your be quna mysefer magnanimity will allow you to accept our most profound apologies. Rest assured, heads have rolled, Interns have suffered, and the situation been rectified.

      OKK. Neck-ist…

      We have another important tenk-tenqiew to ooze out. Of course, to all our writers, past and present, to you men and women who are tireless in your wordsmithery, to you ladies and gents who make us want to do SELEDA even when we think we can’t—thank you for leaving us breathless.

      lEloch mitimesegennu Tnd Tnd teselefuln ezich gar…

      So, what’s new at SELEDA?

      We’d like to welcome back the SELEDA Mail Editor … because if we don’t we’ll have yet another inconsolably yetekofessE editor roaming around the halls looking for an excuse to stab something. Even though we haven’t featured this column in the past… b’cha mn asqoTeren issues, we hope you know how much getting your feedback, erroro and zacha means to us. Keep them emails comin’. Enjoy The Mail, better yet, be one with it.

      Ahun esun titachiu, you ask in a bored, Debebe Eshetu-esque voice, when is the next issue coming out?

      As the ticket collector at Legehar says when asked what time the lonchina to Debre Zeit departs, “Bota simolla”. So, article simolla. If you are one of those stickler types who insists on more specific time frames, ok, end of May-ish. OK, June 1… abo! We hope to come out on June 1, hope being the operative word. It all depends on you. That makes the deadline for submitting articles May 20. Ingidih the rest is up to you.

      Our wheneverthehellitgetshere next issue will examine the complex, stirring, vexing, overwhelming, painful, sober, thrilling, frightening, beautiful, charming and volatile relationships between, “Fathers and Daughters; Fathers and Sons; Mothers and Sons; and Mothers and Daughters”… Quite a mouthful, we know. This is an issue we’ve actually wanted to reaaallly do for a while now, so we’re glad its turn has finally come. We look forward to your brilliant tracts examining, deciphering, lamenting and celebrating these relationships. So, settle down, roll up your sleeves, stick the kiddies in front of the tube, take one-two-three gunCHfulls of that gush Tella fermenting in your laundry room and write… then spell check, then click send, then resentfully ask your kids what the matter with them is, why are they spending so much time in front of the TV…?? “na ante! na ‘ko new m’lew! Na inna esti igrEn e’Teb, qzen y’Tebih inna!”

      What else?

      Oh, yes. And please help us welcome our new webmaster who, hey, we don’t geddid, insists on getting all resentful and confused whenever we ask pointed computer-nek questions such as: “Can you upload the thingamabob blinky blink neger so that the logo is doo-dah and whachamacallit-- intin?”… What? Whaaat? Why is that so hard to do without copping a ‘tude? (Makes you wonder what they teach them at Webmastery School these days.) Anyway, the “search” feature is courtesy of new webmaster. Yay. Use it wisely, embrace it wholeheartedly. It is a work in progress, so, before you U U tay it give us some time to work out the kinks.

      We have been asked by new Web-gEta to tell you a couple of things, and we warn you, geek-speak follows: “Tell ‘em [that’d be you who is being mezerTeTed, gentle readers], tell them that SELEDA no longer uses tables. Only CSS. So they will have to upgrade their browsers to the latest version.” Hmmm… We fleetingly thought about asking what the heck CSS was but got distracted by Webmassa’s flaring nostrils. “Tell them also that SELEDA is now printer friendly.” Friendly? Ma? INya? Nyyyyver!

      OK. Consider yourselves told.

      Oh, and since we go through webmasters faster than a Merkato kiss awlaqi can cavity search a distracted journeyman, get ready to welcome a new webmaster in the very near future. Eskeza d’ress… if loving our webmaster is wrong, we don’t want to be right.

      What else?

      What, you ask, is the future of SELEDA? Mnniew itE!

      To make a short story excruciatingly long, we hope to at least make SELEDA a quarterly ‘zine, depending on how well we are treated. We promise to hold up our end of the bargain if you hold up yours. It’s been such an exhilarating and extraordinarily overwhelming ride, this SELEDA has, and for that, dear readers, we will always be mind-numbingly indebted to you. Let’s hope we can get it going for a few more issues.

      And finally, we end on a sad note. SELEDA lost a dear friend and generous contributor, Robel Mamo. Robel’s camera was our insight into life in Ethiopia. He went beyond the call of duty on assignments, as he did in life. We’ve truly lost one of the most prolific voices of our generation. May he rest in peace.

      Here’s to the sheer ibdet that helped us breathe again. We’ll see you in … article simolla.

      Selam hunulin.

      The Humble Editors

      editors@seleda.com
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      Robel Mamo

      Some of Robel’s work on SELEDA:

      http://seleda.com/nov00/gallery1.shtml

      http://seleda.com/may01/mariam.shtml

      http://seleda.com/june01/lukwanda.shtml

      The Mail
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      We never know what awaits us when we open the SELEDA Mail… besides, of course, the usual paternity lawsuits, a variety of subpoenas and advertisements from people wanting to sell us bigger, er, hard drives.

      _

      But sometimes, sometimes we get a delicious meandering of thoughts from a reader which lets our minds wander into that Galaxy that readily accepts ibdet as currency. Oh, yesss. And this month’s aTefariss of a letter came from Tewbel Belachew. Bring on the mirqana…

      _

      Dear Honorable Editor (the real one):

      It is difficult nowadays to write something humorous, especially on an Ethiopian magazine. Yehone hono, mTs ! I will try.

      So as a good tuba mehaynim who has no original thought of his own, bekefteNa mehaynimne, I would like to make some comments on some recent dirssetotch in our beloved and most cherished Seledatchin. Therefore, beTam asqedimo, mTs! Yiqirta teTeyqual mTs!

      First I must protest against the self-appointed usurper of the editorship, ayn aTa. How dare he tell us what Seleda means, when every one in the universe knows that it is yemekina targa. He has also the pluck, yedifretu difrte, to quote some complicated Greek words and mention Greek philosophers that nobody knows behageratchin, when all Ethiopians know that the Greek philosophers such as the famous Qdus Papassinos brought to our country things like Metaxa cognac, Ouzo, Qendo and the like. Ye bzu sew gubet lemabelashetina andand rassim lemazor. Gud new iko! mTs! Demonstrating clearly that the self-made editor doesn’t know a hoot about Ethio-Greek relations that started when Homer met a GonderE tourist visiting the Acropolis. The relationship was cemented when Homer invited the Ethiopian to a goat cheese lunch accompanied with some cheap resina wine. Our gidirdir GonderE hardly touched the food, beside the fact that he thought yefiyel ayib utterly unfit for human consumption, and that the wine was some kind of ferenji qirrarri. He said to himself fiyel tibelaletchi inji min wotet alat? Ay yeferenj neger!! mTs! Ere gud new! mTs! When he told his friends of this happening after his return to Gonder some GonderE s thought that this was a great affront to Ethiopia and that war should be declared on Greece. The matter was dropped because in the meantime the tourist died and nobody else knew the way to Greece.

      My friend Defar, whose DNA is a mix of Adal, Yfate, Tulema, Raya, Tigre, Woresheih etc., is mad as hell at some historians who dared to limit Ethiopian history to a miserly three thousand years, when the truth is that we are actually 160,000 (one-hundred-sixty-thousands) years old. A serious altercation happened also between a fellow from the Afar area who claimed that the old fossil was found in his area of the first man was 100 percent Adal-ian, while the MenzE claimed that, were it not for the landslide caused by the rain that took the soil including the fossil from his highland to the low lands, the first man was born in Menz, three and half kilometers south of Debre Berhan. As proof of his claim, he brought out the June 23, 2003 issue of Time Magazine in which there was reconstruction of the first man whose resemblance to our beloved Emiye Menelik is simply remarkable. mTs! Indiyaw qurriTT! QurrriiiTTT!!! mTs!

      The argument was settled when our MenzE, proud of winning his claim with proof at hand, invited us to Weizero Baffena’s bunna’na shai bEt to a quendo -chased-by- Gush Tella brunch.

      By the way, did you know that the Russian KGB (not the American) invented psycophonic weapons designed to brainwash people at any distance? The idea is to scramble one’s brain and reverse the thought process. Gud new eko! mTs!

      Which means that when you want to say yes they make you say no. This has created a lot of problems around the world: President C did not want to do “it” in his office and Monilovsky would have preferred the classical protestant type interaction, but for the damned machine uncalled intervention.

      Menguistu HM thought he said “ NegellE Hid” to the pilot when he had actually said “ Babatih, nefssen awTTaN.” The pilot understood Nairobi nefssE!

      The only people impervious to the psycophonic weapon seem to be the Chechnyans, the Baathists and some yeNaw gud memhurawiyan who have especially thick cranial bone. Y’germal. Y’denqal.

      Legizew yetegeNew qum neger yih new. Ngigiru yeqTilal!

      Ke kifteNa ye akbrot selamta gar/,__

      __

      -Tewbel Belatchew.

      __

      Food and Men
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      by: Munit

      French Fries & Pineapple Juice: 48 birr

      I was 18, back in Addis for the summer after a rough freshman year in New England. He was so cute. All my friends thought he was to die for. I spent most of my summer around him. He never even tried to kiss me once. Ever. But every afternoon he would pick me up from my aunt’s home in his Mercedes- his dad’s Mercedes (or was it his mom’s?). Baby-blue Mercedes, I remember. I don’t recall what he did for a living, but he must have been well compensated because he would never let me pay for anything. He would never let anybody pay for anything. He spent his days running errands for his mom or dad and generally driving around town.

      The last Saturday before I was to return to the states, he picked me up as usual and we headed to Burger Queen. In between mouthfuls of French fries he casually asked me to be the mother of his children. I laughed. He said kemir, inigaba. I laughed again. He can’t be serious. By the time I realized he was, it was too late. He drove me home in silence and had tears in his eyes. I felt sooooooo bad.

      Toasted bagel with cream cheese, smoked salmon and decaf coffee: $4.99

      He had dated half the campus by the end of his first month as an exchange student. He would saunter into the cafeteria every morning kissing hands and complimenting all of us girls with the uncombed hair, groggy eyes, and unwashed faces. Fogari neber. After he tried and got shot down several times, we settled into a comfortable ‘best of pals’ sort of relationship. I helped him in chemistry lab and he helped me with physics homework and we partied even harder than we studied. It just wasn’t the same when he went back to Toulouse the next semester. I changed dorms. I missed him because he wasn’t there to remind me why I had no business missing him. We emailed each other daily and run up enormous phone bills. It started with ‘I miss you so much’ and somewhere thru the 4th month, it was “I love you so much.” By June he was on a flight back to the states to see me. I was a bundle of nerves waiting to pick him up at the airport. I knew instantly that it wasn’t to be. But how could I tell him? Miskin. Wenz shentererun aquarTo, he was in for a letdown. The more I withdrew, the more determined he was to make it work. After a week, it was time to drop him back at the airport 2.5 months earlier than his planned departure. Over toasted bagel at the airport Au Bon Pain, he took out a box from his back pocket and showed me the ring, his grandmother’s; he had intended to give me. I felt soooo bad.

      Spicy cornish hen on a bed of almond raisin couscous: $19.97

      His heart was as golden as his Wollega roots. I loved him. Be-fiqr. Ilim yale, no questions asked sort of silly fiqr. Hod yemiyasamim fiqrrr. A week after we met, we were picking out names for our kids. I met his parents after a year and they loved me. We were sorting out details and preparing to make concrete decisions about our future when over a plate of couscous he said qelebet iniser. I smiled and tears rolled. We said we would do it soon. But five months down the line he was sitting across me in the same restaurant with him tearfully admitting how he and one of our mutual female friends had mesasated. He wanted to tell me before I heard it through the grapevine. Yiqirta argiliN, it was just a kiss, aleN. Wey gud. You can imagine how I felt. But that was the end of that. I have a diriq yale no-tolerance rule about these matters. I know he hurt but I don’t think he could ever feel as bad as I did. I felt sooooo bad. Really, this time.

      Chicken Sa’ag with basmati rice and a side of garlic nan: $29.57

      I was taking my last bite of the best Indian food delivered this side of the Mississippi when I made a comment about someone on TV. We both started laughing and tin aleN. He ran to bring me a glass of water. As I tried to take sips in between coughing out my lungs, he was on his knees in front of me laughing and muttering, “man gif awri alesh…” He wiped my tears with his thumbs and it occurred to me that nobody other than my mother had ever touched my tears like that.

      I have known him for a few years and he still does things that totally derail me. I think I am in love with him in a way that I have never loved or could ever love anyone else. It is the kind of love that weakens and steadies your knees all at the same time.

      He let out a long temessggeeeeen and settled down on the couch. Then he looked up. “Shai tifeligiyalesh?” He sensed something was wrong. “You ok, babe?” I blurted out, “Wanna get married?” Silence. Smile. Ha-ha. “No really, I‘m serious,” I said. He looked so shocked. “Kemirish new?”

      He grabbed the glass from me and gulped it down. “I just never thought something like this would ever happen to me.” He said. CHiniq yalew yimeslal. AmedE bun ale. I stood up and said… “….Is…is that the phone ringing?..” I ran out.

      We still hang out; we just never talk about that afternoon. He must have felt sooooo bad.

      L’ anbabiiew it’s Ironic_. LennE gn_… Karma is a bitch.

      Disparates and Fonqa
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      by: ZT

      Yager lij zew-zew bey andun inyazew

      Mesmerized by the unruly animal attraction, they found that they were actually two of a kind; and here was how it started.

      She: "Do you like Woody Allen’s movies?”

      He: "My absolute favorite director!”

      She: "Have you seen all of them? Which one you think is the best?”

      He: "Hannah and Her Sisters, but loved Husbands and Wives, too.”

      She: "Love Billy Joel.”

      He: "Love him, too!”

      After this conversation, they affirmed that they had many things in common. They even believed years from now they could appear in the ET version of When He met She. Freshly in love, whatever one of them says goes through with AfE qur’T ybelilih/sh adulation followed by endless MiCHmeCHa and d’rya.

      A while later when opinions and the minuscule details of everyday existence crept into their love nest:

      He: Clinton? Peccant!

      She: That is for Hilary to say. He: hmmm…

      She: Never heard you reprimanding Woody.

      He: That is for Mia to say.

      She: Exactly my point.

      He: Impeached, he should be!

      She: State and Family are separate. What of incest?

      He: No blood relation there.

      She: This is not going anywhere! Music? Lunch?

      He: Melkamu

      She: Billy Joel

      He: Tre Ktfo

      She: Lebleb

      He: kurfia

      She: enawra

      She: kurfia

      He: enawra

      She: This isn’t working!

      He: I guess not

      She: Things have to change!

      He: I understand

      She: How? Split?

      He: Bandaff!

      "Separated due to irreconcilable differences”??? He thought this was a western affliction hyped up by Hollywood. Growing up with amorous isat ina wuha parents who never considered separation, and the Bollywood sentimentality engrained into him, he just could not get it.

      Bandaff, indeed.

      Parallel Intersections
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      by: Berry

      A dear childhood friend was in town visiting. There has been something of a rift developing between us over the years, a phenomenon common to people living in different continents I guess. However, I was surprised by the strangeness that had emerged between us, as there is a natural propensity to think that you have a lasting intimate insight into someone you have known from an early age. In this case I felt like I was conversing with him for the first time. The surprise is especially marked when the rift seems to have taken on a character other than the superficial differences that emerge due to spending years apart-differences which are easily dismissed after a few glasses of wine and an involved tête-à-tête. No, in this case, a more fundamental and ideological gulf, which had not been apparent when we were miles apart, lay between my friend and me as we sat in front of each other.

      I am led to think that this progressive rift must be a result of nature dominating in the nature vs. nurture duel in shaping one’s character. I conclude this because of the poignant parallelism of our nurtures, and if one were to believe that nurture is the prevalent factor in determining character, then my friend and I would be very similar people-at least in our fundamental views and values. However, we had clearly become (or perhaps always were) two individuals approaching life from two very different ends of a spectrum.

      Products of immigrant parents working in the corridors of international diplomacy, private school students, members of an eclectic crowd in the heart of Europe or the world, we emerged into pre-adulthood sharing much of the same experiences. Either fundamental differences occurred once we parted ways in our aspirations of higher education (me to the mean streets of Philadelphia, he to the rainy skies of London), or the grains of difference were already present from the start, part of our genetic code, unique predispositions or other factors which make each individual different. Hence the disparate manner in which we internalized the cultural, spiritual, moral, etc. inputs of our upbringing.

      We had become strangers. In fact we argued. He reproached me for being a captive of the implications of my upbringing. Nothing was spared: my orthodox religion, the cultural consequences of being the child of immigrant parents, the unique connotations of being Ethiopian, the familial and social norms that went with it. He described these prescribed values like weights on my being-masking my true identity, tying me down and depriving me of freedom. And I had passively internalized the platitudes of culture in his mind.

      “I would rather be dead than be a bourgeois,” my friend angrily informed me, quoting some French intellectual, spurred by my (in his eyes) naïve and simplistic illusions. He said that the values that defined me, and serve as my reference points (eg. religion, family, community, love etc), were quintessential bourgeois values-not conscious choices, but inherited ones-and he was indignant at their offensive banality and my passive acceptance. Maybe that was what my family was…products of an era of an Ethiopia where there were only two classes: the bourgeoisie and the other class, and I was raised internalizing values congruent with that life.

      At the center of my friend’s definition of happiness lay the fluid concept of freedom. Values and traditions inherited from our families, cultures, and communities were like deft thieves in the night, robbing us of freedom and imposing expectations. He defined happiness as the detachment from such prescribed values and notions, and with detachment came liberation. In essence, being an Ethiopian and the associated value system that come with it, were holding me captive and ultimately choking my “true” identity.

      Thus, he shunned anything that he felt might deprive him of freedom. Family and religion, especially, he said, are concepts that imprison and burden us with expectations. Concepts which are celebrated in Ethiopia. In his eyes, the love one feels for family is deplorable in its deceptive narcissism and is nothing to celebrate or admire; loving your family simply because you happened to be born to them-a completely random happenstance- was in fact unoriginal and conformist. Religion or any system of spiritual beliefs, he said, were signs of weakness. All these factors, inherent to an abesha family, an abesha upbringing, were conditional restrictions that he viewed with cynical disapproval. Liberation came with recognizing and rejecting this.

      Was there a systemic weakness in Ethiopia, in Ethiopians because of the reverence we hold for the Church? God? The value placed on family and community? Were we prisoners of the platitudes of a culture and tradition? Yes, these might lay certain expectations and bind us in some way, but they serve as too.

      My friend thought that identity should lie beyond the realm of the cultures we are born to and expected to inherit. In his mind, the parameters which define me should not be defined by the fact that I should happen to be born to Ethiopian, Orthodox parents. Rather, my encounter with the world, experiences and reactions and lessons learned should be the primary and progressive sculptors of my identity…free of preconceptions and expectations.

      At some point in our lively discourse, I was struck by the overwhelming irony inherent in my friend’s ideas-the very obsessive pursuit of freedom held him captive and he was prisoner of his own convoluted logic. He was an escape artist that had become entangled in his own intricate, craftily constructed ideology-logic designed to outsmart life. He shunned heritage and culture and the associated values because he thought them invidious in their conditioning and the expectations that come with it.

      It is true that I might be a different person today had I not been born an Ethiopian. How different, I don’t know. Platitudes of culture can make us prisoners if we let them, however, identity, like freedom, is fluid in its definition. I know there are certain expectations that are internalized as a result of the cultures we are born into. And Ethiopian culture is by no means an exception. We are all aware of the many customs and traditions by which our families have defined their value systems and we have inherited a version of those cultures as members of a Diaspora. For instance, I can’t help but undergo an automatic adjustment when I am amongst Ethiopians, especially elders, in order not to violate certain customs and traditions. But I am conscious of this adjustment, and I do it out of respect, not out of an imposed obligation.

      I wanted to point out to my friend that the value systems we inherit from our culture or family are part of our character or identity, not burdens on them. They serve as the foundation on which character is built. I don’t know how we can successfully evade the implications associated with the cultures we are born into without jeopardizing some part of our identity.

      Anyway, my friend and I parted ways not having reached a comfortable compromise or middle-ground, the way some people part “agreeing to disagree.” Or with the sense that, despite these differences in view points, the weight of history and familiarity would maintain some sort of bond between us. In this case, however, as we were in fundamental disagreement, we parted estranged. In my friend’s mind, he existed enlightened to certain truths I could not see because I lived under the dark veil of conditioning. In my mind, he was a captive of his phobias. I don’t know if one day we will meet half way. What I do know is that even if we didn’t manage to alter each other’s views or perceptions, we did leave a small indent in each other’s life thesis.

      Jelly Beans in the Melting Pot
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      by Yeshi Medhin

      “Who was da fils plesidant of United State?”

      It wasn’t that Yonatan didn’t know the answer, because he did. He’d lived in this country longer than he’d lived anywhere else. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand the interviewer either. He understood her perfectly well – despite her thick Vietnamese accent. What bothered him the most was the fact that his friend, Gregory K. Russell, so American born and bred that if you cut him he’d bleed red, white and blue, didn’t know half as much about American history as Yonatan did. And yet, Gregory wasn’t the one who had to sit in front of another foreigner and answer questions that Yonatan had mastered while still in high school.

      Yonatan had been a part of the first wave of the Great Ethiopian Exodus of refugees between 1974 and 1984, who fled to the four corners of the world seeking safety and a stable future. His family had numbered amongst the tens of thousands who escaped Ethiopia and came to yamerican agher to call it home. The plan had never been to make America a permanent home – it had always been to go back. Change, as change always is, was inevitable. Soon, maybe before he was even twenty, he would be able to go back. Of course, change took it’s own sweet time, and Yonatan adjusted his return date accordingly. Soon turned into next year, and next year gradually evolved into the 5-year then the 10-year plan. After the Russian Glasnost effectively ripped apart the Ethiopian Red Curtain, Yonatan did go back. He kissed the tarmac when he deplaned. Cried hot tears of nostalgia and gratitude. But his stay in Ethiopia was brief. When he boarded a plane again a month later, it was to return home, this time to America. Amongst the nicks and knacks he’d brought back with him was a burning desire for an American Passport.

      It was good, visiting Ethiopia. He had a wonderful time connecting with his family, with his culture, his language…. But there were missing things, things askew, and things that weighed heavily upon his democratized soul. Back in the US, Americans would look at his features, his skin tone and his hair and make a game out of guessing where he was from. Cuba? Panama? Jamaica? Hawaii? Oh, I know – Puerto Rico! And when he told them where he was from, they’d cock their head to the side, look puzzled and announce, But you don’t have an accent. It was those moments that made him long to be back where he’d come from. And when he had come home to Addis, he’d run into more of the same, only in more subtle ways. yemin gossa sew neh? Oh, they didn’t ask it in those words. Why walk in through the front door when you can steal in through the back. But he was Abesha enough to read between the lines. His invariable, EtioPiawi neN, was met with a particular expression he had come to define as condescendingly indulgent. He hated them for it. For making him feel a foreigner amongst his own. Yet another illusion gone.

      So, when the time had come to leave, he had left eagerly. And when he passed through customs in London then New York, he found himself watching those holding an American passport as they were waved through like dignitaries while he was stopped and searched and questioned. That was when the need had germinated. It was ironic, really, if you thought about it. His long awaited trip “home” had seeded his mind with the need to belong elsewhere when the twenty odd years he’d spent in his adopted country had only made him more passionate about his birth land. While loyalty and honesty had kept him from pledging allegiance to the United States of America, the sense of security and the facility of travel an American Passport would afford him had convinced him to make the switch and trade up, as it were.

      Oh, he’d agonized about it. It wasn’t as though he’d woken up one day and decided to make the leap. He had avoided, discussed, and buried the subject until it didn’t want to be left alone. He’d teased and ridiculed his cousins when they became naturalized and had hidden his desire to follow suit even from himself. Until he had gone back home. Only to hurry back. Home.

      There were tell-tale signs, of course. There always are when realization is in the offing and truth wants to push it into view. There was, for example, the very personal way he felt about America. There was that time when he was driving one day and he saw someone in the car in front of his, roll down the window and chuck out a half-full milkshake container. He had been completely unprepared for the rage and indignation that suffused him. He had switched lanes, pulled up next to the other car and yelled at the occupants about littering. Didn’t they know it carried a fine of $1000? But what he had really wanted to say was, Why don’t you go back to whatever south-of-the-border country you come from and litter there!? It was racist and beneath him and the antithesis to the intended spirit of America…but it was what he had felt. And his resentment was so great it was able to bury the shame. There were other times, other incidents, most minor, some major, when he had caught himself thinking, There are too many foreigners here. Imagine that! Like their presence was going to make his more obvious.

      And then 9/11 came and although he felt the horror of that day seep in under his skin and chill his soul, he didn’t feel what he thought he should have felt – what he would have felt - had it been a building full of Ethiopians that had collapsed on itself with such horrific grace. He had tried to have a calm discussion with his American counterparts, about what would make a man climb into a plane and fly himself to a crowded death, but they didn’t want to hear it. It was their country that was violated. Their freedom that was being threatened. And he? Well, he looked too much like the people who had violated and threatened. So, here he was again, caught between split loyalties and unfair perceptions. And the paperwork for his citizenship was sitting on some foreigner’s desk awaiting an official’s signature. The irony of the timing wasn’t lost on him.

      Now, he was sitting on a hard plastic chair before yet another immigrant who wanted to know if he knew who the first president of the United Sates was.

      The first president of the United States? Abraham Lincoln…if you’re black. GW (that is George Washington) if you’re white. Neither of whom had anything on the first (and only) black president of these here United States…B Diddy C – Bill Clinton, yo!!

      And smiling to himself, Yonatan gave her the correct answer.

      Sunday Afternoon Plunge
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      by: Sol

      My Grandmother is a pseudo-devout of the Orthodox church who wouldn’t miss a Sunday sermon if her life depended on it. And as a young buck I used to accompany her on her weekly excursions mainly because she used to spoil me to the point it became sinful. But then we would drive past a pretty boutique and she would squeal with delight and we’d tumble out of the car like a couple of airheads in a Hollywood teen cult movie and she would declare to the store keepers that her baby was the belle of the ball, and wouldn’t they dress her to fit her label, thank you very much; any gnawing guilt I felt would float out the window. Ay abbayE, she kills me with her generous heart.

      Even long after I had outgrown the coolness of grandma, the habit of being up early on Sunday mornings stayed with me (this time sneaking in over our aTir after a wild Saturday night out in town). And I was always hit by this humbling magic that was the sunrise of Sunday mornings. Maybe it was the lack of loud traffic, but the air held a different note: it was in the quiet dignity of the starched, white neTella forming a halo over the heads of women as they scurried by silently to repent their weekly sins. It was in the glow of the sun coming up. If you wake up really early, you could catch the first rays slashing a rude shade of hot pink over the dark blue sky, like a drag queen striding into a room full of truckers (you have to imagine the contrast between sequined bras and checkered shirts here). But it would quickly soften, as if the galaxy suddenly realized it was a day of rest for the tired souls and give its heartfelt apology in the form of a golden glow. And the winds would whisper and giggle amongst themselves, making the air so crisp, it would tickle the pits of my stomach when I took a deep breath; and it made my nose damp as hot air formed little clouds as I exhaled.

      As involved as my grandmother might have seemed in her religion, the real reason she looked forward to every Sunday was for her circle of friends who found themselves in the same predicament as herself. The predicament being they all had middle-aged daughters, independent, educated and worst of all divorced, who took out their inadequacy at getting back in the dating game by force-feeding their poor mothers their version of new-age mentality. Hence denying these old women the one last pleasure they had left in this world: gossip. So as my granny put it, God always comes to the rescue.

      Dressed in their Sunday best and adorned in Teklu Desta (Ethiopian version of Cartier) jewelry which snarled of old money from wrinkled hands and necks, they would sit a bit farther from the church, under a tree and engage themselves in the delight of conversation. It was like watching eleven-year old girls by their lockers on a Monday morning after a weekend at their first boy-girl party. And if it wasn’t for the designated chauffeur with his discreet tap on his mistress’ shoulder that indicated it was time to leave, they would jabber away well into the afternoon.

      One of these women, we’ll call her W/ro Almaz, was a woman who almost held a groupie like obsession for Qulubiew Gabe. W/ro Almaz was the only one in her clique who came a bit earlier than her blatantly bored friends to check in some one-on-one time with her maker. Sometimes, as we pulled in the church’s compound, we would spot her thick frame crouched close to the wall and she would rock ever so softly as she prayed, like she was lulling an imaginary child to sleep. The tilt of her cashmere shawl clad head emanating humility and begging redemption. We would slowly walk up to her and my grandma would kneel down beside her and mamateb and commence into her own ritual. W/ro Almaz would turn her head to meet my grandma’s gaze and her kohl-lined eyes would be wet with tears. My grandma would grab her hand and they would kneel there for a while, holding hands, praying together until W/ro Almaz gives out a little sniffle and my grandma would look at her with sympathetic eyes and begin her comforting. Hence, opening the first excuse for talk in the one place they have to keep their mouths shut.

      They would get up, mamateb again and drift off to their usual spot, a small tree set by the fence with lots of medeb space around it. It was so seamless in its transition, so fluid in its synchrony, so innocent in its serendipity, even I, the eternal spectator, would follow them silently as if I was in a trance. Maybe it was the sadness that gripped my little heart every time I saw her watery eyes implore my grandma’s for borrowed strength. Maybe it was in the pride for my grandma’s invincibility that sneaked up close behind my pity for W/ro Almaz. But it is, as I write these words, realize how two women well into their sixties had artfully bent the “lean on me, when you’re not strong” motto to best suit their unmentionable weakness for simple human contact.

      I would hear W/ro Almaz murmur, " Esti yenE GebriEl, mihretun s’TeN …MTsssssss…"

      " Ere bakish Almi, getashin atamarriw," grandma would softly admonish.

      " Min ladrg bilesh new, endew getayE yaderegelNin neger sasibew, hod yibiseNal," her manicured hands would daintily dab at her eyes with her perfumed handkerchief.

      " Aaaay, engde beqash, ahun min adirg new yemtiyiw?" grandma tries another tactic.

      " Endew yalefew kremt aladerss bloN Qulubi mech hedku blesh new?"

      " Yesiletun senga likeshal?"

      " Endeta! Eness b’qer silete medress alebet biye, Qesochu ezaw endigezu birr lkealehu."

      " Tadiya min yasleqisishal, silitish derswal, degmo letahisass tihEjalesh, beqa malQesun teyiw Almi." Grandma’s reasoning must have made a lot of sense to W/ro Almaz, for she took a deep breath and started wiping away at the last of her grief.

      Right about then, as if on cue, the other two ladies in the clique would show up with their respectful drivers and entourage, be it in the form of grandchildren or servants. And the festivities would commence, greetings would take over and any traces of misery would disappear. They would offer each other the better seat, they would compliment each other’s jewelry and their expensive Tilets. And so it would go on, I would watch on in fascination as they talked about whose daughter was doing well in Amerika who was the last person to visit their children overseas. Whose son just bought a new car, who died most recently, whose daughter just gave birth. It was daunting how they moved on from topics like death to fashion in a series of teeth sucking and clucking. It worked for them, and for me, it was lulling as I dozed lightly nestled in the crook of my grandma’s arm thrown protectively around my shoulder.

      On one particular Sunday, W/ro Almaz insisted that we have breakfast in her home. I didn’t understand the indecisive flicker in my grandma’s eyes as she kept glancing at me until we reached W/ro Almaz’s home.

      It looked as normal as any other generic villa in Addis. The gates opened to an unusually large compound, lined with trees and a well-maintained garden, the house partially covered by a large zenbaba tree that offered an exotic feel to the otherwise manicured look. We walked through the front door, W/ro Almaz, ushering us in like the gracious hostess she was. I timidly follow my Grandma into the marble floored foyer and into a lush living room. There, instead of a fireplace, stood a fully stocked, fully functional and obviously unlicensed bar, complete with the mahogany awning, the revolving bar stools covered in black leather, the mirrored shelf behind the bar displaying an array of liquors that were obviously smuggled in between some stewardess’ undergarments. It stood out like a Massai warrior in the Oval Office. I stood; slack jawed, not really understanding the explanation my immature mind was trying to conjure up for this mix-up.

      “This must be a restaurant she owns.” My eyes frantically try to locate tables and chairs arranged in the official restaurant manner. I was met defiantly by a thick beige carpet, carrying a tastefully minimal glass coffee table and brown leather couches arranged in a semicircle. A glassy-eyed leopard lounged beneath her entertainment center, it’s mouth forever carved into a nasty growl, sharp teeth glistening with the varnish painted on by the taxidermist.

      " Wuy, be GebriEl, areff belu inji?! Mimiye [referring to me] hiji ejishin taTebi, enem geba biye, libsen lilewT."

      She sashayed towards the bowls of her home. I looked towards my grandmother for some consolation, but she was intently avoiding my gaze. I could feel from the strained vibrations coming off her warm body, that she felt guilty for exposing me to this. It only solidified the fact that a raging fire would not tear me away from her side until we got out of the place.

      Shrill female voices could be heard from the back of the house. Two women clad in tight jeans and T-shirts that barely covered their mid-riffs, a-la-tacky-eighties style sauntered in and stopped dead in their tracks when they saw us. The older looking one came forward and shook my grandma’s hand exclaiming, “Almi! Indiga yijE emeTalehu alalechim…”

      She tried to get cozy with me, but I shrank further into my grandma’s side and away from the woman’s blood red nails. The younger one, who looked like Tina Turner from that “What’s Love Got to Do with It” music video, complete with the bleached crazy hair and the garish red lipstick, went directly to the bar and busied herself with cleaning the sink.

      Just when I thought things couldn’t get more bizarre, the W/ro Almaz herself made her grand entrance, this time in a sheer hadere dir’iya, her bra and slip clearly visible through the flower print garment. Her church persona long gone, she was loud, her quivering, grief stricken voice now replaced by a brash, high soprano.

      Breakfast was served and I barely ate, too busy trying to take in every single thing I could. Though still confused, I was more so fascinated by W/ro Almaz’s multiple identities. And I wasn’t sure which one suited her best. She had miraculously recovered from her misery and was now boisterously gesturing with her heavily bejeweled hands as she talked about this Dr. IgelE and that General IgelE. For a woman who spent most of her time reasoning with God, she sure knew a LOT of men.

      My grandmother, who’d kept her replies short and polite the whole time her friend bragged about the important and powerful men who enjoyed the services of her high-class Zig bEt, practically jumped up from her seat as soon as the table was cleared from our breakfast, muttering some inaudible jumble about how I had swimming lessons to get to and we’d be late. But W/ro Almaz was a woman with a mission. She started with, " Afer sihon, buna satiTeCHima mehEd yelem, enew lafelalish tezegajichE?! Ere endew be’Qulubiw GebriEl, aBol teTiTesh tihEjalesh…" and so on and so forth.

      Gran looked constipated, but gingerly sat back down; she was too tired to argue. I guess had she insisted on leaving there wouldn’t be a story to tell, and to this day, I love those creaky old bones that gave in to W/ro Almaz, the Lady Marmalade.

      W/ro Almaz proceeded to roast the coffee beans and ever so innocently chirps, " Abba almeTum endE? Mechess, ihud hono Qertew ayawkum…"

      " Meqretiss ayqerum, sinkerafefu arfidew new" Tina Turner offers her careless explanation for the tardiness of the much anticipated Abba.

      It was surreal how I felt his yucky presence before I saw him, maybe it was the cloying odor of sweat mixed with cheap Arab perfume and incense that preceded his appearance, but just then my shoulders hunched up and I didn’t need to turn around to know he was shuffling in.

      " Wuy, bemotkut, Abba, meTu endE, ahun sinanesawot, yigbu!..yigbu!" W/ro Almaz jumped up from her spot behind the rekebbott and welcomes her new guest in.

      He stood at maybe at 4’11". The green overcoat he wore not quite hiding a slight hump on his back. He shuffled closer to W/ro Almaz and they greeted each other warmly. I was too captivated by him to notice Gran had stiffened visibly, and was frantically trying to come up with an excuse to leave.

      " Aref yibelu, bunnawn lawTaw enna buraKE yiseTalu" W/ro Almaz exclaimed.

      The other two girls were bustling about ordering the maids to bring more servings of food and drink for the sacred visitor as he made himself comfortable on the seat behind the coffee setting that W/ro Almaz had decorously evacuated for him. Tina came scurrying back with a thick roll of banana leaf tucked snugly under her arm.

      I couldn’t contain my curiosity. I turned towards my grandmother and asked her what the woman was holding.

      " Ayzosh GelayE, ahun enhEdalen," Gran held on to my hand trying to pacify me. The rich cloying aroma of the beans filled the room as he took it off the hot plate. The familiar hissing sound of the hot coffee beans as they was transferred to a wet plate sounded ominous to my now wary ears. He lit a candle and a smoking incense stick, and took off his overcoat to reveal the men’s shiriT and a striped shirt. He arranged the head gear he was wearing. The CHat was now ceremoniously being unraveled from it’s organic wrapper, he started lamenting in some tongue and then started back in Amharic; " MiqeNawin, qenateNawin, ariqilin!" " Jebba! Jebba!" W/ro Almaz and her young ladies were cross legged on the floor replying their consent to the delusional mireqa. " Zeraffi, qeTaffi…atallai, alehu bayun kedej melisilin!" " Jebba, jebba!" He had began swishing the air with a branch of CHat, his eyes tightly shut, almost as if he was trying to locate a cosmic power that would grant him his wishes for W/ro Almaz. I could hear Gran hiss in disbelief and disappointment. " Chigirin ende Tenq ariqilin…Gebeyawin ende weraj wuha asgebalin…" " Jebba…" My grandmother had had enough. She couldn’t even wait 'till they were done, she sprang up from her seat yanking me along with her by the hand. " Besme’ab, minum gud asayeheN besiletu amlake!" She was too agitated to even notice the alarmed faces of the others. She marched on towards the door, barking her discrepancy to W/ro Almaz’s now meek voice begging her to stay. " Enkuwan gudishin ayehulish, dinqEm GebriEl, anchin bilo balesilet…tuuu tuu tuu!" Grandma spat out her disdain as she marched out of the house. The sun felt more glorious than ever as we hurried on outside. My Grandmother still marched on to the car, rummaging through her bag for the keys, still muttering prayers to all the arba arat Tabotoch begging forgiveness for tolerating what she’d just witnessed. I jogged along trying to keep up with her long powerful strides.

      She turned the car around and out of the compound like she was a racer. I kept glancing at her, struggling to keep my laughter in, but she was still shaking her head muttering, " Ho, ho, ho…wey guuuuud!"

      That did it, I collapsed back into my seat, laughing till my sides hurt, Gran looked at me as if for the first time and smiled absentmindedly. But my laughter must have been contagious because soon enough she was roaring with laughter with me.

      On one of those enchanting Sunday mornings, I was rudely smacked into this multicolored vacuum that occupies the void between two extremes and subsequently into the world of adult cognition.

      Big shout-out to W/ro Almaz and all the Ethiopian drama queens out there.

      30 questions

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      To Redeat Bayleyegn, Secretary, Ethiopian Sports Federation in North America.

      We underlings at SELEDA depend on only a few things to help us survive the monotonous quwq-intiff that has become our life. Little things, mind you, that, insignificant as they may be to this cold, uncaring world, are nonetheless the few dependable invariables we count on to help prevent us from methodically pulling out our fingernails with a rusty pair of pliers while listening to Kenny G.

      It is a generally accepted fact that we are simple people whose ambitions, aspirations and optimism have been pulverized in a stainless steel muqeCHa. And yet,ay ye sew neger, we still manage to derive sporadic joy from knowing that:

      
        	a) we can always depend on a few people to pronounce “nuclear” as “nu-ki-lar” and “MegenaNa” as “MegaNa”

        	b) God will soon smite Donald Trump

        	c) the world’s most dysfunctional organizations are, be qdem teketel, SELEDA, all wereda Tshifet bEtoch and the July 4 soccer tournament outfit, which, we just recently found out, has a fancy acronym and all-- EFSNA…

      

      Tadiya mn yaregal?..

      Imagine our synchronized “bemotkut”s when we got wind of the news that one of our most cherished SELEDAwi, Redeat Bayleyegn (a.k.a. Redeatachin) was elected the new secretary of the Ethiopian Sports Federation in North America. “Mn kifu neger lekefew bakachihu,” we m’Ts-ed sympathetically even as we started to sharpen our CHubE. And then we hear that in fact there has been a whole upheaval at ESFNA itself and that it is now this asferri-ly efficient, ke meTen belai transparent, gudeNa-ly qum neger yazele new and improved concern.

      Essuma ayhonim !

      Not that we feel there is ever a need to back up our vitriol with facts, but we were intrigued enough to amble on over to their website.

      Pa-pa-pa-pa-pa.

      The old EFSNA website, eNa snawqew, was updated once every two years, gffa beel, a year and 10 months, and even then the parade of dead links abEt tikusat!! Now? Now, spectacular revampation Tebiqon quCH! (www.efsna.org)

      Ere qoi what the !! This year’s tournament is actually going to take place in the swanky Seahawks Stadium?? Whatever happened to the usual venue? A rundown high school stadium in a drive-by, “drug-free” free zone in the worst part of the host city?? Seahawks Stadium-iii? Someone at ESFNA has taken big-time negotiating classes at B-School.

      Demmo esu albeqa b’lowachew, you can now easily navigate the site and even thumb through documents that look remarkably like real financial dokmEntoch that an actual CPA put together. (Versus previous similarities to SELEDA’s books which still look like the unfinished homework of a ninth year community college “eknomikss” temari.) Then there is the bi-weekly radio program organizational charts updates, minutes, history, philanthropic projects, multimedia, vendor applications

      What is the world coming to that we can’t even depend on ESFNA to remain the overly-bloated and colossally chaotic organization that we have grown to love and cherish? IndE, what is a little labyrinth of bureaucracy between friends? Ere demmo massive inefficiency manin gedelE?

      …

      …

      …

      Mnew sew’u indassqemeTut alegeN ale’ssa!

      But, the respect and admiration we have for Redeat mechEss Tlobn and if someone like him is involved in ESFNA well, then, feggedababoddid, as they say in Newark. Here is Redeat, and he’s got a-latta essplainin’ to do

      1. Now, what’s a great guy like you doing in a place like ESFNA? What made you take on this incredible responsibility? We ETs usually shy away from taking on responsibility like this—especially voluntarily, and especially when it comes with potential landmines and the potential to “sew aff wusT megbat”. In other words, mnew arfeh bitiqemeT?

      Had you met my colleagues in ESFNA you wouldn’t have said I’m “great”; I’m the least amongst them.

      I have been associated with ESFNA since 1992. I’m a soccer player and served as a Board member. I see myself as a member of the generation after the “ya tewlid”-- the undeniably tormented upshot of the Ethiopian “revolution”. I believe in social and community involvement, regardless of the “potential landmines”. Thus, I’m just trying to do my part in the best possible organization available to me at the moment. Despite some difficulties, I’m honored to be of service. It’s been very rewarding.

      2. So, we hear there’s a whole new leadership up there at ESFNA. Inna, seriously, what measures do the new Execs plan to take regarding the censorship of trendless and conspicuous: fara-frosted highlights illegitimate neTela tube-tops, and, been-there-seen-that wash’n’go hair?

      Now, you are trying to get me in trouble with my Ethiopian women. I love my people to come as they are and wish.

      Personally, though, I think the wash’n’go gotta’go!

      3. Was your election rigged? If not, why not?

      ESFNA is not Florida. We don’t use “punch-hole” ballots. There is no dimple, hanging, or pregnant chads in ESFNA. We do our election ij bemawTat! The Executive Committee is elected out of the 25 Board of Directors (Soccer Club Representatives). Thus, it’s very easy to count who received the majority from candidates. I doubt even if Houdini can rig that system!

      4. As the saying goes, “Denial is not just a river that starts at Tana.” You realize how insane ESFNA’s past business practices have been, right?

      There is no denial on our part. We have always insisted that ESFNA has committed its share of business mistakes. In the process of trying to make things better we may make even more “insane” ones in the future. Most of them are due to our lack in capacity than intentional missteps. Even more, problems were unforeseen. However, every year the Board of Directors (Board) and Executive Committee (EC) try to rectify past shortcomings. Our commitment is to learn from our mistakes and do a better job next time.

      5. Listen, why should we believe that an organization like ESFNA, so entrenched and behemoth-like, could really change with the times?

      Change is zelalemawi! ESFNA understands that. And if you study the organization closely, I think it has evolved in the past 21 years. For instance, in 1984, there were only four teams, now there are 25. In 2005, we will be 27. The tournament didn’t start as a weeklong festivity. We never needed convention center-size halls for our closing nights as late as 1991; but now even convention centers need to be large enough to hold our guests. Yet, we still need to evolve and reform with time; we need to add on to the positives left behind for us by our predecessors.

      6. If you looked up “Fiscal responsibility” in the New ESFNA Dictionary, it would say, “…

      “…Legitimate, Transparent and Verifiable!”

      7. In general, why do you think we Ethiopians seem to so easily take people’s trust and respect for granted?

      Uh-oh! Is that a trick question? I don’t know if I can honestly concur with your question (assumption). I think we have too much YiluNta and “FeTari’ss m’n yilal?” still left in us.

      8. So, is it true that y’all have a contract out on the guy who wrote that exposé on you? (We’d be happy to refer you to our in-house gulbet sebari.)

      No gulbet sebari, please. He is only exercising his andeNa Amendment, right. ESFNA should welcome dialogues like that; we ought to respect and admire people who can point to us what they believe is right. ESFNA, rightfully and timely, replied to the individual and other concerned Ethiopians. We will continue to do that.

      9. Is greed good?

      I think generosity is better!

      10. What are typical ESFNA upper management meetings like? How often do you meet? Do you all have other full time jobs? BTW, how do you control a mydekmew chiko from railroading your meetings? Do you all get along, or would you be willing to use this forum to spread diceyalubalta on one of your colleagues? (We won’t tell anyone.)

      Our meetings are long and adkami! ESFNA conducts two General Meetings per year. The entire Board ∓ EC, as well as some members of the Finance and Tournament Coordinating Committees attend these meetings. The EC conducts phone conferences and half dozen face-to-face meetings throughout the year. All EC members are volunteers and have full time jobs. All current EC members live in seven different cities in seven different states.

      Sometimes we all get carried away and become chiko. We don’t always agree; at times, ideas get so acrimonious but seldom personal.

      You want “dicey alubalta”? Come closer, I have something to whisper in your ear about my president… BOOOH!!!

      11. OK. In twenty words or less, tell us the new things you (and the other new Executive members) would like to accomplish during your term? How long is your term?

      As we tackle the normal duties of the organization, we plan to strengthen ESFNA’s internal capacities in order to create a stronger and more confident organization. We also plan to make the annual soccer tournament even bigger!

      The president and secretary serve three years and the other five officers serve two years. There is no term limit so they could get reelected if the Board believes in them. BTW, did you know that ESFNA had more than five presidents in 20 years? All transitions were peaceful and no schisms.

      12. Are there things ESFNA would not do to filleth its coffers?

      Yes, of course! We will not sell our kidneys, nor will we engage in dubious business practices. ESFNA has three main sources of income: Stadium Entrance Fee, Vendors Fee and Closing Night Concert. We never intentionally engage in dubious business practices. Yet, there were many instances we wish we could have done things differently ∓ better.

      13. In your opinion, how is ESFNA perceived by the public that frequents the annual soccer tournament? Do you think that’s a fair assessment?

      I think there is a spectrum of opinion that varies from complete admiration to complete enmity. I think there is a middle ground for all where it’s safe. ESFNA needs admiration but we have to also constructively engage it when needed. ESFNA is one of the shining examples of the Ethiopian Diaspora and it does not deserve complete enmity. It’s not constructive to the overall ideal: ItyoPPiyawinet.

      14. Ere benatachiu the noise pollution at the field!! As you know, some of the businesses that sell CDs play their music louder than the highest decibel at a busy morning at Kidane Mhret tsebel. Can you do something about it? At least slip in an azpiro or two with the kitfo?

      I can’t agree with you more! Sometimes our vendors take it to another level. There were instances where the soccer players couldn’t hear the whistle on the field and we had to go and ask vendors to turn their music down. At times, the vendors get very aggressive when we do that and we have to be escorted by security to be heard. Maybe we can include something (a clause) in the vendor’s contract!

      15. Has ESFNA become too big for its own good? Er, how big IS EFSNA?

      I don’t think ESFNA has become too big for its own good. Actually, ESFNA needs to grow even more—at least during the tournament week.

      ESFNA is comprised of 25 teams in 22 North American cities and more than 600 soccer players. It takes $200K plus to organize a single tournament. At the moment, we only have some $200+K in the bank. There are lots of things to do to make ESFNA even bigger and better.

      16. How does one become an officer of ESFNA? What qualifications are needed? And how much does an ESFNA gig pay these days?

      First, you have to be selected by your team to represent the club. Thus, you will become a member of the Board of Directors. After you serve in the Board for at least three years, you could be eligible for election in the Executive Committee. The major qualification is the trust you garner from fellow Board members in your tenure as one of them. The ideas you bring, the leadership qualities you exhibit, the trusts you build as a doer often lead them to elect you as the Federation’s officer.

      If you accept your election, you serve for free by sacrificing your time and resources for the good of the ideal ? All officers are volunteers; no fulltime employment and no pocket money.

      17. Are there any plans to earmark a small percent of the income from daily ticket sales to different Ethiopian organizations [selected beforehand and identified daily] that are helping our community? Set an example for philanthropy amongst the community; improve your image.

      As ESFNA has become increasingly financially more stable, especially since 1999, it has contributed financially to avert famine in Ethiopia in 2000, 2002 and 2003. The highest being the $100K donation we have initiated in January 2003. Half was used immediately to avert famine and the other half is being used for permanent development. After Houston 2003, we sent three delegates as fact-finding teams in order to report on the donated amount. ESFNA will continue to engage in similar philanthropic endeavors.

      18. Can we talk you into conducting a survey on the last day of your event and getting a report card from the public? And make the results public?

      This is a very good idea. I’ll definitely bring it up to the Executive Committee. Would Seleda be kind enough to assist ESFNA in identifying some questionnaires? [Editors respond: “Eheh does it involve risqué gender politics? If not we ain’t doin’ nothin’!”]

      19. In the spirit of transparency, can you convince your colleagues into releasing an annual report on your website, detailing your income and your expenses? (Do what we do and just put all expenses under ‘Miscellaneous’.)

      Actually, ESFNA puts its financial report on its website. We have the 2002 report right now. The report on Houston 2003 and the calendar year ending December 31, 2003 will be posted right after ESFNA files its annual IRS Form 990 in April 2004.

      20. The track record for the concerts that ESFNA organizes on the final evening has been dismal. There’s no reason why we pay $25/$30 for a ticket when your performers arrive 15 minutes before closing time–every year. Mn yshalal tadiya?

      I think due credit needs to be given to our predecessors in the EC for doing something about this issue the past three years. I don’t know if you were in Bay Area (2001), D.C. (2002) and Houston (2003) but I trust the dismal but true reputations of the past have significantly been corrected in these years. It’s our commitment to do even better! Don’t miss Ethiopian Day and the Closing Night in Seattle 2004!

      21. Your event is the only place outside Ethiopia where we can rub shoulders with thousands of our own in a single day. Did we say thank you for making that happen?

      Egziabhaer yisTil’n! Yet, truly, the dedicated public who stood by ESFNA for the past 21 years, through thick and thin, deserves more of the accolade. Our gratitude also goes to the selfless ESFNA volunteers who sacrifice immeasurably to make the annual gathering happen. Last but not least, the clubs and soccer players do deserve a big M’sgana!

      22. What will ESFNA look like in the year 2015?

      I hope to see the addition of more clubs, diversity in sports and community outreach, and become structurally sound with hired professionals running some aspect of ESFNA instead of it being an all-volunteer outfit. More significantly, I’d like to see philanthropic participation in the Diaspora and the Motherland; finally, I hope it will build support and sponsorship from corporations–this can cover soccer players’ expenses! I hope all these materialize.

      23. How are the soccer teams selected? By club? City? How many teams can a city represent?

      ESFNA’s growth to 25 teams mirrors the migration trend of Ethiopians to North America. The first teams of ESFNA were from D.C., Atlanta, Texas, California and recently Ohio and Las Vegas. At the beginning, expansion, even additional teams from the same area and cities (D.C. Maryland, Virginia; or Los Angeles and Dallas) didn’t seem problematic. But now, as the Ethiopian community in Diaspora exploded in the late 80’s and 90’s, interest in joining ESFNA from Europe, Israel, Australia and the States is rapidly increasing. ESFNA IS NOT CLOSED to the idea of expansion either; but we are faced with predicaments like “how many games can you really play in one day?” “How would we cope with the growing expense of adding more teams?” Next year, we will grow to 27 teams. We also plan to inaugurate Division III to embrace more teams in our fold.Negeru rezeme?

      24. What are the minimum and maximum ages for the players? SELEDA wants to represent. What should we tell our teenage nephews and great-aunts?

      If you are able to compete and your team believes in you, you can play at any age.

      If your nephews are half as good as Freddy Adu (the 14 year old Ghanaian-American phenom), please take him to the nearest club be aschekuai! I don’t know about your great-aunt; she is on her own on this! BTW, the Ethiopian women national team is recording impressive runs in Africa, lately. Cognizant of that fact, ESFNA had girls’ soccer in 2003 ∓ will have more girls’ soccer in 2004. I look forward to it.

      25. How are the cities hosting the event selected and when should ETs in Fargo, North Dakota expect to see you?

      ESFNA, for the sake of parity to member clubs and the Ethiopian community, is divided into two conferences: East and West. Thus, host cities are selected alternatively between each coast every year. The EC accepts proposals from interested clubs; then, per its internal requirements and site visits, decides where the next tournament will be. In 2004, we’ll be in the magnificent Seattle Seahawk Stadium. Next year, we’ll go to the East Coast; so far Philadelphia ∓ Atlanta are interested.

      There are two chances of ESFNA ever taking the tournament to Fargo, North Dakota: Slim and None ? Yet, again, I heard there are FIVE Ethiopian restaurants in North Dakota (Truly). So, you never know; we go where ETs are!

      26. Do the players have any health insurance? Benefits?

      Tiru TiyaQe!!! ESFNA buys players insurance for every soccer tournament and players are covered while on the field. In terms of benefits, in addition to up to $500.00 for transportation during the tournament, each club gets four hotel rooms. Unfortunately, this is the best ESFNA can do at the moment. Please refer to question 22 so you know why I hope to see my dream come true.

      27. What is your personal favorite thing about the soccer event?

      By far, hands down, SEEING MY PEOPLE!!! I love seeing Ethiopians in the thousands, even with all our idiosyncrasies.

      28. What can the public do to help y’all improve the quality of the field and festivity experience?

      1. Abide by the laws of the land and the minor requests ESFNA asks of you at the stadium and hotel; 2. Stop illicit and contained substance uses in hotel and stadium; [Editors: Uh-oh] 3. Let’s not rush to fighting or acting “tough” with one another; 4. It’s okay to get in line and simply wait for our turn; 5. Our annual Ethiopian gathering is a home away from home, our cultural pilgrimage, a one-week solace and vacation for most; thus, let’s make it worthwhile for all by being mindful of true Ethiopian CHewa Bah’riwoch!

      29. Will you offer SELEDA Inc., free booth space at your next tournament? Will you then allow us to rent it back to ESFNA at cutthroat rates?

      The simplest question: No and No!!! Yet again, it may depend on how big and strong your gulbet sebari is.

      30. Will ESFNA finally have a steroid policy? (Hopefully making it mandatory for those especially sinbiro players from west coast states)

      Demo blach’hu east and west ameTach’hu! Waa!!!

      The only “steroid” ESFNA endorses for our players are the following: Le Qurs: Besseo inna Bula; Le Msa: Kitfo inna T’re Siga; Le Erat: diet CH’ko inna aTmit. On behalf of ESFNA, thank you for the opportunity!

      The 21st Annual Ethiopian Sports Federation in North America tournament will be held in Seattle, Washington from June 27th to July 3rd, 2004. SELEDA sincerely congratulates the new Executive Committee of ESFNA and wishes it an industrious tenure.

      Slippery Salvation
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      by: Zena

      Weizero Amakelech glared at her husband for the umpteenth time that morning. It seemed to her that he was deliberately dragging his feet getting ready. She slammed her heavy abesha mido on the wobbly table by their bed hoping its crash would help pry her husband’s eyes away from the window. Ato Sintayehu had been staring out of the dusty pane of the only window in their bedroom for the longest time now and had not even bothered to put on the white trousers Weizero Amakelech had spent two days washing, mending and ironing to crispy, feathery perfection.

      Ato Sintayehu’s head jolted softly. He turned his head towards the direction of the sound and his eyes clashed with his wife’s narrowed, reproachful ones. He smiled slowly, apologetically. Weizero Amakelech tried not to be swayed by her husband’s kind face, but she knew she could never stay angry with him for long. Especially not today. The excitement bubbling inside of her was too potent. She sighed softly and smiled back even as she frowned.

      “SintuyE…sewu memTatu new eko… Tolo bel inji.”

      Her husband nodded and carefully lifted the trousers that lay proudly on the edge of the bed. He shot a glance at his wife as he pulled one leg though an opening.

      Suddenly, she looked young to him again.

      When they had met 22 years ago, standing outside the gates of Azezzo MikaEl, she had looked at him from beneath her neTella and shot him a delicately impish smile. Her audacity promptly sent a jolt of electricity journeying through his body, and he had quickly turned away, trying, instead, to concentrate on Abba Merqoriyos’ forbidding voice… something about God’s wrath… His vengeance on those who…

      From the corner of his eyes, the young Sintayehu noticed how she had let the hood of her neTella casually fall to her shoulders. He dragged his unwilling eyes back to meet hers.

      Her eyes were unfairly big. Their alternating vixen and ImmiyE Mariyam expressions zealously protected by an armor of long sheaves of dark eyelashes. She had batted her eyes and smiled again with calculated malice. He couldn’t quite see her lips, but had made himself imagine them in painful detail. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, drowning out the slow drone of the SenE MikaEl qdassE… And suddenly, before the “Amen”, before the burakE, he had found himself trying to steady his legs down the rough steps of the church and running in no particular direction. He stopped only when he couldn’t run anymore. Breathless and drowning in his own sweat, his limp body slumped on the soft Gonder grass miles away from his home. But even through the haze of total exhaustion, he could clearly see the oval face of the girl at the church.

      Now, looking at her from across their tiny bedroom, Ato Sintayehu found himself staring at his wife with renewed awareness. With every passing year he had noticed how his wife’s big eyes had gotten smaller. Webs of tiny gray veins now cradled her once vibrant pupils, and those once impenetrable eyelashes had fallen like dry leaves from an aging eucalyptus tree. But today, today her eyes were shimmering like they used to, and when she smiled it reminded him that once upon a time he had made her happy.

      Weizero Amakelech picked up the mido from the table and ran it through her short afro again. She pressed down on the sides of her head with both palms and smiled at her reflection in the small round mirror nailed to the wall. She then frowned. Then smiled again. Her abesha qemiss fit snugly around the oval of her belly which had gone through seven difficult pregnancies but bore only two children: Sinishaw and Yenenesh. Weizero Amakelech adjusted her neTella to cover her protruding mid-section. She hadn’t worn the dress in… she can’t remember how long. It was a relic of the past; an unkind reminder of their prosperous past.

      In those days, Ato Sintayehu used to promise to take his wife to Addis Abeba.

      “YenE mist Addis Aba’n satai kezuhu ke MaksenNit l’tqer??!” he’d tease her.

      “Wui SintuyE, Addis A’ba’n satasayeN indalmot,” she used to tease back. But she was perfectly happy in MakseNit; besides, Azezo and Qola D’ba provided all the bustle of a burgeoning metropolis that she could handle.

      It’s been a while since they stopped joking about going to Addis Abeba.

      Ato Sintayehu tightened his belt and smoothed down his pants. Today signaled the final footnote of seemingly endless decades of unrelenting cruel luck and grueling existence. “Temesgen, gEtayE,” Ato Sintayehu whispered as he picked up his kuta. “Fitihin melesskliN. Beqah alkeN.”

      It had been hard of him, a man of quiet strength and dignity, to have to avoid his children’s questioning gazes whenever he’d come back home empty handed after a futile day of looking for work as a day laborer.

      Both Ato Sintayehu and Weizero Amakelech were jolted back to the present by the sound of their neighbor Weizero Askale’s distinct illilta.

      “Illllllllllllilllllllll…” The octave of her ululation got closer and closer. “LijE… Lijachin derreselin… Illlililllll…”

      Weizero Amakelech’s head shot up straight and she looked nervously in the direction of her husband as she patted down her dress one last time and adjusted the bright yellow Tlet on her neTella. Ato Sintayehu lifted his hat from the wooden chair by the door. “Bei nei,” he said to his wife, extending his hand towards her. “Eshi,” she said grabbing on to him. “Eshi, SintuyE.”

      The moment she saw Weizero Amakelech and Ato Sintayehu, Weizero Askale let out another series of illilta. She was sporadically joined by other neighbors who had gathered by the dilapidated wood fence a few feet from Ato Sintayehu’s front door. Weizero Amakelech spied a series of people heading towards her house: Ato KefeleN and Weizero Marta; Memihr Gizachew and Weizero Birtukan; Abba Yifru; Qess Mitiku; Assir Aleqa Bezabih and his three sons; Weizero Hamelmal; Weizero Nigatuwa; Azaj Kebede and Weizero Miniwab; Weizero Yadegdigulish and her two daughters … All of the guests came bearing exorbitant gifts—a genbo of honey, Tej, Tella, AreqE. Each gift item was presented with subtle conspicuity before it was ushered into the tent at the back of the house.

      Ato Sintayehu and Weizero Amakelech continued to greet their guests with unusual flamboyance, and the commotion around them had just about settled into pockets of loud chatter when the sound of men chanting “Hy loga” jump started another sequence of illilta, this time initiated by Tadelech, the local drama queen who always somehow managed to make herself the center of attention at any gathering.

      From a distance, a small group of young men could be seen slowly approaching the house, their sticks waving in the air as they danced around a tall, slim young man who was taking small, purposeful steps. “Hy loga, hy logayE hoi,” the young men shouted, crowding in and away from the young man in perfect synchronization. “Hy loga! Hy logayE ho!”

      The women in front of Ato Sintayehu and Weizero Amakelech’s house squealed with joy as the circle of young men drew closer. Weizero Amakelech, at some point, got a clear shot of her son, Sinishaw, who was deftly avoiding being crushed by a ballooning circle of festive friends and menderteNa boys, many of whom he did not know. They joined the fringe end of the loop and joined in the singing. “GurimrimE, ay gurrmr’mE…”
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        * * *

      

      MakseNit had not seen a feast like the one Sinishaw’s parents were throwing in his honor since Fitawrarri Demenna’s grandchildren breezed into town from ye ferenjie hager to teskar mawTat for the town’s famous son. The lore of that three-day revelry has now become a point of reference in local conversation. “YanE… ye Fitawrarri Demenna teskar semon…”

      Assir Aleqa Bezabih, MakseNit’s magistrate and overall gudai asfeSami, pushed away the tall, empty drinking glass and sighed satisfactorily. He eyed the small pile of thick chunks of qurT siga still left on the tray in the middle of the long, rectangular banquet table and hesitated a moment before grabbing one last piece. He capably dipped it in the saucer of awazE and sank his teeth into the berE that once was the last of Ato Sintayehu’s pair of plough oxen.

      Noticing that Ato Sintayehu was back at the head of the table, Assir Aleqa Bezabih rose from his chair, wiped his hands on his ye k’t handkerchief, fished out a crumpled envelope from his coat pocket and headed towards his host.

      Ato Sintayehu noticed the approaching man and stood up. “Nor… nor, Assir Aleqa. Mibela ageNu?”

      Assir Aleqa Bezabih squeezed himself on the tip of the bench next to Ato Sintayehu’s chair. “Ere beSadqan, Ato Sintayehu. MechEss liyu d’gss… dnq d’gss… ”

      The two men made small talk, but Ato Sintayehu’s eyes kept trailing back to the white envelope in Assir Aleqa Bezabih’s right hand. He tried paying attention to the conversation, but his mind kept lurching back and forth, back and forth until he could hear neither Assir Aleqa’s words nor the ones echoing heavily inside his head. Assir Aleqa Bezabih carefully placed the envelope on the table and pushed it towards his host.

      “… Tadiya ye Sinishaw gudaE alqwal,” Assir Aleqa Bezabih was saying, motioning down to where he had placed the envelope. Ato Sintayehu didn’t pick up the envelope immediately. Instead he became conscious of icy cold tears sprinting towards his eyes. He stood very still hoping that his motionlessness would scare the tears back into their glands.

      Assir Aleqa Bezabih acknowledged his friend’s emotional state with an awkward cough. “Ay! Essuma aygebam, Ato Sintayehu,” he chided gently. “Temesgen bicha new inji…” But Assir Aleqa’s voice was also cracking and he, too, looked down, pretending to remove an imaginary lint from the cuff of his trousers.

      Ato Sintayehu gradually reached inside the envelope. He found and opened a small dark blue book and thumbed reflectively through it in slow motion. He stared at the third or so page and ran his index finger over the picture of Sinishaw attached to it under a thin film of plastic. He had accompanied his son to the photo shop in Qola D’ba when Sinishaw had gone to have his passport picture taken. Ato Sintayehu sighed heavily. “Esuss ewnet new,” he exhaled.

      Weizero Amakelech was watching the two men from a distance. For months now she had been trying to understand the pensive mood her husband’s been in-- ever since Sinishaw announced that he had won the lottery to go to ferenjie hager. She had been frustrated that her husband was not jumping through the roof and reaching out to kiss God’s feet. After all, hadn’t they, along with countless parents of the area’s young men and women, committed to impossible siletoch year after year awaiting the results of the annual drawing of the “Amerika lotterri… ya mekereNa D.V.” ?

      Life had changed over the years. Weizero Amakelech had seen her husband, a once proud farmer and provider, reduced to walking all the way to Aba Libanos and Gorgora to work as a bricklayer in government projects. Once he was gone for an entire month digging fence posts.

      So it simultaneously perplexed and worried Weizero Amakelech that her husband wasn’t celebrating their son’s fate. She even told him the story Emmet Enkenu told her of a family in Tsadqan Hawariat, a family Emmet Enkenu’s brother’s wife knew personally, whose son had also won the lotterri. When they reach America, Emmet Enkenu explained to Weizero Amakelech with infinite patience and wisdom, the government awaits them with a house, a car, and a job.

      “Loterriii yetebalew lezih aydol? A’annddd miyasqerubachew neger yelem.” Not only that, Emmet Enkenu continued, he’d be able to send back money… a lot of money. “Ya, ye Weizero GelayE lij…… abEEEEt…. Ke hEde be snt weru mn yemessssele bEt asseralachew silu semichalehu….”

      Weizero Amakelech was not even looking for a new house. She only wanted never to see her husband’s broken spirit again. She also didn’t want to see the recurring miasma of desperation hovering over her son to finally claim him, as it had so many of his friends. Sinishaw, like so many young people, had not been able to get a job; and with each passing day, Weizero Amakelech had started to notice the same look of despondency in her son’s eyes that she did in her husband’s. But most of all, she wanted Sinishaw to leave his birthplace before he irreconcilably hated it. Like she did.

      Weizero Amakelech’s eyes searched for her son. She finally spotted him sitting with his friends underneath the barhr zaff he used to love running around when he was a little boy. She could hardly believe he was turning 23 years old in a few weeks.
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        * * *

      

      Four months later…

      Even though the warm Gonder sun was slowly baking the earth below, Weizero Amakelech felt tiny shards of icicles slice through her jet black shawl. Her eyes were so dry that whenever she blinked she could hear the sound of sandpaper grating against a dry plank of wood. She drew her shawl closer to her and adjusted the tight knot on the sheer black shass tied on her head.

      Weizero Amakelch shifted her weight and tried to find a new spot on the thin mattress that lay on the far corner of tent pitched behind her house. She was sitting with her knees bent, her elbows leaning on them, sandwiched in between Weizero Askale and Emmet Enkenu.

      Through the narrow slits of her impossibly swollen eyes, she had earlier spotted a steady stream of people entering the tent… Ato KefeleN and Weizero Marta; Memihr Gizachew and Weizero Birtukan; Abba Yifru; Qess Mitiku; Assir Aleqa Bezabih; Weizero Hamelmal; Weizero Nigatuwa; Azaj Kebede and Weizero Miniwab; Weizero Yadegdigulish…

      The merdo had come two days ago, delivered with ecclesiastical efficiency by Abba Merqoriyos. A week before that, Ato Sintayehu and Weizero Amakelech had received their first letter from Sinishaw. Life was good, he had written and included pictures of himself. He was thinner than his parents remembered. Almost gaunt. And although he was smiling in most of the pictures, Weizero Amakelech had noticed how dead his eyes seemed.

      Assir Aleqa Bezabih had accompanied Abba Merqoriyos the morning of the merdo, his usually bright face now checkered with streaks of different shades of gray. He was clutching a yellow envelop in his trembling left hand, the sweat from which seeped into the paper, stamping it with the imprints of his palms.

      Emmet Enkenu was wrong. There was no job or car or work awaiting Sinishaw. Assir Aleqa Bezabih managed to gather that some Ethiopians had taken him in after seeing him wondering the streets. He spoke very little, they said. He stayed with them for three days, and on the fourth they found him in their living room, hanging from the ceiling. A yellow envelope lay on the floor beneath his dangling feet.

      “Ya… ye MerigEta Ashebir lij… mn yemesele…” Weizero Amakelech could hear Emmet Enkenu’s voice above the din of her own thoughts. “Essum hEdo wedqo alqerem indE…”

      Someone else jumped in with the story of Weizero Medab’s son… her only child… And that girl, the one who knew Weizero Enkenu’s neighbor… the tall, beautiful girl who… “YannE ye Fitawrrari Demmena teskar semon enkuwa l’tihEd new teblo innatuwa bEtachew sheTew…”

      Weizero Amakelech shifted her weight again. She felt small waves of flames burning the inside of her feet.

      “U! U! U!.. LijE… wedajE… gud honkuN lijEn… gud honkuN lijiyEn…weinE lijEn gud honkuN…” Weizero Amakelech couldn’t mistake the deep, hoarse wailing for anybody else’s.

      She wanted to spring to her feet and run to the other corner of the tent but instead she tipped forward and fell on her forehead. She rolled on the dry ground, her black shawl gathering a fresh new layer of dirt with each rotation. She still couldn’t drown out her husband’s voice.

      “U! U! U! Leman negerk nafqotihin… ma aweqelih… bichahn motk… innE ltaneqilih, innE seeeT l’belilih… ”

      And from much nearer, Tadelech’s voice rang above the fresh new round of pandemonium…

      b’aand wegen CHeresen ya kiffu Ech Ayii Vihkesu yeterefnew aleqin be Deeih Vih
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      People, Stuff and Things We Like.

      “What kind of world has this become?!!” is the common bewailing heard from SELEDA aleqoch these days. Ever since the Martha Stewart verdict/merdo came down, they whose extravagant man-alebiNinet seems to know no boundary have being going through temperamental bouts of frash awrido U U ta maqleTing: what likift is this that someone who owns a Birkin bag can be treated so shabbily?? For us though, this is the prophesy we’ve been waiting for: upper management getting a glimpse of their own mortality. Ahh, the sweet thoughts of seeing them hauled off to KerchelE!! Mn y’sanewal?

      But we digress…

      Your calendar might tell you that this is Zemene Yohannes, dear SELEDAwiyan. But it is also undoubtedly the era of excellence, intellect and… excellent intellect in the Ethiopian Diaspora-Zemene Qum Neger, if we may, thanks to a growing cadre of ETs hell-bent on shedding the old modus operendi and ushering in an epoch of no-nonsense, well, qum neger.

      We once thought we could be the official igr aTabiwech of this movement towards kostara relevance. But the dream of elevating SELEDA from astonishing mendacity? … Esumma moto ketegeneze qoyet ale. Even our own Qulibiew Mike sent us a sinibit wereqet that, we couldn’t help noticing, was chock’ full o’ exclamation marks and other punctuation we just know have sem-inna-werq undertones. (" … I regret to inform you %^##@!@@… don’t ^&%$$% call me, I’ll call you… asking that you @#!%*&* refrain from further communication…")

      Oh, well. That won’t stop us from admiring people who’ve done their share towards making this a better world. Our new motto is: “yemaysera lElaw sisera ‘a-ariff’ y’bel”. And so, with pride and admiration, ineho, the folks who we one day hope to be, and/or breed with.

      ESAi and Its Fourth Annual Ethiopian Students Association Summit

      Where do they get the energy, and why weren’t there drugs like whatever keeps ESAiers going available when we were being kicked out of college? Tadiya mn teshale?

      Oh how we love them, let us count the ways…

      The indefatigable Tribe of ESAi is at it again! The Fourth Annual Ethiopian Students Association International Summit was held on March 26-28 at The University of Minnesota. Didn’t we tolded you? Didn’t we tolded you that these were good folk? Not only are they continuing their legacy of cooperation, consciousness and enlightenment, but it would take an august organization like ESAi to prove to the world that Minnesota actually has a university and that it’s not just a barren glacier land where polar bears go to die. Tadiyyyaa lEla mn yasfeligal? Hey, if it’s good enough for Ethiopia’s best and brightest, then it’s good enough for us.

      But anyway, here’s something interesting: if you had joined ESAi four years ago, you would, by most SELEDA Staffers’ collegiate timetable, be halfway to graduation this year.

      Even though we were once again snubbed an invitation to make our yet-to-be-lauded (or completed) show-and-tell presentation on our role in cyber illiteracy (working title: “Putting the ‘hole’ in Ang-hole: a Cliff Note Approach on the Fast Track to Nowhere”), we still remain ESAi’s numero uno fans.

      We salute you, you youth whose spirit can still dream sweet dreams! Thank you for giving us hope that one day, we, too, shall dream in color. Congratulations on your fourth birthday… Happy berrrizzday to youuuu… happy berry-zday to youuuuu…

      Check out their revamped website, browse through their discussion forum bloated with cerebral heft, and join the posse.

      www.esai.org

      Dskmariam.org

      Further proving that Ethiopian websites are no longer a haphazard collection of flags and “Well-comme” signs bliCH drgm-ing with such ferocity that someone ought to look into making it illegal, dskmariam.org stands out as the beacon of all that is superb work, breathtaking beauty and unsurpassed class!

      Ring-a-ding-ding!

      Ethiopian Orthodoxy, we see, is comfortably menserafating in the 21st century, b’lo baCHiru medemdem. In the kind of transparency that makes us bristle with excitement (you can see the bylaws and the church’s financial books online), you can find everything you need to know about running a lean and stunningly efficient organization in this, the web page of the future.

      From several documents on the history of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, to a multimedia section where you can listen to several mp3s and live and past webcasts of qdassE and teachings; from a gorgeous photo gallery to an on-line pledging and prayer request device, dskmariam combines so perfectly the ancient with the superbly modern.

      Its page for kids is nothing short of a Godsend for those of you who wish to school your children in the traditions of the church. Ilif b’lo, you’ll find information on their community tutorial program held every Saturday from 2-6 p.m. “The Saturday Afternoon program is intended to help high school students achieve better results in their academic studies, assist students with their homework, give them the opportunity to study for their tests and gain knowledge.” Pa!

      We are speechless and immobile with the kind of respect and admiration we usually reserve for people who change their own tires.

      The webmasters of this site need to be commended, tegelabTew messam-ed and then pointed to in public as pioneers who have set new standards in excellence. The future is most definitely bright. Washington DC , hands down, is home to some of the most innovative, inspired and sharp Ethiopians, and half of them, it seems, are in the Debre Selam Kidist Mariam community. There! We’ve said it!

      Take a few hours to browse leisurely, fall in love… and then pledge!

      www.dskmariam.org

      Ethio Networks

      Steadfast capitalists that we are, we can now say that we are borderline frantic proselytizers of small business and getting a slice of the American Pie a la mode. (And don’t go confusing us with logical questions as to why, then, SELEDA isn’t a commercial entity… As per standard upper management issued reply: Whatever!)

      The point we are trying to make is, and since we rarely make one please andE tebaberun with your kind indulgence, the Ethiopian Diaspora is slowly joining the backbone of what makes the sane world so appealing: small business ownership. Ah, we laugh! We laugh at those days when Derg biTE ne’r-do-wells managed to convince some of us of the evilness of the free market system. Qoi b’cha… hulishinim…!

      Not only do ET business owners now memal thus: “Ke Warren Buffett feet y’neTileN!” but they are also embracing what makes small business flourish: advertising! Especially on the web! Blessed be the power of slick advertising and marketing.

      Enter Ethio Networks.com: "… a great way to establish your Web presence in Amharic and English." Mn-Mn-Mn?

      Billing itself as “the leading designer of Amharic web sites that create a cohesive and compelling marketing presence for small and large Ethiopian businesses and organizations,” Ethio Networks is the premier gateway for businesses with savvy, new economy sensibilities.

      Here’s what the folks at Ethio Networks offer you: a tasteful and attractive (and most definitely effective) website that saves you from having to hire high-strung webmasters and volatile designers who siphon off all the Frappuccino and give you lip about something called “graphic user interface”. Ethio Networks takes care of it all so that you can uffoyeeee in peace.

      Ere qoi… what is this that we read? "Customer service is a priority for Ethio Networks, that is why the company complements all managed websites with a life-long 24/7 support, unparalleled by anyone in the industry"??!! As in they care about their customers? Ay! Essuma sewun maqb’T new!

      Lenegeru, they had us at, “creative flair and a relentless pursuit of quality” – a promise we made, by the way, after surviving an ugly overdose incident when a few wrong-colored pills were taken simultaneously and chased with katikala.

      Anyway…

      In short, what Ethio Networks is saying to you is you take care of what’s in your field of expertise, and they’ll take care of what’s in theirs. Aleqe. Ethio Networks is hip, fresh, young… the MTV of business-to-business, if you will. Ahh… There is hope. There is good business ethics. There is dynamics and synergy that tickles the mohaheet. There is genuine customer care. And we betcha they don’t disappear for months and act all casual and chatty when they reappear without ever offering an explanation: leave that to the experts.

      Now, go forth and webisize.

      www.ethionetworks.com

      Gourmet Ethiopian Cuisine and Chic Boîtes

      Not that it hasn’t been fun sitting on dngai-hard chairs, staring at the same Ethiopian Tourism Commission posters plastered haphazardly on cracked walls; and not that the maximum pleasure that could possibly be squeezed from being surrounded by kitsch ET- décor has lost its luster; and not that the daring venture into a bathroom that could be confused for a WMD work station has become any less thrilling… BUT, we at SELEDA are delighted by a new trend we see in the upscale Ethiopian food and restaurant industry.

      Temesgennnnn.

      Pleasantly gratifying is the fact that one no longer is put in the unenviable position of having to choose between aesthetics and flavor. Ehem. We’ve been to one too many pretentiously “abet wusTu siyamrrr!” Ethiopian restaurant only to be assaulted with weT that is indistinguishable from a can of discount store brand pasta sauce. You know, the kind of restaurant where the owner shoots you an unapologetic grimace and says without a trace of irony, “yeNa mgib eko le ItyoPPyawiyan alteseram”…

      MeTnE !

      What was it going to take to dine in chic surroundings and partake in excellent cuisine? Well, a few enterprising souls have apparently been asking the same thing. But unlike us who take comfort only in aqaqeer droppings, they did something about it.

      The latest addition to this world of gourmet bistro-ization of the Ethiopian dining experience is Moya Café and Restaurant, a magnificently tasteful eatery in Atlanta. (Yes, Atlanta -generally known as the Jersey of the South, where inbreeding is your abiyotawi gdEta.) One is met with understated elegance at Moya although there is nothing understated about the food. Fantastically creative and beautifully presented (your Tat asqorTami shirro comes in small shekla dists), the offerings at Moya are what discerning gourmands call gastronomical chef d’ œ__uvre. The rest of us call it besmeabweldwemenfessqidus. Sunday brunch (CHeCHebssa be irgo, anyone?) on their terracotta terrace is an ethereal experience. What a perfect combination of style and substance. And they say it couldn’t be done! http://www.ethiopianmoya.com/

      Of course the mother of all delightful brasseries is none other than the venerable Ghenet Restaurant in SoHo. With a menu that takes Ethiopian fusion cuisine to unparalleled heights (witness Assa Kitfo and Engudai Tbs), combined with an atmosphere that reeks of hip Manhattan sophistication, Ghenet has become somewhat of an institution- the Smithsonian of Ethiopian restaurants. Its spectacular food, ambiance and service have set the bar for mywelawil consistency- lack of which has plagued others. And incidentally, the doro weT, it is a fact, is cooked by angels who descend from genet daily with their own recipes. http://www.ghenet.com

      We’ve also heard good things about Makeda in –gulp!- New Jersey (www.makedas.com ) , Queen of Sheba in Japan (www.queensheba.jp), and the Tsom mgb at Meals by Genet (www.mealsbygenet.com). We are devastated by the closing of House of Lalibella in Minnesota (Ay, Minnesota. Minnesota yeyazew neger mechase…)

      LeTenachin: We who are about to indulge salute you!
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      Top Ten Things SELEDA Editors been doing while on Hiatus

      10. Trying to forget ruckus that erupted at church following haphazard stuffing of thigh-high dominatrix boots into a flimsy festal.

      9. Finding ways to pay for grandmother’s marathon daily international long distance calls to her friends in Awasa with detailed soap opera and sitcom updates. (“Ye Cosby Lijoch indEt adegu, bakish…”)

      8. Stalking our high school tormentors at Indian Community – hey, that’s full time work! Gn yewega biressa…

      7. Figuring out a way to tell cousin who’s just become an over-bearing first parent that new son does not look “innE lmoot, qurrriT Atse Tewodrosn”

      6. Patenting our secret recipe for “Diet Tej” and “Vanilla Tella”

      5. Calculating the risk of qsfet if we add a rap beat to ZikarE Mariyam

      4. Dictating our new book, “Men are from JanmEda; Women are from KotebE”

      3. Mezekering all reputable medhaneet qemamiwech and qalichawech to put a hex on out least favorite American Idol contestant

      2. Selling our ImClone shares (we know people who know people who know Martha Stewart) and then kicking ourselves silly – yetabatwa…aTfita Tefi

      1. Readying up excuses for our next disappearing act: “Ye wishimachin dread-locks Telefen; Ye’natachin just-in-from-Addis-Abeba family shopping list Telefen; Yesemonu parking lot serateNa megaleT yarezemew lemboCHachin Telefen…”

      Backpage
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      While rifling through our Chief Financial Officers’ desk drawer, looking for" ummm… paper clips, we ran into a dusty, unkempt, overstuffed file labeled “My Former Loser Clients’ Financial Records.” Well, then! How delightful that our CFO actually had some… any financial experience prior to gub mallet-ing in a SELEDA corner office after a brief grooming session on how to be the perfect Corporate CHiraq. Usually the only criterion needed to land an upper management position around here is the proven ability to be a GlifteNa Without a Cause.

      Anyway, some of the cancelled checks in the file were… er… hey… ere eNa mn ageban… ?
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      Do the right thing
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      Another lazy, uneventful summer noon, the sun posing on our waxed shoulders, and nothing but the nostalgia of the 80’s on our minds. Woe, the 80’s, a great decade for pumps and legwarmers, a lifeless decade for hair.

      Wait, certainly not heroism!

      This month, dearest of SELEDAwiyans, we pay tribute to an incredible woman and her cause. Wzo. Abebech Gobena is the founder of the Abebech Gobena Orphanage and School (AGOS). In Wollo, 1980, Wzo. Abebech embraced two neglected children during her pilgrimage to Gishen Mariam. She continued to absorb a growing number of children - 21 by the end of the year. Have mercy, the only little nuggets that we ever fostered were contagious warts on our left… nevermind.

      We wish we were as sacrificial as she was. Wzo. Abebech was a devout caretaker and faithful humanitarian. Her single-handed commitment drew the respect and support of various aid organizations. Consequently, it has expanded to the large institution that it is today.

      AGOS started out as a school for orphans, a promise for education. Since then it has expand and diversified its development grounds. In addition to child care facilities and programs: “AGOS has largely involved in rural and urban integrated development activities and supporting about 350,000 marginalized segment of the communities.”

      Yikes, that’s gazillions and change more than the marginalized cyber-segment of a community that we foster. But let’s save that for our (equally) psycho psychotherapist…

      Since its humble inception, the foundation has established three clinics, one health post and extended health services to the disadvantaged, family planning and vaccination programs in the most remote and deprived areas, and micronutrient fortification programs that have supported more than 2000 mothers and underweight children.

      As the challenges of orphanage care heighten in the face of the HV/AIDS pandemic, so is AGOS’s dire need for voluntary support. This is a small snippet of what AGOS is promises. Please, please visit their very comprehensive website and inform yourself on their vision, and how you can be a part of it:

      Abebech Gobena:

      P.O.Box 24998

      Tel: 251-1-564286/553622/557161

      Fax: 251-550152

      E-mail: agos@telecom.net.et

      Bank Acccount:

      Commercial Bank Of Ethiopia

      Local - 3109 (Abakoran Branch)

      Foreign-AN/01704/173551/00 IBD.

      Wzo. Abebech is our hero. For every inspiration that follows your lead, we salute you.
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      Note from Editors

      (Note update below.)

      Seledawiyan:

      It is a lamentable ye addebaibai msTr that we’ve spent most of the last decade in a qrarri/Prozac sustained passive aggressive-awi bender. But we woke up a few weeks ago and asked, Has this all been a dream?

      Help us.

      We dreamt we dropped this whole SELEDA thing without any warning or explanation and wiled away several unproductive years cooking the books at major US financial institutions. And we mean, literally cooking. As in we were sautéing the annual report with lega qbE. And then our hope of making it to “That Affirmative Action” VP corner office was wrenched away from us by George W. when he killed capitalism with a fly swat.

      It gets better.

      Then we dreamt America voted some young, wezam/demmam/qumenam guy into the White House. This despite Upper Management’s corybantic, bi-daily “SELEDA Voter Guide” in which they administered belligerently unsound evidence that aforementioned wezam was actually —and we quote—a Secret Socialist Muslim Qoda Faqqi Bolshevik Derg Terrorist Homosexulaite PenTE who is against Ethiopia being named King of Africa. Worse, he is Kenyan-ish. –We unquote.-

      That can’t be right.

      Then, then we had this nightmare where our 401Ks were really 101Ks but our mortgages had increased by 401 percent because some ye sETan quraCH named Freddie and his trophy M’sht, Frannie, decided we weren’t really qualified to own the stately SELEDA building in downtown Seledaville. A building, we inform you with no great pleasure, that Upper Management had just dedicated to someone named Ato Bernos MeTnEoff.

      Hm. Perhaps this is why we are perpetually jittery.

      Our fitful sememen was interrupted by a vision of a post card floating in mid-air. “Greetings from ‘Gitmo!” the front blared in a disarmingly charming font, the edges adorned with roses, daisies and… is that a machine gun in one corner? Why, yes it is. The curt note on the other side read:

      Hello, editors. Loving our new job in Cuba-ish. Air is fresh. Water is clean. Habeas corpus is pliable. Just like SELEDA except we actually like the people here. They don’t question us when we blindfold them and lead them into windowless rooms. Question: remember when we routinely electrocuted our interns’ blitoch during editorial meetings? Did we use 80 volts or 120? Something about a new “humanitarian” approach or some such. We told you not to vote for that commie! Loveyoumeanit.

      So that’s where they’ve been. Terrible people these… for the record, it was 120 volts. Eighty?! For heaven’s sake, we are not amateurs. This is not Qaliti.

      Thankfully, not all was gloom and doom in dreamland. We had this beautiful vision of a great African renaissance. And may we say, Africa, about damn time. Random coup d’états and rigged elections? So… 9/10. Really? Licentious corruption? Impeccable incompetence? Insatiable greed? Sorry, Africa. SELEDA Upper Management accomplishes all that and more before their first cup of half-caf/half-blood cappuccino.

      No, friends. What we dreamt was bigger than 10,000% inflation. We dreamt that the untamable, angry waters of the Horn had finally surrendered; a region dismissed as explosive and ungovernable had finally risen like… are those machine guns? Why, yes. Yes, they are. Oh, and it’s tankers and vessels surrendering to angry, untamable and ungovernable people with explosives. Way to go, Somalia. Thanks for drop kicking the continent back to the 9th century.

      So this is when we usually try waking up, certain that this is not real life. Hoping that this is not real life. We claw at the empty thermos of Weizero Zimamwerq’s korentee shai. We make the umpteenth promise to feTari amlak to never touch that thing again in exchange for waking up from this…

      Speaking of Weizero Zimamwerq… The woman has been verily uppity ever since she heard rumors we might, um, not really be a “DV miyaseTu” brokerage house. Which, for the record, we never said we were. We just added it to our stationary and took application fees, late fees and fees’ fees. So, for those irgo zmb mebt askebari types, it was a totally legit operation. We know this because we’re looking at our bailout/bonus checks and, wow, lots of zeros. So let’s not get all fidgety about how elites are taking advantage of poor, innocent, wedel-del yalu set weizerowech. And just so you know, nothing yetemeTaTene about her shrro. Just putting that out there.

      And just when we were about to get lost in the vision of Mengistu Haile Mariam’s giant, kefjarra, Santa Claus hat adorned head … we woke up. AbEt, abEt. Mn alnih Qidus Mike?

      So here we are, back from the Witless Protection Program, dear SELEDAwiyan. Really, we would like to elaborate but, yaw, ye intin neger new.

      Welcome to the Intin Issue!

      Before we fully delve into our m’wart, may we take a few moments to say a proper thank you to all our writers, past and present. Especially present. We badgered them with the dub’ida that SELEDA was coming back for one last hurrah, and most of them dutifully delivered their delicious ezin. If only we were the kinds of people who could write poetry that does not quickly devolve into dirty limericks, m’Ts, we would have penned a few soulful verses here. We are grateful you participated in sending us off with a bang.

      Also a heartfelt thank you to all our past contributors who have endured our intellectual trki-mrkee-titude and endeavored to put pen to paper, Tat to keyboard and made SELEDA flourish as a protracted ye ibdoch menaheriya. These pages have been graced by talent that has been truly wasted on these pages. If SELEDA has any kind of legacy we hope it is that it ferreted out wordsmiths who crafted literary delicacies.

      Can we start the musho now?

      When we debuted in 1999 we honestly had no intention of becoming a monthly (okay, not so monthly) webzine where we could routinely deposit our torrential neurosis, psychosis and netrakanet. Alas, there were too many of you out there encouraging this kind of mezerTeT, and look what you have done.

      And it worked for a while because youth and the price of gEsho were on our side. But sustaining a monthly literary webzine… and by the way, whoever came up with that idea is an inestimable cretin and wemenE incapable of … Oh. Some intern person tells us it was us who came up with that idea, which is why it was so brilliant.

      Ten years later, however (um, minus a few years), it’s not going to fly. We are not sure yet how to reformat SELEDA. It might morph into what another intern person is telling us is something called a… blog? What? That sounds terrible and filthy. So we’ll probably look into it.

      However way we restructure, if we restructure, we hope we can depend on yaslemedachihun’n generosity.

      Can we end the musho now?

      So what’s new at SELEDA?

      Oh, you mock us.

      Through intense Tsebel therapy, we have managed to defang our legendary control freakiness and, ineho, SELEDA now has a comment feature after each article. Yes, that’s us being yanked into the late 20th century. You will need to register to comment, and of course, caveat emptor. We trust any zitetamishness will be swiftly dealt with by the SELEDA mehabere seb.

      We have also opened a SELEDA Gul’t, where you can park your $20.00 for a good cause. Does paying off our brzz tab qualify as a good cause? Yes, for us.

      We hope you enjoy The Intin Issue. During a few key moments in bringing you this issue—between editorial shouting matches and hasty conference calls with the Tenquwai we have on retainer- we remembered why we loved doing it. It’s been an honor sharing this small corner of cyberspace with you, and we hope the quality of the articles with smooth over any feathers we might have ruffled by our unsanctioned forfE.

      And finally, thank you, all of our readers, who have been the cement foundation for our dessasa gojo. You will probably never know what you have done for us. SELEDA has made the shaky ground beneath our feet a little firmer, the constant disquiet in our hearts a bit less paralyzing, the chaotic voices in our heads less turbulent, the unempirical yearning in our souls a little more tractable and the general discomfort of being Ethiopians outside of Ethiopia infinitely more tolerable. Through your kind words and patronage we have been able to remember the Ethiopia we can’t seem to shake off.

      Thank you. Hopefully, our paths shall cross again.

      The Humble Editors

      editors at seleda dot com

      _____________________

      Update: Holy EsTifanos, you are a high maintenance bunch! Too much whining about how “complicated” we have made the Comment feature has made us reach for our cyber lmiCH. . eCH… eCHCHCH! Yawilachu! We’ve simplified it, and now we wish we still had interns loitering outside our gates upon whom we could reroute our disproportionate fury. hod qurTeT.

      My Story

      Diary of a Frazzled EmeCHat

      by: Weizero Yobdar

      April 30

      Dear Diary:

      As you know, the annual Fasika gathering is where major announcements are made in our family. A few years back cousin X announced he was getting married to a woman no one had met. At the next Fasika gathering he declared he was divorced from the woman no one had met. The response from the congenitally on-edge circle of azawntoch was the same on both occasions: first they blanket the room with silence; then they make themselves appear catatonic; then their eyes start bouncing the unwelcome news between each other. The silence is then faultlessly punctured by one of my aunt EtiyE Hbret’s famously vague canons: “Ahoon esti…gEtachn, medhaneetachn baregebet qen…”

      That’s how she notes general unpleasantness: by pointing out the date, time or occasion of the unpleasantness. — “Ahoon esti be Twat … be senbet… be Lideta… be’ lete Hamoos…” The unpleasantness itself is never addressed. This somehow makes sense to all the older people—they nod, then shake their heads in perfect synchronicity as if the gravitas of her words needed to delicately coat all sides their cerebral cortex. The rest of us have stopped trying to connect the dots.

      This year my husband and I announced we were expecting. The news was well received because, if you are Ethiopian and have not sired a sosteNa gulicha by the ninth-month-and-fourth day of your nuptials, here’s what’ll happen:

      a) all the tabotoch, in alphabetical order, will get an earful from the women in your extended family. “mTs…Abba Guba…indezi aynet lijoch… badowachewn ltasqerachew…?!” “mTs… Abbo…” “m’Ts Abune Aregawi…”… “mTs Baheta”… Rinse. Repeat.

      b) Aforementioned women will make a point of not looking at you when they announce so-and-so’s daughter is pregnant.

      c) In your absence, aforementioned women will discuss your “situation” at family gatherings. Extensively. Discuss. Your fertility. They’ll then authoritatively pontificate about herbal remedies and suddenly your mother is slipping lishalisho, wanza, bissana, fETo, gummamilla and, of course, the cure-all neCH shnkurt into your green tea.

      d) No one will say anything to your face except the likes of EtiyE Hbret—“Mndrnew m’tiTebiqut?” she’ll proffer. Magnanimously. “Liju indehon bedilu yadgal. AfeTaTeru’mm ye aa’nd deqiqa sra new.” Loquacious emphasis on the “aaaaa’nd.” She usually carpet bombs us with those kinds of alliterations at the most ill-suited, ill-timed moments…ever: For example, that uneasy, unnerving silence at a leqso right after a rather histrionic rendition of “weinE wendimE! Gud honkuN!” by someone who no one knows? Yep. That discomforting silence is usually broken by EtiyE Hbret’s opinion on, say, why so-and-so is not married yet. “Anchi, tnnish k’shee. Majiratish hulu weT’twal’ko!”

      Anyway, people were happy. My sister-in-law wanted to know who was told of this in advance and who wasn’t and why she wasn’t. My brother high-fived my husband, “Alright, Minute Man!”

      Late update: Etiye Hbret just had an over-sharing moment. Prior to one visit from her childless daughter (my cousin M) and her husband, EtiyE Hbret had run her holiest (yes, she grades them) Lalibela cross down the length of the guest bed. She had then dotted the headboard with qba qdus. “Ingih, Emebetachin, adera. Ezih alga lie mideregewin hulu… adera.”

      Nine months and three days later my cousin had twins.
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        * * *

      

      May 10:

      Dear Diary:

      I can think of only a few things better than being pregnant and Ethiopian. It’s as if the waters part.

      We were at a family event over the weekend. By the end of the short visit I was simpatico with princesses around the world. It’s really an underappreciated profession. I managed to perfect my “brave pregnant woman” look: one hand on my belly, fingers fanned; the other hand hugging my waist as if I am burdened with solving the world’s hunger problem. The trick is to make it seem like you routinely solve world hunger. With nonchalance.

      Seriously, waters part.

      It’s like the Batman signal for older Ethiopian women. They swoop in from nowhere and before you can say “Werild Bank” you’re sprawled on the nearest sofa, its previous occupant brutally assaulted off of it. (“Ere esti erguzeet tqemeT, ante agasses. Teness!” they’ll say, their eyes narrowed to a slit by contempt.) Soon your head is snuggled against someone’s ye k’t gabbi, and the women are riddling your husband with a series of withering glmiCHas for letting his wife get her own water! Sweet.

      Also, if you suspect someone is not conveying the right amount of respect for your august position as life-giver, you can order him/her to get you a strawberry/kiwi/protein shake topped with gnfilfil at 2 a.m. Oh, and they will comply because you will threaten to tell aforementioned women that you were craving a strawberry/kiwi/protein shake topped with gnfilfil but [insert your nemesis’ name] would not get it for you. “D’rom esu/eswa… zereTeT!” the women will say. And keep saying. The meticulous rebuking (both verbal and psychological) will reach back all the way to the offender’s childhood discretions, and really, who needs that in a family of facile shul afoch? Hm?

      It’s how I got my brother to give me his iPhone. Works with pretty much anything.
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        * * *

      

      June 7

      Dear Diary:

      I’ve been busy. Apparently this parenthood business is a business. All of a sudden you need stuff. Lots of stuff. And each stuff has to be pedantically researched and exhaustively discussed on various internet forums because there are at least 101 ways to impale your kid on the wrong model car seat. Less research has been done on cancer. Then there is the stuff that the stuff you need needs: bottles need bottle washers, bottle steamers, bottle dryers, bottle coolers, bottle freezers, bottle warmers and a myriad of ridiculous little bullshit things.

      I got to thinking: didn’t our parents manage to bear and rear healthy children on two abujedi shnt CHerqoch, ye gebss wuha and a sturdy ktab? But try telling that to the saleswomen at those baby stores. They look at you as if someone ought to revoke your ovary privileges because you’re queasy about spending $900 for a stroller.

      And then there is the problem of having ferenj friends. The ferenj are different from you and I, Dear Diary. That’s why they are ferenjoch. They do stuff like take hand-me-downs, they buy cribs on Craigslist, and they want to have natural childbirth because they want to have a “true” birth experience. For immigrants like us whose pride about accepting wuraj knows no boundaries, having lived under the Derg has depleted our tolerance for pain. For us, “natural” childbirth is one where you ask for epidural at the beginning of your ninth month.

      I mentioned to my aunts that one of my hippie friends was going to give me her, um, used clothes for the new baby. Note to self: among things never to mention to older Ethiopian women: idget be hbret, pork and the fact that you are hording used clothes for your first baby. You know what follows: pregnant pause…then, “Ahoon esti…be maleda.”

      Late Update: My mother-in-law got a whiff of this profanation of everything that makes us Ethiopians. She discreetly slipped my husband a wad of cash. “Belu… le lijachiu Tbiqo megjiya…”

      This might be a profitable endeavor I’ve stumbled upon.
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        * * *

      

      July 14

      Dear Diary:

      Apparently there is a concept called “nesting.” No one told me about this and I was late getting the “hormonal” memo. Nesting is when pregnant women— and I don’t want to sound unnecessarily brusque here— go completely ape shit insane about cleanliness. I’ve been cleaning things around the house that should not be cleaned including the tops of the salt and pepper shakers. Yesterday I vacuumed the bathroom rugs.

      Nesting would not be a totally bad thing by itself, except that nesting combined with hormonal upheavals? Lethal.

      Today, I spent the whole day cleaning out our master bedroom closet. I color coordinated my husband’s shirts and hung them up, each exactly one inch apart… light to dark, pinstripe to solid, single ply to double ply, Oxford French-cuff to buttondown. They looked very pretty.

      When my husband came back from work he hung up his shirt. It was a white shirt. He hung it between an olive green shirt and a light purple shirt.

      Nesting, meet Husband.

      When I finally tracked him down he was putting on his gym shoes. He looked up at me, his face all lit up by the wez of a proud papa-to-be.

      “Hi qonjiyE… how’s my…”

      Did you know tears can gush out in four directions, Dear Diary? Well, they do. I held up his white shirt as if I were holding prima facie evidence in a genocide trial. And then, as if on cue, I starting bawling inconsolably and incoherently as the words I was trying to sputter out were greedily gobbled up by the vast quantities of air I had to intake in order to sustain this behemoth of a meltdown.

      “What… what happened?” I heard him say from somewhere far, far away.

      “Ante gn, mn… aynet… sew… neh?”

      “What?”

      “It took me all day… I’m pregnant! And…”

      “Mn areku?”

      “I am your child’s mother! How can you treat me like this?”

      It went on for a while… He finally uttered the magic words.

      “Can I make you a milk shake, baby?”

      “Your shirts are… oh…” “Yes. Please.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”….

      Mercifully, you are not expected to offer a post- cataclysm explanation. I offered one anyway.

      “I’m pregnant… light… dark… left… to right. French cuffs… second row…Just the right thing to do. WeinE jerbayE… green shirt… why do you have so many white shirts? Is the lawn turning blue? I’m pregnant. I’m sorry. Do you hate me? You hate me, right? Do you like my shirt? I’m getting fat. We need new bathroom rugs. Is this fETo… can we…? ”

      “How about we add chocolate sprinkles to your milk shake, baby doll?”

      “Yes.” <snifffffff!>

      Someone should have told me about nesting. Someone should have told my husband about what happens when nesting and hormones sit down for coffee.
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        * * *

      

      July 30

      Dear Diary:

      I’m reading all kinds of books on pregnancy and childbirth, ergo I’ve become the quintessential “m’T lenatuwa” intellectual. I asked my mother how they did it back in the day in Ethiopia. “We had books, too,” she pointed out gingerly. Yeah? But did they have “In Utero: Music for My Baby, Vol. 1-7”? No. This is why there was a revolution in Ethiopia.
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        * * *

      

      August 1

      Dear Diary:

      …I showed EtiyE Hbret the baby’s stuffed animal collection. As usual, she was not paying attention. She picked up a kangaroo. “YihE yemin ayT new? Ere wediya Tai!”

      … I’m having issues with my OBGYN. I asked him if my belly was too big because the woman at the grocery store told me it was. “Well,” he drawled, “I don’t think so. But I only have a medical degree. I’m not a cashier.”

      … “I love being pregnant,” I confessed to my best friend. “Of course you do,” she chortled. “All high maintenance women do.”

      Why do people hate me and my unborn child?
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        * * *

      

      August 5

      Dear Diary:

      I have telba, aja, bulla and genfo to feed several small armies. I don’t know which one is supposed to do what, but there they are—stacked in the pantry, mocking me.
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        * * *

      

      August 15

      Dear Diary:

      It’s getting close to D-Day. I feel great! So great in fact that I managed not to get unhinged when I saw a dirty plate in the sink. Ha? Who’s your Little Miss Sunshine, now?

      Here’s something interesting: when it comes to pregnancy and pregnant women, how is it that otherwise normal, educated, feriha-egzihabhEr yaderebachew Ethiopians suddenly morph into irrational, superstitious, totally insane people?

      Here is the formula:

      Pregnant woman does something fairly innocuous (equals) nine people with twenty-two differing opinions screaming over each other (minus) pregnant woman’s ability to reason (divided by) pregnant woman being dismissed as agul ferenj (plus) some version of “ayhonimma!” or “ayderegm!” or “mn y’taweqal?”

      To which there is no proper response.

      Then the other day, the latent qebeT in me requested gomen for dinner. Welllll. You know, only in Ethiopian culture can such a simple request devolve into bedlam. Less fury would have followed a request to defecate on a messob.

      Thirty minutes of unrelenting opinion fuwa-fuwatE later …

      Houston, we have an edict: Gomen is a silent baby killer. No gomen for you!

      Another day, I got ready to make my daily baby store run. My mother, who has apparently been on guard for signs of shenanigans from her nefse Tur, gomen-wanting freak of a daughter, stopped me.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Baby store. I need outlet covers fo…”

      “Ayhonm!”

      “Huh?”

      “Ahoon indatweCHi.”

      “Why?”

      “Tsehai tbred.”

      “Why? I”m going in the car.”

      “Indat’weCHi indat’weCHi new.“

      “But… why?”

      “Mn y’taweqal?”

      “Mnu?”

      “Be Terrara tsehai erguz kebEtwa atweTam. ayderegm.”

      “Mom, c’mon.”

      “Arfesh quCH bei biyalehu. Beqa.”

      “Can you at least tell me why?”

      “Tsehai sitikerr megaNa ylkesekesal.”

      “What?!”

      “QuCH!”

      The redeeming factor here may be that I think my mother was a bit embarrassed by the whole thing.

      I have been so browbeaten by incongruous logic that I have given up even the pretense of a respectable fight. To wit, my mother’s friends demanded I stop working on my laptop. “Komputeru… ayiii… y’Tfa. Sewu yemilikew neger aytaweqm.”

      Snap. Shut. Milkshake.
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        * * *

      

      August 28

      Dear Diary:

      I officially waddle now. As I waddled upstairs at the end of a particularly trying day, my husband slapped my butt. “Hot mama for papa,” he chuckled.

      I doubt very much the veracity of his flattery. But man, did it feel great!.
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        * * *

      

      September 2

      Dear Diary:

      My ferenj friend (also very pregnant) asked me to go with her while she got a cast made of her belly. I didn’t know what the hell that was, but it was morning and no sign of the much maligned megaNa so I decided to tag along. Apparently the ferenj peoples have a cast done of the pregnant belly to… remember what it was like to have been pregnant? It’s a very expensive venture and a very uncomfortable one to boot. As the saying goes, Ferenj siqebT inji tammo aymotm.

      For a fleeting moment I imagined the conversation if I went back home to a house full of Ethiopians with a cast of my belly. m’Ts. Demmo be wudiqt.

      My friend told me she was practicing for natural childbirth by soaking her hands and feet in ice water, purportedly to shore up her tolerance for pain. She enumerated all the herbal supplements she was going to take to ensure her milk supply is at its optimum. Prenatal yoga, pre-registration at the city’s most prestigious pre- school, post-partum detoxification, a Tiffany rocking horse baby cup, the right nanny… Standard, enviable ferenj over-preparedness.

      I asked her who was going to help her with the baby. Her mother was coming, “for a long time.”

      “Really? So is mine!” I then tell her about the schedule aforementioned women had worked out between themselves to ensure I would be covered 24-7.

      “Wait a second,” she interrupted. “How long will you have family around you?”

      “I don’t know. Six months, at least.”

      “Six months?! My mother is coming for five days. And she told me she won’t be changing any diapers. And Greg is freaking out about five whole days with my mother.”

      “What about your mother-in-law?”

      “Neither of us can stand her. You know me. I really don’t want too much family around my new baby. You know how family freaks me out.”

      And there you have it. The omnipresent cultural chasm that will never close no matter the degree of our assimilation.

      We went back to talking about BPA-free bottles and organic mattresses. Silently, I was grateful for nine people with twenty-two differing opinions.
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        * * *

      

      September 10

      Dear Diary:

      There are problems with being married to an engineer, I am learning. Perhaps I am learning this a little too late?

      Husband and I were unpacking gifts from my baby shower and husband examines a baby bath/shampoo set.

      “Throw this out.”

      “Why?!”

      “It says right here, not tested on animals.”

      “Yaaa?”

      “If it’s good enough for my child, it’s good enough for a lab rat. Throw it out.”

      It reminded me of his favorite joke. A bunch of engineers are playing golf. A group of blind men are ahead of them on the course. Exasperated, the engineers say, “Why can’t they play at night?”

      It’s all fun and games until it happens to you.

      ——–

      p.s. Re: baby showers. Really, the ferenj ability to indefatigably squeal about a baby spoon is awe inspiring.
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        * * *

      

      September 16

      Dear Diary:

      We had a baby boy!

      At several points during the whole ordeal my mother was having a furiously one-sided conversation with EmiyE Mariyam.

      In between my ludicrously exaggerated screams I could make out my sister thumbing through a magazine. “You should tell mom to get off the floor,” she said at one point, not looking up. I swiveled to where my mother was– sure enough, splayed on the floor. “Mnew MariyamiyE! Adera biyEsh alneber?”

      I kept fishing out crosses and small prayer books from underneath my pillow. I learnt later that several family members had slipped my husband different holy books and figurines to place near my head during labor. Because, really, what else could help a woman thrashing around in unbelievable pain because nine pounds of flesh was being squeezed through her birth canal?

      My husband, duty-bound that he is, had labeled each item with the name of the contributor. It was Gash Merid’s well-worn drssan he decided to shove in my mouth during the last throes of labor that brought his son to this world.

      Even my sister, who possesses an impressively stunted set of social skills, thought that was a mistake.

      The rest is all a haze. My mother found the strength to roll out a series of imposingly-pitched eliltas, which signaled my official induction into motherhood. My husband took my hand. When he looked in my eyes I caught flickers of well masked slivers of trepidation. I wanted to hold him.
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        * * *

      

      September 18

      Dear Diary:

      All my siblings flew in for a surprise visit. There we were, crammed in my little hospital room, exactly like it was so many years ago in Ethiopia when we would cram in our parents’ bedroom. Except this time my older brother was holding my son.

      None of us said it, but the feeling was palpable: we missed Dad.
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        * * *

      

      September 20

      Dear Diary:

      On our first night home, our son slept between my husband and me. Neither one of us slept. We kept watching our son and counting his every breath. The trepidation in my husband’s eyes had been replaced by the kind of tenderness that makes me forget I have not slept in three days.

      I never thought I possessed a shred of maternal instincts. But somewhere between nursing my son and cradling him on my chest, something kicked in. Some lioness took over. The hairs on the back of my neck rose to permanent awareness; my claws calcified; my skin calloused; and my eyes started throwing warning darts across space.

      I was someone’s mother. Holy. Shit.
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        * * *

      

      September 24

      Dear Diary:

      I’m frazzled. Motherhood still hasn’t sunk in. Luckily, I’m still in the process of blaming everything on hormones. Right now I am obsessing about the mess in my kitchen after a marathon genfo fest. I want to clean again. I want to make sure that we use the right china when we serve guests. I want someone to remove that piece of lint on top of the drapes. Motherhood, Dear Diary, is incompatible with control freakiness.

      Finally, when I could not take it anymore, I slipped out for a walk. Yes. I did. With each step I bode goodbye to a much eshuru-ru’ed neurosis. By the time I got back home I felt twenty pounds lighter.

      Waiting for me at the door was my mother. She was furious. Week-old emeCHat leaving her allotted 20-feet radius? Ayderegm!

      “Mn bedelkush?” Mom hissed. “Ere mn aregush?”

      There’s no good way to answer that.
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        * * *

      

      September 27

      Dear Diary:

      Here’s a list of things new Ethiopian moms should sear into their memories:

      a) Infants have to have on at least seven articles of clothing at all times. Room temperature means nothing. Lest the debelo gabi your child is ensconced in moves an inch, an automatic trigger will alert all people over age 50 to prophesize how “liju be brd memotu new!” The exception to this minimum clothing requirement is the vaunted tradition of tsehai memoq. In that case, one article of clothing may be removed. Not the hat. The hat is sacrosanct.

      b) If your child so much as moans, he should be fed… kemeqSbet. If you take a split second more you shall be suspected of being in cahoots with the qeTer megaNa you befriended on baby store runs.

      c) There is some esoteric rule against kissing your newborn. “Lijun adbel’blachiu CHeresash’ut.” No kissing. No telling.

      d) No new mother shall spend twenty minutes without eating/drinking/sniffing/rubbing something horribly fattening.

      e) Seriously. We need to figure out this personal space issue. My breasts should not be touched by anyone who has not bought me dinner. I know people are trying to help, but the casual way they help themselves to helping my son latch on is… it’s wrong.

      f) No one cares if you rip one. No one.

      g) Amharic baby talk… very grinding on the nerves.

      h) Someone in your family will be very agitated if the kristinna lands during Tsom.

      i) Nothing can ever prepare you for the endless, tedious, stultifying “liju mammin y’meslal?” cogitations. I’ve accepted my son does not look like me. Even then, however, I have to sit through platitudinous smack-downs from EtiyE Hbret on down.

      “Mmm… afu akababbi inatun new.”

      Fine.

      “Ay. Aydelem!”

      Fine.

      “Ay… eswannn-iss… syhon,, ye Ato Mekasha’n melk alew.”

      Fine. (And I don’t know who this Ato Mekasha is.)

      “Yellew’m!”

      _(_Sweet Jesus, kill me now.)

      “ennatun… neger… alebet” (said in a way that makes it sound like the kid has contracted a severe case of mch.)

      Fine.

      “Eshi. Gn, yelayiNaw kenferu bicha.”

      Ah, screw this. I’m going to go talk to my friend, Ato MegaNa.
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        * * *

      

      September 22

      Dear Diary:

      It’s a terribly clichéd thing to do, but I watch my son sleep. His eyelashes, long and sinewy, seem to almost weigh his eyes down. When he flutters them open he looks directly in my eyes and stares at me with un-childlike confidence. The longer he stares, the more easily he tears through my frail bravado.

      He is so tiny, yet a giant. Fragile, yet dauntingly able to bring out all the vulnerabilities in me I thought I had long buried. He signals a beginning, yes; but also a sad end of a generation of Ethiopians being born and raised away from the land where we, our fathers and their fathers have buried our itibt.

      When he sleeps, I pour out all my insecurities and reconstruct my bravado.

      And then he wakes up and tears at me again.

      So tiny; yet a giant.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      October 3

      Dear Diary:

      Something extraordinary happened today.

      Husband was playing with our child with all the mommy-approved toys – organic, handmade, hand-painted wooden toys because aforementioned women have declared plastic Chinese-made toys the new gomen.

      Husband brought out some battery-operated machinery—the kind that emit obnoxious noises and lights up for no satisfactory reason.

      “Honey, not that toy.” I say it authoritatively. I’ve read books, you see. And I’ve been spending way too much time with elderly Ethiopian women.

      “Lemn? Is it bringing on your migraine?”

      “No.”

      “So, why?”

      “Ayhominmma.”

      “Mnu?”

      “That toy.”

      “But, why?”

      “Um… ye lij joro y’beTisal…”

      The way he looked at me, I couldn’t recover.

      “… y’lalu…” It was my weakest moment yet.

      “Innema?” He wasn’t gonna let this one go.

      “Alawqilihm!”

      Today I became my mother. The circle is complete.
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        * * *

      

      October 18

      Dear Diary:

      I want to tell the all the ladies a secret my husband let me in on: ladies, men really don’t want to see the actual birthing process. They don’t. Write this down, sisters. We might think they do, and they let us think they do, but in actuality they… don’t. All the ladies need to know this. It took a lot of “I promise I won’t hit you with a blunt object”s for my husband to divulge this information.

      “You-mean-you-didn’t-think-it-was-a-beautiful-moment-when-you-witnessed-our-child-entering-this-world?”

      It took all I had to stifle the deluge of indignation threatening to whip me into an un-set Weizero-like frenzy.

      “Nope.”

      “oh.my.god!”

      “You guys don’t see it from our angle. This purple, vein-y…”

      “Wh-hhaaat?!”

      “Okay, you see? I knew we couldn’t have this conversation.”

      “No. Okay. Tell me. So… you felt nothing?”

      “I’m just saying, there are some things guys shouldn’t see. Your child’s flat head oozing from… down there is number one.”

      “But you cut the cord!”

      “Yeah! Because your qlmid’md doctor damn near shoved the scissors down my throat. What was I going to do?”

      “You didn’t want to cut the cord?”

      I thought the emeCHat-in-distress approach would soften his apostasy.

      “N-nope!”

      “But…”

      “And I’m not the only one. I did an informal survey of the guys and we all feel the same way.”

      “But…”

      “There was a reason why our fathers waited outside.”

      “Because they were emotional zombies incapable of grasping the enormity of childbirth?!”

      “Alright. Conversation over.”

      “I don’t even know you anymore.”

      “I knew it, eko.”

      “It’s like you are this…”

      “Wife, milkshake?”

      “No. I want gomen..”

      So there you go. Everyone is on the same page.
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        * * *

      

      October 26

      Dear Diary:

      Not sure when this happened, but I’ve become the court jester. I make faces, I sing and I dance in an effort to eek out a smile from my son’s beautiful lips. He is, of course, very uninterested and communicates this with freakishly enormous yawns—like he is Caesar after the 20th skewering of a gladiator. I tell my son that this is the hardest I’ve ever worked to capture a man’s attention.

      He burps and looks away, bestowing all his attention on the ceiling fan instead.

      So this is when it starts with men, wanting what they can’t have.
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        * * *

      

      November 11

      Dear Diary:

      Yesterday I discovered I know all the Tabots. Maybe not in alphabetical order.

      So… I thought it would be an inspired thing to do to venture out with my son without the usual ajabiwech: Mom in charge of the diaper bag, make that diaper bags; Aunt #4 on stroller duty; various family members holding wipes and tissue with military vigilance. Nope. Today, I am Woman. Under control.

      I sent the women shopping and started getting ready. 10a.m.

      10:26 I had managed to find a pair of the kid’s socks. Whoever is in charge of socks thinks putting them in the very back of the last drawer is a fun way to drive a new mother crazy. Noted. Baby promptly poops on the socks, so now we have a sockless situation.

      11:05- Socks are overrated.

      11:18- I hate the pacifier because it thinks it is smarter than me.

      11:40- Keys? Where are my car keys?

      11:49- Shoes? Where are my shoes?

      12:16- Son has a diaper blowout.

      12:38- Okay. Done. Ready… and out we go.

      12:40- … and back we come in because I’m still wearing my pajamas.

      12:59- I look cute in non-maternity clothes. Oh. Baby. Where’s the baby?

      1:10- … and out we go.

      By this time Son is cranky and having none of it. But I forged on. Listen, mamooshiyE. I am in charge. I am the parent. Simmer.

      It’s a nippy fall day. I pretend it’s not cold and that no one in their right mind would put socks on on such a nice day. Husband had parked the car outside. Reach for keys. No keys. Reach for diaper bag. No diaper bag. Meanwhile, son is miles past meltdown.

      I pace back to the house. Door. Locked. Very locked.

      So to summarize: kid is convulsing. No house keys. No car keys. No diaper bag. No phone. Boobs leaking. Cold as hell.

      As I sat in my neighbor’s very clean study I started praying. Please, God. Let husband not be in a meeting. I know I have not been a good Orthodox. But I will change my wicked ways. Please, God. EsTefanos… mTs… Ura’el… mTs … Merqoriyos… mTTTTsss… tebaberuN…

      In the twenty minutes it took my husband to come home I had made all kinds of impossible promises to God and country.

      That evening, still knee deep in ecclesiastical fettle, I confided to my husband that this incident was no coincidence. God, I told him, was trying to speak to me. He was sending me a signal. “Next time,” I said, “I will listen to God.”

      “Or…,” my husband said, barely lifting his head up from his laptop. “You could take your keys with you.”

      It makes me sad that my husband hates Jesus.
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        * * *

      

      December 12

      Dear Diary:

      I reached for my husband in the middle of the night. He wasn’t there. I looked across to the crib. It was empty. I dragged myself out of bed. The only light in the house came from the lamp in the living room. I managed to glide down the stairs in a sleepless stupor.

      On the couch, my husband was singing to our son. His voice was low but I could make out the words to “Eshurruru.” He rocked our son so very gently. The light hit both of them at such an angle that their faces faded into each other.

      Eshuru-ruhhh, lijE eshuru-ruh…

      Through the haze of new parenthood I had forgotten how much I loved this man.

      I remembered the first time I saw him, the first time he smiled at me, the first time he touched the back of my neck, the first time I made him laugh hard, the first time his quivering lips touched mine,— a kiss so fleeting I thought I had imagined it.

      I remembered the first time I disappointed him.

      I remembered the first time he called me his wife, the first time tears of pain welled in his beautiful oval eyes. I remembered the way he helped me unfasten my necklace on our wedding night and how he let his fingers trace my collarbone.

      I remembered the way he squeezed my hand at my father’s funeral.

      I remembered the way he whistles Tilahun Gessese melodies while he does our taxes. I remembered how he fixed my windshield wipers in the rain. I remembered the way he played footsie with me at that Fasika gathering.

      I remembered; the way he gets lost in a song.

      I remembered the rare flash of anger in his eyes, the heartfelt apology on his lips and the warmth behind his delicate whisper. I remembered how I never feel alone anymore; how I like cooking for him, and how my heart still leaps when I see him across a room.

      When he noticed me, he smiled. He drew my attention to how our son’s tiny clenched hands resting on his puffy cheeks. “Just like his daddy,” my husband whispered.

      I went to sit with them.

      “Thank you for giving me such an awesome son,” he said, his voice barely audible over our son’s loud gaze.

      I drew my husband’s face to mine and kissed him. Because I remembered.

      And eventually my face melted into theirs.

      Bailout Nation

      by: yoftahe

      Unperturbed by the ebb and flow of centuries of booms and busts, there toils a troubled bank that no TARP, no PPIP, no jinni janka can bring to solvency. It’s called the “ET Favor Bank”, and is laden with toxic assets (liabilities?) known as yiluNta-backed securities, and massive bets hedged with nothing but an enduring faith in “ye nege’n igzEr yawqal.”

      “Ye nege’n igzEr yawqal” – a humble submission to the vagaries of fate implored with open palms and an upward glance that seeks to ensure, “aydel indE, igzEr?” So removed from its literal reference to God, it is employed by devout and heathen alike. Depending on your perch across the faith divide, you may call it a powerful strategy that employs the ultimate risk mitigator in the service of one’s venture… or… a reckless derivative of Russian roulette disguised as a risk management scheme.

      But I, not exactly a heathen and no more holier than you—the only halo that hovers over my head being the bulb that sparks when I think of a clever tenkol— wonder if a harsher indictment may be in order: a cultural weapon of mass destruction that rides on the back of a chronic defeatist resignation to leave everything to chance, so recklessly deployed it leaves a trail of carnage — casualties of famine, disease, destitution and ignorance buried in unmarked mounds of dirt along desolate, dusty roads.

      I concede that it holds a promise of catharsis – a mere faithful invocation of it loosens nagging knots of worry and offloads your burden onto the all-able shoulders of igzEr.

      In the off-chance that igzEr doesn’t come through in this particular instance, given the mysterious ways in which He works, then there’s always your cousin Abiy. AbE. AbE’s got your back. Abiy, with his fear of “zemed mn ylal?”, and his outstanding favor debt to you, is bound to come through. He may gloat, “I told you so;” he may begrudge, “mn aqebeTeh!” But in the end, it’s in the dem-kontrat that Abiy must bail you out. You know this, and so, even as you invoke igzEr’s help, you secretly hedge His charge with a nod to the communal dependence that the ET Favor Bank affords.

      I concede, too, the soothing embrace of communal dependence (iddir)…the economy of scale that the pooling of resources brings to bear. (iqqub)…the empowering comfort of the age-old adage (and the preamble to many a call to collective action), “dr b’yabbr anbessa yasr.” The cushy security that hangs on the knowledge (implicit guarantee) that Abiy has got your back, that KebbE will bail you out (ikellE allelN iko). The no-zemed-left-behind cliquish inclusiveness… the collective trot, free from the anxiety of a dog-eat-dog, fend-for-yourself stampede…ere wediya, it’s simply, sublimely, mushily warm.

      In fact, my own brother back in Ethiopia was recently saved (saved in more ways than one in his case, but that’s neither here nor there) and rehab-ed from the brink of a nervous breakdown thanks to the communal care-taking and the burden-offloading catharsis that “ye nege’n igzEr yawqal” afforded. Sporting a fading wrist scar as the only badge of the rock-bottom that he’d once scraped, he’s joined the ranks of countless rehab-ed sanities that walk about owing a debt of gratitude to the collective shrink. With that, he was advanced a loan straight from the ET Favor Bank.

      At the ET Favor Bank, you deposit and withdraw favors; you advance favor loans and pay claims on favor debts.

      You, a 30-something awaqi, dutifully break a tabooed cross-cultural romance to oblige traditional parents who feared the union would risk discontinuing the trademark gola gola yalu eyes that flow in the family tree. In obliging them, you made a favor advance to your parents. Two years down the line, when you decide to get hitched, having secured the proper parent-approved bride-material, you claim payment from the Favor Bank by sticking Mom with the hassle and oversight of details of the wedding ceremony. A ceremony to be held back in Addis. Like a casual guest, you arrive for your own wedding with just a week to go, and lie around jet-lagged without so much as lifting a finger except to point to which slice of cucumber you want placed over your eyes.

      Depending on the extent of residual regret you harbor about the dutiful break-up (and hence your sense of the remaining balance on the debt), you might even book Mom for future guilt-free (and very free) nanny duties. As it turns out, wifey—a dyslexic slob who dots her t’s and crosses her eyes— and you— an anal retentive who dots his i’s with circles and crosses his t’s with a ruler— weren’t meant for a match till death, unless it was premature death. And so, when you do divorce, two toddlers later (unwilling to deprive your children of a normal American childhood by staying together), Mom moves in full time as the de facto care-taker for the three days of custody allotted to you. This time, beyond settling her debt, she is advancing you a favor credit. In what form she will, eventually, claim payment, you won’t know….but…you’re bound by wleta from future dissent of most kinds. Otherwise you’ll be reminded, you selfish ingrate, how tough it was to run after two meren yeleqequ brats besterjnna, while leaving your lksks father alone in Addis with a qebeT maid.

      And so goes the reciprocal tit-for-tat with an age-old rhythm of a sing-song, with a balance sheet of favors instinctively netted – a delicate balance enforced not by any agency or commission, but by the ultimate regulator of ET decorum: yiluNta! And, to some extent, ye igzEr frhat. And, to a minor extent, the fear of metet (the jinx of having a slaughtered something or other dropped at your doorstep).

      It’s a netting that spans generations with the same fluidity as family feuds in the Motherland. If your old man kicks the bucket while owing a net outstanding debt of favors, those will be yours and your siblings’ to settle “LijE, couldn’t you find something, even a secretarial gig at UNDP, for this girl, Meseret? It was her grandpa who took in, fed, and sheltered your father when he first arrived from MolalE. He found your dad with half his butt showing through his tattered bolalE and his parched legs trenched with scratch marks.”

      There is no formal induction into the ET Favor Bank, nor any formal opt-out feature. To bank or not isn’t, typically, a choice you consciously make. Remember Gash Mengesha bale taxi-eew, your neighbor back when you lived on the way to GulelE? He was the one, nefsun ymar, who rushed your mother to Zewditu Hospital when she almost died giving birth to you. His youngest son believes you now owe him enough, as a result, to finance his marriage to a DV lottery winner. There is no log of transactions other than mutual mental tabs scored by the counterparties and their hamEt circles. Your mom doesn’t lead you to a local branch, plug your toddler’s trap with a lollipop and open an account on your behalf as a guardian cosigner.

      It is governed by an established balance of mutual exchange rates. Transactions aren’t settled in cash but rather bartered in kind. Attempting to settle in cash any favor loan will have you marked as anti-(tSere)-Favor Bank, a saboteur. The system goes awry sometimes when you, an odd-ball with a value measure completely out of whack, fail to buy into the established system of exchange rates. For instance, your premium on solitary privacy may be such that you think agreeing to share your studio apartment with the newly-arrived friend of a neighbor’s cousin from back home will trigger a huge overdraft on the favor he (the neighbor) deposited with you last summer when he insisted on chauffeuring you around Addis on your week-long visit. You will be talked about as the awrE misanthrope who… legends will form about you being an agul ferenj, a delinquent communal team player. You try to mutter something about your convenience premium being such that… but that fails to clear the glazed look in their eyes, nor the scolding side-glance as they stomp away in disgust, swearing not to show up at your funeral.

      That’s how the complex web of entanglement develops – a crosshatch of be wleta mettesaser that mutes individual dissent, subdues the self-reflective conscience and demonizes just the sort of nonconformist flares that nurture innovation. That’s how grown men and women remain beholden to parents and a web of favor-crisscrossed-community for their judgment of right and wron—indebtedly-right.

      It is also this entanglement that keeps alive the reckless submission to leaving everything to chance. Rainy day? “igzEr yawqal.” Perhaps it is that the symbolism of a “rainy day” is lost on a land so plagued by drought that the idea of rain as an unfortunate event just makes no sense.

      My cousin Adam back in Addis, a man with a voracious risk-appetite whetted with a sense of entitlement, just pulled the plug on his sixth attempt at a business venture. A nice guy, bless his heart, Adam despises business plans and feasibility studies as the sort of idle activity relegated to bookish seat warmers. And he views due diligence as a weakness of faith. And market analysis as the route to paralysis. He never asks for any proof, unless it was 80-proof on the rocks. He dabbled through a series of failed ventures armed with a healthy fear of God (packaged in a kitab and hanging from his neck at the tip of a kirr mahteb), and spurred by the blessing assurance of ye sefer awaqi. Bankrolled by the bottomless funds and generosity of expat siblings, and insured by the grudging yet dependable magnanimity of sheltering parents, he was known to dismiss with “ye nege’n igzEr yawqal” any form of devil’s advocacy regarding his ventures.

      One of his siblings in Boston, Bruck, who knows a thing or two about cash-flows but not that much, rushed to the auto dealer the first time his monthly in-flow minus his out-flow plus his credit line was just enough to finance a gadget lust. He, still single with little need for extra space, now cruises a fly X5 Beemer through narrow streets made for horses and buggies. He is one severe winter’s heating bill away from defaulting on his Bavarian toy. The other day, he told a derisive story about how he, a lowly business analyst with a 3K bonus, found himself stopped at a light next to the beaten Honda sedan of his boss’s boss, a not-so-lowly manager with a 300K bonus. “gebgabba —–!” Bruck had muttered, knowing surely that if he made anywhere near that much, he would be beside himself deciding what luxury to upgrade to next. Embarrassed for his boss’s boss, he pretended to be preoccupied fiddling with a dashboard feature until the honking from behind tipped him to the green light. “Ye nege’n igzEr yawqal,” he’d said dismissively as he took out the loan.

      Birtukan, a soft-spoken family friend and a proud mother of five married to a cabby and living in a gang-infested suburb in Virginia, was very pregnant with a sixth child when I last ran into her. She was lamenting the health of her marriage and her hubby’s transgressions of infidelity. The tactless irgzo znb that I am, I gently pried out of her the fact that the pregnancy was, in fact, planned (by her, at least, and gambled by him, perhaps, as he hates the smell of latex), and she was gung-ho about forming a big family. “Ye nege’n igzEr yawqal,” she said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “If there’s love,” she said, “sew qomo’m yiteNal”. Rooming wasn’t the challenge that popped at me though. How many of her kids will make it to college? How many will make it to college age? Which wholesome family experiences will they have to forego? But I let it drop noting the cruelty of causing extra anxiety on a nefse-Tur already knocked about by the vagaries of the third trimester. And yet, as we parted, my mind cruelly flashed on those metal plaques that hang in elevator interiors stating the maximum capacity as 23 people or such – usually in elevators already crowded with seven. If there’s love…

      ItyE Amsal, Birtukan’s mom, a proud WelloyE and no slacker in the domain of fertility herself, is often heard lamenting the bad name that famine has brought on her province. By way of illustrating the usual abundance of surplus harvest, she has been known to reminisce about the good times when surplus would be of such an extent that farmers used to gather it up in a heap and use it as mark for target practice. I doubt her account on the ground that the celebrated ET marksmanship being such that a few grains would’ve served as a decent bull’s eye, let alone a heap of TEff. Besides, the best of harvests hardly produce much excess for highland farmers. I imagine the marksmen waving dismissively, “ye nege’n igzEr yawqal,” as they squint over their MauzErs.

      In a land of subsistence farmers where just surviving today is a struggle, perhaps one can’t do much but throw hands up in resignation, heaping tomorrow’s challenge on the shoulders of the all-able igzEr. With folks reduced to just surviving today, reduced to eking out livings that hang precariously on the mercy of fickle events, tomorrow is, perhaps, a distant concern.

      On the flip side, there’s Senait the “agul ferenj” in LA, who opened a 529 Education Plan for her newborn on the day that his social security number arrived in the mail. So smug was she about her foresight that she’s lectured many a relative on the necessity of charting out a 15-year plan of progress for one’s kids. Having lost a chunk of her investment in the financial carnage, she’s reduced to recurring panic attacks and bouts of insomnia where she lies awake repeat-playing horrible visions of her son going to a second-tier state university, unable to afford a first-tier Ivy-League one. She is paying with her sanity the cost of leaving nothing to chance. Loathe to leave the development of her only son at the mercy of the natural process, she has put together a complex system of drills and stimulations to eradicate any lapses of idle play. God may know about tomorrow, but she’s not too shabby herself about that sort of knowledge. Her son got diagnosed with juvenile diabetes just last week – a tough deal for a woman who doesn’t see the point of playing the cards you’re dealt (why, when you could just demand a reshuffle).

      Her younger brother, another outlier, unwed (and arguably, un-kissed), leads an ascetic existence. Entangled by the paranoia that accompanies severe (clinical?) risk aversion and unwilling to make allowance even for the smallest likelihood of failure, he’s made few ventures out of his cocoon. Deeply bothered by what he reads about the sudden turns of fate that could shape a future, he is extremely resentful of the stochastic nature of future outcomes. Shunning all conscious gambles in life, he has incurred no recorded loss, nor has he sprung a win. He just trudges along in a mere contented, zombie existence. He’s heard the saying, “jump and the parachute will open,” sure, but after mulling over the dynamics of it, he’s dismissed it as fitting last words spoken by fools. He’s the sort of guy who, peeking down from the top of a diving platform, would do quick math in his head – “hmmm… gravitational acceleration is, let’s see…, 9.8, and I’m up, oh boy, 10 meters! I would hit the water going at… a speed that could be considered reckless driving in a school zone!” And he would cautiously back down. Sure, God does know about tomorrow, but would it kill anyone if He gave you a peek every now and then…?

      Somewhere north of the hit-or-miss of a deer crossing a highway, and south of the analysis paralysis of compulsive over-engineering of risk aversion, lies the holy grail of a healthy submission to ye nege’n igzEr yawqal.

      As for the ET Favor Bank, there’s a self cannibalizing feature of favor-banked communities that is rigged with a huge disincentive for standout success. Coupled with a defeatist impulse to leave everything to chance, and a vernacular whose term for “tough love” is CHikanE, it nurtures a self-defeating trifecta. When being a standout pegs you as the bail dispenser for every reckless gambler in a favor-crossed community, and being a slacker shelters you in a protective embrace, the trade-off seems mispriced. If you’re a stickler for arbitrage (free-lunch?), you would capitalize on this glitch by racing to the bottom where there is plenty of sheltering love and precious little of tough love.

      But…perhaps one hope for salvation out of this race to the bottom, besides a healthy dose of tough love, lies in harnessing the power of pride. Pride, perhaps the most plentiful of all ET assets, perhaps uniquely ET in its pervasive abundance, can, if prodded just right, pull us free from the moral hazard of perpetual bailouts – because, bailouts, after all, are just handouts disguised as collateralized loans.

      For now, that is the salvation I’m betting on. Ye nege’n igzEr yawqal.

      The SELEDA Apologies

      Yidress le SELEDA nebaroch:

      The last time we dabbled in introspection, wud SelEdawiyan, we ended up having an awkward inkiya-selamtiya with a suicide hotline worker who we swear was encouraging us to go ahead and sip the cyanide laced berad shai perched on our nightstand. It was mildly horrifying.

      Needless to say, we have since been ardent in our belief that hiss inna g’le hiss should stay in the movies or at Derg-y meetings where someone ends up dead. The End.

      Sadly, times have changed. We are living in the age of Hope and unwholesome ekulinet where not only are people who are not us allowed to have feelings, but it’s somehow wrong when we hurt them?! This is not change we believe in.

      In what proved a colossal lapse of judgment, we let this last bunch of Seledinterns speak at our final editorial meeting. Suffice it to say, people who come to work wearing “SideteNa Interns for Obama” t-shirts should never be allowed to voice opinions on subjects other than “Is this a b’gur or keentarot?” Lesson learnt late.

      So yammer on, they did. Something, something…yes we qbrTsiyo can… fired gini qulqwal up… … ready ye BwaT to go… change ye q’waT… and oh, by the way, SELEDA has been mean to people.

      Mn? Ma? INya? Nyyyver!

      Unfortunately, by the time we started paying attention the velvet Tqur megarejia that had for so many years shielded us from interns and their brand of inconvenient tultula nefeenet had been trrrrr-tr’ed like it was a smuni abujedi.

      Mean? Ma… iNya? Nyyyyv⁠—

      “Too, SELEDA has been soooo like mean and what’evs.” And they would not. shut. up about it! You know how this is going to end. You know what happens when Upper Management hears voices other that the ones in their heads. The nuclear option: time for one last melodramatic edict.

      Make no mistake, the vague antekarra about whether SELEDA has been mean to unnamed peoples couldn’t quite exercise Upper Management’s sensibilities. (Because they don’t quite get why people wouldn’t be mean, you see.) What they wanted was to shut up shop as soon as beqsbet so as to not miss a flight out to Bhutan for the annual New Buddhists for Eating Red Meat and Starting Needless Wars conference.

      How did they shut it down? “You,” they said at us with finger menTenqoling that has risen to art form. “You all in last year’s Prada ties and scandals, you will apologize to whatever. Whatever it is that that weird person said. Next.”

      This seemed to quiet down the newly downtrodden, and that was good enough for Upper Management who could not quite figure out who the screaming kids with Lalibela tattoos were.

      We, perpetually in dil aTbiya arbeNinet mode, held firm. Why should SELEDA apologize? And isn’t “mean” subjective? Did Sparta apologize to Athens? Did…

      Second lesson learnt late: our yazoon liqequns only serve to further entrench Upper Management. “Why do you need to apologize? Because this conversation is cutting into Upper Management’s pre-flight bikini wax time, that’s why.”

      When they refer to themselves in the third person it is QED.

      Ere lemehonu, what do they teach kids at the college these days? Why can’t interns play with their lehaCH and watch with wonderment as adults destroy their dreams and future earning potential? You know, like we did when we interned at Lehman Brothers.

      MeTam qere, hear ye, hear ye, all peoples who have been offended by something said on this SELEDA dot com. Consider this our eNa culpa although we still believe a couple of serrated aff ilafiwech between friends is foreplay. But the 90s were a blur. We might have burped a few lippy inappropriatenesses. Following is our apology.

      Consider the slate wiped clean, people. No, really. Our pleasure.

      
        	We hear the wendattas and wendatettes who attended Nazret School and St. Josef (respectively) have their panties in a bunch because apparently we made them examples of what went horribly wrong with Ethiopia. If that is so, we apologize. And looking back, sure, it was lame picking on them so much. And really, we didn’t even think they’d understand the jokes because someone had assured us they were as familiar with irony and satire as they were with self and birth control. We were misinformed. Besides, we don’t think we ever gave them enough credit for knowing the difference between belTaTa and belqaTa by the time they entered kindergarten. Ke ayzon gara.

        	Certain professors who are claimants of certain degrees from certain learning institutions in uncertain countries have been verily and certainly flummoxed by our childish nitpickiness of the legitimacy of their higher education creds. Hey, you want us to know that the University of Itogo-Ekingo post-doc program in “Population Recounting and Finger Waving Paradigms in Post Colonial African Countries Starting with a ‘Z’” is second to none? We say, oki-dok. And now we totally get why you all sign your names with “Dr.” and “Ph.D.” when you write us scathing letters.

        	And did we really say anything bad about people whose mummies had nannies? People who can trace their lineage back to Nigus Solomon’s feet washer? People whose blood is so blue that the grass is green with envy? People whose great-grandfather’s uncle’s third wushimma’s contribution to Ethiopia’s modernity is much heralded? This is why God made us the merEt in ‘merEt larashu.’ We apologize. leT blen.

        	Oh. And ostensibly not all Lycee students lost their virginities in the back of a Baby Fiat. Rookie mistake on our part. Everyone remembers the fleet of Ladas lining Chercher Godana. We are trés red-faced.

        	And to those of you who have been nursing a festering qusil about having to dust off your dictionaries once in a while reading SELEDA … truce? You toldedid us meny, meeeeni tymes. We are eye-leets. We hurtedz Emamma Eeeet’yoPiya by our inkonsidrate eye-leet-tee-zeem. To be honest, we thought you were complimenting us. But apparently elitism has… lost its currency. Is nothing sacred?

        	Apologies also to the Whine Brigade that comes out of its foxhole on Lideta to daintily drop barely disguised hamEt about how SELEDA articles are soooooo long and how all of those confusing AmariNa words are sooooo… Amharic. We apologize. We’ve been meaning to perfect the art of deconstructing complicated, self-reflective allocutions in Tweet-eNa. srsly. seleda eds sux. kwel. top10 rox, tho. can a bro get an ab8?

        	Memorandum #694.1

      

      To: The self appointed ilfiN askelkayoch who periodically send us four-page litanies excoriating us for not being “true, Ethiopia-loving Ethiopians” (because, of course, you are burdened with sole ownership of the Ere-goraw-detectionscope).

      From: Us, your humble editors.

      Subject: Apology…

      Um. No. Scratch that. You guys still suck. And you’re a permanent blip on our trusty FaraRadar ™.

      
        	We have, of course without knowing it, been less than sensitive to the delicate sensibilities of yesteryear’s teramajoch (we use the blanket term “Commies”) who can’t understand why we are unable to judge them by their good intentions and not the vistas of destruction they left in the wake of their abiyotawi exploits. So fragile these people, and still so in need of something to kvetch about. m’Ts. N’qatun ysTachiu.

        	Now here’s a new one. Something called the Assfa Wessen School Alumni Association is offended that we never bothered to offend them. a) We are sorry. b) We can easily explain, because c) we always thought Assfa Wessen (which we were pronouncing “Asseffa-wessen”, one word, like Poppolare) was codename for ET people on Weight Watchers. If only you people had spoken up earlier. The fun we could have had.

        	We feel awful about the whole BolE Peoples Liberation Front harangue. Really. All these people want to do is wash every Ethiopian with lavender-apricot soap and make eating ashooq burgers cool because that’s how it’s done in the Bo to-the Lay. And what’s wrong with wanting to paint pretty daisies on the plastic sheets people sleep on? Nothing, that’s what’s not wrong with it. And if we weren’t so lathered up in unassailable wurgaT-titude we would sympathize with the pain they feel whenever they see an emaciated mother trying to breastfeed her child. “Look,” they say in between sips of their seaweed-telba shake. “She’s not even wearing a nursing bra!” As amends, we will be sending funds to their new charity: Nice Ethiopians Horrified Over Lack of Esthetic Loveliness, or, NEHOLEL.

        	You! You U Street banconi warmers who wear long, black leather jackets in August and think you are endowed with particularly prescient insight about Ethiopian politics because you read the first two pages of The Wealth of Nations ten years ago in the waiting room of the free clinic. Yes, you. We apologize. To the banconi.

        	Several people have pointed out that we have been less than graceful to the cyclical neurosis of the Addis nouveau riche. Is it envy that makes us want to point out that Velcro-ing prepubescent girls to your revoltingly taut borCH does not make you an interesting person- at all? Is it latent jealously that makes us patently uninterested in your bedazzled, ‘lastic-esconced iPhone you don’t know how to turn on? Or are we just insanely covetous of the little sports car you can barley squeeze into because your Johnny Walker-Blue Label girth is spilling out of your purple polyester shirt that matches the silk purple socks you wear with your white patent leather shoes? Yes… yes… and yes.

        	And who knew those flag-colors-wearing, zeraf-hagerE-chanting, “Ethiopia has never been colonized” chiko-ing, “AtseTewodros” moniker-having cyber qeTEma goz’gwazoch had feelings? We might have said something unEthiopian-ly to them. We will be apologizing in shilella form. Somebody cue Fanno for us.

        	We’re sorry we coined the word Ethio-peons. (Not really.)

        	Do we also have to apologize to the People for the Liberation of Left-handed GonderE Midgets who have declared their independence from their colonial masters, the Liberation Front for Right-handed MenzE Logawech, who, we have just been told, have left the Alliance of Ambidextrous Southern Nationalities for Annexing Adama? Apparently. So-rri.

        	And finally, to all SELEDA readers, we are deeply, deeply chagrined for our inelegant disappearing act. Offering an explanation would have been ye abbat, but none of ours are talking to us so you see what wrong. It was a boorish thing to do, especially in light of your kind words and encouragement throughout the years. We have disgraced these computerawi tubbowech. We apologize.

      

      Happy, everyone? Good. You people just take, take, take.

      Genffo Bonds

      by: seble

      there are vitrified lacerations on my heart from my mother’s words— from her careless accusations, her deliberate taunts, her casual derisiveness. my very being is blistered from third degree burns courtesy of her chalice of contempt.

      my relationship with my mother has been the world’s longest and most tragic heartbreak.

      like her, i am a warrior. i had mastered the art of staggering back to my feet in the aftermath of our gory battles, bandaging my gaping wound and pride with one hand while pouring salt on hers. it was a ritual we had perfected all through my 20’s.

      eventually, i raised the white flag. i was too weak from hemorrhaging my soul to keep up with my battle hardened mother who kept moving the goal line. i changed tactics and let her unleash on me her myriad of bissotoch. maybe i could love the venom out of her. i tried to make up for the men in her life who had wronged her, a country which had wounded her and countless enemies who are plotting her demise. it’s called the “she means well” defense. it’s rungs below the insanity defense.

      life has made my mother intentionally cruel. often i’ve thought motherhood was a blood sport for her. she stacks her quiver neatly with arrow after wretched arrow, draws her bow back tightly, and from her martyred, ever-suffering-ethiopian-woman fortress she bombards her target with laser like precision.

      i was her easiest target. i’m her first born. worse, i am her first-born daughter. even worse, she believed my father loved me more than he did her. it is my original sin. there is no Tsebel in orthodoxy to relieve me of that sin; no qess who can absolve me of this massive transgression against my mother. my parents had divorced when i was seven and my father had moved abroad soon after. but thirty years later i was still paying for affection i don’t even remember getting.

      i willingly became my mother’s target practice as she perfected her war plans for ravaging more worthwhile adversaries—like him. like my father.

      “she means well.”

      two of my brothers stopped talking to her because they were convinced that no, she did not mean well. men can do that. it broke her, but she consoled herself by blaming me.

      my sisters have managed to compartmentalize our mother: good for asking fashion advice, getting recipe help and house-sitting. the young can do that. they are unburdened by history or memory.

      i’m the only one who could not grow up. who was unable to put a check on my cavernous masochism.

      i lived vicariously through other people’s mothers. daughters who get along with their mothers make me ache with envy.

      but then something happened and the paradigm shifted. prodigiously.

      i became a mother.

      the thought of motherhood used to flash freeze my very existence, which is why i became a mother way before i thought i was ready. and at first it served as the detente my mother and i needed. she was, honestly, a dutiful first-time grandmother. attentive, uncharacteristically restrained. patient, even.

      but bonds made out of genffo are fleeting. like a single blade of parched straw, we burnt through our peace accord with the grace of hormonal teenagers. it took me a while to face up to using my daughter as the elixir to my mother’s malignancy. i just thought if we had something in common… something. anything.

      whatever loosely patched amity we pretended existed between us unraveled so calamitously over something so trivial that i thought i must have dreamt it. i wish i had.

      i finally stopped trying to bayonet myself into my mother’s life because my daughter was becoming collateral damage in the eternal mindfuck war between two women who claimed to love her. motherhood was not going to turn me into my mother.

      so i made it stop. i accepted i would never get my mother to look at me the way she would look at my daughter. i thought i would be envious, but i felt grateful that my daughter will never know the mother i suffered.

      i finally broke the cycle. it wasn’t me. it was her. this is was her battle.

      i sat my mother down and actually apologized for forfeiting the game. i thought i would at least cry but i don’t think i even blinked. not even when she aimed her most barbed arrow right between my eyes and released its bile. but this time she drew no blood. the thing about letting go is that you finally become immune to acid cluster bombs on your face.

      there is nothing more freeing than having nothing else to lose.

      i saw her retreating. a good warrior knows when the battle is over. a great one knows how to leave her vanquished enemy to slowly bleed to death.

      “innE s’mot tqur wusha enkawan indayaleqss” were her parting words. i still don’t know what she means by that, but it stopped terrorizing me like it did when i was twelve.

      when my son was born my mother did not come to see him.

      yesterday, my husband and i spent hours in bed with our children, laughing at nothing in particular. no blackberries. no laptops. no television. no corner office politics.

      no arrows.

      my lacerated heart breaks for my mother every time my children squeal my name with sheer, undebased, inexplicable happiness.

      i’m on a holding pattern. waiting. waiting for my mother to grow up.

      The Promise of Tomorrow

      by: Ersasu

      As she slithered into my cab she whispered, “Arleengiten, ebakeh?”

      She struggled to close the dented door of the Caprice. My foot was still on the brake pedal, not for concern for her safety but utter fatigue. And deadly boredom. She would be my last passenger for the day that started in the wee hours of the morning along Route 66, the airport route. I turned off the radio.

      She repeated the deeply accented whispery plea.

      I reached for the radio but found it already turned off. It was the acoustic indie that poured out of a café not too far away. Foot still on the pedal, I adjusted my rearview mirror. Something about the raspy, exhausted voice. She refused to meet my eye, gazing instead upward at the Duke Ellington Mural on the True Reformer Building.

      The tall dark-skinned girl with tight shuruba slowly shifted her gaze and fixed it on my hacker’s license on the visor. She studied it for a while before turning to look at me— first at the back of my head, then, following the tilt my majirat offered, found my eyes in the mirror.

      Correcting the serene and contemplative woman’s tortured pronunciation of “Arlington” felt blasphemous. “Where in Arleengiton? Adrashaw alesh?”

      Her eyes still locked with mine in the mirror, she smiled.

      That’s how Mitikua and I met.

      Her stirring woke me up. I felt her reaching for the sheets to cover herself against the cold morning air that rushed into our Arlington studio high-rise. We had left the balcony door ajar the night before. The sun was barely up so I fell back asleep.

      When I woke up she was in the shower. I reached for a cigarette on the nightstand and lit it. Shit, I need to quit this nasty habit. I cursed loudly when the smoke burned my eyes as I slowly exhaled the long drag. But the narcotic was already doing its work, sending fleeting pleasure-filled sensations from a remote corner in my brain.

      I opened the glass door of the shower and stepped in behind her. My hands reached around her pregnant belly and gently squeezed it. Her shuruba was partly undone. Water cascading from it bounced in my eyes. I shut them as I buried my face behind her long neck.

      Her engorged belly button heralded the imminent arrival of our child. I prayed for a son but the thought of fathering a daughter as effortlessly cool and beautiful as her mother provided palliative solace. My buddy FeqiyE “nefTeNaw” QopTiyE, the ubiquitous bellhop at the Four Seasons, also reminded me the ancient AnkoberE adage: Be set yebekere, b’Egzer yetebareke. He had five of them. “Mn yadergal yih hulu Qolet!” he had once lamented, grabbing his crotch –“and’m wend alset aleN!” msssssssT – a long stream of spit surged from his gaping finCHt.

      Mitikua slowly turned around and I stepped back to make room for her and our unborn. She was still self-conscious about her rapidly changing body and in an effort to obscure my vision she rested her elbows on her full breasts and resumed untangling her braids. I lifted her chin to look at her face and as her head leaned backward, a faint moan emerged from her throat as her coarse hair acquiesced to the hot water, allowing its warmth to seep into her scalp.

      Unobserved and free to stare, my eyes found an object of my fascination – darker than anything on her dark skin, her linea negra that once ran strait from her belly button to her pubis was now off-center, adjusting to her lopsided belly and to the shifting life form inside her.

      I marveled at the sight of the glistening water against the beautiful darkness of her Qonso lineage. My arousal was as sudden as it was unexpected.

      The significance of birthing a child in this nation has never been lost on us. We both come from insignificant and poor Ethiopian stock. No relations to regional nor national bloodlines, no fitawraris, balambarases, or CHiQashums grace our ancestry; my family traces its roots to the highlands in the Ethiopian northwest; hers from the lowlands, in the southwest, close to the Kenyan border.

      I switched on the off-duty sign as I gunned the Caprice onto Constitution Avenue off of 14th Street. Thomas Jefferson stood across the pond surrounded by his engraved musings and gazing toward his democracy that lay forth. I decided to head home to prepare for our child’s arrival, a child who was resisting this world unless induced.

      “Bel, bel, bel. Yichi’mma sEt nat,” FeqiyE proclaimed the other day, slapping the roof of my cab hard. He even traced the Amharic word sEt on the roof, replete with an arat neTeb, a line and a neTeb below it.

      “Really”? I had asked. His wild conjecture offered levity these days and I welcomed his bullshit. “Wef kwors . . . yal’andach teyaqE, ante sewyE yemilihn btsemma!”

      My cell phone buzzed – an incoming call from Mitik. Her water just broke. My heart leaped. My blood danced. Compose a mahlet to EmiyE Mariyam.

      New life is here.

      _________________________________________________

      For Blatengeta Tsegaye Gebremedhin (1936-2006)

      Ersassu blogs on Carpe Diem Ethiopia

      Teff Luck

      What has Piracy Got to do With the Price of Injera?

      by: Nemo Semret

      “Every normal man must be tempted at times to spit on his hands, hoist the black flag, and begin to slit throats. ”

      H.L. Mencken

      A few months ago, three Somalis were at the center of world news as they haplessly tried to extort money from an American ship in the Indian Ocean. Picture three guys coming out of an anarchic isolated part of the world, risking their lives at sea, of which two get killed and one now faces the death penalty for piracy.

      Around the same time, three Swedes were found guilty of piracy, as in facilitating the sharing of copyrighted material on the Internet, in the widely publicized case of The Pirate Bay, a Bittorrent index service. Picture three techies with the digital world at their fingertips, thumbing their noses at the law and facing at worst some time in the notoriously comfortable jails of Sweden.

      The obvious analogy and contrast between these two stories (piracy, old/new, physical/digital, poor/rich), is of course an easy target of ironic comment. But it also got me thinking about longer term connections … Indeed, which of those two events has a greater impact on the future political economy of Africa? Indeed, which of these two has more to do with the price of injera or ugali?

      We start with armed men attacking ships at sea, a curious manifestation of the 18th century popping up in the 21st century… Western media and comedians in particular reacted to it as they would to a woolly mammoth buried in the permafrost of Siberia for 10,000 years suddenly thawing and starting to ramble around, Jurrassic Park style. A pirate story is hard to resist; pirates captivate the imagination of kids, they make western adults feel smug about their own “more civilized” society where such things disappeared 200 years ago. But they also have a kind of radical chic. They are many interesting things, but there’s also a less exotic reality: those pirates are increasing the cost of shipping anything through that part of the Indian Ocean, which in turn affects the cost of everything from food to energy in Somalia, Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania and even further inland, endangering the livelihood of hundreds of millions of people in the region. Like drug traffickers, there’s a certain coolness to their image as rebels standing up to “the man,” but in reality they harm not only the world at large but mostly their own people. Unfortunately there’s nothing new about that. In fact, the story of Somali pirates over the last few years fits right in with the well-worn gloom and doom scenarios of Africa in the 21st century: failed states, increased marginalization, the danger of slipping into a modern dark ages, etc. You know the story.

      But how about those Swedish Internet pirates? What do they have to do with Africa, where copyrights and patents have never been respected, and where there isn’t enough bandwidth for it to matter on the global scale anyway? A lot, actually. It has got to do with something huge that is quietly reshaping the world: the ever expanding scope of intellectual property. Okay, just in case that was not emphasized enough… this is the thing we’re talking about: the expanding scope of intellectual property. The digitization of entertainment and the difficulties that industry faces from file-sharing are merely the tip of the iceberg. By now it’s old news that things that were previously easier to limit and control are now easy to copy and share. But also, and more importantly, many things which previously were “free” are now going to get entangled in webs of patents, copyrights, trademarks, and so on. And now we are entering the phase where this will profoundly affect the lives of all of humanity, not just the world of computers and information.

      ** Digital coffee – a trip down memory lane**

      Years ago, in my last flirtation with “Seledabrity” in these same pages (”Digital Coffee”, Nov. 1999), I tried to make the link between coffee and intellectual property, using a comparison of buying $1 of Starbucks stock versus $1 of coffee on the commodity markets. So let’s see where we are today with

      that hypothetical $1. As illustrated in the chart, invested in SBUX stock in 1993, it grew to $6 by 1999, and would currently be worth $15. While the poor dollar invested in coffee itself, which had reached $1.30 in 1999, would continue to inch up, reaching $1.75 by 2009. So it’s safe to say that our old conclusion has been exacerbated. The coffee farmer, despite doing the most difficult part, gets a shrinking share of the total value. Most of the value in the final product of coffee is really information; it’s in the distribution, and marketing of the coffee experience. That “information goods” part of coffee (it is intellectual property even if it’s not rocket science) is worth more and more while the physical commodity is worth relatively less and less. And it’s a huge market as I pointed out then, coffee is second only to oil among the world’s commodities in total value. Therefore the producers needed to figure out ways of get in on the information goods game.

      Fortunately, awareness of this reality has increased dramatically since then. For example, a movie called “Black Gold ” brought some attention to the plight of coffee farmers in the global economy. The Ethiopian Intellectual Property Office engaged it in earnest, staked a claim in the digital coffee realm by trademarking some of the Ethiopian coffee names. Starbucks correctly identified this move as encroaching on their territory (the “information goods” side of coffee) and this caused a huge battle which was widely covered. With the help of organizations like Oxfam, the EIPO managed to move the battle to the court of public opinion. Thus Starbucks an extremely successful western corporation of whose brand “social responsibility” is a core part, whose customers are the very stereotype of the bleeding heart liberal, found itself in the position of the big bad exploiter of poor third world farmers. Game over. Starbucks capitulated completely, and EIPO got not only the trademarks, but a promise from Starbucks to help the country in more ways than before. My hat goes off to EIPO and Oxfam for this. They employed a strategy worthy of Sun Tzu’s Art of War (if you are smaller, move the battle to a territory where your enemy’s superior firepower is worthless) and won!

      **Would you rather collect rent or charity?
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        * * *

      

      But coffee is only one example. A Dutch company called “Soil & Crop Improvement BV” is patenting a method of processing of Teff flour. The invention results in a gluten-free flour, which helps people with Celiac disease. Celiac is a common genetic disorder, affecting people all over the world. For example in the United States, more than two million people have the disease. The disease makes the victim unable to eat gluten, a protein that is found in wheat, rye, and barley, which covers a pretty large fraction of the typical western diet. Thus gluten-free food has a huge market. Sounds like there might be a lot of money to be made from Teff!

      So let’s see what this patented invention by this company consists of. As far as I can tell, it has two main ideas. First, you wait a few weeks after harvest before grinding the Teff, so that the amount of undigested sugars in the starch is lower than it would if the grain was ground immediately.

      Second, you pass it through a sieve, so only the small grains go through. And that’s pretty much the gist of it. Pretty simple stuff. Which of course is good! Saving lives is great, and simple solutions that save lives are the best. Except the whole patenting thing. You see, there’s this thing called “prior art.” In the many centuries since Teff has been the staple in Ethiopia, surely someone had the idea of waiting a few weeks before grinding it and taking the finer grain! But those ideas now belong to a Dutch company because the Netherlands has the intellectual property infrastructure that Ethiopia doesn’t. The winner is determined not necessarily by an actual innovation but by things like having patent offices and membership in the World Trade Organization. So if this works out and it turns out that 100 million Celiac disease sufferers will switch to a Teff-based diet, the bulk of the profits will flow to the Dutch company, not the Ethiopian Teff farmer. Sound familiar? SBUX redux. Except in this case it might even go further because the farmer might be actually blocked from that market!

      Now there’s nothing particularly evil about Soil & Crop nor is there about Starbucks. In fact, for what it’s worth, they both seem to try to be “socially responsible” corporations. They try to be corporate nice guys. But there’s a big difference between charity and obligation. Suppose you own a house and a tenant came to you and says: “Let me take your house and in exchange, each month I earn more than I spend, I promise to share some of the excess to help your kids go to school and buy you some gifts.” You’d say: “Wow, thanks. You are very generous, Mr. Potential Tenant, but no thanks. Here’s a lease, just sign here and pay me the rent.” Right? In other words, you would prefer to have a profitable business relationship with him rather than accept his charity. So why, when it comes to multi-billion dollar markets for living products that are indigenous, should it be considered okay that companies can own the brand, the patents, and all the associated information goods value, thus controlling 90% of the final value, while tossing the original owners a few crumbs of charity? Why is enough for them to make the profits and “give back” on a discretionary basis? Shouldn’t they pay rent instead of give charity? So perhaps the “digital coffee” conclusion didn’t go far enough. Now commodities are not just becoming information i.e. controlled by branding and marketing, they are becoming intellectual property through copyrights and patents too. But who owns this property and who should own it?

      **Even the birds and the bees
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      This question affects more than just the potential export markets. The owners of the intellectual property can actually come and extract money even from people who were doing the same thing they’ve been doing before the patent ever existed! For example, in a famous case, some farmers in Canada are forbidden from growing crops that they use to grow – rapeseed (canola) – because they might accidentally mix patented seeds into their crops. Even if they don’t want to use the new seeds and try to avoid it, because birds and bees (and wind among other things) will accidentally mix seeds over large distances, the farmers will infringe on these patents that belong to Monsanto and have to stop—even though they are only doing the same thing they did before the patent. They have effectively been check-mated out of their own traditional business.

      You might think that could never happen in Africa, right? The very idea of enforcing a patent against a farmer in rural Africa seems laughable. But think ahead. Intellectual property is a key condition to participating in the World Trade Organization and the international community in general. Even China is being forced to do something about copyrights to please the WTO. Not being part of WTO is a huge handicap, and Ethiopia is trying hard to get in, like any country that wants to be part of the world economy. So at some point, it’s quite possible that Africans could find themselves in the position of those Canadian farmers, i.e. having to choose between accepting the intellectual property system that is established and under which they are screwed, or going the pirate route, rejecting the system at enormous costs.

      Which brings us back to our Swedish pirates. Putting aside their guilt or innocence, they exist because a huge number of people feel locked out of “information goods” and these people create an enormous black market for copyrighted movies, music, and software. And bittorrent, the protocol their service facilitates, just happens to be the most efficient current form of file sharing. So they are current poster children, the latest incarnation of Napster, in the on-going saga of intellectual property on the Internet. But it’s not just pirates. The world of property in information is a dangerously unstable one even among the big players. A long time ago, a researcher from IBM explained the world of corporate patents to me as follows. Patents are like nuclear weapons, they don’t want to use them but they have to have them because their opponents have them. They hold them as deterrents; they sign patent “treaties” where they agree not to sue each other and cross-license patents to each other. But sometimes they’ll actually use these “nuclear weapons” i.e. they sue: vast sums of money are extorted, untold hours of effort are expended in futile wars, and companies are driven out of business, etc.

      So if things like coffee and Teff are going to become information goods, then what kind of world are we heading into? If you extrapolate from other areas where intellectual property dominates, namely software, digital entertainment, and pharmaceuticals, the current trends do not bode well for the vast majority of humanity. It’s a world where the rich get richer and the poor get poorer much faster than what has occurred with physical commodities over the last couple of centuries. Those who are locked out of the web of intellectual property ownership will be like non-nuclear powers in a nuclear world, except the super-powers won’t be a stable pair. Instead, they will be a multi-polar unstable world with constant threats and actual disastrous fallouts… and of course pirates! Imagine a world black market of patented food— like narcotics today but much, much bigger.

      But are we really heading toward this dystopian future of bio-patent wielding powerhouses dominating the world, alternately fighting each other and enslaving the rest? Well, of course not necessarily. Fortunately, some farsighted people are already on the case. Some scientists are calling for a bio-patent ban, for example. One of them in fact is an Ethiopian named Tewolde Berhan Gebre Egziabher. These are scientists, so of course they are not against scientific advancements and their practical use; they are protesting some forms of ownership. Maybe there will be open-source bio-technology and pharmaceuticals that will be as successful and significant as open source software, and all the key processes and ideas of future life will be freely or fairly available to the whole world.

      But maybe not. What if that open-source nirvana fails to occur? Banning bio-patents may not be the right answer anyway. Until the right balance emerges in this “informationalization” of everything, all sides have to arm themselves to the teeth for intellectual property warfare lest they be marginalized and reduced to piracy. We are probably already in the early stages of a mad scramble, just like the scramble for African raw materials during the industrial revolution/colonial era. Now it’s not grabbing land with timber and gold but about claiming as much as possible of the DNA of plants and animals, patenting potentially lucrative variations of traditional processes. In the case of Ethiopia for example, it’s not just coffee and Teff, it’s also, to take random examples—I’m sure there are many more—flaxseed, an important source of Omega-3 acids.

      Hey has anyone filed a patent for a modern, convenient form of “telba“?

      Top Ten

      Top Ten Signs That the Economy Has Turned for Ethiopia and Ethiopians.

      10. Commercial Bank of Ethiopia has dropped its “intin” fees.

      9. CHerqos‘ qessawist no longer have a tip jar by the qurban meqqebeya.

      8. Ethiopia now offering to airdrop a relief shipment of CHat over California.

      7. D.C. cabs have lost that certain smell of a packed lunch.

      6. Ethiopian restaurants have removed their “bring-your-own-injera” signs from their windows.

      5. The credit crunch has eased so much that ET araTa abeddareewoch no longer demand the left shoe as collateral for lending money to pay for the right shoe.

      4. The art of fashioning condoms out of fEstal bags has died now that folks splurge on real ones.

      3. Addis Abeba now gets 30 more minutes of electricity — between 3:15 and 3:45 AM.

      2. Ethiopian Airlines is back to requiring passengers to confirm the pocket of air above their seat in addition to the usual requirement of confirming their seat AND confirming their flight separately.

      1. One of the commodities on the Ethiopian Commodity Exchange is no longer child brides.

      The Counterpart

      by: s. motbaynor

      Gerard, the highly recommended hired gun and “food aid targeter extraordinaire,” was imported, at high cost, from the Feasting Institute of Famine. He flew in with his tiny laptop and very large guitar. VIP-welcomed, he was whisked through the brand new, chair-less, leaky-roofed airport and driven at break neck speed through the chaotic traffic of the capital to commence his consultancy immediately.

      It was, after all, an emergency. The local staff at his new temporary office peered expectantly through his open door at his “international executive consultant workspace,” pretending not to notice his unpacking. They were waiting for the obligatory decadent expatriate door-opener gift: duty free chocolates. No one can quite say who started it, this culture of bribery: the bribe giver? or the bribe taker? In any case, Gerard was as eager to distribute the chocolates as the staff was ready to receive them. The organization did not discourage such “mutual identification of cooperation and support.” In fact, the big bosses firmly believed “capacity building begins at home.”

      Gerard introduced himself as he passed around the expensive box of chocolates, mentally writing down difficult names he must remember, like the pretty admin who would be processing his payment. Retreating to his office after the chocolate ceremony, feeling all smug and certain things would now go very smoothly for him here, he discovered his counterpart waiting, sitting in front of the “international ” desk that she, as national staff, would never occupy. Effortlessly, she rose from her seat.

      “Welcome to my country,” she said, offering her hand and a hospitable smile. Gerard quickly introduced himself and offered her leftover chocolate. She smiled and politely declined, explaining to him that it was Wednesday and that she was fasting.

      Gerard tried breaking the ice by showing her his guitar, but neither the size nor the strumming of a few bars could raise another smile. The only thing she raised was an eyebrow as she coolly placed a folder full of statistics, maps and reports on his desk. She waited for him to sit on the expensive chair that her boss had instructed her to select and order. Her boss in turn had been instructed by his bosses to select Gerard for the job. Since the donors pay her boss’ and Gerard’s salary, it would have been rude to refuse. At least I had a choice, she smiled to herself, admiring her own excellent taste in office chairs.

      Taken aback by the lack of deference and the giggly, eager-to-please attitude he was accustomed to from his girl-counterparts in other Emergencies, Gerard stood mystified by her stoic composure, a kind of proud stillness he did not recognize.

      Glancing back at him, then at the empty chair, she asked gently and graciously, “Why don’t you sit down on my chair?” Gerard missed her question because he was making one last attempt at a joke.

      “I’m internalizing a detailed conceptual paradigm,” he said. But just as he suspected, she was not amused.

      “We leave tomorrow morning at 5 a.m.,” she said curtly. “I suggest after the staff meeting with the bosses you go to your hotel for some extra rest to get over your jetlag. But first look over this orientation file.”

      He watched her polite smile then her proud back as she glided out of his office. He shut his international door then went back to his guitar, to better “internalize a detailed conceptual paradigm.” As he grabbed his guitar and swung his legs on the desk, he didn’t notice the orientation file falling to the floor.

      Drivers don’t pick up locally recruited staff from their respective residences, so after arranging her elderly mother’s breakfast and her sick brother’s daily dose of antiretroviral, the counterpart took public transport to Gerard’s hotel and waited in the glitzy hotel lobby, patiently. On the way to his breakfast, Gerard spotted his counterpart in the lobby and invited her for coffee over which they could discuss the reports he had not read.

      “The size and scope of The Emergency is actually larger than indicated on the reports. Wait until we get there and you will assess it yourself,” she informed him.

      But Gerard failed to hear her. A waiter was informing them that the driver had reported for duty.

      Once in the car, she relaxed next to the driver in the front seat. The job of babysitting Gerard had now shifted to the driver who would serve as DJ, tour guide, interpreter and entertainer throughout the journey. She slept while they talked about music, laughed and joked until they finally reached their destination.

      The driver turned the engine off and offered another of his unpaid services: prayer. “We are here at last, safely, thank God.” And then he offered one last free observation for the day. “This is the Center of the Hand of God,” he said proudly.

      Gerard tried to look impressed but the denuded hills and highlands around him gave him the feeling of being in a giant bowl of melting mountains of sh… shocolate ice-cream.

      Breathing in the crisp highland air as he stepped out of the car, Gerard looked around the barren forecourt of the dilapidated hotel and began a breathless walk up steep stone steps to the hotel— he turned and snapped his finger expecting the driver to follow with his luggage. His counterpart and the driver ignored him and carried on with the job of radioing in their safe arrival to the office. They shared a secret moment of laughter. He would learn, they nodded to each other knowingly.

      Suddenly, a gang of children approached the group. How happy and shiny, thought Gerard, smiling at first; but their cries of “ Ferenj! Ferenj! Ferenj!” had a frisson of malice to it, a terrifying tone that caused him to put on his shades for protection, to hide the unfamiliar fear in his eyes. The driver shouted from the car to shoo them away. Security. That is the most important of all the driver’s unpaid jobs.

      Ferenj! Ferenj! they chanted. The driver smiled as he watched the boys break their encirclement of Gerard and scatter. He called their familiar chorus, “the Adwa Alarm Bell,” and as it echoed in the naked mountains, the reverberation did sound like it was a part of a heroic history. The driver knew that even in this short consultancy it would be repeated enough to ring in Gerard’s ears till his dying day. He put some Kleenex in Gerard’s still shaking hand to wipe the thin film of sweat that covered his red face. “The air is very thin here,” explained his counterpart, winking at the driver.

      The staff of the only hotel in the place known as the Center of the Hand of God ushered everyone in from the dusty parking lot, after which the driver left to find his own accommodation across town. He did not have the same expense rate and would probably stay with friends or sleep in the car to save what little he got.

      Gerard settled in after a cold bath that was drawn from buckets of water which had to be carried in by an army of hotel staff. He looked across at a huge lake, recalled a river nearby and gazed at the gentle twilight rain. It was between the river and the lake that that the hungry had settled to wait for the food-aid delivery while their remaining lame and lethargic livestock grazed nearby on the wet grass.

      There is water everywhere here, Gerard thought, stepping out for a walk and realizing a long, long line of staff had suddenly formed outside the open door of his room, all waiting for their water and luggage carrying tips. In their patient stance he saw what he saw when he first met his counterpart. There was that unnerving proud stillness again.

      “Are there fish in that lake?” he asked one of the staff who brought him bathwater.

      A waiter with fluoride stained teeth smiled and described in perfect English how an ice truck would come from a grand hotel in the capital to buy up all the fish. The vivid description and excitement reminded Gerard of the way people back home would describe alien landings and abductions.

      The waiter continued, “All the land used to belong to a landlord and my father had to pay him tax to fish and farm. Then the lake and land was run by a farmer and fishery cooperative, but now the owner of a hotel in Addis owns all the land around the lake and no one can trespass. We cannot fish there anymore.”

      The waiter rambled on about the hungry who have come from the highlands and how they are being burnt out of their settlements by private security details who enforce a strict “No Trespassing on Private Land and Lake” rule. But Gerard was not listening. He suddenly realized that the hotel the waiter was talking about was the very hotel that he was staying in at the capital. He quickly resolved to order fish when he got back and tipped the waiter extra for the information. Gerard loved fresh lake fish.

      After a short walk, a short nap and waking just in time to have dinner with his counterpart, Gerard sat down in a candle-and-lamp-lit dining room to what he had imagined would be a relaxing evening and night before the harrowing work began the next day. His colleague, however, had other ideas. All she would do was talk about work. Exhausted at the effort of having to listen attentively to her intense conversation all through the meal, Gerard apologized for being distracted, blamed it on jetlag, and excused himself before heading back to his room, alone, reluctantly.

      She had looked so surprised and shocked. It was clear she had a mistaken expectation that they would talk through the night about The Emergency. As he walked, rather, ran away from his counterpart, Gerard chided himself, as he always did, that he would, that he should, feel guilty on many levels. Surely here in the Center of the Hand of God he would have a hard time sleeping.

      But soon, after a little Malawi Gold, a few shots of his duty-free drink and some songs on his guitar, the hyena in his soul was in hilarious harmony with those outside his window. He laughed out loud at how lucky he was to work for the Feasting Institute of Famine and beamed at himself in the hotel mirror. Looking closer at the left side of his face and arm, he inspected the good start to his trademark aid worker tan, always more pronounced and darker on the one arm that hangs out of the car. Finally, a trophy tan. He was becoming an expert “expert.”

      As he prepared for bed, his only irritation was that, unlike other places he had worked in, no invisible hands had turned down his bed and mosquito-sprayed his room. He turned down his own bed and used the spray can in the room, comforted by thoughts about the new house he was saving up for and the rate of exchange. He slept well, dreaming of driving the new electric car he planned to buy when he got back.

      The next morning they rose early for their drive to the epicentre of the evergreen Emergency. Gerard looked past the plush interior of the four-wheel drive, past the sound of the air conditioning and his CD irritating the ear drums of the driver, and turned to watch women on the terraced mountain that was dotted with rows and rows of rocks that people with empty stomachs had carried and placed in neat curved lines in order to be eligible for food aid.

      “Are they repairing the terracing? Is it part of the food-for-work programme?” Gerard asked.

      “No,” his counterpart replied dryly, “They are looking for the weeds that have grown in the trapped moisture under the rocks. They are looking for food. Something to eat that won’t poison them.”

      The counterpart looked back to see the effect of her statement on Gerard as he gazed out of his window. But Gerard was no longer seeing the women clawing at the hard crust of earth. Her reply had caused Gerard to be immediately transported back, back to his home, to his supermarket; and all he was seeing was himself, standing in the organic section and reading label after label looking for something to eat—something that would not poison him.

      He shook his head to get rid of the image. “Well, we are all doing that nowadays, aren’t we?” He said it with a smile.

      The driver ejected the droning alien music so firmly that Gerard dared not object.

      His counterpart clutched the dashboard nervously. Not because of the clash of civilizations in the car, but because she knew what they were about to face at the Emergency site: corralled crowds waiting quietly, the babies not crying; crowds in donated blankets watching anxiously as their children were measured and weighed on scales to determine…God knows what.

      She thought of the lucky unlucky families selected to wait in the places between life and death, huddled in tents that the unlucky others, doomed to the slow but certain death of reduced rations, did not qualify to enter. Despite years of reliving the same scene in ever increasing parts of the country, the experience never changed. There was never any pushing, shouting or shoving, never anything but compassion and a stoic patience. A common calm. A shared grace. It never ceased to amaze her. Each and every time, for decades, an air of dignity had without fail surrounded disaster. Every year the rains failed, she feared that feeling would be lost. That was what made her doubting heart tense. Will it still be there this time?

      She remembered a bright and brilliant young man, once full of ambition and energy, a young man with whom she had talked of hope and dreamed of change. A man who refused her offer to get him a job so he could work beside her in the Eternal Emergency because he wanted to start his own business. It was her brother she always thought of at times like this. Not her now sick and dying brother, but the brother who healed, inspired and pushed her to do better. “Why do you put yourself through this heartache every year? Why do you allow them to do this to you? You have to first ask yourself, am I an investor or divestor? Always ask yourself if you are a counterpart of the problem or the solution.” He was still waiting for her answer.

      They drove in silence until the rows and rows of Therapeutic Feeding tents came into view. Though Gerard knew he could not possibly understand what was being whispered around him by the displaced and destitute, he still could feel, once again–more than ever in fact– the same stillness in his office when he first met his counterpart, what he felt amongst the hotel staff. Come to think of it, it was what he felt at the airport when he first arrived, in a rush to get to work, when someone obviously malnourished returned his fat wallet to him and turned away nonchalantly.

      What Gerard could also not hear was his counterpart whispering a prayer of thanks. “I believe it’s still here.”

      What Gerard could also not hear was the driver replying, “Yes indeed, God be praised, we are still here!”

      __________________________________

      Dedicated to Li’l Nate and Project PIE.

      Closure & Heart Earrings

      by: Tsega

      black drops of ink that mark

      soft foldings that pump pulses from within a heart

      swollen with emotion

      smeared black

      without repercussions

      but it only seems so…

      Its a stained heart with piercings

      riddled & dangling flasks and strings

      making heart earrings

      half-open flasks holding the soil of black ink

      to mark heavy stains & tattoos

      that burrow into heart tissue

      carving valleys that burn like wet wounds

      While flasks guise as ornaments

      glittering with the trinket-like prettiness

      of nostalgia

      My longing eyes strain to make out a flimsy image of you

      In wavy air that rises above the scorching heat of the asphalt to

      my memory

      taking me to when you squeezed the skin of my back

      it was me that you lacked

      that was then… you didn’t followed through

      if only to say it was over for you…

      i bet u can’t imagine how hard

      u dragged the earrings on my heart…

      and you spilled ink that stains me…

      they say some men don’t give closure, it just ain’t their thing

      I say some men deserve permanent ink spilled on their ding!

      ha!

      maybe you are my lesson or

      you come in the shape of karma

      or maybe…

      I first put on these nostalgia earrings years ago…

      when I left addis to enter the main st. of my current life drama

      when pulls on strings first sent shivers through my soul

      and I jerked as a pang ran up my core

      lovers’ pains may come, indent then go

      but one home will constantly pull my heart sore

      today’s nostalgia earrings travel on a breeze…

      that puff a delicious toxic into my nostrils

      transporting me from concrete jungle America

      thousands of miles away to Eastern Ethiopia

      I stand reeling from the taste, smell and feel of

      – preposterously enough – a mango!

      my taste buds relive the sweet tangy taste

      my mouth waters

      my teeth reenact annoyance

      as if mango hairs are stuck in between…

      I used to bite it

      in such similar humid air…thousands of miles away

      in the land of sands and flirty long colorful garbs

      I used to buy it

      from the lady at the guilt with her legs crossed underneath her

      And heaps of mangoes in front

      in hues of green, yellow and orange…

      Her muddy seating covered with a carpet

      the stank of mud, discarded peel & khat a few meters nearby

      dust rising up…

      an urgent urge pulls at pretty earrings…

      drawing out a deep longing to be there

      in my home where the heart is,

      dangling.

      tears skim the brim of my eyes

      as the image of my grandma’s wrinkles swims in them

      and the softness in her cozy voice

      echoes as she says “lijE, selam huNiliN”

      So maybe it’s a legacy…

      classically: it may be a part of me…

      Ufff…and what does that make me?

      A confused mess of a woman in transit?

      with heart earrings dangling… like clutter

      soiled and gaping for lack of closure…

      A soul in between cultures,

      split cravings and desires

      a heart pulled from both sides

      So much it belongs to neither; a stranger…

      I say: ‘I’m going home…’

      ‘where my real closure is.’

      When do I retire those heart earrings I’ve put on;

      Can I take them off when I’m back if I belong?

      …when I am back in Ethiopia…for good?

      __________________________________________

      Tsega blogs on Senduq.

      Open Mind – Open Belly

      by: G.T.

      It was a Saturday, and I had just gotten home after taking a red eye from LA. I had been spending my weeks there leading up to the closing of a deal. I was sitting in the kitchen reading the paper. It was all Obama, Obama, Obama. Well, count me among the handful of Ethiopian-Americans who don’t like him. African. Ivy League schools. Best-selling author. President. He is basically a better version of me. What is there to like about that? I like feeling smarter and better than my president. I loved the Bush years, but Gerald Ford was my favorite.

      I was so groggy I didn’t even notice Mrs. T was standing in front of me. She handed me a grainy black and white photograph.

      “What is this?” I asked. “It looks like a printout from a sonar screen shot. What is that? A whale? A Russian sub? What?”

      “It’s your child. Remember?”

      “Of course.” Not. I had actually completely forgotten Mrs. T was pregnant. Work had fried my short-term memory and, ironically, it had been my idea. We’d been married for a little over a year when I started hounding her for a child. She was fine without any kids. But, I felt it necessary that I fulfill my biological imperative. Leave my stamp on this planet.

      I was still surprised she managed to get pregnant. I had been on the road for the last five months straight. We’d spent maybe five nights together during that time. The T family has a distinctive nose, so I’d find out whether “we” were truly that lucky soon enough.

      She had just come back from her first sonogram. The first time she told me she was pregnant was after she’d come home from a dinner a few months back. I had just gotten in from LA on a Friday evening and had been watching TV and drinking scotch when she walked in.

      “So, you ready for the big news?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m…”

      She had to tell me again the next day. I had been on my fifth scotch at that point and fell into a drunken stupor midway through her sentence.

      That was three months ago, and now I was looking at my child. My child. Who apparently looked like it might have been the Loch Ness monster. Remember those pictures? That would not be so sweet. But, what if my child was some sort of multi-dimensional superhero? A powerful sound that fights crime, who is only visible on a sonar. Now, that would be pretty sweet.

      “Aww,” Mrs. T said watching me staring at the printout of the sonogram, “I have never seen you happier.” And then she started to cry.

      If my sound-based superhero spawn was a girl, I’d call her Sonigirl.

      Several weeks later, we were back for another sonogram. This time I was there, largely through some pretty bad planning.

      “So,” the tech said. “Do you want to know what the baby’s sex is?”

      I never understood why people don’t want to find out. That’s like getting a medical test and telling the doctor you don’t want to know what the results are, whether you are healthy or have cancer—because, “I like to be surprised.” Dead is not a surprise. Dead is dead.

      “Yes,” Mrs. T and I said at the same time.

      “Hmm,” the tech said. “Well, it’s hard to tell based on how the baby is situated. I’d say there is a 60% chance it’s a boy.”

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I asked. The grammar threw me off. “Are you saying my baby is 60% boy and 40% girl? Like Richard Simmons?”

      “I’m saying that I can’t tell for sure,” the tech said squinting.

      “Not sure it is a Richard Simmons?” Look –“

      “Thank you, Angie,” Mrs. T said cutting me off.

      I was on the road like crazy the next few months trying to close the LA case out. I finally got to spend some time with Mrs. T. And it was great, until we were about a week away from the due date.

      “So, my sister and mom should be here by mid-week.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “So, now you’ll have good company in the delivery room.”

      “That’s funny,” Mrs. T said.

      “Why do I need to be there? Your mom has had three kids worth of experience. I have none. “

      “You don’t want to be there when your child is born?” She was looking at me. Looking for something that showed I cared about the process, not just the result.

      The answer was no. Why would I want to watch a large object get pushed through my wife’s vagina? I couldn’t see how that would bring us closer together or make the experience that much more special. “I just thought it would be better for you. Like a sisterhood thing—but with your mother thrown in. I don’t know how much value I’d add to the mix. I wasn’t there when they operated on your ankle. Let the professionals handle it I say.”

      But after a harrowing car ride three days later, there I was in the room with her. The baby had been in breech so I was sitting next to Mrs. T as she lay on the hospital bed. The lower half of her body was covered by a screen as the birthing squad cut her open to retrieve my kid. Dr. Monroe would occasionally pop her head up and asked whether we are okay.

      Mrs. T was kind of drugged out and just kept saying, “Yep.”

      I was fixated on the machine which had her vital signs up, hoping she was okay. Hoping we’d be okay. Hoping Baby T would be…

      Then, I heard crying. “Ten fingers, ten toes. Mr. and Mrs. T, you are the parents of a healthy baby boy. Mr. T, would you like to hold him?”

      Would I? I had to know he was 100% boy. I got up and walked over to the other side of the room. They handed him to me. My son. He looked like Mrs. T, so he was beautiful. And he was smiling.

      “G, how is he?”

      I couldn’t speak. This was indeed the greatest moment of my life. Our lives.

      I turned around and looked at my wife. A mistake. They hadn’t sewed her up yet and there was a gaping cavity where my son had just been. And poking her head out from behind the screen was my beaming wife. I began to get light headed.

      “Oh, my God,” Mrs. T said, “You look so overwhelmed. Bring him over.”

      With as much care as I could muster, I walked past the gaping opening that was my wife’s belly and brought our son to her. Tearing up.

      On the way, I yelled, “For fuck’s sake, can someone sew my wife back up?”

      And those were the first words my little A.T. ever heard his dad speak.

      Intin

      by: Intinna

      A door clicks shut and 10 years of Intin – spoof – disappears

      Intin:

      The coincidence/now the accident of meeting

      Of being there that blessed/ cursed moment

      At that sacred/ regretted time

      Intin:

      The success/failure at melding and molding two

      Similar/very distinct lives

      Two naïve/jagged and moldy souls

      Intin:

      The shared/unshared moments and memories

      New lives welcomed and loved ones departed …

      The nurtured/dashed hopes and aspirations

      The inspired/suffocated needs, wants and desires

      The safe haven/ the unrelenting, unforgiving desert

      The smug security in our Intin – so unique, so beautiful, so strong

      ‘Twas to endure all …

      Except that click that early morn.

      30 Questions: intro

      30 Questions

      We gathered a few SELEDA editors– and by ‘gathered’ we mean we looped them up with Vicks VapoRub and qrarri, stapled them to their cubicle walls and threatened to tear up their “WeinE WendimE Micheal Jackson!” poster– and asked them a few questions about their stay at Hotel SELEDA.

      time. totally. wasted.

      Ibd

      gaTe weT

      Lalibella

      WeffefE

      CHraq

      Ibd

      Q.

      A.

      
        	Assigned Editor #

      

      9, same as my shoe size

      
        	Explain your duties at SELEDA

      

      General gopher for the “talents”, duties include:

      -making coffee

      -providing feet rubs

      -purchasing narcotics

      - and other unwholesome deeds as requested

      
        	What’s a nice gal/guy like you doing at SELEDA?

      

      I’m sexually submissive.

      4)And how the hell did you end up as an editor?

      Please see answer to question 3.

      
        	Quick. Favorite SELEDA article.

      

      No such animal, it’s a bunch of premenopausal crap if you ask me.

      
        	Least favorite article? Why?

      

      To be honest I don’t read SELEDA.

      
        	Does upper management have a nickname for you?

      

      They call me stretch.

      8 ) Do you have a nickname for upper management?

      Giver of pleasure and pain.

      
        	How has SELEDA rocked your world?

      

      I’m now a preferred customer at several S&M stores.

      
        	Primarily, what’s wrong with you?

      

      I’m too smart to be an Ethiopian.

      
        	Remember our 2015 issue? Neither do we. But, where will the Ethiopian psyche be in 2015?

      

      Same place it’s now, full of itself and nothing to show for it.

      
        	How can you spot a SELEDA reader in a crowded room?

      

      She’s the one masturbating to GQ magazine.

      12 a) How can you spot a SELEDA editor in a crowded room?

      He’s the one with a mop cleaning up after her.

      
        	Describe your most notorious usage of the phrase, “Do you know who I am? I am an editor at SELEDA!”

      

      Arriving at Bole airport and being refused a cavity search….

      
        	How will you be eshurruing your inner ibdet now that SELEDA is gone?

      

      Jerry Springer.

      
        	What have you gotten from your time at SELEDA?

      

      Collection of used “D” batteries.

      
        	Parting words?

      

      I though you loved it when I did that prematurely.

      gaTe weT

      Q.

      A.

      
        	Assigned Editor #

      

      38-24-40

      
        	Explain your duties at SELEDA

      

      Commatizing, periodizing, fusing split infinitives, and keeping the key to the drugs cabinet hidden from myself.

      
        	What’s a nice gal/guy like you doing at SELEDA?

      

      Took the wrong door in; couldn’t find the exit in time.

      4)And how the hell did you end up as an editor?

      It’s a very long story….if only I could remember.

      
        	Quick. Favorite SELEDA article.

      

      Initiation – It’s how I got into the asylum. It’s how I knew I belonged.

      
        	Least favorite article? Why?

      

      I refuse to answer this on the grounds that it could be one of my own.

      
        	Does upper management have a nickname for you?

      

      Yes. Paisley Pink – PP for short, not that I’m fond of the shortened version.

      8 ) Do you have a nickname for upper management?

      Yes. Minnie-Me.

      
        	How has SELEDA rocked your world?

      

      Ask me again when it stops rocking.

      
        	Primarily, what’s wrong with you?

      

      I forget. I take pills to forget. I forget to take pills to forget.

      
        	Remember our 2015 issue? Neither do we. But, where will the Ethiopian psyche be in 2015?

      

      Now then, is this 2015 by ET calendar or 2015 by ferenj calendar? Because as Dr. Raselas would say, if you take the former and add it to the latter and subtract the original date then the ET psyche will be exactly where it is now…split, schizophrenic, slightly manic and overtly indifferent.

      
        	How can you spot a SELEDA reader in a crowded room?

      

      They talk to their invisible friend still…they are THAT creative.

      12 a) How can you spot a SELEDA editor in a crowded room?

      A sudden rustle in the air. They are the invisible friend.

      
        	Describe your most notorious usage of the phrase, “Do you know who I am? I am an editor at SELEDA!”

      

      I can’t. I had to kill the person I said it to.

      
        	How will you be eshurruing your inner ibdet now that SELEDA is gone?

      

      Probably with pills.

      
        	What have you gotten from your time at SELEDA?

      

      Dependency. But I bear no resentment.

      
        	Parting words?

      

      I love my pills. I love you…who are you?? I love you anyway. Glass of water, please!

      Lalibella

      Q.

      A.

      
        	Assigned Editor #

      

      #2, but it was changed quickly to #666.

      
        	Explain your duties at SELEDA

      

      Result-oriented professional responsible for filing papers, filing upper management’s nails and filing complaints against editor #s 7-11. Met or exceeded expectations in this field.

      
        	What’s a nice gal/guy like you doing at SELEDA?

      

      I’m not nice. That’s why I’m here.

      4)And how the hell did you end up as an editor?

      I was told it would fulfill the community service part of my plea deal.

      It didn’t.

      This obviously upsets me.

      
        	Quick. Favorite SELEDA article.

      

      This is like asking me my favorite method of torturing interns—I love all of them equally. But MT’s Faradise, Sza’s Addis Rhapsody Berhanu Yalew’s Beam me up Hodiye… too many. Why? I love feeling inadequate as a human being.

      
        	Least favorite article? Why?

      

      This Q & A. Because it feels like a Dr. Raselas moment.

      
        	Does upper management have a nickname for you?

      

      I believe it’s “double jointed but don’t ask me how I know.”

      8 ) Do you have a nickname for upper management?

      Yes… several. All of them having to do with some form of ekek.

      
        	How has SELEDA rocked your world?

      

      Not so much rocked. I am, however, mortally suspicious of people who can’t make sweeping generalizations and snide citations about every Goddamn thing.

      
        	Primarily, what’s wrong with you?

      

      Primarily, I’m upset I didn’t make the “Seleda Editor most likely to commit triple homicide” list last year. I know the three people responsible for it. Sub-primarily, my membership in a top-secret private club that dabbles in, um, yellow energy, just expired.

      
        	Remember our 2015 issue? Neither do we. But, where will the Ethiopian psyche be in 2015?

      

      Hopefully Ben & Jerry would have created an ice cream flavor in our honor by then. “YiluNt-a-nuts and Cream”… “Cool E. Bee Berry” … “Eat-Utopian Frozen Yoghurt- Now with 50% less Fara.”

      
        	How can you spot a SELEDA reader in a crowded room?

      

      They’re the ones who can casually guramalize any English word with little effort. They also actually know what the Dr. Raselas references are all about.

      12 a) How can you spot a SELEDA editor in a crowded room?

      They’re the ones in the back of the room with the perennially put-upon look on their pimply faces. Plus, they smell like tej of questionable origins and Nyquil.

      
        	Describe your most notorious usage of the phrase, “Do you know who I am? I am an editor at SELEDA!”

      

      Spouse would not believe I was hiking the Appalachian trails because a) I don’t hike, and b) I don’t know what an Appalachia is. Spouse got all suspicious-like especially when I waxed poetic about driving on the Buenos Aries coast. So I blurted out… “You can’t treat me like this! Do you know who I am? I am an editor at Seleda!” And then the room got dark.

      
        	How will you be eshurruing your inner ibdet now that SELEDA is gone?

      

      My ibdet is way past the eshururu stage so I’ll probably join the Bole Liberation Front. Or I’ll start a new club: Society of CHewa CHat Chewers for Change. Most probably though I’ll just be drinking heavily.

      
        	What have you gotten from your time at SELEDA?

      

      Several STDs.

      
        	Parting words?

      

      This is a hostage situation.

      WeffefE

      Q.

      A.

      
        	Assigned Editor #

      

      Well, they gave me Editor #5 but he didn’t do the backrubs right. The one I have now has magic fingers, and I don’t mean just on my back.

      
        	Explain your duties at SELEDA

      

      Duties? Go fetch me a limiCH, and make it a long, supple one…

      
        	What’s a nice gal/guy like you doing at SELEDA?

      

      Oh, that’s precious.

      4)And how the hell did you end up as an editor?

      Well, I won Editor#6 at the S&M Dungeon on 23rd and F…you know the one…and took over from him. You know, I don’t recall now where I put him.

      
        	Quick. Favorite SELEDA article.

      

      Ihhh…that question is so yesterday. ECH! Take one Gomen with a dash of BrCHiCHit Jones’ Diary and a pinch of Medfer, and remind me to hit you harder in the morning.

      
        	Least favorite article? Why?

      

      Hey. Look at me. LOOK AT ME! There are no “least” anything articles on Seleda. MujelEam! Now bend down and lick my boots…yeah, just like that.

      
        	Does upper management have a nickname for you?

      

      I am upper management.

      8 ) Do you have a nickname for upper management?

      Mistress.

      
        	How has SELEDA rocked your world?

      

      I never thought ruling the net would give me such a high.

      
        	Primarily, what’s wrong with you?

      

      Daaaahling, ain’t nuthin’ wrong with me that a little pain and pleasure can’t fix. Your pain and my pleasure, of course.

      
        	Remember our 2015 issue? Neither do we. But, where will the Ethiopian psyche be in 2015?

      

      Probably still looking suspiciously at anyone who’s a bit different while surfing the porn sites for the most deviant sex. I’d love it if the entire country had a GIANT orgasm sometime in 2010 and just got on with life without all this pent up repression and anger. I’m working my way through the population, one O at a time. O! There goes one now…

      
        	How can you spot a SELEDA reader in a crowded room?

      

      She’s the one with the killer briefcase and the stiletto heels, working on her Blackberry.

      12 a) How can you spot a SELEDA editor in a crowded room?

      He’s the one on the floor under the stiletto, handcuffs…didn’t we already discuss this?

      
        	Describe your most notorious usage of the phrase, “Do you know who I am? I am an editor at SELEDA!”

      

      It was at Addis Airport. It had no effect. I still had to check in my gun. Some people…!

      
        	How will you be eshurruing your inner ibdet now that SELEDA is gone?

      

      I haven’t been eshururuing it at all. My ibdet is pissed. My ibdet’s ibdet is pissed. I may have to switch personalities…ihhhh!

      
        	What have you gotten from your time at SELEDA?

      

      A t-shirt. And a well-hung intern…ah, I remember him.

      
        	Parting words?

      

      You pitiful, pitiful wretch… what will you do without me?

      CHraq

      Q.

      A.

      
        	Assigned Editor #

      

      started as a rookie fractional negative CHraq at number -333 and worked my way up to 0, and on to my current position of half-CHraq number #333. i’m now being groomed for the senior CHraq position of #666.

      
        	Explain your duties at SELEDA

      

      i work in department #2 — hand out pieces of tissue inside the 3rd floor bathroom at SELEDA headquarters. i also double as a master penman– working out with a pen any SELEDA constipation.

      
        	What’s a nice gal/guy like you doing at SELEDA?

      

      fact is, there isn’t much else to be had for a gal-guy (guy-gal, really, in my case) in this bigoted mainstream society of ours… so, sticking with the misfits on the fringe, on whom i’ve got a leg up.

      4)And how the hell did you end up as an editor?

      my strict adherence to proper capitalization and punctuation rules was spotted at… actually, the honest answer is that as a misfit i was deemed by HR to be a good fit.

      
        	Quick. Favorite SELEDA article.

      

      haven’t really read any of them per se… i’m only an editor… reading them is above my pay grade.

      
        	Least favorite article? Why?

      

      didn’t like the bit i read of that one article a while back that was irreverent. it make fan of our beelovd cuntry with to much nasty joks. but i didn’t read past the first paragraph becuz my fingers tired of thumbing through the dictionary.

      
        	Does upper management have a nickname for you?

      

      yes, but it’s latin and hyphenated… they gave it to me (and patented it) the first time they peered through the magnifying scope and discovered me crawling down under… however, at the weekly happy quarter-hour on tuesdays middle management calls me “piss boy” and ask me to haul a large bucket around.

      8 ) Do you have a nickname for upper management?

      shhhh… “upper management” is itself a nickname…

      
        	How has SELEDA rocked your world?

      

      it’s caused me three shotgun marriages and one divorce… not to mention a multitude of solitary disappearances into the amazon following the appalachian trail.

      
        	Primarily, what’s wrong with you?

      

      primarily… my head isn’t screwed on right… my feet aren’t planted down tight… my mind is given to wingless flight… i’m a geek prone to social freight… and a narcissist filled with grand thoughts of might… for all these virtues, i am myopic in career foresight… why else would i settle for a SELEDite… hell shi-ayt! i’m typing up my resume tonight…

      
        	Remember our 2015 issue? Neither do we. But, where will the Ethiopian psyche be in 2015?

      

      it’s either amanuel hospital… or remain perched high up on a tower of sand… whom are we kidding…

      in 2015 GC: in some parking booth, for sure.

      in 2015 EC: on some commodity exchange… being auctioned as a sheqeT to the highest bidder.

      
        	How can you spot a SELEDA reader in a crowded room?

      

      he’s the one sitting by himself… holding up a bulb and waiting for the room to revolve around him.

      12 a) How can you spot a SELEDA editor in a crowded room?

      are you kidding? upper management would never be caught in a crowded room… and lower management, well, crowded rooms are known to empty when run of the mill SELEDA editors appear at the door, disheveled and reeking as usual. A wedding party has dispersed before the vow exchange, and a priest has once abdicated the altar following to the exit the stampede of worshipers.

      
        	Describe your most notorious usage of the phrase, “Do you know who I am? I am an editor at SELEDA!”

      

      A cop was about to arrest me for breaking into my own house. i yelled those exact words right into his face; and i guess it must’ve sounded like “al-qaeda”, because i found myself handcuffed – and not in the pleasant way that i’m used to.

      
        	How will you be eshururuing your inner ibdet now that SELEDA is gone?

      

      i don’t think you really mean that, because eshururuing my ibdet was what i was doing before i found SELEDA. my ibdet was lulled and harnessed… then SELEDA came along and all hell broke loose. now my ibdet has gotten such libb-libb with all the hoy-hoyta that it has its own facebook account and wants to friend me.

      
        	What have you gotten from your time at SELEDA?

      

      just a couple of ulcers, and a case of vintage inferiority complex, not to mention the occasional STD.

      
        	Parting words?

      

      bust to bust, hashish to hashish… i’ve rolled with you in gleeful high… now, it’s back to… tweeting.

      Your Journey into my Life

      by: Lily

      You have my eyes…and my obscenely large forehead. You also have my unruly curls, though you are thankfully more tolerant of the comb than I have ever been. My older sister’s lips pout back at me when I declare bath-time is over, and the chubby uni-length and imminently kissable toes of my oldest sister peek out rebelliously from under the covers when you sleep.

      There are times I could do without your over-abundance of energy and spunk, but then what else could you have gotten from my crazy cousin, who at 50 has the stamina of a three-year-old with ADHD?! You have a frankly disturbing love of shoes for a girl who has just turned two; this does not augur well for the many shoe-wars we will surely have when your little feet grow big enough to fit into my frankly disturbingly extensive collection of size-7 delectables.

      Your irrepressible mischief does me proud and comes, no doubt, from my brother, he of the “let’s-make-incendiary-devices-from-sulfur-scraped-off-matchsticks” fame. Or is it from my cousin, the one who practically raised you during your first year of life? You walk just like him, you know. There is no doubt where the nose comes from – just look at my baby sister, and there it is: petite, pert and perky, earning both of you the eternal gorada label.

      You stroke my arm from the edge of my shirt sleeve while I rock you to sleep, a little known but cherished legacy from that same baby sister, who to this day does this when we watch TV together on the sofa under a giant gabi. You have much that is all yours, of course – those long, sooty eyelashes that you already use with devastating effect when you want something; your sense of organization and bEt mastekakel that has me, the clutter monster, totally mystified; that amazing rhythm that weaves through you as you dance to every beat (even a jackhammer on the road outside brings out the beat in your step); that strong sense of fashion you already have that makes dressing you every morning a battle of wills.

      The magic of all of this, of course, is that your journey into my life began when you, as a two-month-old, were put into my confident and well-prepared arms by the mogzit at the orphanage. I had read everything I could get my hands on, spoken to countless people with similar experiences, and felt ready to do this. And I’m pretty sure that now, two years later, that was the last, lucid moment of confidence or well-preparedness I have experienced, and will probably ever experience. I don’t feel it was a coincidence that it took me nine months to wrap my brain around the idea of adopting as a single, working woman – the idea gestated and grew inside me, equally terrifying and exciting, and one day it finally came to be.

      Nothing prepared me for the shock of total illiteracy when it came to motherhood – after all, I am the quintessential problem solver, able to find solutions to seemingly intractable problems day-in, day-out. I am the analyzer, the mediator, the logical, rational perfectionist for whom the ability to memeramer and maselasel is as essential as breathing. Faced with a crying baby, I thought it would only be a matter of identifying the problem and implementing the solution that would work – after all, the universe of options was limited, right? You’re tired, or hungry, or uncomfortable, or wet – what else could be going on? I even went so far as to say this to a good friend with two kids of his own; he looked at me with that combination of pitying disbelief and mischievous just-you-wait that new parents get from experienced ones. And I didn’t have to wait that long.

      I have never known insecurity like this, the gut-wrenching knowledge that every decision I make, every single one of my actions, could have far reaching consequences for you – from the way I hold you, to the food I feed you, to the chemicals I expose you to, to the time I spend with you (or don’t), and to the people I bring into your life.

      I have never known criticism like this, from seemingly every person I come across – intimate friend or total stranger and everyone else in between – giving detailed and brutal commentary on everything I was doing wrong. And apparently, there is much to say.

      I have never known fear like this, with every scenario of every potential nightmarish thing that could happen to you coursing through my over-analyzing mind. I have never known support like this, with my entire network of family and friends transforming themselves into a seamless safety net for both of us, with their gifts of welcome and love – and clothes! – pouring over both of us (you more than me, as it should be) and with hours and hours of their tireless support that filled the gaps in my own capacities.

      I have never known such gratitude for the courage of a very young woman who, faced with an unspeakable choice, chose to let you go so that you could begin the fateful journey that brought you to me…and me to you. I have never been so tired, physically and mentally pushed to my limits as I try to find a solution to being a mother and a professional who works for hours outside the home. I have never known such patience – God knows motherhood is the hardest thing I’ve ever done – and I am humbled by the number of times a day I have to dip deep into the well of patience and understanding to stop from screaming my head off in frustration – and most times, I succeed. I have never known such self-flagellation, for all the times I have not lived up to my own ideal of motherhood – no longer looking for perfection but hoping to reach somewhere up there near normal. And with it I am slowly learning self-forgiveness.

      And most of all, I have never known such deep, all-encompassing and consuming love. It snuck up on me — didn’t hit me the instant I saw you or you came into my arms that chilly August day in Addis, but then the books I read, so many books I read, had prepared me for that. It didn’t hit me that first night when both of us had a terrifying time figuring out how to live together, wondering what the hell we’d gotten ourselves into. I don’t know exactly when you crept in and lit up every corner of my life…but you do. I see you and I see magic in the curve of your cheek and in the arch of your foot. I look at you and am filled with wonder when your eyes smile into mine. I hear your voice and my whole being floods with joy. I feel your chubby fingers on my neck as you fall asleep in my arms, and it is like a blessing that has been bestowed upon me. You laugh, and that sweet sound echoes throughout me, and I feel you everywhere.

      We are apart this week, as my work takes me away from home yet again. I see you on the computer screen, and all of these emotions swirl and course through me as we blow each other kisses and you run off to play. I am getting better at this motherhood thing, I think…and you continue to grow and thrive, so I must be doing something right. We are in this together, my little one, and though I am sure of very little these days, I am sure that there is nowhere else I am meant to be – nowhere else I would rather be than with you on this journey.

      SELEDA Salutes

      Prelude:

      (see late update at end)

      Okay. This is something we have wanted to do forever, but it took us this long to figure out how the debleew-debleew-debleew dot Youtubes interwebs work.

      Fact: the breathtakingly, barbarically hideous state of Ethiopian music videos has been the subject of many drink-and-type tirades here at SELEDA land. Come on, people! We are descendants of wordsmiths like Aleqa Gebre-Hanna, artists like … well, our artists were all modest and anonymous, and musicians like Qdus YarEd. So how do you try explaining this kind of meTnE yisT solecism? You don’t. You just raise your eyes towards your feTari and whistle past it. So stop sending us these kinds of links. Seriously.

      But one day, the one day our wuqabi was out on furlough, we asked ourselves: are there ET music videos that maybe won’t induce our collective hamot to curdle? We needed to find out. (You know us. Pain is not pain until it is pleasure.) So we summoned what we learnt in anger management class(es) and went in search of examples of great Ethiopian music videos. This, of course, meant watching a lot of Youtubes, which we have concluded was invented by Mengistu Haile Mariam because of its inherent evilness.

      Fact #1: To be clear: we at SELEDA pride ourselves for our high tolerance of pain because, you know, we edit the SELEDA– which is also inherently evil but for all the right reasons. But at a particularly vulnerable time during this self-flagellation of an assignment (right when we ran out of nfro, gush Tella and sacrificial virgins), we collided with this.

      Fact #2: Not even the threat of having to share unsterilized mujalE removers with the SELEDA Mail Editor was going to force us back to our computers after seeing that. No. One more acid-washed-jeans-clad lad sinezrew to bad music and we were going to… don’t test us.

      We were ready to give up on the whole noble calling of felqiqo mawTating a few decent videos, but, you know, masochism runs our lives. So we did the honorable thing. We…delegated this task to those chatty Seledinterns whose names we never want to remember. Sadism also runs our lives. We made them sit through their share of marathon sessions of awkward and inappropriate uses of strobe lights, slow motion, fast cuts, smoke machines, muscle t-shirts, purple taffeta, and green-gold-and-red micro mini skirts. (Yes, there’s that.) We knew our job was done when one by one they came slinking out of the conference room, dejected and catatonic. Mission, meet accomplished.

      The offshoot being: we were able to find some gems in the dark forest of bedazzled sunglasses, skin-tight leather pants, eshoh-on-you-skin choreography and generally unnerving horribleness.

      And because we are those kinds of peoples, we wanted to share our findings with you, Ato and Weizero Seledawi/t. We’ve trolled the bottom of the bottomest bottom, a task we usually kinda actually like, so you don’t have to. How much do we love you? “Sit through some serious ascetic melancholy” much. That’s how much we love you.

      Please note: the focus here is mainly the artistic interpretation of music through film. So we’ll thank you for not bombarding us with how your cousin Intinna Wolde-EgelE was left off this short list because we are godless elites – which we are, and which we don’t mind you pointing out.

      So, pay attention. Several interns have started memory-repression therapy to bring you this.

      The Hall of Fame:

      GuragEton

      EndaygeleN

      Bati And Blues

      Noro Noro

      Merengue Cha … and

      Balageru 3

      UPDATE:

      We are not sure how this article got to be an invitation for y’all to dump links of realllly bad videos into our laps, each one more unnecessarily brutal than the last; all of which we (of course!) make ourselves watch over and over because we like our horror like we like our revolutions: bloody, erratic, mind-numbing and soulless. Which is why we can’t get enough of these cats:

      ChocolatE: which is so wrong on so many levels that there are no levels.

      Ewedishalehu: (ET- Country music. Yes, we nightmared it, someone made it.)

      Suggar Daddi: (Yes, can someone kill us now?)

      GuragEton

      Artists: Tewodros Assefa and Abraham

      Director: Yafet Zewde

      GuragEton, under the wrong hands, could have been a really, really bad video (or in this case, an impressively horrifying torrent) because it has all the trappings of what makes a really, really bad video: unchaperoned young people, Amharic/GuragiNa rap, low-rise jeans, choreography… eh, tej in a birilE being sipped through a straw, and lyrics with a line like- brace for it- “… ke igr eske rassE nesh biE freaky.”

      Yes, that.

      Miraculously, however, director Yafet Zewde manages to perfectly and subtly capture the cultural zeitgeist of the young and the awesome. It’s the only video we’ve come across that is viscerally intelligent and respectful of its portrayal of young people. How can that be? It be. In a rap video? It just be.

      Much of GuragEton’s appeal is its simplicity. The setting is cleverly unostentatious: a nightclub that is more like a QebellE dancehall—and yes, our QebellE had a dancehall… except ours was covered with Lenin’s dour face whereas here you have an artsy, modern abstract painting thing happening. Same difference. We’re not bitter.

      There are no laser lights or a denbarra disco ball assaulting you; and when the camera pans up we were relived to see that it is only to reveal jewel toned neTelas draped from the ceiling. We nearly kissed the computer screen. We might have, come to think of it. Because we routinely do.

      So here’s something for whatever textbookbook ET rap/hip hop video producers use to mine out yet another sadistically pointless melaqT maTat: step away from the special effects button. Now try this: a hall full of partiers who look like they are having an infectiously good time. Look towards GuragEton and how director Yafet manages to achieve this minimalist wonder without assailing us with ersatz gangstas in tinted BMWs featuring BMWs (bimbos, money and weaves). To whom may we forward this ml’ja?

      One of the most endearing parts of this video is the crowd of new-generation ETs who seem to have re-discovered the art of flirting. Very besotting. They throw well-aimed darts of coquettishness at each other… oh, it’s going to bring back memories of the awkward medarat rituals of youth-hood, where a glance across your parents’ ansola-blackened ingda bEt could send shivers down your unexposed imbrt. Kids these days, they don’t know what they are missing with their sexting and their Tweet booty calls. Feh!

      The lead singer, “Teddy Yo”, is a showman in the old-fashioned sense: sassy, engaging and nonchalant in the midst of bacchanalia. He might be in his 20s, but in GuragEton he performs like a seasoned artist. (Which is why we are verily vexed by his subsequent performances in which he devolves into a sad stereotype. Oh, Ew! Did somebody lose Yafet’s number?) His partner, Abraham, brings this song together and anchors it with a catchy ditty that he sings in a beautiful voice. Abraham has been voted SELEDA’s “Coolest Man-Child” 2010.

      Now…

      Ho-lee Mountain of Sweet CHiffera! Can we talk about the choreography? The dancing in this video is so good that it almost makes up for the trauma caused by … everything else. Yep. That good. Who are these people and how did they get to be so supremely cool? The way they careen from the ferenj steps to the Ethiopian moves is flawless– bewilderingly so. It’s edgy– casually so. We don’t know how, we don’t want to know how, we just want to bow our heads and maybe cry a little. Make no mistake, there are gyrating bodies and badunkadunk bottoms shakin’, but it never feels gratuitous, sleazy or put upon. And Yafet captures every nuanced step with mature and clever camerawork.

      Against all of this, however, is music that is formidable and complex. Has there been a more intriguing amalgamation of the ancient and the modern? Of the masinqo triumphing over a DJ mixing board? Of the ascendency of GuragE CHiffera over breakdancing? No.

      GuragEton is what we’ve always wanted to be. Except the kids here manage to do it in four minutes and 19 seconds. This has prompted us to ask our various therapists for a refund.

      EndaygeleN

      Artist: Zeritu Kebede

      Director: Samson Teferra

      It helps that chanteuse Zeritu has a stupendous voice, but she could be reading her grocery list in this video and EndaygeleN would still be seminal. In it, director Samson Teferra pays homage to love, lust, despair and angst in a fairly direct and grown up manner. For us Ethiopians, we being people who have managed to perfect the art of the triple entendre, this is as comfortable as watching your nsehha abat eye-raping your recently widowed aunt, Weizero Atakilt Annimaw.

      Visually, this video is stunning. The use of light to render the ups and downs of Zeritu’s moods is elaborate yet unfussy. Her vicissitude is also ably depicted by the weaving of black and white imagery through color.

      By the end of the video one is left with the distinct feeling that Samson understands women. Even the women that women don’t understand.

      When he drags our sentiments through his story he does so without being manipulative or treating us like we have the IQ of a Sandford temari. There are times when the desperation of unrequited love is very palpable and raw, although we could have used a less histrionic rendition of ‘teqaTelku, arrerekuN, debenkuN’ which the Divine Ms. Z belts out a little too… abo.

      Samson is fearless in dispensing with the multitude shades of yiluNta and emotional constipation we ETs have about love, and he attacks head-on our wu’sb-sb relationship with w’seeb. It is especially daring given the gender reversal: in this video it is revealed that- clench your kitab- ET chicks lust, too. They are not just target practice for expat underachievers.

      But Samson digs deeper. Love and lust are not mutually exclusive, seems to be his awaj; and in one fell swoop he takes on centuries-old ETisms that have accommodated concepts such as wushimmas, CHn gereds and Teem qemayoch.

      What is also intriguing (or annoying, depending on where you stand on the love/lust medebawi flssifi’nna) is how casually Samson (may we call him Sammy?) guns for our self-inflicted piety. While he is artistically forceful about his point on rabid lust-love, he manages to strike a beautiful balance by not pushing the pendulum to the polar opposite by being deliberately (and garishly) provocative. (i.e. no vapid naked lady in a cat suit mouthing “be sanqaw deretE.” Sorry, fellas!) He parts the curtains of sanctimoniousness, but does not insist on strangling us with the cords… which, by the way, is foreplay at SELEDA Upper Management retreats.

      Oh. Oh. Oh. Haw-wwt naked dude alert. In a revolutionary switcheroo, it’s the dude who’s nekkid. And it is reason number 201 why this video works.

      Also, proper and effective usages of:

      Slow motion? Check.

      Dreadlocks swaying about in slow motion? Check.

      Close-ups of dubulbul ET eyes? Check.

      Soft lens? Check.

      Clenched fists around random objects? C_heck._

      Half-naked hawwwwt dude wielding power tools? Sweet Lawd, Check.

      Half-naked hawwwt dude taking a shower…while swaying his dreadlocks… in slow motion? Check. Check. And… check.

      And now shall we talk about Zeritu’s voice? We shall. In this song at least, she hits the right tones without it seeming obnoxious or labored. (Think Whitney Houston B.C.- before crack.) And when she croons an anguished “endaygeleN” towards the end, one is compelled to stand up, puff one’s chest and decry, “ere yet abatu!”… which, for the record, we all did. No biggie. You will, too.

      The directness that is so effective in the imagery of EndaygeleN is a little less endearing when it comes to the lyrics, which are charming and sweet but uncomplicated. None of the famed Ethiopian werq dripping in sem designed to magershet your paranoia_._ But we’re into directness now, right? No, we’re not… yes, we are… no, we are. Whatever. Where’s Mr. Hottie and his welding machine thing?

      Zeritu delivers this song. She pulls off an amazing portrayal of a lovelorn ingénue who watches and waits for the man she loves to finally look in her direction; and when he finally does, she walks in the other direction. To see if he follows.

      It is, in it’s truest form, transcendence.

      (Zeritu and Samson team up again in another stunning video: YennEm Ayn Aytwal.)

      Bati and Blues

      Artists: Fanta Belley and Tadele Roba

      Director: Nebiyou Simergeta

      Ethiopian music videos are generally where good ideas go to die—after they’ve been waterboarded and metaTen-ed with scandalous tawdriness. So when we first read “Bati and Blues” we were skeptical; but the tsom tseloteNa in us held on to hope, yemooTN. Maybe this time…

      We clicked on the link half expecting another iskista video with a gojo backdrop… and a dankira mechi dressed in a blue dress to satisfy the “blues” part of the title.

      But out pops a low-res scene of a doqdoqqE cruising down a dark street. O-ookay. The lighting is dim but we’re able to make out a dreadlocked dude (yes, that again) gunning the motor, a guitar case perched on his back. Hm. Why? (Although secretly we’re relieved it’s not a rhinestone studded, skin tight, cut-off jeans shorts massacre of 2010.) Our first impulse is to click the back arrow.

      The camera cuts to…

      A Teyim woman whose face pops out from behind a zagol curtain adorned with the image of a mesob in the ET tricolors. Oh. Okay. Time to make merry with our migraine. Again. We can’t believe we fell for something as unattainable as “bati” and “blues.”

      The woman pops back out to examine the ruckus motorcycle boy is causing right outside her door. She makes that unmistakably Ethiopian gesture: a bashful laughter she covers with her hands; a slight bow of the head. Hm? What is this? Is it ashmoor? Does she see what we see?

      … and THEN…

      A woman’s voice tears through the tragedy like, like, a budda ayn through a qey dama gela. To the simple accompaniment of a masinqo and kebero, this soaring voice deafens our cynicism and settles our nerves—nerves that were just assaulted by the motorcycle-revving exploits of a dude wearing sunglasses at night while driving a motorcycle through the streets of Addis. How many things are wrong with that image?

      This voice… this mind-blowing voice… so organic, melancholic, unapologetic. It literally jolts you. Actually, this moment, this jolting transition, is perhaps the most addictive part of this video. And for somehow making the most fluid segue from the ridiculous to the sublime, director Nebiyou Simirgeta wins our under-coveted award for “Moment that most induced a Beseme Ab, Effoyeee.”

      The voice belongs to the fabulous Fanta Belay, the shuruba’ed enchantress, who commences to gush Bati tunes with the sort of voice that can cut the tops off the mountains of the Ethiopian highlands. We soon forget the debacle with motorcycle boy– that is, until he he makes an over-dramatic entrance through the zagol curtains complete with a hip-hop side-bounce and a mamateb that needs practice. We soon recognize him as singer Tadele Roba, whom we know because we’ve been having recurring nightmares from one of his previous works. From two. Our hearts heave back down. We can’t believe we fell for…

      But director Nebiyou is not done with the transitions yet. Out pops a ferenj-looking guy, “IndE! Bati inna Blues,” he says with unnecessary over-delight. Right, fella? Okay. If he’s happy, we’re happy. Our nerves simmer back down.

      Without a doubt, whoever arranged this music is a genius. Again, a seamless and graceful mutation from kebero/masinqo to a sweet blues syncopated beat in one staggeringly smooth step. Bati! Blues! IndE!

      Tadele Roba manages to hold his own. And we don’t say that grudgingly. Even his dizzying mengoraded across the room (for really no apparent reason) is not as annoying as it should be. But it is Fanta who owns this baby. She jumps, unfazed, into the thick of things and she rocks it! Seriously, this is Bati and Blues.

      The setting of the video is simple and pleasantly Ethiopian: it looks like a glorified zigubN, although Nebiyou manages to imbue an intimacy that approximates someone’s living room—a living room with an expansive bar. The way God and SELEDA editors like it. But as the music progresses the scene starts resembling a favorite watering hole, way after last call, where select patrons hang around to see who’ll drop by for an impromptu jam session.

      As the beat changes from traditional to modern, revelers cheerfully incorporate the blues beat into their agile iskista. “Bring it on!” they appear to be taunting the ingida horn section. The dancing morphs only slightly in a tandem, slow-mo, body bobbing move, and there are some “raise the roof” moments that should not be endearing but are. But it is all weirdly captivating. The director’s decision to minimize the choreography is a smart decision, perhaps made not to distract from the unfolding magic. Little about this video appears deliberately prepped, which is most of its charm.

      What is not endearing is ferenj-looking dude’s re-appearances, and soon he starts reminding us of somebody’s dirty old uncle. Especially his hip-grind-y dance that… that can’t end but badly.

      The one egregious misuse of a prop might be Lij Tadele’s guitar, which he at one point wields like a goradE on steroids. We ain’t no music aficionados here, but this is not an acoustic guitar that is making us tingle. Sounds like an electric one. Even if you give him the benefit of the doubt that it might be an acoustic-electric hybrid… nope, the sound is distinctive. Besides, TadE’s pretend guitar skills… eeeh. Guitar Hero, much? But given all what is right about this video, this is a minor-ish infraction.

      The azmari-bEt verbal back and forth between Fanta and Tadele is polite and definitely deferential compared to the withering takedowns of other duos, although at some point Fanta ventures to address TadE’s hyphenated-ET status. He responds by flaunting his Ethio-centric ink, which of course is indisputable proof of one’s Ethiopianship. He does, however, playfully roll his “r”s when he replies with a “mnE new ferenj-i?” Cute. (Well, we hope he was being deliberately cute. Listen, we’ve been tormented, okay?) He is also graciously cognizant of his partner’s talent and is dutiful in recognizing her vocal heft (“…eregichalew be dmSish welella”). Great to know he can also interact with non-gyrating females. Kudos, sir.

      Bati and Blues is noteworthy for so many reasons. As our Diaspora status becomes more entrenched and as globalization smudges the line between “us” and “them,” it is natural for our music to incorporate new elements. Some of the incorporation is done well (Zeritu with R & B, Teddy Afro with reggae and WuddasE with jazz); but most of the hybridization has been half-past terrible. Bati and Blues ups the ante. Who would have thought these two beats could be threaded together so adroitly without either one losing fidelity to its original spirit? It’s a pretty amazing feat. Nebiyou Simirgeta deserves a lot of credit for undertaking this task, and executing it with understated elegance.

      Noro Noro

      Artists: Munit Mesfin and Jorg

      Director: (unknown)

      Noro no-ro… noro no-ro… noro n-oh-ro… noro n-ohhhh-o-ro…

      It should’ve been called “ye joro Velcro” because this song, actually the refrain and the guitar bit that precedes it, get so tangled with your subconscious that it begins to punctuate your thoughts – yihEs bihon noro…? noro no-ro…? yannin’s baderg noro…? noro no-ro…? You hear it twice, thrice (and you WILL because it begs a recursive double-take), and you’ll be stuck humming it all through your wisdom tooth extraction and all through your afternoon conference call.

      In a culture where the prevailing hedge against failure of a music video seems to be to cram it with every choreographic prop within reach, Noro Noro is daringly bare (and we don’t mean in the sense of wardrobe malfunction), absolutely minimal and pleasantly artsy.

      Vocalist Munit Mesfin, guitarist Jorg, and painter Henock are all locked in trance-induced moves – monochromatic figures floating over a blank backdrop; a backdrop that is so deliberately minimal that the whole thing comes across as a rehearsal session in someone’s garage that a film student decided to capture for a class project. Score.

      The overall theme here is (dare we whisper its name again) simplicity. Even shoes are optional. It makes for ambiance that is evocative and delightfully trippy in which the psychedelic backdrop lighting is only imagined.

      So rarely does an Ethiopian music video gamble on this kind of simplicity and so rarely does it work so beautifully.

      Anchored by superb vocal and guitar forte, Noro’s lyrics are not just meaningful, but unique and uniquely translatable into poetic English. It is a refreshing departure from the usual. (Really, how much alsheshum deviation is there from “Trsua inde wetet”, “Tsegurwa inde harr”, “afinCHaw inde sindedo”?) It’s a song about the futility of fitting square ambitions inside circular talents; about moving beyond the regret of what-could-have-beens; about how there is more to life than pandering to the expectation of others. It’s about harnessing one’s true calling and following one’s inner impulses.

      Yep. And all said in Amharic so there is no shelter from the many mini-waves of introspection that threaten your selamawi existence. As we say at SELEDA editorial meetings, “beTam discomfortable.”

      True, there’s a gratuitous cute kid here and a token old man there dancing out of the blank backdrop in a sort of diversity brochure display, but their appearance blends so effortlessly with the rest of the action that they’re easy to forgive. In fact, when added to Jorg’s deadpan attempts at iskista, they lend a welcome element of lightheartedness to an otherwise serious gig.

      Hybrid seems to be the new magic in successful Ethiopian music video production. Subtly blending Ethiopian vocals with western melodies (in this case jazz), and lacing iskista with western dance moves in a sort of “injerito” roll (qey weT rolled inside colored injera as offered by a famous restaurant in NYC) seems to do miracles for quite a few music videos that we’ve liked lately.

      While Noro’s lyrics audaciously challenge us to a duel with our congenital fatalism, it’s look dares us to question our predilection for the tacky and the painfully colloquial.

      Finally.

      It’s what great art is supposed to do and what great artists actually do.

      Merengue Cha

      Artist: DJ Same

      Directors: Elias Worqneh and Yosef Tesfaye

      What is pretty amazing about Merengue Cha is that it starts off with a bang (in energy and aesthetics) and maintains it through to the end. That’s a pretty astounding accomplishment given the, shall we say, temperamental nature of ET music videos. It appears to us that either the director, the artist or both somehow manage to get bored in the middle of filming and – ta da!- here comes:

      a) close-up shots of a cell phone (always a winner)

      b) yet another dazzlingly nubile koredda taking a bubble bath, preferably wearing a red bikini?, and/or,

      c) a plot line entirely consisting of someone not picking up the damn phone

      Here, this video manages to incorporate all three elements. Hey, you’ll need them and more when you have to buttress a song with lyrics like:

      Take your time/call me collect I don’t mind

      Maybe we chat right on time/I’m gonna make sure you be mine.

      OR…

      You could throw down the gauntlet and just sing an ode to Oprah, who you might or might not know is “soul mother for the whole wide world.” But remember: candles, candles, candles. No ode can be complete without them. Lost of them.

      OR…

      You could do what directors Elias Worqneh and Yosef Tesfaye have done and make sure your work’s novelty doesn’t fade off or lurch from one extreme to another. This duo exercises Herculean restraint in trying not to complicate their basic premise: make a video that is fun.

      Ha-lla!

      They set the tone right from the beginning—fast cuts that keep up with a snappy intro, then boom! We’re in a room and there’s dancing. Oh, and it’s all in sepia tones. We love us some sepia! And we lo-ve this video for its brazenness in being the bringer of joy and happiness to lives that have been gnarled by sidet, psychosis and prodigious mulfT’inna.

      So this is what fun looks like when it does not have “ahoon sew mn ylal?” as a constant ajabi. Frightening. A little bit.

      The sepia tone is occasionally broken to accommodate ‘flashbacks’ to a black-and-white era where an older couple is t-weess’ting with abandon. Go mama! Go, um, Gash AndargE. The monotones are a beautiful choice, both poignant and appropriate in conjuring up yesteryear while celebrating it today. They also serve as a blank canvas for the dancing and period costumes to pop. Wise men, these Elias and Yosef fellows.

      So set against this visual understatement is some really cool dancing. Yes, it’s choreographed to the hilt, but it’s very playful, which in turn makes it charming. Even the awkward moments. Especially the awkward moments. The dancers are so sam-glbT-sam-glbT cute in their outfits that who has time to notice anything else? (Except a few lb awliq editors who were trying to figure out why in a 50s Big Band beat the kids are dressed in 70s fashion. “Don’t they know the 70s killed everything good about the 50s?” In more ways than one, kiddos.)

      Smack in the middle of all the action is the singer, and… hold it, he’s wearing a tux! It’s either love we are feeling right now or indigestion. Wait…. yes, it’s love.

      The vocalist is the unfortunately named DJ Same. (Same?! As in a’and aynet?”…… Lemn gn?) We’re gonna go old school and call him Wubeshet. We are all for having fun, but listen, we are children of the Derg zemen. We can only take things in non-adhari increments.

      So, this Wubeshet. This kid has an impishness in him that is impossibly cute. His stage presence, however, is imposing and exciting. The directors do a fantastic job of making him the center of attention without it looking obsequious. He in turn delivers an intense, unflappably cool performance, not unlike the era he is harkening to.

      It is hard to imagine anyone else doing justice to this song (and maybe the genre) with Wubeshet’s kind of finesse. A duo going by the name Henock Abebe and Alemayehu make a valiant effort in this video which falls flat, and someone called—abo!—Jossy manages to take Bati and FedEx it to meteoric mediocrity. (Three Seledinterns suffered hypertension watching the latter, and if we were the kinds of people who cared about what happens to Seledinterns, we would have been very upset.) Even our passing fancy, Teddy Yo, fails semi-miserably.

      But like the first gnb bEt in a CHqa sefer, and not unlike the first Baby Fiat in a kucnEtta sefer, Wubeshet shatters the status quo. His ease as a performer is natural, almost tauntingly so. There is something in the way he looks directly into the camera that makes us want to smear his ‘imindineshiyE’ face with Greeslli. “Na, ante!” –mujirrrrr- “na biyalehu!”

      The best way to see Merengue Cha is with an elderly person who has actually donned a Chanel jacket or slipped on a fedora hat and actually merengued at Ras Hotel way back when the only medebawi t’gl was in the bedroom. The typical reaction is as follows:

      a) immediate and swift defrocking of anything new resembling fun (“sewu indEt qebeTe!”…)

      b) then reluctant resuscitation of that which had to be so casually annihilated… (“esti gn…iniyEw…”)

      c) then the leaning in for closer scrutiny that’s also revives the casual dismissive-inet (“eCH! Abelashoot negeroon!”)

      d) which will take a while to wear off before something happens and, without knowing it, they’ve started tapping their toes. Which will bring us to…

      e) the appointing of self to rectify the deplorable mishandling of the Twist (“iNNa mnawqew indih new”… ),

      f) which will finally end up in… sweat-drenched azawnt sporting a look of delirious happiness which you have not seen since you were five. This follows…

      g) parsimonious bestowing of praise upon those who committed fun. (“bcha de-hhhna new. aykefam.” )

      h) And, the grand finale… satisfaction at self’s ability to save the world from untoward blasphemy. (“Tadiyaaa, T’weest mallet indezih new” )… with a mirraqi repudiation to recalibrate the status quo (“yalawequt’n alawqm mallet…bel w’ha amTa, gosh!”)

      When you’ve gotten them people to get up and dance, that’s when you know you have just watched a great video.

      Balageru 3

      Artists: Ephriam Tameru and Gossaye Tesfaye

      Director: Abraham Wolde

      Okay, yes. Nothing good can possibly come from the image of two middle-aged ET men dressed in argyle cardigans, khakis and Converses… as they dangle precariously from cave openings…while lip-syncing “semah wei” through cupped hands. Nothing.

      And, yes, perhaps there is metaphor overdrive when one of these said men throws back a dead fish into a lake, and does so with avuncular despondency.

      We get it.

      There are so many—so, so many things wrong with this video… Really? Did we really need yet another dutifully orchestrated (bordering on the trite) anthropology lesson on Ethiopian nationalities? Especially one in which our fellow countrymen’s ill-coached “nu”s seem so, well, resentful at times? No, we didn’t.

      From what director Abraham Wolde shows us in several behind-the-scenes snippets curiously interwoven into scenes of accidental authenticity, this video was a big budget production: two continents, fancy cameras on fancy dollies slicing through ungovernable abuwarra; camera cranes dancing in the Arba Mnch-y like air; nifty sound equipments snaking through calloused bare feet. And we can only imagine what kind of complex lighting accouterment was needed to illuminate the heck out of Gossaye sitting cross-legged in a heart-shaped circle of fire. Kudos, sir.

      We get it.

      Nestled inside all this incongruity and clumsiness, however, are moments captured so simply and elegantly that your heart stops. Director Abraham narrates a powerful story of Ethiopians scattered through foreign lands, unable to let go of Ethiopia.

      One such moment is at the very beginning (around the 1:20 mark). Aptly named Yagersew Yayehyrad, who—can we get this out of the way?— is hands down the most elegant iskistaer on either side of the pond, plays a taxi driver picking up a fare in dowdy London town. He slips in the Balageru CD, perhaps to break the ennui of having to deal with yet another CHeqCHaqa ferenj, and suddenly things are a lot less dowdy. The first strums of the song adjust his inner compass. He loses his bearings as old memories, sounds and smells dissolve the stifling atmosphere inside a London cab. We’ve all been there… where the whisper of a krar, the hiss of a masinqo or the bewitching purr of an azmari manages to slowly unknot the end of our stomachs.

      we. get. it.

      Then there is the music. Luckily, the music makes up for the visual blitzkrieg of every cliché image of Ethiopia—gara, shenter’er and back. The music is a fabulous mix of the enchantingly indigenous and the unfortunately arriviste. But it is all somehow masterfully arranged by wetro SELEDA wushimma, the talented Abegazu Shiota. He does the impossible because it is impossible to sit through this song with just dainty mequneTneT. Ephriam and Gossaye are amazing, the timbre of their voices melding to a perfect candescence.

      The director eases us into the plotline. We are eventually introduced to the various other characters in this story—a waitress, a couple of students, a restaurant owner, a lawyer… and they slowly coalesce, as if magically summoned by the call of the washnt that plays in all our heads, towards Piccadilly Circle where Yagersew, now fully in menesheT mode, is iskista-ing to music that only he hears. He is either unaware of or unfazed by the attention of onlookers. Either way, it is beautiful.

      Balageru is very adept at capturing little moments that are in fact pivotal in capturing the Ethiopian disposition. One such moment is at the 4:30 mark where Yagersew invites Amsalu, the preppy lawyer, to step into fantasyland. He does so with that subtle movement of the shoulders, that enigmatic gesture exchanged on Ethiopian dance floors– wordless, yet emphatic; Spartan, yet potent; that code Ethiopians use to banter – to seduce into love or ibdet … or both. It is a fleeting moment but it carried with it volumes. Amsalu does what all non-qelqalla ETs do when we are asked to dive into the unknown: he smiles beautifully, and declines. At first.

      (We are struck by the fact this might be the first Ethiopian mini-flashmob. And here’s a challenge: can someone organize a real one? Maybe in Washington? How hard could it be?)

      The imagery of Ethiopians from various backgrounds dancing with abandon on a crowded street far away from where they left their hearts and itibt is devastatingly heartbreaking and heart-mending. As is the juxtaposing of billboards screaming western consumer culture with Gossaye’s mellifluous voice reminding us…

      It is brilliant. But it requires not over-thinking.

      Another powerful scene depicts the act of sending loved ones remittances. In a moment that lasts only a few seconds, exactly at the 6:44 mark, we see the paradox of being Ethiopians outside of Ethiopia: caught between our inability to completely disengage, yet seduced back by the intangible pain and exuberance Ethiopia can impose on us. The looks of melancholy on the three faces who are calling back home— that moment makes everything wrong with this video right.

      Despite all the cgi mess (middle-aged ET men should also not wear dark red overalls and pretend to be teetering on scaffolding) and problems with story continuity in the opening scenes, Abraham Wolde is successful at eloquently encapsulating that moment (if you are lucky, moment_s_) we’ve all had in our lives as immigrants: where we want to shout out with joy and despair about what could have been, what is, and what will never be. The sheer joy might be ephemeral, but it is intoxicating.

      And beneath all the superfluous flag-waving, Balageru brings back what seems to have fallen out of fashion: the audacity to be unapologetically Ethiopian. It is a reminder, and we so get it.

      Home

      by: Lello Tesema

      there is a house

      with all the rooms filled with her

      with all the days filled with her

      but there is a stream that separates me from this house

      a stream so wide they call it a sea

      a sea

      a sea so deep they call it time

      time

      a time so tall they call it death

      there is a house

      with all the days

      and all the dreams

      and each tiny dew of morning

      filled with her

      Beam me up, Scotty!

      by: Fantayé

      I didn’t sign up for this. I mean, I did. I did. I volunteered my time and what had hitherto been my underachieving womb to the creation of the most incomprehensible miracle in life: Life itself. Yes. I became the giver of life. But I didn’t sign up for _this…_this thing my life has become now.

      I’m not sure exactly when it sank in that my life had been irrevocably changed, but I know precisely when the change happened, right down to the minutes, pounds and inches: January 19, 2006, 11:37:46PM, 8lbs 10oz, 19inches. Happily, I was knocked out cold for the whole event. Okay, not SO happily. With the naïve ignorance of one who has never had to pass a watermelon through her hooha while having her lower lip pulled up and over her eyes, I kinda wish I had been, you know, “there” for the whole event. But circumstances conspired and I was spared – or denied – experiencing the actual moment, eyes as wide as my legs were spread. But on January 19, 2006, at 11:38:01PM, I was still out cold while my womb was being closed for business (at least temporarily) and my baby was being Apgarred up the wazzu. (Later, much later, when I am forced to realize by the deluge of put-off paperwork carpeting my dining room table, that there is life outside of the unending loop of nursing, burping and changing soiled nappies, I will read that the technical term for the cute little curve to one of her toes is “hammer toe.” Yeah. Nice. Thank you very little!)

      But when it sank in and I realized that this new strange planet called Motherhood was now my new home and not necessarily as cozy or effortless as I had imagined it to be when I was only 24 years-old and blissfully naïve. This was when I did a quick little mental tap on my left shoulder and whispered: “Beam me up, Scotty! I’m not quite ready to live on Planet Motherhood just yet.” Nothing happened. No buzzing and suddenly disintegrating into a billion points of light before I was reintegrated back into my old life on Planet Earth where busy meant I had double booked a friend with another and where tired meant I needed to sleep an extra hour, maybe. On Planet Motherhood, all that took on a whole new devastating color. “Busy” loosely translated into, Please God, make me sprout a third arm NOW! And “Tired” was, Oh my God, I can’t open my eyes and I’m pretty sure someone stole all my bones while I napped for the three minutes I could eke out between feedings!

      My mother took off a whole two weeks to marass me. Two whole weeks! T-w-o weeks! What are we…suddenly Dutch!? In fact, three months into the boot camp gently referred to as “motherhood,” I was thinking: Seriously!!? After all the mesheleling about progeny and how it is one’s true purpose in life and how _we-are-all-gonna-be-there-for-you_ing me…_after ALL the don’t-you-worr- nones…_abandoned! Yep. There is no other word for it. I was unceremoniously, bald-facedly, unapologetically, even, a-ban-doned.

      So, there we were, me and my wee one, whose mode of communication with me – screaming and screaming louder – was already beginning to wear thin. There we were on Week three, Day one, staring at each other, both of us hoping that the other was not going to ruin her life. Scotty! Where the hell are you!? I am in pain!!! Point in case…?

      Nursing

      No, it didn’t come naturally. For either of us. She wouldn’t latch properly, and after two days of mislatching, I didn’t want her to latch on at all. So, pretty quickly, she was put on the bottle. But when the 15th formula we tried still gave her gas and me headaches and anxiety attacks from her constant crying which began every night at 10:30PM, like clockwork, I decided to give the breastfeeding thing another go. Mind you, this was no easy thing for me to decide. You have to realize that only the purest of pure loves could make me allow this fire ant in the guise of a helpless colicky human infant to latch back on to my tender (read: cracked and bleeding) nipples. But let her latch back on I did, and with the liberal use of Lansinoh ointment, I was able to prevent possible future nipplectomy from necrosis due to nursing! Now I had two great loves: reading and Lansinoh!

      Which brings us to the delicate subject of…

      Bonding

      Well, let’s just say it didn’t happen at first sight…nor at first bathing, first changing…certainly not at first feeding. It took me some time to feel that…that thing that’s supposed to happen between mothers and their babies…that sudden, inaudible yet loud click! …that A-ha! moment of permanent kinship. At first, I blamed it on the bags of blissful morphine that had kept me in a delirious loopy field full of magenta butterflies pollinating aquamarine marigolds. And three weeks later, when I was sure the side-effects of that legal heroine they had dripping into me intravenously had worn off and I still didn’t feel it, I decided that fatigue was the culprit. I mean, water-boarding who! Pish! Try acute and relentless sleep-deprivation punctuated with fire ants nursing on you between changing poopie diapers and listening to the incomprehensible, unreasoning and unreasonable squalling of your little…joy. Yes. I think I would have done well at Gitmo. In fact, my rejected applications for extraordinary rendition? I keep it in her keepsake box just so I can remind her when she’s fifteen and in the unfortunate grips of teenage ‘tude, that I am this tough and that I can take whatever she can dish, and then some, and still come out on top.

      So, when it happened, exactly, I’m not sure. But it did. She stole into my heart, crept in quietly, possibly while I slept one night like I’d been shot…twice… in the head. She crept in on her butterfly-wing-soft hands and knees, squeezed in there between my aorta and my soul, carved an indelible niche in the shape of her smile and made herself a permanent home.

      Tri-athletes and Cumquats

      The funny thing is, I didn’t gain that much weight during the pregnancy. At 41 weeks (yes, dear reader, she stayed in Mama Motel an extra week!) I barely looked like I was carrying kittens let alone nearly 7lbs of new human life. My feet, on the other hand, looked as though they had been freshly fashioned out of brown clay to exaggerated proportions. And, if I began to suffer any doubts that I was pregnant (as so many people had already expressed to me) all I had to do was attempt to take a shower or sleep on my right side. After a shower, my heart felt as though it had run a marathon (but my feet would clearly negate that possibility) and if I slept on my right side, my happy little fetus would put enough pressure on my vena cava to make me feel as though I were going into cardiac arrest. But that’s neither here nor there. Unlike my own mother, I am quite good at forgiveness, so I’m pretty sure that the lack of instant bonding had nothing to do with my adorable little bit trying to commit matricide in-utero.

      So, once we parted ways and we were no longer sharing food and blood supplies directly, and I actually could eat more than two bites of anything before feeling full because my stomach now actually had room to expand, well, I did what came naturally: I ate. At first, I was very careful— just like when she was still inside me. I insisted on organic and fresh and no added sugar or artificial coloring or ingredients I couldn’t pronounce without breaking them down into syllables. But once I was a-ban-doned and realized that my little cherub’s extra unfunny idea of a long nap was 15 very short minutes, I began to graze…on cookies…and cakes. I ate cereal for breakfast, and peanut butter sandwiches for lunch chased down with ice cream for an afternoon pick-me-up. And I gained weight. At first, only a pound here and a pound there. I had lost all the “baby” weight and then some when I delivered, so I figured I had some room to grow…literally.

      The visit from reality came one fine day in the form of another new mother out with her baby in a stroller. As new mothers are wont to do, we stopped and tried to insta-friend. Her baby was just three months old, too, and yet this new mother looked quite…fit. In fact, if you are indeed what you eat, she looked as though she ate a tri-athlete for breakfast and a marathoner for lunch. To her, I must have looked like I was on a steady diet of cumquats. In that moment, I decided, I didn’t like her very much.

      The Village

      If there were ever a child being raised by “the village” it would be mine. My entire immediate family is rather immediately locatable not three minutes away “just down the road.” I kid not. There are obvious minuses and some pluses to living “My Big Fat Greek Wedding” every-damn-day. On the plus side, theoretically, you are never scrambling for a babysitter so that you can indulge in luxuries such as a five minute (rather than a 35.8 second) shower which usually ended with you still dripping wet and yet somehow attached at the nipple to your bundle of satisfied… joy. On the minus side…? Well, let’s see, how much time do you have?

      The Village Matriarch

      As a villager, I realized pretty quickly that everyone, and I mean EVERYONE, has an opinion and the only one that doesn’t matter is mine. My grandmother, the knower of all things natural and good, the keeper of all feTo cures and endless neCH shnkurt and telba recipes for what ails you, was so rabidly eager to feed the baby herself that she began a subtle campaign to dissuade me from nursing her myself. If the baby cried 15 minutes after nursing, it was clearly because I was not producing enough milk for her. If the baby cried while she was being changed, it was clearly because her feeding three minutes ago left her feeling unsatisfied and deprived. If the baby cried because…you know…that’s what babies do! then it was clearly because my milk didn’t agree with her….You get my drift? These subtle salvos were ever so gently punctuated with the virtues of the TuTo. In her opinion, much verbalized, it was non-scientifically clear to anyone who cared to look askance that I was not producing enough sustenance for this baby. Ergo: TuTo!

      The Village Idiot

      So, like the sleep-deprived, over-tired, unbonding, slow-lactating, cumquat-eating idiot that I am, I decided, in a moment of deranged brilliance: I’ll pump! Think about it – here’s a win-win plan. So, after a long day of flying solo and nursing every 18 seconds, I decided to graciously allow Grandma to feed our precious VP (Village Princess), not formula, but my own milk. I pulled out the state-of-the-art pumping tools and sat right there, in front of Grandma’s critical eyes, and began pumping. It started out well. Isn’t that how false hope is built? For the first five minutes I could prove to Grandma that I was not starving the VP. See that there, filling up this bottle? That’s my milk. I made that! In 10 minutes, I pumped out one ounce of mother’s milk. One ounce!! I thought, okay…I’ve got another 10 minutes to go. Half an hour later, I finally dragged my eyes away from the taunting measly ounce of milk in the bottle to Grandma’s self-satisfied, smirking face. Yes. Here was proof positive that I was starving my – our – little angel. I tried to explain, of course, that the machine was not as efficient as a four-week old at getting the milk out. I tried to explain that it was the end of the day and all the internet readings I had done had advised (advice that as the village idiot I was destined – nay, obliged - to ignore) that the best volume was gained first thing in the morning. I tried to explain all this while my baby guzzled the ounce of milk down in seconds and started crying. I wanted to join her.

      The Village Advisor

      Now, as we are all aware, every village has an advisor – the know-it-all of all know-it-alls. This advisor will never hesitate to impart his or her opinion and s/he will always let you know that s/he knows better – you are just the village idiot that happened to give birth to the Village Princess. Such accidents, no matter how frequent, cannot be prevented, but rest assured, they can be mitigated.

      In this case, the advisor, who also happens to be the VP’s uncle, feels impelled to impart all sorts of advice on all sorts of things at all sorts of moments. A baby, he may pontificate, needs to be changed just so…gently, slowly, so slowly and gently that the infant doesn’t ever realize it’s being wiped, powdered and diapered. In fact, it is best if the baby thinks it is on a tropical island feeling the warm breeze of the ocean air right before it is transported off on a brief cruise. Never mind that the village advisor has never had the pleasure of raising his own offspring let alone changing a diaper. In fact, this particular advisor seems to be just that, and only that— an advisor. My request for assistance once was met with a stone-faced: I don’t do diapers.

      The Village Mogzeet

      A.K.A…The Limited. Of course, she’s Ethiopian, (the Village Matriarch would work with ONLY an Ethiopian and as the Matriarch is much better than any Nanny-cam system out on the market, what other choice did I have but to acquiesce?) and so fresh off the boat her ankles were still wet from wading ashore and, apparently, directly into my employ. And it showed in everything that she did, from the infuriating fact that she could never master the microwave to the way she would routinely countermand me in that you-may-be-my-employer-but-I-know-better- how-to-raise-your-baby way. Oh, and never, nevernevernevernevernever! will she ever manage to measure up to the Village Advisor’s proscribed level of hygiene. She doesn’t even measure up to mine, and I’m the village idiot! Even I could tell that cleaning your teeth with the nail of your pinky right before you prepared the baby’s night bottle is transgression enough to get you dismissed on the spot, village advisor or no village advisor.

      The Village Mogzeet routinely started her flagrant disobedience with these words: inE indanchi balawqim…after which she was compelled to prove her own words wrong by flagrantly disregarding my instructions. One day, she said: inE indanchi balawqim, yhE TuTo wetetun ayawerdilatm. I told her not to worry about it, that the baby will manage. What I wanted to tell her was that babies were designed with the sucking capability of a Hoover on steroids and that if we put ‘em up to it, they could probably suck the atmosphere right off the earth – that’s how powerful these little suckers are, just ask my nipples. But my Amharic is limited and her mind even more so, because my basic response, gd yelem, yiwerdilatal simply fell on deaf ears. Next thing I know, my baby is choking on milk and all her mogzeet could say was: Ayeeee… qedadawn beTam asefahoot meseleN. Que!? If I could have killed her with the darts shooting right out of my constricting pupils, the judge would have pardoned my actions as justifiable homicide. I took immense satisfaction in my last words to her: gwazishn Teqliyi. Except of course, I didn’t say them out loud and they were not the last words I ever uttered to her. It will disappoint you to learn, as it disappoints me to acknowledge, that I retained this woman’s “services” for a year and let her go only when my husband finally moved to the U.S. to take up the mantle of baby-daddy-nanny.

      The Village Immigrant

      The VPs Papa is not Ethiopian…nor is he American…and as such he was always treated with equal measures of high esteem and complete disregard. He would often tell me how in his family of seven children and nine grandchildren, the grandparents never interfered with how their grandkids were raised, that they routinely withheld opinions and instructions and advice and left their children to the difficult task of figuring it out on their own. Now imagine the diametric opposite, then add two tablespoons of Mts! and a dash of neCH shnkurt and you would get an idea of my tribe and our modus operandi. My poor husband didn’t. I still feel mild sympathy for him when he gets that bewildered look on his face when I try to explain to him why my brother could not override my grandmother when she decided to feed white flour injera to our VP. I tried to explain the unimpeachable status of the Ethiopian Azawnt, tried to illustrate that grown man that he is, my brother, 41-years-old, even, could not trump Grandma, not even when he waved the laminated 4 x 5 piece of note card with our instructions on it. No? Asked my poor immigrant. No, I told him. Why not? He asked. I bit my lips. How, I ask you, do you translate grandma’s ere wedeziya! to my brother’s valiant attempt at sticking to the VP’s parents’ rules? So I did my best. I shrugged and admitted: It’s a cultural thing, you know. For example, if I were to tell Grandma that your parents do not even offer advice, she would look at me in exactly the same way you are looking at me right now. I could see that this only deepened his perplexity, so, deftly, I changed the subject, to our other favorite topic…

      The VP

      She is work…a lot of work…like a second full-time job. Only, if you screw up this one, it ain’t just a bonus you don’t get. I mean, as a parent, you are raising another human being. This is huge. It’s monumental. And the weird part is there is no Parenting 101 class. You don’t have to have a degree, not even an associate one or even a certificate, to get this job. No applications. No interviews. No one asking about your past performance. You are suddenly left at the desk of parenthood with only Google and Wikipedia (and, oh yes, The Village) to guide you through the rough patches.

      Don’t get me wrong…I love her. Oh, I love her, in ways I cannot even begin to wrap my arms around. Her “_Mommy…I ya you”_s turn me inside out and right back up again until I know that my life has more meaning in it than I can read in one sitting – which is how I used to live it. When she points to the moon and says for the hundredth time, with undiminished enthusiasm and wonder, Moon, mommy! Mooooon! I look up with her and I see it as she must – an intriguing, mysterious, distant orb of light shining down on us wherever we go, following us home, even, as we drive away from Grandma’s. When she crouches down on her tiny haunches and examines with such new and curious eyes the wondrous creatures that ants are, I want to get down there with her and discuss in great detail the endless meanderings of the industrious bugs. When she drags over her extra large edition of The Very Hungry Caterpillar and tells me “Up! Up!” so I could put her on my lap and read it to her for the nth time, I feel as eager as she to count the number of fruits and sundry on which the caterpillar gorges himself until he is sick. Then he eats a nice green leaf and goes to sleep in a cocoon and wakes up a beautiful bu’fly! It never gets old. Ask me why not. Because it never gets old for her. When she teeters on her new legs and reaches out to me to steady her, reaches out with her tiny starfish hands, with those impossibly tiny fingers and thumbs, this miraculous little human being that I must have incubated in my womb but still find impossible to rationally imagine, when she reaches out to me, I feel…honored. Yes, honored. There is no other word for it. When she presses her tiny nose to mine in the dark of my room when I try to put her to sleep and I say: Good night….I love you. And she replies, Gooonigh…I ya you…too and punctuates her sincerity with a wet kiss on my left eye…well, there are no words I can use to describe that. If only I could take the rise of what can only be pure love that clogs the back of my throat and curves my lips into a smile of pure contentment and hold it in my hands and examine its light…if only… .

      Thanks, Scotty. You can beam me right back down, now. I think I’m gonna like Planet Motherhood after all…even if it means she’ll be 30 before I can have a good night’s sleep again.

      Mr. Jimmy and I

      by: Issayas Alemu

      Among the top things SELEDA Upper Management regret:

      a) having to sit in editorial meetings sober

      b) not having shot someone at editorial meetings

      c) failing to beat Nigerian hoodlums in the email scam business.

      Regarding the last one: sure, some of you might have fallen for the “You, too, can become a SELEDA editor… um, as soon as we check the numbers on your bank account statement” scheme that might have briefly penetrated your cyber dnber. But, c’mon! It never had the same singularly reptilian penchant for moshlaqanet that has been perfected by Lagos.

      So many times we have been tempted to respond to one of these emails from mannew’smmu Omayemi Agbeyegbe, lost uncle of the kingdom of mndr’new smmu who just wants to park his cash in the SELEDA coffers. But it turns out we lack the dedication needed to sustain a prolonged enkiya selamtiya with the true son of the exiled Minister of Gold who’s pleading with us to deposit seven billionty million dollars into our savings account. Ha and dnqEm! (Because we don’t have a savings account, you see.)

      But thank God there are some of you out there with the discipline, wherewithal and sra fetinet required to exact revenge on the lb adirq Mafioso. Our new BFF, Issayas Alemu, finally had it when some ekekam hacked into his uncle’s email.

      Revenge is a dish best served with miTmeeTa. Live vicariously.

      Mr. Jimmy and I

      The first message reached me out of the blue from my uncle’s email address. Even though the fragmented English and the generic nature of the email seemed odd, it also quickly dawned on me that my uncle does work in West and South Africa as a consultant to foreign NGOs. It was therefore entirely possible for him to be in Lagos at the time, and based on the relative lawlessness of Nigeria, also entirely possible for him to be in some predicament at the hands of unscrupulous locals. I therefore took the bait and responded, no-doubt making the impostor’s day. But once I realized my uncle’s email had been hacked and as the scam artist started reeling me in, I decided to teach him a lesson, true to the old adage: le-msa yaseboon’n, le-qurs aregnachew and as a small revenge for anyone who has been ever been duped by Nigerian scam artists all over the world.

      Names and email addresses have been removed for obvious reasons, but everything else was copied verbatim from my email correspondence with the infamous Mr. Jimmy.

      From: [my uncle]

      Sent: Monday, March 17, 2008 10:47 AM

      To: [me]

      Subject: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      How are you doing today?,please this is a very confidenteial matter. I traveled to Africa for a program called “Empowering Youth to Fight Racism, HIV/AIDS, Poverty and Lack of Education, the program is taking place in three major countries in Africa which is Ghana, South Africa and Nigeria. the present condition that i found myself is very hard for me to explain.

      I am really stranded in Nigeria because I was attacked by some gang of armed robbers, i was beaten up thank God i got rescued by a Hotel manager of Eko & Suite Hotel, i was taken to the Hospital for medical check up. I am now owning a hotel bill of $1500 and $1000 for the hospital fee which was paid by the hotel manager, they wanted me to pay the bill soon else or they will have to seize my bag and take me as a slave, so please i want you to help me with a sum of $2500 to sort out my problems here and get a flight ticket back home, i promise to pay back as soon as i return back home. Please understand how urgent i needed your help.

      please let me know on time so that i can forward you the details you need to transfer the money through Money Gram or Western Union.

      Hope to hear from you as soon as possible

      Best Regards,

      [uncle]

      Hi [Uncle],

      Is this real or some spam email that was sent from your email address? Please call me @ xxx-xxx-xxx here in the US so we can discuss, or give me a phone number where I can reach you.

      Hope you’re all right, and I look forward to hearing back from you soon.

      -Issayas

      From: [my uncle]

      Sent: Tuesday, March 18, 2008 12:34 PM

      To: [me]

      Subject: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Hello Issayas,

      How are you doing today i’m still waiting for you to help me and get the money and send it to me so that i can get back home in time as soon as i get back i will pay you back your money please. you can call me on Mr Jimmy phone number +234xxxxxxxxxx I will be waiting to hear from you.as soon as possible.

      Best Regards,

      [uncle]

      Some background info here… My cousin and I called and woke Mr. Jimmy up at 4 a.m. local time just to mess around, and told him we had sent him $5,000 (twice what he was asking for) but that the money was with a guy at a hotel in Lagos who had to catch a flight in an hour…we told him to get there before the messenger left.

      Evidently he didn’t make it on time, so he called me back on my cell and left a message, and kept calling me all night…I had 11 missed calls when I woke up in the morning, and he caught me on the 12__th attempt…I told him he should have gotten a hold of the messenger, and kept him on the international call for over three minutes… just because.

      From: Mr Jimmy

      Sent: **Wednesday, March 19, 2008 3:03 AM

      To: [me]

      Subject: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Hello Issayas

      I really appreciate your calling because Mr Jimmy Came to the hospital where i am this morning and told me that you called me but he spoke to you and he told me that you said you want to send the money through your friend in Nigeria. I Surmise that is a long process and the best bet is by sending it via western union because i don’t trust anyone here and moreover the person might not bring it to me and where i am now i am going through so much pain and you can only send $3,000 which is better and send it via western union and i will send the information to you again, as soon as you sent it you can also send me the receipt of it for proper confirmation and here are the details:

      Below is the details you need to transfer me the money.

      Name: Jimmy Lambert

      City: Victoria Island

      State: Lagos State

      Country: Nigeria

      Text Question: Receiver’s Name

      Answer:xxxxxxx

      Please use the above details to transfer me the money on time through Western Union I need your help soon.

      Remember to scan and send me the transfer receipt so that i can pick up the money here, I will be waiting for the transfer details as soon as possible and as soon as i get back i will pay you back the money.

      Best Regards,

      [uncle]

      From: [me]

      Sent: Wednesday, March 19, 2008 11:58 AM

      To: Mr.Jimmy

      Subject: RE: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Dear Mr Jimmy,

      Thank you very much for calling me this morning (you finally reached me after 11 missed calls all night long) …I tried to contact my so-called friend in Lagos who was supposed to give you the $5,000 for my uncle, but I am afraid he isn’t answering his phone…you might have been right when you said not to trust anyone in Nigeria!!! He has my money which my uncle needs, but he won’t respond! I don’t have any other money to send right now, it will take a couple of days before I can gather more money for you (I mean for my uncle).

      I am trying to contact our family in Ethiopia and tell them to sell their livestock to come up with the money…we have in excess of 25 goats and another one of my uncles has at least 5 cows he can sell, but please we need more time!!! Please don’t let anything happen to my uncle in the meantime…you sound like a very decent man, and I know you will take care of him. I will make sure we send a little bit more money to compensate you for your hard work and dedication to my uncle, and I am sure he will reward you handsomely when he returns to Ethiopia because he is rich: he has a lot of cows and pigs and even camels back home.

      In the meantime, can you please try to get a hold of my so-called friend in Lagos? His name is Yagegneh Meslohal, he is tall and light skinned and he smiles a lot (I’m sure he smiles even more now since he has all my money!) If you find him, please make him call me right away. Please look for him in local bars and clubs…he likes the good life, and now he has my $5000

      Please give my regards to my uncle, and tell him we’re working very hard to save him!!!

      Take care,

      -Issayas

      From: Mr Jimmy

      Sent: Thursday, March 20, 2008 2:56 AM

      To: [me]

      Subject: RE: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Hello Issayas,**

      Thanks for your reply. It’s me your uncle. I’m really happy for all your effort towards helping me out of this condition I find myself.**

      I don’t want you to contact any one in Ethiopia as I do not want them to panic because of my predicament. If there is a way you can help me by lending the money from any of your friends any amount will do just for the moment, as I do not want the Hotel manager to suffer any more because of me, he has really helped me a lot and I don’t know how to repay him, I don’t know what I would have done with out Mr Jimmy. as soon as i get back i will pay you back the money. Please send the money as soon as possible.

      Best Regards,

      [uncle]

      From: [me]

      Sent: Thursday, March 20, 2008 11:30 AM

      To: Mr Jimmy

      Subject: RE: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Dear Mr Jimmy,

      Great news!!! I have finally located my friend Mr. Yagegneh Meslohal. My mother will not have to sell her goats after all, and she is absolutely thrilled about it! She has names for all of them and treats them like they’re a part of the family; her favorite one is called MolaCHa LEba. As a matter of fact she said she will name the next newborn goat Jimmy after you, in honor of all you have done for my uncle so far.

      As for my friend Yagegneh Meslohal, he had to change hotels and he is now staying at the Sheraton Lagos located at 30 Mobolaji Bank Anthony Way. I have told him at length about you and how you’ve been tirelessly looking after my uncle, and he cannot wait to meet you in person and thank you (and give you the $5,000 too, of course). He actually insisted we give you a little extra for all your help, so I believe he will be handing you an additional $3000 when you meet with him today (but please don’t ruin the surprise and act excited when he tells you)

      Just go to the Sheraton as soon as possible and look for him. Because the two of you don’t know each other, I told him you would be wearing green pants, a yellow shirt and red boots (just like the Ethiopian flag) so he can spot you easily in the crowd. To be entirely certain there is no confusion, Yagegneh suggested a test question/answer when you meet…he will ask you in our language: “Mn aynetu lEba neh?”, to which you will reply: “yemeCHeresha dedebu aynet”. He will then invite you for food and drinks (I told you he likes the good life) and give you the $8000. Please pay my uncle’s bill for $2500 and the rest is all yours, with our thanks!!!

      Please do not hesitate to call my new phone number (xxx-897-2300) if for any reason you can’t get a hold of Yagegneh Meslohal.

      Bye for now.

      -Issayas

      PS: thank you so much!!!

      NOTE: xxx-897-2300 is the main number for the local police dept…I was sincerely hoping he would get the point after trying to call that number…I was wrong.

      From: Mr Jimmy

      Sent: Saturday, March 29, 2008 6:52 AM

      To: [me]

      Subject: RE: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Hello Issayas,

      I went to sheraton hotel but i could not locate your friend, why are you doing this to me your uncle, kindly let me know if he is still there and if you can send the money through western union. I hope to hear back from you soon.

      Best Regards,

      []

      From: [me]

      Sent: Sunday, March 30, 2008 9:30 AM

      To: Mr Jimmy

      Subject: RE: Emergency!!!Please I Need Your Urgent Help

      Dear Mister Jimmy,

      I am so sorry to hear that you couldn’t get a hold of my friend Yagegneh Meslohal! Are you surviving ok without my money? You should have called me right away at xxx-897-2300 to rectify the situation. In any case, I just spoke with Yagegneh right now and he will still be at the Sheraton for another 2 days. He will look for you in the hotel lobby at 10 o’clock sharp Wednesday morning. Please do not be late, and make sure to dress per the instructions I gave you last time because he’ll be looking for the ethiopian flag. I realized after my previous email though that being a man, you might not own red shoes. Therefore, please feel free to wear black or brown shoes, but make sure to wear a red necktie to complete the (fashionable) ethiopian flag look.

      Even though I am not much of an artist, I have also attempted to sketch my friend Yagegneh to help you recognize him at the Sheraton (see sketch below)

      I drew him wearing his Sunday suit because we were at a wedding the last time I saw him and I wanted to transfer that exact image to the paper.

      You should have no problems finding my friend now and collecting your $8000.00, but if for some reason you cannot get a hold of him, please call the number I gave you (xxx-897-2300) and let me know right away, so we can revert to plan B (selling all my mother’s goats including MolaCHa LEba, her favorite)

      Insincerely yours,

      -Issayas

      I think that did the trick…Mr Jimmy left me alone for good after this.

      DCtopia

      by: Helen

      It was the usual hectic dose of team reviews and marathon conference calls at the shop when I realized my appointment time had crept up on me. True to form, I was running late for my OB check-up. I snapped my laptop case, grabbed my Crackberry and dashed down to the parking lot. I jumped into my car and quickly navigated out of the parking lot onto K Street.

      It was yet another stressful day that started with a 6:00AM conference call before the European team wrapped up the day. If you don’t count the Luna bars I have been living on, I had missed lunch all week. But again, my immigrant diligence, non-combative demeanor and a series of respectable degrees have propelled me up the corporate rungs to where I now sit as Treasurer and Chief Investment Officer at a global shipping conglomerate. However, like all mid-career and highly charged technocrats, the wear and tear was getting to me. But being a typical Ethiopian woman, I look young for my age. I still could pass for under thirty to a ferenj audience and under thirty-five for a keener Ethiopian observer. I had just turned forty-one. The flip-side of my daytime success was the uncomfortable distinction of being the only childless sibling in my family of three sisters and one brother- making me the designated mskeen of the extended family.

      You could say I was managing the social pressure well, until the issue recently took on an urgent tone. That is, when two of my closest friends, Sophie and Kuribachew, finally left the childless club. Their status update had pushed me into a blood pact with myself to stop waiting for Mr. Right and forge my own path to the land of motherhood. I am neither alone nor a pioneer in this endeavor. If you are not plugged in to the new and bleeding social trends, let me humbly introduce you to a fast growing insurgency amongst hyper-independent but mature Ethiopian setoch. Every day, a swat of successful, ultra-attractive and self-respecting ladies choose, by design, to be single mothers with zero emotional or financial dependency on their male mates. Their designation as single and mother is neither a result of a one-night’s-hot-sex-turned-fetus, nor are they victims of the dead-beat movement. Rather, they make up a rapidly growing number of self-aware and confident bunch who are successfully challenging common cultural taboos. They are successfully proving to naysayers that single motherhood and great parenting are NOT mutually exclusive.

      “I don’t understand. Why can’t ETOOUPIAN women find ETOOUPIAN husbands when the women are soooo beautiful and men not-so-good-looking?” is a question my Afghani friend Rya always asks. In the 10-plus years I have known her, I have never had a good answer, and yet she has never stopped asking. The reason why an increasing number of Ethiopian ladies remain unmarried or devoid of a meaningful relationship remains one of the hotly debated questions.

      While a lot of blame is placed on my ET brothers for not manning-up, I have always thought the issue a bit more complex than ye wendoch lack of commitment. It is true that a good number of my contemporary ET brothers in their forties and fifties are still trying to relive their twenties. However, these merrymakers, whimsically known as WE-SHs (short for weTat-shmaglEs ), are NOT entirely the reason for the chasm. In any case, I had given up on bifurcating the larger philosophical or sociological issue and taken on a more result-oriented approach. I wanted a child.

      My play-cousin Sophie and best friend Kuribachew had shunned old customs and turned into what I call “designer single mommies.” Sophie had moved to Addis after logging 20 years in Los Angeles. During her farewell party at her cute condo in Long Beach, Sophie had announced her mission in Addis: to catch up on a long overdue R&R and to snare her very own loaded Abesha Korma BerE. And yes, Sophie had successfully executed on her script. In fact, I tease Sophie for shamelessly plagiarizing a Lifetime Channel

      movie-of-the-week. You see, in Addis, Sophie had carefully recruited a married lover (supposedly reduces the STD index) and without the poor chap’s consent, secured herself the bliss of motherhood. ”No CONSENT REQUIRED! I own every drop of that sperm immediately upon delivery,” she always joked.

      Kuribachew’s path to motherhood was less Hollywood but equally notable. Kuribachew had dated her college boyfriend, a HaderE hunk, Khalid, for 10 years. However, Khalid had gone mental when “they accidentally got pregnant. The result? Khalid, a one-time aspiring reggae bassist, had rediscovered religion complete with the Taliban hair-do, while Kuribachew had given birth to a baby-hunk they named Girum. In the end, Khalid, Kuribachew and Girum had managed to form a healthy ecology of a supportive baby-daddy, a great single-mother, and a beautiful tri-lingual toddler.

      Typical to a DC July afternoon, the hot, humid and irritating heavy air had forced me to crank up the AC–something I have had a love/hate relationship with since I got “off-the-boat” in Houston 28 years ago. Successfully zipping in and out of traffic, I had finally reached yet another nondescript midrise downtown Washington building. Pulling into the parking lot, I was greeted by two young attendants in black shorts and ill-fitting yellow Polo shirts. I have always been intrigued by how off-the-shelf clothing sized for the American corn-fed physique fits awkwardly on the Teff-fed lean-mean bodies of my countrymen. I always fantasize about a line of fashion merchandise by Helen, relieving my Ethiopian brothers of the ever-drooping shoulders and disproportional sleeve lengths.

      Customary to DC parking lots, any abesha sEt pulling in is guaranteed an extra abesha mestengedo and the VIP parking right by the attendants’ booth. Thanking them profusely with a rapid combination of head dips and bows, I run to catch the open elevator. I get off on the third floor and ricochet my way through a set of double doors littered with the names and titles exclusive to the business of medicine. Entering the waiting room, my heart stops at the sight of the packed waiting room. Late as always, I am afraid of missing my slot to what would have been my follow-up appointment.

      I scan the front desk hoping Meheret was on shift. I spot her leaning over a set of charts on the far side of the reception desk. Meheret, a long-time nurse at the office, was yet another beTam single and exceptionally pretty thirty-something. She had long black hair, soft features and the standard serving of big ET brown eyes. I always admired Meheret’s beauty including the mild strabismus in her left eye. Meheret’s slightly cross-eyed look reminded me of Kaytal Emanuel, a bright and handsome Christian-Israeli I had dated while on assignment in Brussels. Kaytal used to softly caress a small childhood scar on my left cheek and declare, “The only way God could outdo your beauty was to lace it with a little blemish.” Meheret was the epitome.

      I wave at Meheret and walk up to front desk. After the mandatory three-point-left-to right-cheek kiss, I confess that I am late again. She brushed off my apologies and grabbed my chart.

      Soon enough, I was nervously settled in the waiting room leafing through an old magazine. I had made my appointment! My appointment to confirm a rather complicated pregnancy. While the pregnancy was exceptionally good news, the “source” of my pregnancy was a little more complicated.

      About 10 days ago, I had taken a home pregnancy test that lit up like a Christmas tree–I was positive, as in positively pregnant! That much was expected.

      Since Sophie’s and Kuribachew’s success, I had been carefully engineering my own path to pregnancy. I had launched a series of Google searches, which in turn led to an acclaimed sperm bank tucked in a Virginia suburb right outside Washington DC. That, in turn, had led to a series of impersonal cycles of insemination via a clumsy looking syringe. This was followed by a circus of charts, analyses and tracking. Everything was on track– or so I thought, until an unexpected and electric romantic episode had complicated things.

      I had met Yoel on what usually would have been a drab trade conference in Singapore. Yoel Cunningham, a ruggedly handsome man with a knack for making a girl feel very feminine, was Ethiopian by ancestry and Australian by upbringing. He had been adopted as an infant and had spent most of his life in Australia until a cushy engineering job had moved him to Singapore. It was romance-at-first-sight@@!!! I was swept off my size 7½ feet and had spent six great days of great romance and unforgettable sex.

      I can honestly say I am the cautious type by nature. I have had a very selective romantic life. I was never one for quick romantic interludes. Most of my adult life has been spent on a few but meaningful long-term relationships. All of the men I had dated (four in total) were great companions, lovers and friends–but never rocked my world. In turn, I was emotionally engaged but never committed. Very much introspective in nature, I did spend a lot time self-analyzing my lack of commitment. It is true that the men who passed through my life were all white, handsome and madly in love with me. It is also true that I have always fancied being the wife of a cute Ethiopian boy complete with a set of pretty daughters. While I never openly admitted this to myself or others, deep down I was aware that my desire for an all-ET family was indeed the subliminal block that prevented any form of commitment.

      However, with Yoel, I was indeed smitten. Regardless of the extra caution I had attempted to take, the novelty of an exotic abesha along with the remote and wonderfully exotic Asian city had lowered my guard. He was endowed with first-rate charm. He called me his personal Ethiopian civet cat, those beautiful felines that have been supplying the world for centuries with the famous civet fragrance known for its aphrodisiac qualities. Suffice it to say, his type of rapid-fire charisma and ruggedly handsome looks had me purring for six days with soul-scrapping romance and love-making beyond my wildest dreams.

      Dr. Sumi Somaya, a slender and elegant South Indian, walks into the room with her usual smile. You could easily take her for an abesha “akist”. She has a calming and pleasant demeanor and a deeply sensual voice. She spoke with “Convent English,” betraying her upper-class upbringing. I have been seeing Dr. Somaya for 11 years and had come to love her work and personality. I often use her as a sounding board for all my feminine issues. Our cultural similarities and shared status as overworked professional immigrant females had allowed us to bond. Today was going to be a special day to share with her. She would give me confirmation on what my home pregnancy test kit had shown. I had eagerly awaited this day if not for the little complication of who could be the father: Donor #AS6700– tall, intelligent, handsome, African-American who was ¼ American Indian and ¼ white? or Yoel, my long-awaited knight-in-shining gasha’na Tor???

      “Helen, we got good news!”

      “Really?” My heart was pounding.

      “Yes, indeedo Nubian beauty. You are!!”

      “Thank you!” (wey gudE, wey gudE!)

      “Now the fun begins! I will need to put you on prenatal vitamins…”

      (weynE! I have to find out who the father is!)

      I felt trapped. All I wanted was to have a baby. Not because others were having them—although that had encouraged me—but because I felt it was time. I had a lot to share in the way of love and caring. I had some doubts, which I thought was natural. However, this new twist made me doubt my commitment. I needed to think about this a little more. It was early enough that I had the option of not continuing with the pregnancy. My God, what am I thinking! I instantly abhorred myself for letting the idea cross my mind. I had to leave. I thanked Dr. Somaya and hurried out of the office.

      Dazed and hyperventilating, I have no recollection of making my way back to the parking lot where I found myself in line behind a smartly dressed, portly white man in his fifties. My mind was racing, questioning my moves and decisions that had led up to my current conundrum. I could hear my late mother trail off in her high pitch voice, “Silu semta doro tanqa motech!” It was natural to question the sobriety of my decisions and wobble in self-doubt. However, what I was panicked about was the recurring thoughts I had about terminating this pregnancy. All my pent up emotions and the latent doubt I had about the whole undertaking was starting to weigh on me. Abortion kept on creeping into my head. But the idea of terminating life’s gift was unthinkable–besmeab. Can I really go through this? Am I really prepared to be a mother? A single mother? If I can’t handle this, can I handle the pressure of single parenting? I was getting depressed.

      Still in a dreamy state, I started searching for the parking ticket when I recalled not getting one. The line was creeping along, with the parking lot bustling with full action. An abesha army about half a dozen strong was zipping around picking tickets and pulling up in cars. Then one sweet-looking attendant approached me.

      Mnew yekefash ymeslal?

      I told him I was fine. Just preoccupied with work.

      Ayzosh! Keliku ayalfm. ilif silu illf yigeNal.

      He asked for my parking ticket. I told I hadn’t gotten one but that it was a Silver SAAB.

      I knew there was no reliable and immediate way to determine the identity of my baby daddy. And even if I could, what next? Do I share the news with Yoel, who from his various emails and phone calls since our escapade seems to have some interest in a relationship, but who clearly finds the geographic and logistical divide a challenge? Besides, how do I explain myself? “Oh, lover-boy, you just hijacked an organized and expensive pregnancy with your explosive firepower!”? My panic had now reached hysteria.

      I had pulled out of the parking lot when I realized I had forgotten to tip the guys. I would usually come down hard on myself…one of my worst pet peeves is not tipping generously. Especially after the encouraging words I got from that sweet guy. But today I had way too much on my mind and I can surely be excused.

      I was wallowing in colossal self-pity about my predicament when I noticed the flashing lights of a police cruiser in my rearview mirror. Like any non-criminal my heart started beating fast. Surely, it can’t be the overlooked tip! But then again, since I left the doctor’s office I was somewhere between sleep-walking and outright unconscious, so who knows how many moving violations I may have committed? EgziabhEriyE! That is all I needed today. I tried to pull over but traffic was heavy; the rush hour crowd was in full swing. I kept on driving, looking for a reasonable spot to pull over. It was impossible. The cruiser turned up his siren. I figured this was the warning shot so I forced myself between two cars to my right and managed to stop. The cruiser blew right past me.

      My heart pounding, I exhaled in relief and rested my head on the wheel and closed my eyes. What a day, I thought; too many near misses and miscues! My head was swimming. As always happens when I overstress, my bladder started overreacting and I needed to pee — my body’s coping mechanism since I was a child. I am not sure how long I had kept my eyes closed, both to prevent myself from urinating on myself but also to calm down, when a symphony of loud car horns forced me back to reality. As I opened my eyes, I noticed a small silver Crucifix and a matching silver Virgin Mary and Baby Jesus plaque on the dashboard. I was puzzled. I am religious. I routinely pray to EmebEtE Mariam. I do own a tiny Ye SenE Golgota my mother armed me with 28 years ago. My Golgota Mariam has been my constant companion through thick and thin. But I never remember owning or placing any of the holy ornaments in my car.

      Is this a sign? It can’t be, I am not that holy. It sure must be something the parking attendants inadvertently left behind. Still in a haze, I began to notice the car horns had grown louder and more irate. I was blocking the entire right-turn lane and a caravan of frustrated Washingtonians had formed behind me. Jerked back to reality, I started fiddling with the controls and the ignition when I noticed an odd key chain, not the usual brass letter H key chain my niece had given me. The key chain was one of those tiny pictures frames. I pulled the key out of the ignition amid the now high pitched symphony of car horns. It was a picture of a young Latino family – a good looking pair of parents and two boys under five. I looked around and slowly realized I had pulled out of the parking lot with someone else’s vehicle.

      I made my way back to the parking lot. A small crowd had formed obviously in response to a missing vehicle. The same attendant that talked to me rushed by the passenger side and waved me down.

      He assured me that everything was going to be okay. I could not stop sputtering my apologies. He told me that the minute he saw me he knew I was frightened and sad.

      I finally admitted to the sweet valet guy that I was. He nodded.

      “Ayzosh, ilif silu illf yigeNal alalkushm neber?”

      It was my turn to nod.

      “Anchi lerasish terfesh lebizu yemithoNi tmesyalesh.”

      I nodded again.

      Erashn Tebqi.

      ADDIStopia

      by: The MiTmiTa Girls

      The MiTmiTa Girls are getting hitched! Well, just MiTi, but the rest of us, MiTmiTaye, Mimi and MiTu are coming along for the whirlwind ride of a modern Ethiopian wedding!

      Now boys, we hope you will be happy for our MiTi. This latest development is quite a departure from our general stance in life – why settle for one man each when there are just so many delicious choices to play with?

      But being CHewa Ethiopian girls, we have concluded that nothing clinches that “arrived” status quite like a diamond ring on the left hand and a delectable hubby on the right arm. Besides, MiTi figured she had better snag one of these handsome young Ethiopian men before they too become a most wanted commodity offered to the West. After giving away fertile land to foreigners AND after Arat Kilo has finished selling… errrr—PERMITTING—adoptions of our gorgeous babies to celebrities, the next logical step is auctioning off wendochachin’in.

      We offer our expertise as banker girls in order to draft a prospectus in case it comes to man-auctioning: “This stunningly lanky fellow from Dire Dawa, honey complexion, eyes to make a mother smile, a single girl swoon and an emamma sigh ‘esssey’, good for all manner of work from cabbie to billionaire boy mogul to renowned Ph.D scientist working on eradicating hunger, non CHat chewer, and as our gone-too-soon beloved Ethiopian Wonkette used to say ‘100% fara free’, goes to the highest foreign bidder from….”

      But wait…indEEEEE…all of this sound a little too familiar. Now that we think of it, so do the land grabs. Let the current regime accomplish in two decades what Talian’nochu and other invaders couldn’t get done in the much touted sost shee amet of Ethiopian history!

      Friendly fascism, Jegnawech! Know it. Own it. Because you are living it.

      And if you are anything like the MiTmiTa Girls, the only thing to do with this kind of spirit-crushing, hope-deflating CHliqnna that passes for ye deha nuro is to have the wedding of the decade in Addis…in New York and possibly a third location…most likely the moon!

      It is a little known fact but nothing suppresses the stench of poverty quite like an excessive party. More importantly, a lavish wedding—a solemn celebration of love—allows us in a very acceptable manner to ignore the reality that the average Addis denizen can’t afford doro or TEff much less our bridal registry. But who has time to worry about such trivialities? Grave matters await, such as selecting dresses from Paris and shoes from Italy.

      You see, the “It Girls” of BolE and Piassa are no longer simply holding their bridezilla-worthy fêtes at the Hilton or the Sheraton or one of those darling little resorts right outside of Addis. Transcontinental weddings are de rigueur for hot girls, but we’ve kicked it up a notch. Allow us to introduce ourselves. True wealth is not denominated by how much Birr you can exchange on the black market for your US dollars. That is très passé, qonjiyE. Ahun, your status as a truly respectable nouveau riche is confirmed when you can exchange your Birr for US Dollars. So even if you have never lived in the States and you do not intend to live in the States after your wedding, the thing to do is to host a lavish affair — where else?! – in the States! It is simply not enough to be a braggart in an impoverished nation; that’s just gauche. The way to really show you are flossin’ and that you keep it poppin’ is to host some ridiculous extravaganza worthy of a reality show halfway around the world because negeru enkuan, Addisaba serg bidegiss, a’nd amst shee sew meTrat alebiN. Because you know, you are just such a ball-er.

      The Nutritionist

      MiTi, the bride, has left the planning details up to the rest of the MiTmiTa Girls who have decided that we are going to turn it OUT for our fabulous

      playgirl. So, the first person to consult once the groom proposed was the nutritionist. Oh, yes. We have nutritionists in Addis. Don’t you?? She prepares breakfast, lunch and dinner specifically designed for each of us. These are not prepackaged meals. She meets with us and meticulously plans out a diet and food tailored to each of the MiTmiTa Girls. If you don’t have one, don’t even show your face at any bars or clubs. The shiro and whatever else you are eating will seep out of your clogged pores and everyone will know that you are still not using a nutritionist!

      The Addis household staff now consists of a nanny or two, a housekeeper, a nutritionist, three cooks (for when other people visit) and sans doûte several drivers, security guards and the random gofer Young man/Grown man whose name seems to be yan lij - semoon manw! - Tirut.

      What many don’t realize is that the staff in these homes end up holding their employers hostage with their outrageous demands. Many a new BolE Mommy has cried to us that after she had spent months training a new staff member on the intricacies of how to run a western household in Addis – complete with how to cook pizzas, pastas, burgers and barbecue chicken (despite the fact that neither the wife nor the husband has spent any significant time outside of Ethiopia) – the staff inevitably threaten to leave unless she increases their salary because, despite having convinced her when she hired them that they can walk to the moon and back, the laundry AND the children? Bezabachew! And what could the BolE Mommy do but pay the ransom price, mskeen? Otherwise, the whole cycle of finding a new person and training them starts again. YenE miskeen!

      The Father of the Groom

      The groom, inconsequential to most wedding planning, is merely consequential in MiTi’s case because his father insisted on paying for the whole wedding. The father is some kinda yetekebere sew. Deference is, of course, given so we assumed it was because he was very old – the groom’s mother was his third wife. Shmglina always seems to get reverence for no other reason than cheating death. We suppose one can argue that it is indeed a prize to live a long life when you consider the average life span in Ethiopia.

      On the other hand, recent events suggest shmaglEs are just crotchety old men who should all be institutionalized. Especially the bearded relic types. These meddling meshagunas are the reason why one would be MiTmiTa Girl is in prison. Yeah. We said it. Old people and their Jedi mind tricks! No one with such archaic fashion sense (yagerlebs with authentic handmade flyer swatters… what is this? New Jersey?) will be invited to our extravaganza.

      The MiTmiTa Girls have just the answer to our shmaglE problem. Oh? You didn’t know it was a problem? Well, here is our solution ANYWAY: for every 10 acres of land gifted to foreign investors, a free shmaglE will be thrown in! Now any ferenj can benefit from the many wonderful attributes of shmglina. Come to think of it, these extraordinary mediators—so talented that they will have you signing a pardon wherein you claim responsibility for the disappearance of Jimmy Hoffa—could eventually un-negotiate the land deal they just negotiated.

      So it is in recognition of the mysterious power of shmaglEs that we bowed and lowered our eyes as we spoke to MiTi’s fiancée’s father. Abatachew is either wealthy, killed a lion in his youth à la AtsE Tewodros, or is some kind of “merchant of death”/arms dealer—all of which, along with his shmaglE status, had us on our p’s and q’s. Ay, chgr yelem and egziabhEr ymesgen were the only two phrases we uttered all night.

      The Spa

      Every bride has a beauty regimen which includes at least one—but most likely three— spa appointments: sometime during the engagement, before the bachelorette party/bridal shower, and immediately preceding the wedding. This whole tradition was thrown into chaos for our little MiTi because the spas of Addis, which had been the haunt of the most fabulously wealthy girls, had been shunned of late. Instead of being Maisons of tranquility and delight, they were reportedly disease ridden and quite yucky. Whether there was any actual bacteria or simply a rumor is, as always, irrelevant. Word of mouth even carried that piece of tidbit all the way back to L.A. No one was spa-ing for fear of bacterial infection. Besemeab! On our part, having frequented the spas (we had even visited the more traditional qibE and eucalyptus spas), we think the bacteria rumor was started by some beggars who are so jealous (total haters!) that they can’t get a hot stone treatment! Poor people are so petty! First they litter the city with their presence and now these random accusations of health issues! We now have a commodity exchange begziabhEr! Which, for those of you who ain’t in the know, means that Ethiopia has pretty much arrived on the scene. Damn access to clean water, boys! You can now conjure up careers as traders, financiers and market makers. SESKY, ain’t it? Since we know how to trade commodities on the world market, we are pretty damn surrrrrreeeeeeee that our spas know how to clean and disinfect! Minmaletish new, indEEEEE!

      Besides, what do beggars know about spas? MiTmiTayE blamed the Diaspora. This is clearly an attempt to destroy something beautiful because they didn’t help create it. To stoop to this level is unthinkable! What do spas have to do with politics, anyway? Being more results-oriented, she reasonably suggested a solution. Tadias, beqa yerasachn’n health inspector asgebiten negerun check inadergalen!

      Mimi, our resident go-getter, was convinced the beggars are to blame and she too had a brilliant suggestion. Let’s ship the poor out of the city for the wedding! This isn’t a novel concept – Giuliani rid New York City’s Times Square of beggars, sex workers and porn and replaced that immorality with a more acceptable type of sin – pure capitalist consumption. As we speak, South Africa is shipping out, shutting down and shifting entire neighborhoods of shanty towns (Read: poor Black folks) in Johannesburg in preparation for the 2010 World Cup. “It’s perfect!” Mimi squealed as she arranged for a meeting with Ato So and So, the equivalent of the US Chief of the Bureau of Prisons.

      “You want me to haul up the street children and the beggars from around Addis and put them in Qaliti?” Ato So and So asked. We batted our eyelashes and nodded. “And pray tell, what would I be charging them with?”

      We told him not to play coy with us. One would think we are asking him to do something extraordinary. “Look, it is only for arba smint se’at!” We noted the reasonableness of our request. Besides, it is no doubt these fools will be trying to disrupt the 2010 elections! So our plans would serve the dual purpose of maintaining the integrity of the democratic process for you and a beautiful clean wedding for us! Mimi, as they say, can sell ice to an Eskimo.

      The Sex

      The idea that our country is a closed society when it comes to sexuality is an outdated notion. Why, just the other day, as we are running around trying to get some boy or other to buy us a fabulous piece of land in Kazanchis when our auntie, Emiwedish_,_ wanted to discuss the forbidden issue with MiTi! Where are these women discovering all of this Chutzpah? Whatever happened to the whole hear-no-evil, see-no-evil approach to sex in Ethiopia? So, being the thoughtful girls that we are, we came prepared: the best defense is an awesome offense!

      Emodish kept referring to the “special gift” that girls have and how it is unseemly to give your “special gift” to everyone who comes knocking. Girls and women are vessels, and vessels are used to receive things, so it is important that the vessel is clean, gebash imilish? Finally, she advised, men don’t have to be chaste because they are the givers and not the receivers.

      Or so went the very serious lessons on propriety from our Emodish.

      YeNa hager sewech’s don’t ask/don’t tell stance on the realities of sex and sexuality in Ethiopia borders on the sublimely ridiculous. Piety in the land where wushimma-ism is a long established and respected custom. And here you thought les français were the ones to come up with this ultra sophisticated concept. But as with everything that is purely fantastic and simply pervasive, its origin is most likely Ethiopia.

      “Emodish,” we started, “Did you ever see the Vagina Monologues when we went to New York that one summer when you wanted to buy knockoff purses from Canal Street so you can pass them off as designers in your boutique in Addis?”

      “Medaniya Alem!” she screamed. We continued totally undeterred. “You see, the whole concept of the VAGINA MONOLOGUES,” we enunciated the words in case she missed them the first time around, “…by the way, Emodish, what is the word for vagina in AmariNa?”

      “WeinEE!” This time she literally jumped on the couch. We have never seen her move so fast!

      “Belaineh y’moot, inante ke yet endemeTachihu alawqm!” she spat out as she picked up the phone to call each of our mothers.

      Well. That didn’t go too well. We hadn’t even gotten to the part where we discuss the idea of women as chattel and marriage as an institution whose primary foundations were property rights, which served to subjugate the rights of women….

      MiTu suggested we save that part for the vows.

      At the moment however, we are being dragged to Qulubi GebriEl for an exorcism because evidently when the Abuna throws some tsebel at you, you are NOT supposed to shiver and say “Damn! That’s some real cold water!”

      __________________________________

      The MiTmiTa Girls blog at http://www.mitmitaye.com/

      SELEDA Retrospective

      Reminiscences of an Editor

      The May 1999 issue is what did me in. It was a day like any other…until, that is, it became the day I discovered SELEDA. A friend sent me a link with a pithy, “Isti anb’biw.” I trusted his judgment (even though I thought he was probably dating one of the editors and needed the extra brownie points), so I decided to take a look. And I tumbled head over heels in love. It wasn’t even one of the stupendous works of literary magic that got me. It was, of all things, the Battle of the Sexes, Part I. I even remember the exact line that hooked me and reeled me in: If you can’t remember the day you asked us to marry you, don’t expect us to remember when we had the oil last changed.

      They had me at Selam.

      Many articles, many emails and many, many bribes later, I was one of them, one of the not-so Humble Editors.

      From then on, it was an embarrassing, obsessive, clingy love affair, one of those one-sided, wiy, indew mn buda bibelat new! kind, where I was hopelessly gazing off into oblivion as I savored each spicy taste, each saucy turn of phrase, each hitch in the breath at an unexpected barb, or at a surprising slide of somethin’ smooth and forbidden on my skin — outgunned, outwitted, outnumbered and out-and-out smitten. The writers and artists who listened to our monthly pleadings and trusted us with their priceless works made this the most amazing unpaid job I’d ever had.

      But the affair was not to last. April 2004 saw the last issue of SELEDA. I sat musho for those halcyon days of my SELEDA b’leda. Went through the deep grief, through the stages of denial, anger, bargaining, meneCHaneCH, depression, tselot, and then acceptance. Even made a short detour into that additional Ethiopian stage of grief, deret memtat, though it was done oh-so-gently, ma fool ale. Then, when it became clear that it was really over, I picked my mattress up off the floor, flung the foTa off my shoulders like so much baggage, plastered some red lipstick on to match my new red shoes, and went on with my life.

      I thought I was over it, over that euphoria and the deep sense of fulfillment, until three weeks ago when I read a poem by one of our regulars, a piece from this issue. And damn it, DAMN IT!…I was hooked again! There I was, feverish with excitement, spitless with that deep craving – how about one more…just one more?

      And so I let myself be wooed back into the arms of this faithless lover, this charmer who winks at you even while holding another, who makes you forget the pain and anger just so you can be shivering in ecstasy again.

      Now look at me! Here I am…a few emails, a few words, a few twists of tender arm later, and I’ve allowed myself to be suckered into doing this retrospective. What started out as a quickie ended up with me spending DAYS on the computer reluctantly reading the archives, then besottedly reading, and then insatiably reading…more, ere simot MORE please! Do orgasms really last this long? Only time can tell…

      So come on, hold my hand…no, my HAND…and let’s journey together down to that ibd-medrek they call SELEDA:

      WHO ARE THE SELEDA Editors? Backpage allowed the readers to meet the Humble Editors (ha!) and then we actually spoke up on My Ethiopia. But we’re firmly in the closet and the door is nailed shut…or is it?

      COVERS: The July/August 1999 issue ushered in the Seleda guy, part debtera, part listro, ALL SELEDA. Fabulosity was all over the covers especially those from:

      Science and Technology issue, (March 2000)

      Ethiopia issue (April 2002)

      Wetet alewot? ushered in the Humor issue (Dec 2000)

      Love issue(Feb 2001)

      Neuroses and Tsebel issue (May 2001)

      YluNta and MisTr issue (Sept 2001)

      Spirits and Spirituality issue (Nov 2001)

      Sex issue (Feb 2002)

      Depression and Ecstasy issue (March 2002)

      Serg and Leqso issue (June 2003)

      LIFE DIARIES: Makeda and Gelawdios ripped the bandaid off of what has up to then been an ooze-y treacle-y penpal facsimile to become a real exchange between worthy adversaries. The LDs were never the same again, with each successive one grabbing more and more attention. Urban ArbeNa and the Suburban Grazmachess? Remember them? Just keep going …open every issue…read every LD out there…you boss will be pleased when she finds out that you spent the night entranced in front of your computer.

      BEST MAIL, and BEST Editors’ NOTES? Puhleeez…no such thing! I couldn’t even choose the top 15 and God knows, I’m usually viciously picky and loving it!

      THE (real) BATTLE OF THE HIGH SCHOOLS began to rage with the Backpage from September 1999 and continued with the Backpage of October 2000. Who knew those Nazret girls could be so touchy?! mTs! After much soul searching, this battle led to the apologetic self-stoning of the symbolic SELEDA Editor on the November 2000 Backpage – okay, it was actually after the verbal drubbing that we got. But the cease-fire was not to last: the Humble Editors lost it again on the Backpage of July 2003. To my mind, the score is pouty high schools 1: SELEDA Editors 3.

      BEST TOP TENS: Ah, our geeky webmaster would send out the stats at the end of each month, and we figured out that THIS was the favorite link of every issue. So a selection of Top Tens seems totally appropriate:

      Books UNLIKELY to Be Authored by Ethiopian Historical Figures

      Ethiopian vanity license plates

      Cities SELEDA would not relocate to

      Why did the chicken cross the road? Ethiopian style (we gave you triple the dose)

      Signs that Y8K (SmnteNaw Shih) is aand hamoos away

      Ethiopian Hallmark cards

      Ethiopian Reality Shows

      Things not to say when you are re-sworn in as an Ethiopian citizen

      Modern Ethiopian gadgets

      Wrong Songs at Ethiopian Weddings

      MY FAVORITE BACKPAGES: Aside from those mentioned above, the Backpage brought to the fore the TRULY yaltegereze nature of SELEDA. Here are some choice bits:

      What goes around from Sept. 2001

      Platitudes from June 2002

      Ethio chat abbreviations from Jan. 2002

      GT’s Dispatches from a Colder War from May 2002

      A creative idmE melekiya from June 2003

      What’s in a name, you ask? Sara, ihhhh Sara! of June 2000

      Doctor Raselas waxes poetic in April 2001 and then takes on Shuruba Z on Jul/Aug 2001.

      UNUSUAL CAREERS for Ethiopians, you say? Well, as the t-shirt goes, Wherever You Go, There Abeshoch Are. Here are a few examples: an Ethiopian in the Air Force spoke up in Sept. 1999; a cocky ski instructor in April 2000; a hunky musician/artiste/dancer in April 2001

      WARMS THE HEART: This is but a small sample of the articles that moved me.

      Between sisters in June 2000

      Babes without brats by YM in December 2000

      Zicke’s Poems in January 2001

      Mekasha’s Mother in April 2001

      ENLIGHTENMENT: Nemo Semret’s Digital Coffee in November 1999 made the point long before the Black Gold came out.

      Seleshi Yaleh’s On Heroes and Monuments: A Reflection on Discontinuity from Dec. 1999 is worth your time, as is Montu’s From Marsabet to the Mid-West from September 2000

      JUST FABULOUS: So many of SELEDA’s authors produced true works of art that it was difficult to pick my favorites. This is but a Ta’emot:

      Sza Sza Zelleke’s “Addis Rhapsody” and “One Night in Arada” and Diary of BirChitChit Jones

      Yared Mengistu’s Engulfato

      Alemush Zelalem’s Chase Me Till I Catch You and InEn YabrireN and Isti Wedih

      Eskedar’s My Music Button and Bar X

      Selamawi Asgedom’s My Story

      YMedhin’s Unrequited

      Lello’s Burgundy

      When Classes Clash by Unknown

      YM’s Faith

      Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin’s HIV/AIDS in Mother Africa, Mother Ethiopia

      Fasil Yitbarek’s The Letter

      Felleke’s Do you like it on the stairs?

      FqrE’s Ode by Yewbdar

      Tewodros’s Covenant

      SELEDA Family Feud between Seble and Fasil and MT

      Woiz. Yobdar’s Diary of a frazzled mushirit

      Bad Math at Abinet’s Wedding and Evil Blanks by GT

      Commie Dirge by Shfé ii

      Rants by LT

      Things I thought I would never do by B

      Jimma…Hello by Liyu Ambar Part I and Part II

      Hama Tuma’s 2015: A Poor Man’s Odyssey and Of Paranoia and the Ethiopian Psyche

      Feleke’s Gilding on the Goblet, Part 1 http://www.seleda.com/may00/gilding.shtml and Part II, and the Treasure in the Cellar

      Hyiwote Teshome’s An Otherwise Empty Room

      Shanqo’s Here But Gone

      MT’s [Awassa Langano](file:///C:/Users/wb18476/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Low/Content.IE5/DG0BVF2I/Awassa%20Langano) and Gomen

      Hussein Endalew’s Mining Assella’s Gold

      Fasil’s Culinary Mestewadid

      Yetinayet’s Gbzha and Medfer

      Chocolat by Unrequited

      Caffe Paradiso by Yoftahe

      Admassu’s Secret by Fasil

      E’s Last Woman Standing

      30 Questions with Abesha hiphop arteests

      Quchit in Soliloquy by Unknown

      Dumélang by Helina Dinsa

      FABULOUS IN AmarNa: As the technology caught up with us, we were able to call upon more and more pieces in AmarNa. Here are a few choice pieces:

      Fasil Yitbarek’s Wushima

      Korreda Primer inspired by Woizero Romanwurq Kassahun’s work in 1948

      Fasil’s AltegenaNto

      Yared’s Wednimé Demé

      Firmaye’s Tazabi KaltaTa

      Fasil’s Maritu

      Eyassu’s SadisteNoch

      An excerpt from an old document inspired Menelik Times (the Cn gered definition)

      Fasil’s Nuro

      POETRY: A few words … magnificent thoughts…we were honored t have these on our pages:

      Shanqo’s Offspring

      Eyassu’s Trs in AmarNa

      A Walk in Progress by Unknown

      Lillu’s Nafqoté and Sherereet Dir

      Yilkal Abate’s It was…It wasn’t

      SPECIAL MENTION FOR THE SELEDA SOAP OPERA: This was a hilarious experiment where a number of people wrote an amazingly entertaining soap opera – they didn’t kill each other, and the episodes just got better and better. I’m hoping a producer will pick this up someday, but until then, enjoy! As Bole Turns Part I, Part II and Part III.

      Once in a while, the Editors put tremendous thought and research into a particular idea (thank God it only happened once or twice!). That’s what led to our HEADLINERS, paying homage to the tip of the fabulous iceberg that is the Ethiopian spirit.

      PISSED ME OFF: Sure, a lot of articles pissed me off, but it was mostly because they were badly argued or just plain…how to say it nicely…idiotic. This was one piece that had me yelling at my screen, rabid spittle spraying everywhere, but I could not put it down: the Hellhole Diaries, Part I and Part II.

      MADE ME CRY: There were more than a few pieces that bring me to tears each time I read them, no matter how many times I do that. That was true of Letting Go of My Father by Lisane Mariam about a young woman mourning a father more committed to his revolution than to his kids.

      Yoseph M. Sellasie’s Cleaning Up My Brother’s Wounds speaking of the horrors of Qey Shbr

      My story by Sol opens the wounds inflicted by family.

      IgzhEr yakbirilin…igzhEr yisTilin.

      SPEAKING THE UNSPOKEN: One of the pleasures of working on SELEDA was the license to open closed doors, speak of things left for hushed whispers in dark corners, and shed a bright unapologetic light on the adebabai misTroch that stifle our lives…our souls. This is the magic that is SELEDA – anonymity as elixir of truth – where not knowing who freed us all to immerse ourselves in the bittersweet images, ideas, fears, triumphs…iwnet clamoring for recognition all around us. The following are not for the faint of heart but then, neither is ye-Gojam dagm.

      A Slow Prelude by Unknown

      Exiled at Home by Yetinayet

      Diary of an Informal Education by Unknown

      Nefs by Anonymous “yeah lEba” Right

      Keeping Her Secret by DM

      Food for Thought by ShanQo

      Insects by Unknown

      Yeshi Medhin’s David’s Story

      Meshafed by Unknown

      Depression and Suicide by Dr. Tedla W. Giorgis who is also featured on 30 Questions and on Just Because You Feel Paranoid

      Yetinayet’s Zemanay

      A PICTURE IS BETTER THAN A THOUSAND WORDS: SELEDA Berenda showcased the work of a number of talented artists, and provided a small but rich window into life as Ethiopians know and live it.

      Robel Mamo

      Robel Kassa

      Aida Muluneh, and again here

      RK’s Epitaph for a hero

      Indrias Getachew

      Sofia Kifle

      A Debre Hayq selection

      Ato Ale Felege Selam

      Wosene Kosrof

      Random Acts

      PEOPLE WE’RE PROUD OF: Aside from our irreverent monthly blatherings, once in a while we stopped our flapping mouths, and kewegebach’n zqqqqqq blen, bowed down to greatness. The following are articles where we were stunned into awed silence – or as close to that state as we are able to get.

      UNICODE guys

      SELEDA Fives

      RETROSPECTIVE OF THE RETROSPECTIVE: The Editor’s Notes is my personal favorite among the pieces in each issue, but this one is particularly noteworthy, as it started the tradition of retrospective reflection. So take a look of where we were at when we looked back in May 2001.

      HALL OF SHAME: No self-respecting retrospective is complete without naming a few things that make you wanna infest the offenders’ armpits with large, blood-starved fleas. My personal target? People who conveniently “forget” to credit SELEDA. One of the biggest offenders wasYezareytu Addis, a weekly newspaper in Addis that was popular for a time. Their editors musta figured that they could translate choice SELEDA morsels into AmarNa, forget to credit the author or the source, and get away with it. Sadly, they are no longer in print, so our fleas will have to munch on someone else.

      Line up, quniCHoch, ‘cuz we have a new target. The Ethiopian Reporter published one of our most precious pieces, Yared Mengistu’s Engulfato, and though they did put his name, they forgot to say where it came from!! So ij wedelay, Ethiopian Reporter, ‘cuz we’re sending in our black and shiny troops.

      Finally, all y’all who have been sending us our own Top Tens with a “Benatish be-e-e-e-Tam yasiqal”, and especially that one ex-friend who sent me a SELEDA piece (ONE I HAD WRITTEN) and blithely suggested that we look into doing something like that on SELEDA….well…we may have to find army ants to eat your arms down to bloody stumps.

      Ah, that’s better…welcome back, Seledawiyan! May this leave you salivating for more…may this encourage you to put pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) and give the next generation of Seledawiyan something fabulous to read.

      The Reset Button

      by: Mousse Ayele

      It is so easy to forget the things you have been taking for granted for so long.

      You’ve just managed to go back home after a period of time that is quite literally more years than the age of most people reading this last issue of Seleda – or those that are putting it together.

      You wake up in bed and it is actually quiet. Then it occurs to you, belatedly, that you had actually been woken up from deep slumber. Woken up not by the incessant helter skelter of non-stop traffic (the I-495 the I-270, the I-395), but by birds.

      You look out of your window. There is a host of them perched on the bough outside your bedroom window, their gullets throbbing with glorious sound. Their chirpings shame Chopin.

      There is sudden understanding. You are home.

      This was the way it should have been had it not been for the hiving off of a major part of one’s life by living abroad for reasons that had nothing to do with wanting to. One just had to go and live abroad. Because one was scared silly. Or because the family had reasoned that someone had to keep the family name going. After all, the young of both sexes were being targeted. Lineage was being disrupted. It might have meant the end of the family line. The draining of the genealogical pool. Literally. Figuratively.

      That matters to Abyssinians in all walks of life; it matters to this one. He has one son to prove it.

      You refocus your eyes and your wandering mind to the here and now and smile the smile of the well-contended.

      … Arenchiata… they don’t make it any more. Yes, it has been that long!

      … QuCH QuCH… they still make that here.

      You wrap the gabbi tight around your fast expanding middle. It is cold. It is like March, but without the sleet. There is the wind here alright, but it is so gentle, almost caressing in its tenderness.

      But step out into the sunlight and no sun screen will save you. You are reminded of those straw umbrellas ladies used to carry around with them when you were younger. The ones you used to think derisively were so primitive, so countryside. Everyone needs them now, or wishes they had them.

      The city has grown. There are tall buildings, some for offices and others as apartments. They don’t excite you in the least. You’ve seen one tall building and you’ve seen them all. Sears or Chrysler building they are not. Luckily. If you can get over the fact that they are all covered by the same Pilkington monotone float glass front you can afford them a second glance. Otherwise, look away. Don’t look for colour coordination on exteriors either. It’s not Benetton.

      As you walk around, trying your hardest not to look like a tourist in your own country, people get out of your way. Out of respect. Can you so easily be read? There is a lot of bowing and shuffling, and smiles and thank you’s as you glide past each other like slow trains.

      When was the last time people, instead of trampling over you to get to nowhere in particular in a hurry, gave you a “look-what-the-cat-dragged-in” look? No, after YOU, please. Don’t mention it.

      Did I mention the birds? The other birds?

      You have not seen anything as elegant, as eye-popping and as delightful as the girls who parade before your eyes everywhere you go. You think you had seen the most beautiful thing in your life when another even more glorious one drifts past you. And, it would seem to this avuncular observer, that no city in the world can match the Ethiopian woman when she is attired to the nines.

      You get into the car. You can drive, if you are that brave, or you can let someone else do it for you. Your urge, at least it was mine, is to lean on the horn as you bounce off taxis and buses and pedestrians and the occasional motorbike. The traffic lights, the same ones installed by Emperor Menelik himself– blessed be his name– sometimes point in the wrong direction. The traffic policemen, more like ornaments than anything else, nervously clutch their traffic infraction forms. Their whistles dangle from their necks, always on high alert.

      …The cakes and pastries are to die for, and perhaps to kill for as well.

      It’s evening. You feel it necessary to burn off your dinner gbja. As your driver sidles the car towards the curb, you notice a dog in the middle of the road. The car’s headlights do not deter the dog’s saunter. He does not care to move to one side. He sticks to his easy jaunt, still in the middle of the road. You hoot for him to give way. You were bigger than him, anyway. He does not slacken. Not a bit. He does deign, however, to look at the car and its occupants over his shoulder, in the most nonchalant way imaginable.

      You eventually discover what you are dealing with is a Hyena. And no one is going to push Mr. Hyena around. You notice he is not just big. He is humungous. You apologize. He finally veers off and disappears up the hill. You swear, he was laughing.

      This is only seven miles from Bole Airport.

      You decide excess body fat can stay put.

      At last, at home, on the patio, bundled up in the thickest gabbi, you are looking up at a black sky with a billion stars. Your eyes droop. It is all the fresh air, you are told. The air, so clean and cold, acts more like a soporific agent than any powder or pill.

      As you waft in and out of sleep, you wonder: what if I had not gone abroad? Would it seem as wondrous as it does right now?

      SELEDA Gu’lt

      We’ve been packing the SELEDA offices, wud SelEdawiyan, and sentimentally divvying up what remains of SELEDA: our hearts, our souls… the one stapler in the entire building. Or, if you want get all Upper Management-y about it, “Can you get this crap out of here? Oh, that’s an intern? Still.”

      We’ve also been _un_packing the SELEDA offices, wud SelEdawiyan, because we discovered a whole new room accessible only through a secret door in the executive washroom—a room bursting with dusty boxes full of oh, let’s see, pre-filled election ballots, subpoenas (filed by wereda) and bound copies of something called the “Seleda Code of Conduct” with “hahahaha” scribbled all over them.

      And what’s in this box labeled “Shred”? Oh, it’s our dignity. Never mind.

      And in the far recesses of the room was a box full of… SELEDA T-Shirts! (Or as one upperly mobile Upper Management refers to them, “T-Shits.”) Their existence has only been whispered about for years, and now here they were, yearning to be free.

      Which brings us to our main point. Have you been saying to yourself, wud SelEdawi inna wudeet SelEdaweet, “Boy, I wish I had me one of them SELEDA T-shirts to wipe down the bed at Weizero TnffE’s albErgo because I’ve heard it is better than penicillin orTsebel at warding off STDs”? We certainly have.

      Or have you been wondering what kind of dust-resistant, evil-eye-repellant, ye-fqr-eye-magnet Tbiqqo (well, not quite so Tbiqq, as we admit below) to wear on your late afternoon treks down BolE menged?

      Have you been looking for a truly bimodal Tbiqqo ayno-dynamically engineered for optimal buda/mestefaqr balance? A Tbiqqo that looks classy under a leather jacket just as it seems graceful under ye boggE anget lbs? A Tbiqqo that is as resistant to the, um, wez in taxi interiors just as it is a sponge for the smell of iTan and eligible singles?

      Have you?

      Well, it’s your lucky day.

      Herewith thenceafter and forehenceforward, may we present for your buying pleasure the last of its kind, the collector’s edition (if you are into collecting massively overrated qra qnbo) SELEDA T-shirt. All proceeds go to real charities, so don’t think we are pocketing your hard-earned, hardly-earned bailout money on our varied likiftoch.

      An important note: because Upper Management and all their friends are size extra small mee-Tee-Tee’yE-wech, the only ones left are XL… so get your borCH on, people.

      Price:

      $15.00

      (US… dollars… for those of you counting a mountain of Zimbabwean paper with numbers printed on them.)

      Shipping and manhandling:

      $5.00

      (by which we mean we will fondle the shirts before shipping them to you)

      Total:

      $20.00

      (Yes, St. Mary students, the math does add up.)

      Disclosure to Sanjo alumni: yes, you will be able to meqemqem two T’s together to fit your new post-layoff girth.

      SELEDA T-Shirts: For when you need to let the world know you have finally claimed your diqala ibdet.

      Limited quantity. Special thanks to The Gap for donating the shirts.

      You can use PayPal– you don’t need to have an account. (Look for the ‘Continue’ link after you click on the PayPal icon below.)

      Do the Right Thing

      The last time Upper Management pushed a charity on us, we, being loyal disbelievers in the resourcefulness of reprobate souls, poured everything we had into it. It was only after our first homes and first borns were repossessed that we realized the “charity” we had diligently megebered was but a slush fund. Specifically, a fund for Upper Management to get slushed.

      And so, like many fool-me-once Ethiopians we’ve avoided Ethiopian charitable organizations like werershiN.

      Then one day after an editorial group hug some SELEDA Te’Tebabaqi shum pointed us in the direction of something called Dir Biyabir. This surprised us because the only thing that usually comes from these group hugs is inappropriate touching and eventually a lawsuit.

      Dir cannot ma’ber, we instantly dismissed, because that’s how we bitter. But we owed this person money, a gebsimma doro and a guramylE d’d nqissat (don’t ask) so we agreed to at least look at the webpage.

      Well.

      …sums up our goal of getting people to work together to tackle some of the seemingly intractable problems of Ethiopia.

      Yeah? We know that could be a long list, kids, but we hope it includes banning the phrase “Chgr yelem” from our lexicology.

      So now we are intrigued because a full paragraph later there are no typos and no b’liCH drgm Ethiopian flags flying nervously over random text.

      The types of development projects that are supported by Dir Biyabir in Ethiopia are those that focus on reducing extreme poverty by investing in people and building their capacity to help themselves.

      Help themselves?! What? What’s wrong with making them dependent on their luck that Angelia Jolie might adopt them? This is creepy, this ‘help themselves’ thing. And not the kind of creepy we like.

      Go on. Your current target projects. Details?

      So for $1,651 they funded a bee-keeping enterprise that keeps them kids stay off the streets and also off BBC’s bi-annual “Ethiopians Still Starve Despite Our Best Efforts to Feed Them” documentaries. And, by the way, $1,651? That’s how much a foreign NGO’s country rep spends, shall we say… researching the complexity of an 18-year-old girl’s Tebdel yalu dalEwech. Just sayin’.

      Okay, Dir Biyabirites. What’s the catch and does it involve wearing a French maid costume?

      Something-something… intinun-intin … ‘irrigation-based horticulture’rriii?… which Upper Management was disappointed to learn did not have anything to do with deep-pore cleansing or colon irrigation. But here is the interesting part: Dir Biyabir doesn’t just throw money at people. They funded 90% of the project and then asked the grantees to pitch in the reminder 10%. You see what they did there? Making people invest in their own success?

      It’s downright heresy.

      Dot-dot-dot… poultry rearing proj— what the…?

      Initially conceived as a school breakfast program, the poultry project was considered as a more affordable and sustainable way to address part of the nutrition problem. In addition to supplementing nutrition among children, it is also a means of providing them with some practical business skills.

      Feeding kids and learning them something?! Let’s put this as qlbCH-ly as we can: Didn’t we tolded you? We tolded you, eko. Ere lemehonuuuu, whatever happened to ripping open a sack of “Donated by the US of A” rice and then having your picture taken as you shove ‘rice pudding’ down the teensey throats of adorable-yet-starving kids, huh?

      Question: Is Dir Biyabir even your real name?

      But there is one other thing that puzzles us the most about this outfit. Something we find distasteful and frankly un-Ethiopian. What’s with the providing of exhaustive and exhausting details about how moneys are spent? What’s all this providing detailed updates of projects all about if not to confuse and afz us into adengz? We don’t care for fiscal responsibility of this caliber. Not one bit. The SELEDA accounting department consists of exactly one staffer who thinks addition and subtraction, much like global warming and evolution, are unproven socialist theories. This may be why said staffer accepts “Miscellaneous Intin” as legitimate expense account line items. Catch up, Dir Biyabir birrabirowech.

      So now we want to know about the secret army of Dir Biyabirities who are making all this happen. They probably have hundreds of mignons who… Oh. They have 65 members. 65?! Only sixty-five people are making all this happen?

      Yeah… well, 65 people paying thousands of dollars to be part of this kind of… oh. Membership is only $100 a… day, right? Oh. We’re being told $100 a year. Tax-freakin’-deductible. According to our abacus— a’and alebiN…. that’s $8.33 a month!

      Sign. Us. Up.

      Perhaps this is what we have been waiting for. After years of idly watching as the mountains of our childhood got denuded at warped speed, after getting deft at averting our eyes from those who can still look directly at ours, after all the breathless words we’ve uttered carelessly and sometimes deliberately carelessly — maybe this is how we start healing. And mending what we ourselves tore.

      To join Dir Biyabir click here.

      Backpage

      We were losing hope, kbur Seledawiyan. A new century dawned upon us without anyone out there to save Ethiopia from Ethiopians.

      Sure, Dr. Raselas tried. But his aregawi wisdom was lost on you CHeberrer ETs who wouldn’t know to drop your eyes and m’Ts-m’Ts-m’Ts at the sight of a Ph.D.

      The UUTAYés gave it their best o’Plass to come to your rescue, but you people… you mega-msgannabissoch, one and all. Suddenly, oh, you are too good to be ruled by CHereqa mesai negestat because, what? Like it would be the most terrible thing in the world to be subjects of people who have aspic servers in their silverware collection.

      Wethinks you are barbarians.

      Fine, we said. What about the Addis nouveau riche? Maybe they can handle your collective drama-queeny temperament. But nooooo. You found you did not care for people who mix a) metaphors, b) synthetic fabric and c) scotch with apple juice.

      What do you people want from us?!

      And just as we were about to a-hack-entuff you from our system… a ray of sunshine. The last bearers of hope for Ethiopia come gliding into over lives.

      They are the young. The sprightly. The first generation college grads who flaunt their degrees from… swell … public universities in one of those fly-over states. They are well-travelled. They can’t stand this “poverty shit” because it doesn’t fit neatly on one Tweet and there is no app to solve it.

      Our new saviors are armed with multiple, multi-colored laptops. They sunbathe at all the A-List Addis pools. They can talk knowledgeably about all the B-list hotels they’ve stayed in around the world. And, thank you very much, they’ve attended more conferences on this poverty thing of yours than the numbers of times you have pissed blood because your egelE cousin in Metahera just called to tell you that the family has not eaten in three days. They are experts and advisors, honorable-mention-ees and triple nominees. Abo, they know what a steering committee does.

      And, look. Something called Capital Ethiopia has named them movers and shakers of the millennium. Oh, and they have satellite phones on which they frequently call the States to… just beqa. ‘Coz that’s how they be rollin’.

      People of SELEDA, meet the Globaloch. Your last hope out of mediocrity. And if we hear you were in any way disrespectful of them, so help us God we will eshkm back into your lives and… and… wa!

      After much cogent dej Tnat and filling forms in triplicate, we were able to interview one of the leaders of The Globaloch.

      Ineho.
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        * * *

      

      SELEDA:

      Miss Feven S. Tewchalew-Hode, thank you for speaking to us.

      Miss Feven:

      Sure… no… prob—hold a sec. [Expletives in several Romance languages.] Sorry. My HTC seems to be on the fritz. You still use an iPhone? Cute. I had one. In 2007! Great, the market is tanking. We had a saying on Wall Street—the market is acting like a ten- dollar whore on a two-dollar night. Oh, I see that I’ve shocked you. Noted. Can we make this quick?

      SELEDA

      Certainly. We could not help but be impressed that you have your own Wiki page. But we’re a little confused by the titles after your name: BS, MBA, MFA, GU-DIT, DNA, GoBEZ, NRA, ARIFF.

      Miss Feven:

      Right? I can barely keep up with me. And I have two assistants!

      SELEDA

      What do the letters mean?

      Miss Feven:

      I don’t mean to tell you how to do your job but… no, I don’t mind telling you how to do your job, but two words: Google and me. It’ll save us both some time.

      SELEDA

      Okay. Moving on. You worked for Merrill Lynch…

      Miss Feven:

      You could also say they worked for me.

      SELEDA

      Really?

      Miss Feven:

      Really. They recruited and recruited me until I had to be hospitalized for recrution. So finally, I am like whateverrr, you selfish bastards. You can have me all to yourselves.

      SELEDA

      Of course. But then you left to start your own company.

      Miss Feven:

      Yes… hold that thought. Tech stocks are down. Ask me how the market is like Ethiopia. Ask me.

      SELEDA

      How is the market like Ethiopia?

      Miss Feven:

      They both hate me and want me to be poor.

      SELEDA

      Wha…?

      Miss Feven:

      You don’t understand. No one does. I’m like the Lonesome Dove?… Lonesome Cowboy? Whichever one means I’m ahead of my time. I quit ML to start my own company. Did we already cover that? And you know what people said to me when I did that? ‘God, you have some guts, lady!’ Okay, they said ‘balls’ but you seem easily spooked. But that’s what people said to me. You know what it’s like to be an investment banker on Wall Street? Judging by your shoes, you don’t. Why did I do it? I’ll tell you why. One day I was skiing double diamonds in Beaver Creek and suddenly I find myself thinking– how can I give back to the world? Later I found out it was lack of oxygen that made me think that. But anyway. Neither here nor there. So it nagged on me. How can I give back? Howcanigiveback? Howcanigiveback? And then it hit me: I had to burn down me—not me, me… that would be retarded. I had to burn down the corporate me so I could rise from my own ashes. Have you ever felt that need?

      SELEDA

      Well, actually at SELEDA we…

      Miss Feven:

      So I said, Fev—that’s what I call myself—Fev, give more of yourself to the world. Enough of the high life. Be with the people. Yadda yadda. I wanted to listen to my own voice but I think I had an ear infection from scuba diving in Sipadan Island. Bee-tee-dubleew, this hotel doesn’t have 24-hour concierge. It’s why Africa is going down the tubes. What were we talking about?

      SELEDA

      So you started your own company to– be with the people?

      Miss Feven:

      Yeah. Well, first I had to be with big corporations whom I consulted. You can’t jump from ML to trying to end poverty in one big step. You need a buffer. So I buffered. I buffered and consulted.

      SELEDA

      What kind of consulting?

      Miss Feven:

      The kind you need to Google. So blah blah I’m consulting this and that and whatnot and then someone says to me, Fev, did you know that this poverty business is getting like way out of hand? I’m like, Don’t tell me. Some yahoo minister wanted me to stay at a Doubleetree! So we got to talking and I found out the situation was truly bad and no one was doing anything about it. No one. Here’s poverty; and here’s no one doing anything about it. So it was up to me. So I’m like, what can I do about it? And someone else was like, You can attend conferences. I’m like, On what? And they are like, On poverty, silly. So after years of learning the ropes, I am on the A-list poverty conference circuit. I’ve travelled the world so much that my frequent flier miles can feed a medium-sized semi-starving country for a year. Here’s a picture of me in Luxemburg at the “How Africa Can Benefit from Big Bonuses Paid to Corporate CEOs” conference sponsored by Goldman Sachs. See, that’s me. And that’s my name tag.

      SELEDA

      It’s a lovely… so what compelled you to move to Ethiopia?

      Miss Feven:

      First of all, I didn’t move back here. Sure, I own a couple of homes here, but who doesn’t? No, my friend. The world is my home. But I did decide to come back and help get this country to a point where a girl can jump on her scooter and have sushi by the waterfront.

      SELEDA

      Ah, we see you also dabble in qnE. We are sure you mean that in the sem inna werq manner.

      Miss Feven:

      Since you have not Googled me you don’t know me very well. But there are two things I don’t do. I don’t fly coach and I damn well don’t do qnE

      SELEDA

      But surely, Ethiopia has bigger issues–?

      Miss Feven:

      Than me not being able to eat sushi by the waterfront?

      SELEDA

      Well, yes⁠—?

      Miss Feven:

      I’ll be honest with you. You seem like a 3G person in a 4G world.

      SELEDA

      That reference doesn’t⁠—

      Miss Feven:

      Were you at this year’s WRGAT conference in Copenhagen? “Poverty: Is it a hidden luxury?”

      SELEDA

      We didn’t even know you needed a conference for⁠—

      Miss Feven:

      Right? Wouldn’t you think that in this digital, global village era that everyone would have the decency to Google each other and also have access to clean water? No. It’s more complex than that. Much more. I bring it up because I was honored as “Citizen of the Year” by WRGAT last year. You know what for?

      SELEDA

      No. But we can Google…

      Miss Feven:

      No, I’ll tell you. Because I devised a paradigm shift in mass integral information in trioptix infrastructure and technology governance policies through global NetFlix management and strategic implementation of data networking. You ever done something like that?

      SELEDA

      Not that I can recall.

      Miss Feven:

      What… what is this Selyidiya magazine? Why am I talking to you? [Checks phone] Damn, treasury is up. Can you believe people still buy bonds? It’s like 9/10 all over again.

      SELEDA

      Going back to your role in Ethiopia. What was your biggest challenge in adjusting to the Ethiopian workplace and how do you⁠—?

      Miss Feven:

      Did you know that sometimes I book myself in a hotel just to get away from people? That’s how much I love Ethiopia. I am duty bound to this country because I am so sick of telling people I am from Ethiopia and they are all like, I heard it’s effed up there. And then I’m like, no, not really. And they are like, yes totally effed-up. And a nice night at the opera goes south. It’s very hard on me.

      SELEDA

      So you didn’t find issues like good governance, transparency and accountability a point of contention at all? What about the balancing act of trying to promote the tenets of a free market system into a rural, agricultural based economy? What are the basic social issues that hinder development?

      Miss Feven.

      I’ll answer your questions in the order you asked them. a) It sucks and b)It su-ucks. And c) Suckage to the n’th.

      SELEDA

      R–ight. We are curious about this push to make certain IT issues a priority in Africa as a whole. Aren’t there basic social and political issues that need to be worked on in tandem? By that we mean, if you are trying to bury fiber optics through one land while someone with ye qoye qeem is trying to dig it up and sell it as ‘firewood’… is that a problem? Can’t IT issues be worked on while addressing issues that have every day Ethiopians in a bind?

      Miss Feven:

      That’s an interesting question.

      SELEDA

      Really?

      Miss Feven:

      And by interesting I mean plebian.

      SELEDA

      Oh.

      Miss Feven:

      IT is the way out of poverty for Ethiopia and all those countries that don’t have a decent day spa to speak of.

      SELEDA

      How? And why?

      Miss Feven:

      Let’s put it this way: IT has to be the solution mainly because I quit my job at ML for it.

      SELEDA

      While that is a… compelling? reason, we are very sure it can’t be an adequate reason to…

      Miss Feven:

      Do you even know how much sweat, tears, bad in-flight movies and loofa it took to organize the TB-EET conference in the Alsace _m_ountains in 2006 where we discovered there is a digital divide thing happening?

      SELEDA

      No, but⁠—

      Miss Feven:

      And can you comprehend the number of conferences (preferably in the Seychelles) it will take to investigate how we can re-name the phrase “digital divide” so it doesn’t sound so … divisive?

      SELEDA

      A lot?

      Miss Feven:

      A lot, lot.

      SELEDA

      Let’s… yeah. What do you think has been your biggest achievement so far?

      Miss Feven:

      That Africa has not totally gone back to “dark continent” status, although if you saw what my ‘contractor’ did to my hot tub you’d steadfastly disagree. But at least Africa is still—it has not dropped off into the Atlantic… or is it Pacific? I own houses on both coasts so I’d be screwed either way. Africa, in my humble opinion, has taken a huge step. A huge step in place. Other than that I also think our relentless work in establishing “dot poverty” is evidence of what can be achieved if we all—well, those of us who care—came together and brainstormed in a castle in Bordeaux.

      SELEDA

      Dot poverty?

      Miss Feven:

      Dot com, dot org, dot poverty.

      SELEDA

      That’s helpful, how?

      Miss Feven:

      Are you mad? How else can you champion policy dialogue to oversee the technical coordination of research think tank governance and high stake information implementation of knowledge network internet protocol? How else can you set guidelines for enterprise architecture that implements implementations of migrating strategy with connectivity connections? And who is going to do poverty analysis and intervene in policy interventions that will build capacity in poverty analysis and poverty monitoring? Who will be collecting, evaluating, interpreting and analyzing specified statistics and qualitative socio-economic information? Who?

      SELEDA

      Someone at dot poverty?

      Miss Feven:

      You don’t know. I knew you would not know. I’m going to Tweet about you. There, I just did. And your under-understanding of this issue is probably why you were not invited to the MWART conference in Jo’burg. Eff-why-eye, I’m parched. So parched. All this yakety-yak about poor people. Did I tell you that waiter over there hates me? You know why? I asked him to shave my ice cubes so they look like the Mac logo. He threw a fit. High maintenance much, Mr. Waiter man? Ethiopia has a long way to go, my friend. And I mean ‘friend’ in the “I have 1,069 friends on Facebook’ sense. You people who still live back in the US and have not made a single sacrifice for the betterment of Ethiopia… I envy you.

      SELEDA

      Maybe we can shift gears. What’s the best thing about moving back here? How gratifying is it that you helped that waiter know what the Mac logo looks like?

      Miss Feven:

      Ethiopia is pleasing. Just like the stock market. She is volatile unless you grease her with money and seduce her with an impending merger talk. But once you let her slide her willowy fingers through your portfolio though, you can ride her like a bull.

      SELEDA

      That’s… just… you might want to phrase that differently.

      Miss Feven:

      No, I don’t. You know the best thing about working here? I’ll tell you. The best thing about working here is that no one knows what the hell you are talking about so you can always get a meeting with some minister of whatever. And, the ECA—Economic something-something for Africa—throws, I mean, holds a lot of conferences. You can pretty much be wearing name tags 27 days a month.

      SELEDA

      What kinds of conferences?

      Miss Feven:

      Developmental, poverty-al, economic crisis diverty-al.

      SELEDA

      I don’t mean to beat a dead horse, but is this productive? Is it fruitful?

      Miss Feven:

      I just realized something. Three words: fifteen minutes ago.

      SELEDA

      Sorry? What happened fifteen minutes ago?

      Miss Feven:

      Fifteen minutes ago. That’s when I lost interest in this conversation. Plus my toes are cold. Plus I have to prepare for a panel I am running at the A.L.U. Balta conference. “Poverty: The Lore, the Myth and how WiFi Proxies can Policy Formulate it.”

      SELEDA

      We’ll be at the W’FiFi conference… weffeffE congerence… get it?

      Miss Feven:

      I would have smiled at that but I think I have frost bite. Like that time I hiked up Kilimanjaro without my GPS.

      SELEDA

      Of course. Thank you for your time and thank you for what you are doing for Ethiopia.

      Miss Feven:

      Now twenty minutes ago.
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