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The Suitcase

FROM Missowri Review

ON Sapa’s pLasT day in Addis Ababa, she had just one un-
checked to-do left on her long and varied list, which was to ex-
plore the neighborhood on her own, even though she’d promised
her relatives that she would always take someone with her when
she left the house. But she was twenty, a grownup, and wanted
to know that on her first-ever trip to this city of her birth, she’d
gained at least some degree of independence and assimilation.
S0 it happened that Saba had no one to turn to when she got to
the intersection around Meskel Square and realized she had seen
only one functioning traffic light in all of Addis Ababa, popula-
tion four million people by official counts, though no one there
seemed to trust official counts, and everyone assumed it was much
more crowded, certainly too crowded for just one traffic light.
That single, solitary, lonely little traffic light in this mushrooming
metropolis was near the old National Theater, not too far from the
UN offices, the presidential palace, the former African Union—a
known, respected part of the city located an unfortunate mile (a
disobliging 1.6 kilometers) away from where Saba stood before a
sea of cars, contemplating a difficult crossing.

Small, nimble vehicles, Fiats and VW Bugs, skimmed the pe-
riphery of the traffic, then seemed to be flung off centrifugally,
almost gleefully, in some random direction. The center was a tan-
gled cluster of cars slowly crawling along paths that might take
an automobile backward, forward, sideward. In the middie of this
Jam was a sometimes visible traffic cop whose tense job seemed
to be avoiding getting hit while keeping one hand slightly in the
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air. He was battered by curses, car horns, diesel exhaust as he ner-
vously shifted his body weight and-tried to avoid these assaults.
Saba quickly saw she couldn’t rely on him to help her get across.
She dipped her foot from the curb onto the street, and a car raced
by, so she retreated. A man walked up next o her and said in Eng-
lish, “True story, I know a guy who crossed the street halfway and
gave up.”

Saba looked at the stranger: “Pardon, what was that”

“He had been abroad for many years and came back expecting
too much,” the man said, now speaking as slowly as Saba. “That
sad man lives on the median at the ring road. I bring him books
sometimes,” he said slyly, taking one out of his messenger bag and
holding it up. “A little local wisdom: don’t start what you can't fin-
ish.” Saba watched the stranger dangle his toes off the curb, lean
forward, backward, forward and back, and then, as if becoming
one with the flow of the city, lunge into the traffic and disappear
from her sight until he reemerged on the opposite sidewalk. “Mi-
raculous,” Saba said to herself as he turned, pointed at her, then
held up the book again. Saba tried to follow his lead and set her
body to the rhythm of the cars, swaying forward and back, but
couldn't find the beat.

As she was running through her options, a line of idling taxis
became suddenly visible when a city bus turned the corner. She
realized that, as impractical as it seemed, she could hail a cab to
get her across the busy street. The trip took ten minutes; the fare
cost 15 USD, for she was unable to negotiate a better rate, though
at least she'd found a way to the other side. She turned back to
see the taxi driver leaning out the window talking to a few peo-
ple, gesturing at her, Jaughing, and she knew just how badly she'd
fumbled yet another attempt to fit in. All month Saba had failed
almost every test she’d faced, and though she'd seized one last
chance to see if this trip had changed her, had taught her at least
a little of how to live in this culture, she’d only ended up proving
her relatives right: she wasn't even equipped to go for a walk on
her own. What she thought would be a romantic, monumental
reunion with her home country had turned out to be a fiasco; she
didn’t belong here.

She was late getting back to her uncle Fassil's house, where
family and friends of family were waiting for her to say goodbye,
to chat and eat and see her one last time, departures being even
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more momentous than arrivals. Twelve chairs had been moved
into the cramped living room. Along with the three couches, they
transformed the space into a theater packed with guests, each of
whom sat with his or her elbows pulled in toward the torso to make
space for all. They came, they said, to offer help, but she sensed it
was the kind of help that gave—and took.

It was time to go, and she was relieved when Fassil said—in Eng-
lish, for her benefit—“We are running out of time, so we have al-
ready started to fill this one for you.” He pointed past the suitcase
that Saba had packed before her walk and gestured to a second,
stuffed with items and emitting the faint scent of a kitchen after
mealtime. At her mother’s insistence, Saba had brought one suit-
case for her own clothes and personal items and a second that
for the trip there was full of gifis from America—new and used
clothes, old books, magazines, medicine—to give to family she
had never met. For her return, it would be full of gifts to bring to
America from those same relatives and family friends.

Saba knew this suitcase wasn't just a suitcase. She’d heard there
was no DHL here, no UPS. Someone thought there was FedEx,
but that was just for extremely wealthy businessmen. People didn't
trust the government post. So Saba’s suitcase offered coveted
prime real estate on a vessel traveling between here and there.
Everyone wanted a picce; everyone fought to stake a claim to their
own space. If they couldn't secure a little spot in some luggage
belonging to a traveling friend, they'd not send their things at all.
The only reasonable alternative would be to have the items sent as
freight on a cargo ship, and how reasonable was that? The ship-
ping container would sail from Djibouti on the Red Sea (and with
all the talk of Somali pirates, this seemed almost as risky as hurl-
ing a box into the ocean and waiting for the fickle tices). After
the Red Sea, a cargo ship that made it through the Gulf of Aden
would go south on the Indian Ocean, around the Cape of Good
Hope, across the Atlantic, through the Panama Ganal, to the Pa-
cific, up the American coast to Seattle. An empty suitcase opened
up a rare direct link between two worlds, so Saba understood why
relatives and friends wanted to fill her bag with carefully wrapped
food things, gifts, sundry items, making space, taking space, mov-
ing and shifting the bulging contents of the bag.

Fassil placed a scale in front of Saba and set to zeroing it. She
leaned over the scale as he nudged the dial to the right. The red
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needle moved ever so slightly, so incredibly slightly that Saba
doubted it worked at all, but then Fassil’s hand slipped, the needle
flew too far, to the other side of zero. He pushed the dial just a
hair to the left now, and the red needle swung back by a full mil-
limeter. He nudged the dial again; now it stuck.

“Fassil, Saba has to go,” Lula said, shaking her hands like she
was flicking them dry. “Let’s get going. Her flight leaves in three
hours, and with the traffic at Meskel Square and Bole Road . . ."

Saba leaned toward that wobbly needle as Fassil used his finger-
nail to gently coax the dial a breath closer. A tap, nearly there. A
gentle pull.

“Looks good, Fassil,” Saba said kindly but impatiently.

“It has to be precise,” Fassil replied, then turned to the gath-
ered crowd. “Look what you're making the poor gitl carry.” He
pointed te that second suitcase.

Saba tried to lift it, but it was as heavy as an ox. Fassil rushed
over and helped her pick it up, and when he felt its weight, he
said, “There’s no way they’il let her take this.” The crowd was un-
happy to hear that, and so was Saba. The room hummed with dis-
approval, punctuated with fsks and clicked tongues. “I can just pay
the fee,” Saba quickly said, but Lula stood again, put up her hands,
and beomed, “You will not pay a fee. It’s too much money. You are
our guest, and our guest will pay no fee!”

“It’s okay,” Saba said. “If we must, we must.” But now the resis-
tance came from everyone. Saba looked helplessly at Fassil. “Let
me pay. | have to go. What else can I do?” she asked. She looked
at the others and wondered if this was one of those times when
a “No” was supposed to be followed by a “Please, yes!” “No, no.”
“Realiy, [ insist.” “No, we couldn’t.” “Really, yes, you must.” “Okay.”
“Okay.” Was it that kind of conversation? That call and response?
Or was it the other kind, the “No, nol!” “Really, I insist!” “No, we

just couldn’t.,” “Okay, no, then.”

“Of course you can't pay. They will never let you,” Fassil said,
ending Saba’s deliberation. He announced, “T'll weigh the suit
case,” and there was a general sigh of approval. “But,” Fassil con-
tinued, “if it’s overweight, which it is, we are going to have to make
some tough choices.” He turned to Saba. “You are going to have
to make some tough choices.” She nodded and hoped silently that
it would come in at weight, please. If she could be granted one
earthly wish in this moment, that was what she would wish for. She

The Suitcase 125

watched Fassil heave the suitcase onto the scale and winced as the
needle that hovered, ahmost vibrated, above zero shot to the right.
Thirty kilos— ten kilos too heavy.

The crowd began to murmur anxiously, and a few shouted out
sounds of frustration. Then one by one, the guests began to speak
in turns, as if pleading their cases before a judge.

Konjit was the first up. She was old, at least seventy, a verified
elder who settled disputes and brokered weddings and divorces,
part of that council of respected persons that held a neighbor-
hood together. As Konjit walked toward Saba, Saba bowed a little.

“Norr,” Saba said, a sign of respect.

“Bugzer,” Konjit replied, acknowledging that the order of
things hadn’t been completely turned on its head. Konjit lifted
the edge of her shawl, flung it around her shoulder, and walked
slowly right up to the suitcase and unzipped it. She took out a
package of chickpeas and tossed it on the ground, and though
someone grumbled at this, Konjit just smoothed her pressed hair
behind her ears as if she were calming herself before an important
announcement, an orator about to make a speech, an actress set
to perform. Konjit held a hand up to the others who sat on the
couches and chairs, and waited for total silence. Then she turned
to Saba, put her hands on both her hips, which swayed as she
stepped closer to Saba, and said in a low voice that filied the small
space, “Please, Sabayaye, I haven’t scen my grandchildren since
they were two years old. How old are you?”

“Twenty,” Saba said apologetically.

“Twenty? Ah, in all the time you've been alive in this world 1
have not seen them, Imagine! 'm old now. Who can even say how
old I am? I'm too old to count and getting older. I want to send
this bread so they know people here love them.”

Most of the others in the room nodded in agreement, but not
Rahel. Rahel shook her head as she stood from the couch and
walked right up to Konjit, putting a hand on Konjit's arm. “Who
can say how old you are, Konjit? Me, I can say how old you are.
Not the number of years of course, but I can say for sure that I am
older than you. One month, remember.”

Rahel brought up that onc-month position of seniority often,
and Saba had come to expect it. Within just her first week there,
Saba learned that Rahel and Konjit had grown up and grown old
fighting often about things like which church had the most blessed
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holy water, Ledeta (Rahel) or Giorgis (Konjit), or whether it was
better Lo use white tefl flour (Konjit) or brown tetf flour (Rahel),
or where you could get the best deals on textiles, Mercato {Konjit)
or Sheromeda (Rahel). Without fail, each argument ended with
Rahel staking out a win by virtue of being slightly elder.

Rahel bent down and removed one of the three loaves of bread
from the suitcase and tried to hand it back to Konjit, who refused
to take it. Saba, wanting to hurry things along, reached out for the
loaf, but Rahel placed the bread on the floor by her feet. “You can
bake a loaf, Konjit, I give you that, but it takes you three hours to
make that bread? Eh? I spent two days—two days—making this
beautiful dore wat for my nepliew. The power kept switching off.
I had to go to Bole to freeze it in Sintayw’s freezer, and she has all
those kids and all those in-laws and hardly any space in her house,
let alone her freezer, but still, that's what it took to make this beau-
tiful wat. Then I had to wrap the container so tight that, should
any melt in transit, it will stay safe and secure—and with these old
old old fingers,” she said, putting up her index, middle, and ring
fingers. *Can you believe it? These old old fingers,” she said, now
raising her pinky and thumb. “These fingers a month older than
yours, Konjit.” She pulled Saba over and put her fanned fingers on
Saba's left shoulder, leaning on her. “Just take this beautiful wat for
me. It will be no problem, right”

Before Saba could say that this seemed reasonable, Wurro
walked up to Saba, and Saba shifted her attention again. “I may
not be the oldest, and my hands don’t ache like Rahel’s, but please,
think about this objectively, Saba,” said Wurro, whose utilitarian
views led her to make obviously questionable decisions, like em-
ploying fifteen workers in her small grocery so that fifteen more
paychecks went out each month and fifteen more families would
be happy, even if it put her one family on the verge of ruin. Wurro
never argued her utilitarian views as forcefully, though, as when
they matched her own purposes. She cleared her throat, and Saba
walted for what she feared would be another well-argued plea.
Wurro began, “If you don’t send this bread, Konjit, your family
will still eat bread. If you don't send this wat, Rahel, your family
will still eat wat.,” Wurro took Saba’s hand and said, “My niece had
a difficult pregnancy. You have to take this gunfo because if you
don't take it, well, there is no way to get gunfo in America, and
who has ever heard of a woman not eating gunfo after labor? If

The Suilcase 127

you don’t bring it, she won’t have it. Milk for the baby, gunfo for
the mother. It's natural logic. You can’t deny it.”

“But American women don’t eat gunfo. Do they eat gunfo,
Saba?” asked Lula,

“She’s never been pregnant in America, right? How would she
know?” asked Wurro.

“She’s never been pregnant here. Does she even know gunfo?”
Konijit asked.

Saba said, “T know gunfo,” and was met with whispered worcls of
approval, so she refrained from adding how hard she had to swal-
low to get a spoonful down of the thick paste made from (she’d
heard) corn, wheat, barley, or banana root, she wasn’t even sure.
Whatever gunfo was, she’d rather not bring it, if it was up to her,
but she wasn’t actually sure of that either, Was it up to her?

“Saba is a smart girl,” Lula said. “She probably read af least ten
books in the four weeks she was here.” Saba felt guilty then, be-
cause it was true that she had declined as many invitations as she
accepted, choosing sometimes to read alone at home. “She must
know Americans have high-tech things for women after their preg-
nancies. They don’t need gunfo,” Lula said, rearranging the con-
tents of the suitcase to make room for her own package. “But you
know what they do need in America? Have you ever tasted Ameri-
can butter?”

Lula looked at the others as if this would end the discussion.
She stood up, opened her arms. “Have you had American but-
ter?” No one spoke. Saba kept quiet, for of course she had eaten
American butter; but what good would it do to mention that now?
Besides, few had the courage to challenge strong-willed Lula, even
with the truth.

“No one here has ever had American butter, so then that settles
it.” Lula took out another of Konjit's loaves of bread and a bag of
roasted grains. “I have eaten American butter. [have tasted it with
my own tongue. { can say with certainty that American butter is
only the milk part, no spices, no flavor. It just tastes like fat. Please
bring this butter to my best friend for her wedding banquet,” Lula
said with her hands now pressed over her heart and looking plead-
ingly at Saba. “Ahwe, her wedding! And what a feat to get that man
to the altar. His gambling and staying out late and—"

“Aye aye aye,” Konjit interrupted, shaking her head and remov-
ing Lula's butter and putting a second loaf back into the suitcase.
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“You want her to bring butter so your friend can marry a bad man?
Have you ever heard such nonsense?” Konjit asked Saba. Saba
shrugged, and Konjit said, “See, she has never heard such non-
sense,” and Saba didn’t have the heart to correct her and didn't
have the heart not to correct her, and she didn’t know which would
have helped her bring this to the right resolution, so she just made
a vague gesture and let them finish.

“He is not a bad man, just a man man,” Lula said.

“Well, my son is a good man raising goed grandchildren. Lula,
my son brought you the stretchy pants you asked for from America
when he visited. Wurro, my son brought you a laptop last time
he came. Rahel, he brought you cereal with raisins, the kind you
always ask for. Fassil, he brought you books, since you have long
gone through everything at every library here, I assume. Saba, one
day if you live in Ethiopia, he will bring you something too, any-
thing you ask. Name something you miss here.”

“Too much talk, Konjit!” Rahel yelled. “The traffic, she has
to gol”

Konjit swatted away Rahel’s interruption and gestured to Saba.

Saba tried to think of what to say. She didn’t want to offend
them by making them believe she had lacked for anything. She
remembered how hurt Eonjit had been when Saba visited after
lunchtime, only to find a full meal waiting for her. When Saba
refused, Konjit insisted that the dishes were very clean and the
food fresh. That wasn’t as bad, though, as sitting down to eat “just
a little” and passing on the salad, the water, the cheese, the fruit,
eating only the lentils and bread, accepting some coffee but not
even the milk. “You have all been so kind to me,” Saba said, bow-
ing respectfully, pronouncing all her syllables perfectly, precisely,
as quickly as she could. “I have not missed a thing. But it’s late, and
it's true, the traffic is bad . . .”

Konjit dismissed Saba. “She has learned the Ethiopian way.
Good girl. Too polite to say you need anything here,” Konjit re-
plied, putting an arm on Saba’s shoulder. Konjit continued, “Okay,
don’t tell us, that’s okay. But if you visit again to stay a while, and if
you find you are homesick for something you grew accustomed to
there in America, my son will bring it. I1e is a good son. I am ask-
ing you to take two loaves of bread. Okay, forget about the third, I
don’t want to ask too much of you, even though I am an old lady
who has not seen her grandchildren in, oh, who knows how long.
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But these two loaves must stay in the suitcase, two loaves for my
three grandchildren so they know I am thinking about them. That
I have not forgotten them.” Saba could see that Konjit was too
proud to say what she really meant: she didn’t want her grandchil-
dren to forget about her, a fear she must bear, living so far away for
50 many years with only limited lines of connection.

Konjit's argument hung there in the air until Fikru stood hesi-
tantly and walked over to the suitcase, finding his bags of spices on
the floor beside it. He reached into the suitcase and took out three
Amharic-English dictionaries and tossed them onto the coffee ta-
ble. Hanna shouted out, “Ayel Why, Fikru, would you do that?”
She ran over and picked up the books, then threw them back in,
but Konjit took them out, for they crushed her bread.

Fikru, who kept opening his mouth to speak but found himself
overpowered by the more forceful voices, seized his opportunity
like a fourth-chair orchestral musician stealing a flourish at the
end of a number. He stood next to an overwhelined Saba and said,
“Everyone here has a relative in Seattle, yes? Then why is it that
only my son is going to pick Saba up from the airport?” He turned
to the others. “You talk about what so-and-so needs or has done,
but my son, without asking for anything, has volunieered to get
her. He will be carrying this heavy suitcase to his car. Then he will
take her to her dorm and bring this heavy suitcase up the stairs, if
there are stairs, or down the hall, should there be a hall. What can
it hurt to bring a few items for him?” Fikru showed Saba his items.
“Just a few bags of spices: corrorima, grain of paradise, berbere.
Please, Saba, a humble parcel for my humbile son.”

Saba turned to her uncle Fassil and discreetly pointed to her
watch. “Okay, you all have something to say,” Fassil offered, cutting
off the remaining guests who gathered around the suitcase, eager
to make their appeals. “But the traffic”

“Yes, the traffic,” said Fikru.

“The traffic,” Rahel and Konjit said in unison, and Lula nod-
ded.

Fassil turned to Saba. She asked him, “What do you want to do?”

“What do you want to do?” Fassil asked her. Though each per-
son in that room had his or her body turned to the suitcase, all
eyes were on Saba, who was trying to figure out how to navigate
this scene. They looked her over and imagined she looked so . . .
what? Different? Just . .. apart with her woven bag, which inter-
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mittently glowed with the light from her iPhone or beeped and
pinged and vibrated from the sound of her other gadgetry, her
American jeans tucked into tall leather boots, a white button-down
shirt and gold earrings, while they wore modest clothes and hand-
me-downs, some of which she had brought herself.

She had been in the country one whole month and had tried,
they must know, to learn the culture, to reacquaint herself with
her first home and fit in. And now, here she stood, on the last mo-
ments of her last day, still not sure what to do, while they looked at
her lovingly and with curiosity too. Saba felt the weight of choos-
ing what should be taken and what should be left behind. She was
looking for a way out and a way in, but she realized there really
were no shortcuts here.

“You have all been so kind,” Saba said. “Rahel, you took me to
listen to the Azmaris sing,” she said, omitting that she had been
too shy to dance such unfamiliar dances no matter how encour-
aging Rahel had been. A few days later, Rahel came back to take
her to one of the fancy new hotels where an American cover band
played to a foreign crowd, and Saba pretended to like being there.
She imagined Rahel had pretended too.

“Wurro, you took me to the holiday dinner, and we ate that
delicious raw meat,” Saba said, of course not mentioning that Fas-
sil had to take her to the clinic the next day to get Cipro for her
stomach cramps.

“Tikru, you brought me to Mercato to buy a dress,” Saba said.
But what she most remembered was spending the trip chasing af-
ter him through the labyrinthine alleyways; every so often, when
Fikru locked back at her, she would wave and smile, and he’d keep

. going, losing her twice.

She remembered the man with the messenger bag that morn-
ing, the one who had crossed the street, and his warning about
starting things you can'’t finish or giving up too soon. Saba walked
to the suitcase she had packed herself, fiiled with her own things,
and in one quick gesture opened it, emptied the contents. Her
best clothes fell to the floor: her favorite old jeans, most sophis-
ticated dresses, her one polished blazer, a new pair of rain boots,
‘T-shirts collected from concerts and trips and old relationships.
She pushed this empty suitcase to the center of the room.

“Dear friends, neighbors, and relatives,” she said in forced Am-
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haric, looking at the confused expressions that confronted her,
“please, now there is room for it all.”

There were gasps, whispers, whistles, an inexplicable loud thud,
but no laughter.

“Are you sure?” Fikru asked.

“This is the least I can do,” Saba said slowly. “It is the least I
can do.”

“What about your belongings?” Fassil asked. o

“We’ll keep them safe for lier in case she returns,” Konjit said,
her voice commanding the space.

“Until she returns,” Ralel corrected.

“Until you return?” Konjit asked, and Saba said yes.

Fassil got a bag, put Saba’s things in, and told her he 'v.vould
store it in his own closet. The two suitcases were packed, weighed
{the room applauded when both came in just under the limit-),
and thrown into the trunk of Fassil’s cax, which sagged a little in
the rear. There were three cars in their little caravan that headed
to the airport. The ride was slow. The weight of the overfull cars
possibly complicated the trip, as did the rocky side streets and, of
course, the congestion at the difficult intersections. They pressed
on, and they reached the airport with absolutely no time to spare.
Saba said quick, heartfelt goodbyes, thank-yous, made fresh prom-
ises, then pulled the two big suitcases onto a lxlggage cart. Her
family and friends of family watched from the waitl-ng area as she
moved quickly through the line to get her boarding pass. They
looked on as the two suitcases were weighed and thrown on the
screening belt, and they saw her pass the main checkpoint. Every
time she looked back to the lobby, she could catch glimpses of
them on tiptoe, waiting to see if they might connect with her one

more time.
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" I got the idea for this story when a relative was traveling to Addis Aba-
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of cereal with raisins and a very specific style of stretch pants for someone
in Ethiopia. I thought this was a pretty funny, almost surreal mission, but
these two countries can feel so removed from cach other that this experi-
ence felt heightened and urgent.

When [ thought about this suitcase, I imagined a little portal between
two worlds opening up for just a moment, then closing, and then another
little portal would open up again somewhere new when someonc else was
making the trip, then it too would slam shut, and so on. I imagined all
of these tiny channels between hard-to-bridge worlds opening and clos-
ing, which felt very personal, whimsical, and also tense. Because of the
inherent scarcity of physical exchange between such communities, every
opportunity for connection, even a seemingly mundane one, has weight.
This scarcity, I thought, might also call into question, shift, or emphasize
interpersonal dynamics and relationships in complicated ways. I came to
recognize this as a complex, ripe moment to explore through fiction.



