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​Chapter 1: Satisfied, but Not Content
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Toby gazed out over his land as he sipped his strong espresso, his sixth of the day. The miserable grey day made a sudden comeback as if for his personal enjoyment, to provide him with a wonderful winter sunset. He loved living here in the rolling Somerset hills and he knew he was privileged to have an office with such an outlook. He felt satisfied: satisfied with the way his business had developed, satisfied with his property portfolio, and satisfied with where he lived. Satisfied but not content; he felt lonely and unfulfilled.

It had been four years since his wife Margaret had left him, although she had probably mentally left him some time before that. They were hardly into adulthood when they were married, and they were very much in love. They couldn't have children, so their business became Toby’s child-substitute. Toby devoted so much time, effort and energy to it that there was little left for Margaret. It's a common enough story; he should have seen their break-up coming. He didn't, and so they were divorced. On a bad day he would wonder how different life could have been had they had children.

Many would look at him with some degree of envy—or so he thought. He had enough money to do anything he desired, a stunning house and a decent-sized plot of countryside that kept him busy. He had several ongoing projects on his land that he shared with his part-time gardener George. He liked working with George. They would talk a lot as they worked together. Like other gardeners, George was also a bit of a philosopher. Mary would come every Tuesday to clean Toby’s house and do his washing. His house was never that dirty, though, as Toby liked to do a bit of cleaning himself. He had to keep busy all the time; it helps to keep the loneliness in check.

Toby carried his early sixties well. He knew he was slightly overweight, but his love for food was a foundational, non-negotiable part of his life—a condition he’d long since accepted. What shape he did have he owed entirely to the gleaming, hardly used gym he’d installed in the basement shortly after Margaret walked out.

He was, by most accounts, a good-looking man, defined by penetrating, ice-blue eyes and a still-full head of auburn hair. But it was the distinctive scar bisecting his right cheek that drew the eye. It lay there, a dramatic white line that seemed to whisper of dark secrets and dangerous escapades in some far-flung African port. In reality, it was the souvenir of a teenage bicycle accident—a clumsy, undignified fall that had introduced his cheek to his bicycle bell.

During his solitary weekends, the house often became too quiet, forcing him into the echo chamber of his own mind. He spent hours there, feeling the sharp, specific pang of loneliness, turning it over and over, struggling to name its root. Deep down, beneath the layers of denial, he understood the truth: he wasn't a very likeable person. And the deeper, colder truth that settled on him was the certainty that he lacked the will—or the desire—to ever change.

Toby’s social life was reasonable. He always made the effort, driven by a fear of becoming isolated, knowing the detrimental effect that can have on his mental health. He would drive long distances, or sometimes catch a plane, just to spend a little time with an old friend, knowing they would probably not do the same for him. He would meet his handful of local friends for breakfast occasionally, which was fun. They would talk for hours about history, current events, music and politics. In fact, just about anything except feelings. Men of their age didn't talk about feelings.

Sometimes he would pop into his local for a pint, but nothing much ever came of those visits; no friendships developed from them. He never made any effort to find another partner. What was the point? He hasn't changed so it would probably just go wrong again. Something was missing from his life. He had thought about it logically but was unable to get to the bottom of it.

Toby’s phone rang; it was Mandy, his letting agent for the last 14 years.

“Did we get it, Toby?”

“Yes. It's a good flat and nearly ready to go. I’ll drop the keys off tomorrow and you can have a look yourself. It needs a deep clean, new white goods and a few bits and pieces, and it should be good to let more or less straight away.”

“Okay, I’ll drop in tomorrow and report back on what needs doing. According to my calculations that brings your portfolio up to 48 units.”

“If you say so, I stopped counting ages ago.”

Toby had built up his property holdings from a standing start in the early 1990s. It was a good time to buy in Bristol and Toby had discovered he had an eye for a bargain. Prices were on the rise so he found he could have a new valuation soon after every purchase and use the mortgage to buy the next property. It was different now, but that is how it started. Sometimes, the property would just be dirty and need only superficial work to add dramatically to the value; others would need more work. For this he had a reliable team of self-employed, quality tradespeople. It was all going like a steam train.
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​Chapter 2: Foundations and Footprints
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Lawana was in her eighties now. She had left her home town of Kingston, Jamaica, and signed up as a trainee nurse when she first arrived in Bristol, not long after the War. By the time her training was completed, she had joined the NHS as one of the founding nurses of the vital new healthcare system that was the envy of the world. She had married Aldane on her eighteenth birthday, just before they set sail for Bristol.

Aldane had found it hard to get work, even though he was a skilled mechanic. He had to take any job going and just put up with the low pay and racial abuse, although he always put it down to fear rather than just hate. He had been active in the now-famous Bristol Bus Boycott of 1963, when the Bristol Omnibus Company refused to hire Black or Asian crew. The community responded by boycotting their buses, bringing about widespread attention and support, sometimes from unexpected corners. The company caved in under such economic and political pressure and started hiring Black and Asian crew by the end of that year. Fortunately for Aldane, he was hired as a bus mechanic and for the first time in his life in England he had security and the satisfaction that he had played some small part in bringing about the Race Relations Act of 1968.

Lawana’s gaze drifted to the mantelpiece, lingering on the silver-framed photograph of Aldane in his grease-stained overalls, a spanner in one hand and a rare, triumphant grin on his face. Sadly, Aldane had passed away in 1978 at the age of just 57. Lawana had thought about him at least once a day ever since. The man had done his best to look after her and their only daughter, Amina. By the time Aldane died, Amina had already been living with Tony for some time: “That man is a waste of space,” Aldane would say. By the time Blossom was born, Tony was already proving him right. Aldane loved his granddaughter Blossom and, in spite of his failing health, she brightened up his last two years on the planet.

Blossom phoned Mandy, the letting agent for her flat.

“Hello Mandy, it’s Blossom Morris from flat 47 here.”

“Hello Blossom,” Mandy’s voice was crisp, the background noise of a busy office humming through the line. “How can I help you today?”

“It’s about my grandma,” Blossom said, her voice dropping as if Lawana might hear her through the miles of wire. “She’s eighty now, Mandy. She’s beginning to show signs of dementia. I need her to come and live with us so I can keep an eye on her.”

There was a pause, followed by the noise of a filing cabinet being opened. “If I remember correctly, it’s just you and the two boys in that unit?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“How old are the boys now?”

“Eleven and fifteen.”

“I’m sorry, Blossom, but I don’t see how that’s feasible. It’s a small three-bedroom flat. With a teenage son and an elderly woman with medical needs, the lack of space makes it a non-starter.”

“Please,” Blossom cut in, her heart hammering. “It’s vital. I’m all she has and I don’t want her going into a home. Could you please, at least, put it to Mr Bennett?”

Mandy sighed, the sound of a woman who had given this speech a thousand times. “I’ll ask him, Blossom. But I wouldn’t go making up a bed for her just yet. I don’t hold out much hope.”

“Promise anyway?”

“Yes,” Mandy said, “I will ask him.”
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​Chapter 3: A Change of Heart
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Toby phoned Mandy.

“Sorry I couldn't take your call earlier but I was driving. Everything alright?”

“Yes, fine. I just needed your approval to buy a new washing machine for No. 17.”

“How many times have I told you? You don't need to ask me for permission to spend anything you think is reasonable until it exceeds a thousand pounds.”

“Okay, okay, I will remember next time.”

“Anything else, Mandy?”

“Well yes, the tenant in number 47 has a question. I said no but I promised I would run it past you.”

“Remind me who the tenant is?”

“It's the Morris family. Single mother, two sons, one is a teenager. She wants to move her eighty-year-old grandmother in.”

“Well I can't see that working. It's quite a small three-bedroom flat, isn't it?”

“It is small. I agree with you, that is why I said no.”

Although neither of them really appreciated it, that short discussion and the resulting decision would have serious implications for the whole of the Morris family. They hadn't considered that, nor did they think it was their role to feel responsible for the tenants' personal problems.

Toby said, “I think you should pay them a visit to make sure they are not moving her in anyway.”

Mandy did a brilliant job of handling Toby’s tenants and properties. She had been doing it for almost fifteen years and never really put a foot wrong. She had a good attitude towards the tenants but could be tough when required. She knew Toby’s style and liked it. He believed in offering a home fit for purpose, even if the tenants were on housing benefit, which the majority were. The property and everything in it had to be in top working order. If a boiler failed in the middle of winter, he would insist on sorting it out as soon as possible and provide electric heaters until it had been repaired or replaced.

Of course, occasionally it was necessary to be harsh, which Mandy did not like, but she knew it had to be done. Very occasionally it had been necessary to turn someone out of their home, but that was always a last resort. One occasion was because the tenants had bought a large and dangerous-looking dog; on another, it was because a fourth member of the family had moved in without permission, causing the property to become overcrowded. Mostly, it was because the rent had not been paid—the one thing Toby was inflexible about.

It was a glorious, warm spring afternoon, so Toby decided to leave the office and work outside on his new rockery project. He quickly changed into his ragged working clothes. They smelt of sweat, oil, and earth, but he liked that smell; it made him feel capable and self-sufficient. He began heaving the heavy limestone rocks into place, packing earth between them and occasionally standing back to check the shape. He loved alpine plants and could visualise them planted between the rocks like little priceless jewels.

Toby grunted, muscles straining, as he heaved the final rock into place. A sense of achievement was interrupted as a sudden and unexpected pain clawed at his chest. Familiar symptoms of indigestion morphed into something terrifying; pain radiated down his left arm. His vision blurred, the vibrant colours of the garden melting into a sickly grey haze. Panic clawed at his throat, cold sweat erupting on his brow as he went down. Barely conscious, face contorted with pain, he was just able to realise he was having a heart attack, but knew he could do nothing about it.

As luck would have it, George decided that, as it was a nice dry afternoon, he would put in a few hours gardening. As he came around the corner, he saw Toby slumped over the rockery and rushed towards him. Toby was just about aware of George's calloused hands moving him to a more comfortable position. Quickly, George assessed the situation with practised ease. He reached for his mobile phone—the one he swore he would never possess until his daughter gave it to him on his seventy-second birthday—and phoned 999.

As Toby lay in his hospital bed a wave of depression came over him. He began to realise life will never quite be the same. Later he would come to appreciate that that may be a good thing. A nurse came into Toby’s room, removed the clipboard that was hanging on the end of his bed and began to perform various checks.

She said, “You have been very lucky, Mr Toby.”

Toby said, “Just Toby will be fine. Please explain to me how having a heart attack is lucky?”

She said, “Well in the first place you have a good friend who saved your life; secondly the ambulance driver told me your friend trained as a paramedic; and thirdly, the operation to implant three stents went extremely well. You could be back to normal before you know it.”

Toby asked, "What is your name?”

“Blossom. And one more way you are lucky, you have me to look after you.”

“Wel, Blossom, in the space of five minutes you have taken me from depressed to feeling that I am a lucky man. You are very good at what you do.”

“Well, thank you kind sir!”

“Have you been a nurse for a long time?”

“It was in my blood to be a nurse. My grandmother came from Kingston, Jamaica in 1948 and started working for the NHS. She stayed there until she retired. So, you see it really is in my blood.”

“Well I am very pleased to have you looking after me, Blossom.”

“When you leave here you will need to take things easy for a while. What do you do for a living?”

“I run a property business. I suppose you would call me a professional landlord.”

“You must rest and avoid stress.”

“Well I have my gardener George – the one who saved my life – and Mary to take care of me at home and Mandy to take care of my business.”

“Where might your properties be?”

“Ashley and Easton mainly.”

“Rest now, tea will be around soon.”

He could be my landlord! Houses in Ashley; the name Mandy; I just need to check the name on the clipboard. Bennett, yes it is him, I recognise the name. He is my landlord.

Blossom breathed deeply.

Most of the time he has been a good landlord: when my boiler had to be replaced he did it the same week; when Ricardo lost his cool and broke the wash-hand basin he only charged me £50 to fit a new one. Some years ago I asked if my grandma could come and live with us. He said I had a three-bedroom flat and that it was only big enough for me and my two sons, one being a teenager. I never asked him if he could let us have a larger flat, so I never knew what the answer would have been. So now Grandma often came to stay with us. She should have lived with us but the landlord would not permit it. I begrudge it a little but still I am a professional nurse and will continue to do my job to the best of my ability. Since I have never met him before as my landlord, he will never know who I am.

Blossom poked her head around the door, “George would like to visit you in an hour. Is that alright?”

One very big advantage of being able to afford private healthcare is the ability to be able to have visitors most times of the day. Even so, Toby was feeling pretty down and it was hard to imagine how George could cheer him up.

“Yes, that will be good.”

An hour later George arrived.

“George, it's good to see you. Thank you for visiting.”

“Good to see you looking a bit better than the last time I saw you. I've brought you a taste of spring from your garden.”

Well George did it, he threw Toby a lifeline.

“Thank you, George, and by the way thank you for saving my life.”

“No problem, you were paying for my time anyway. I just did a little less gardening that day.”

“So tell me George, how come you are trained as a paramedic?”

“I signed up to the RAF as an 18-year-old back in 1956 and trained as a Medic. After my initial 30-week training I specialised in Casualty Evacuation. Never thought I would use it again though.”

“How was your time in the RAF?”

“At first it was good, then I was posted to Eastleigh Air Station near Nairobi, Kenya. It was the Mau Mau Uprising. Nasty business. I was only a boy and I saw too much, far too much. I had not long finished there and they posted me to Aden, which was even worse. I thought about trying to get out but in the end I did the full twelve years.”

“I had no idea.”

“Well it doesn't often come up in conversation.”

He continued, “I’ll be on my way now. By the way Mary said she will try to visit tomorrow, after she drops the kiddies off at school.”

The next morning Blossom came with Toby’s breakfast.

“How are you on this beautiful sunny morning?”

“I saw the doctor yesterday so, not so good.”

“Yes I heard. You have to have another stent, so you will have the pleasure of my company for a little longer.”

“For that one little thing I am grateful.”

“Ah, here is your visitor for this morning.”

Mary came in and sat by the bed.

“It's only a fleeting visit as I have a lot on today. You know, kids and all.”

“Thanks for making the effort Mary, I really appreciate it.”

“Of course, I am going to make the effort Toby. Here, I have bought you a book.”

“Thanks Mary. Seeds of Hope: A Life in Africa, I shall enjoy reading that.”

They chatted for a few minutes before Mary left and he was alone again. The air in the private room thrummed with a low, almost imperceptible vibration, the subtle hum of the heart monitor a constant, gentle pulse against the quiet. The soft squeak of a nurse's shoes on the linoleum, a reassuring presence. His own breathing, a little less laboured now, was the most prominent sound, a testament to the procedure's success. The room felt suspended, a quiet bubble of recovery, where the gentle rhythm of machines and the subtle sounds of human care created a fragile, hopeful peace. The faint, distant clink of a metal tray in the hallway, or the soft murmur of voices, served as a gentle reminder of the world outside, a world he was slowly, steadily returning to.

Something had changed for Toby since his heart attack and his stay in hospital. He had been touched by the support from his friends and work colleagues. Even Mandy had shown him some real feeling, not something she is inclined to do often. Then there is Blossom; what a wonderful human being he had thought. Kind of beautiful in a chubby, traditional way with a smile to light up even a hospital room. Maybe she was just doing her job, but there is no doubt in Toby’s mind she helped him through it. Toby knew he would never be the same again. Reading the book Mary had given him had been a revelation. He had followed it up by reading other books in the same vein. Yes these books had helped him pass the time during his long home recovery but they had inspired him too. He felt a bit like Saul of Tarsus when he was struck by lightning on the road to Damascus. He had been sort of struck by lightning after all.

Toby phoned Mandy, “I am going away next month and will be away for six weeks. Are you confident in handling everything in my absence?”

“Of course. Where are you going?”

“Ethiopia actually.”

“What! Holiday?”

“Not exactly, although you can call it a holiday if you like.”

“Tell me more, I’m intrigued.”

“I intend to use the skills that I may possibly possess and the money that I certainly do possess and put them to good use.”

“Doing what?”

“I will be going to a town in the Southern Highlands called Turmi. I will be setting up a small medical centre there dealing with medical and social issues arising from childbirth in very young girls.”

"Are there many young mothers there?”

“Many, far too many. There are many issues when girls give birth too young. Without going into detail, it can lead to a lifetime of social isolation for a young mother.”

“You think you can fix it?”

“Of course I can't fix it but I am certainly going to try to help where I can.”

“I know what you are like when you put your mind to something. I am sure you can help.”

"Thanks Mandy, I have set my heart on this project.”

​
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​Chapter 4: The Weight of Responsibility
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Blossom was feeling stretched and pulled in too many directions. The situation with her Grandma was becoming more and more demanding. It was becoming dangerous for her living in that house by herself. She hadn't fallen down the stairs yet, but Blossom felt sure it was only a matter of time. She had been lucky last year when she forgot about the kettle boiling on the stove; she may not be so lucky next time.

Moving in with Blossom and the boys was no longer an option. Her landlord had ruled that out. Mandy, the letting agent, had even visited to make sure Blossom wasn't just moving Grandma in any way—something she would never dream of doing. Blossom had tried to visit her Grandma as often as possible, but with her nursing shifts and looking after the boys, it was becoming increasingly difficult.

When Grandma’s vascular dementia had been diagnosed, the doctor had explained how things would only get worse as impaired blood flow to the brain wreaked havoc. This would affect most areas of her everyday life and make living by herself impossible. Blossom had to find her a suitable home.

Blossom had been burning the candle at both ends, juggling as many shifts as she could manage. Money was always tight, but with the boys growing into young men, the financial strain was becoming unbearable. She yearned to provide them with the best possible start in life, ensuring they had the same opportunities as their peers, from extracurricular activities to school trips. The cost of running a household and feeding a growing family was a constant struggle. Driven by pride and a fierce determination to provide for her loved ones, Blossom had reluctantly placed her name on the housing list—a decision spurred on by the encouragement of her lifelong friend, Orla.

Dwayne was a bright and kind boy with a genuine thirst for learning, as his school reports consistently noted. He excelled academically, always eager to absorb new information. His thoughtfulness extended beyond the classroom; he regularly visited his great-grandmother without prompting, a testament to his compassionate nature. Dwayne possessed a strong sense of empathy and had a good head on his shoulders. He often had friends over after school, and Blossom appreciated their politeness and respect. She envisioned a bright future for Dwayne, hoping he would achieve academic success and embark on a fulfilling career. Above all, she cherished his innate good manners—a quality she knew would serve him well throughout his life. Blossom was immensely proud of the young man he was becoming.

Ricardo was different. He gave his mother a lot of grief. He didn't seem to have any interest in school at all; in fact, he often played truant. Several times the local authority had visited Blossom to discuss ways of getting him to attend school, something she found hugely embarrassing. She had always thought it would become more difficult as he grew older; she just had no idea how difficult. As a fifteen-year-old, all he wanted to do was hang out with his friends and act cool. Looking cool seemed to be the most important thing in his life right now. Ricardo didn't often bring his friends home, but the ones Blossom had met did not impress her at all—not at all.

On top of all the issues, including trying to find a home for Grandma, Blossom had another setback. When she was cleaning Ricardo’s bedroom on her day off, she found a bag of drugs and a wad of money—nearly two hundred pounds. She had no option other than to confront him about it when he got back from school.

“Ricardo, I found this cash under your mattress along with a bag of drugs. What have you been up to?”

Ricardo didn't even flinch. “None of your business. Where’s my skunk?”

“I flushed it down the toilet.”

“What! You’ve got no right to do that, Mum.”

“I have every right so long as you are my responsibility and live in my house.”

“Well, give me my money back.”

“Don't talk to me like that,” Blossom snapped. “No, I will not, unless you can explain where you got it.”

“A friend lent it to me.”

“I am not stupid, Ricardo. You have been selling drugs, haven't you?”

“None of your business.” With that, he turned and left the flat, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the frames on the wall.

Now, this was a very worrying situation for Blossom. She had been concerned about this type of thing since she came home from work early with a headache and found Ricardo with two so-called friends smoking skunk. What they were doing was bad enough, but the way those boys acted towards her was bordering on threatening—at best, very rude.

The next question for Blossom was what to do with the money she had confiscated. She obviously could not hand it back to Ricardo so he could carry on with whatever he was up to, yet she couldn't hand it into the police without getting them involved. He was a Black youth in Bristol, and the police did not always behave as they should.

Should she keep it and use it to pay for something on her list? A new washing machine, perhaps; a winter jacket for Dwayne; a new set of bedding for Ricardo—since he had long since grown out of his dinosaur-printed duvet—or just put the money on to the electric meter?

Of course, her greatest concern was who the money actually belonged to. Would Ricardo be in danger if he didn't return it? How could he put me in this situation, she wondered. The decision was a terrifying, silent line she could not uncross.

Blossom called at the police station on her way to work, the bright blue building jarring against the pre-dawn grey. It took a ragged breath to push open the glass doors. Her uniform—crisp, starched white cotton—felt less like clothing and more like a fragile shield against the institutional smell of stale coffee, cheap disinfectant, and low-grade paranoia that saturated the lobby.

The duty constable, mid-yawn behind the desk, snapped upright. He didn't see a nervous woman; he saw the uniform. He saw trust. The respect it commanded was instant, unquestioning, and utterly essential to her plan.

Her voice, usually gentle on the ward, came out firm: "I need to speak to the duty officer. Immediately, and in private."

No questions were asked. The Sergeant, a man with tired eyes and a clipped tone, was summoned at once. Blossom was led away from the chaos of the front desk, past the murmuring administrative offices, and through a door marked Private. The silence that dropped in the small, windowless interview room was thick and absolute. She sat down on the hard plastic chair, the pristine white of her uniform a startling contrast to the room’s muted grey walls, and felt the first tremor of doubt. Her heart began to hammer against the starched linen, signalling that the most difficult part of her decision was only just beginning.

“I am Sergeant Hudd. How may I help?”

Placing the money on the counter, Blossom said, “I found this cash under the mattress of my 15-year-old son. I don't know what to do about it.”

“I’ve got three teenagers myself so I know it can be difficult. Do you have any more information about it?”

“No, nothing at all.”

After some thought: “So with no further information there is nothing we can do. I can come and talk to your son if you think that would help?”

“Yes I think it might help, thank you. But what should I do with the money?”

“Well since there is no evidence of any crime having been committed I think you should keep it. What is your son's name?”

“Ricardo.”

“Okay, I will come round on Wednesday evening at about 6:30. Here is my card, please phone me if he is not going to be in. Please write down your address here.”

“Thank you so much.”

“You are welcome. Try not to worry too much.”

A kaleidoscope of faces greeted Toby as he boarded the flight from London Heathrow to Addis Ababa Bole International Airport. Flowing robes, intricately woven headscarves, and sharply tailored suits—a tangible representation of the diverse destinations this flight would touch. The air thrummed with a medley of languages, a soft, melodic hum that spoke of far-flung homelands. Beneath the standard airplane scent, a tantalising medley of spices and unfamiliar aromas wafted from the galley: the pungent tang of berbere, and a sweet, smoky fragrance he couldn't quite place. It was a sensory journey before the wheels had even left the tarmac, a promise of the exotic adventures that lay ahead.

Toby started a conversation with the passenger in the next seat. That was unusual for him; starting conversations had never been his strong point but it helped to pass the eight-hour flying time. It still left plenty of time to ponder what he had let himself in for and how he would approach it. It could be a complete failure but he had often confronted failure in the past. Anyway, he had never lacked confidence and always found a challenge exciting. This was certainly going to be a challenging project and Ethiopia may be a challenging place for all he knew.

Toby had travelled a lot in his youth. Never having gone to university he had spent his early years between starting an enterprise, failing, travelling and starting all over again. He had hitch-hiked all over India; visited most countries in Europe and crossed North Africa. Later on, when his business started to show signs of success, he travelled in some style: USA, Caribbean, Far East, South America; but never sub-Saharan Africa. That made this trip even more exciting.

The flight landed more or less on time, around 6:00 am. Toby collected his luggage and moved over to the Domestic Terminal. He was booked on the eight o’clock flight to Arba Minch so there was little time to spare. Although he arrived at the gate just in time there was nothing happening; no security, no planes and no passengers. Toby settled down to a strong espresso, brewed over a charcoal brazier and waited for something to happen. He was tired and getting grumpy. He wanted to just get the journey over with. To try and find out what sort of delay he could expect he found the first official-looking person.

Toby said, “How much longer will my flight to Arba Minch be delayed?”

The official looked at his watch and then the departure board and said, “This flight should be running on time.”

Toby said, “But it's already 10:00 now.”

The official said, “No Sir, it is 3:55. This must be your first time in Ethiopia.”

“You are right, it is. Why?”

“Well in Ethiopia we have our own time system. It is 6 hours behind yours so when you say ten o’clock we will call it four o'clock, so your flight will depart in four hours at eight o'clock. The time changes when you move from the international terminal to the domestic one.”

“I see, thank you for your help.”

“Watch out for the thirteenth month as well. Enjoy your stay in Ethiopia.” he said as he scurried off to continue his work.

On cue the Bombardier turboprop aircraft landed and taxied towards the gate. The sound and vibration of the massive propellers just a few feet from the observation glass screen sent a thrill through Toby’s body. It felt like he was going into the unknown, deep into the Horn of Africa.

The first attempt to land at Arba Minch failed, as it often does. Olive baboons had invaded the landing strip. It is a game to them; they hear the plane coming, rush on to the airport then play cat and mouse with the ground staff before they will eventually allow it to land.

Four or five young fit men attack the luggage hold and, in the intense heat, manually unload the bags on to a hand-pulled cart; heave it to the arrivals terminal and hand-ball it through a hole in the side of the building on to a modern-looking carousel, the same as any airport. Good job there are only three flights a week.

From the airport Toby takes a bajaj (known as a tuk-tuk in India) to the Tourist Hotel in the centre of Arba Minch. His fixer Azeb told him to book in here and he will collect him in the morning. Toby made contact with Azeb through an old friend who has worked as a cameraman for the BBC. Apparently he is one of the best fixers in Ethiopia with an impressive list of documentary films he has worked on. Toby was able to get him interested in working for him because he was doing something that would help his people, the Hamar people and because it was his quiet time of year.

Toby had spent months immersed in every book, documentary and report he could find about Ethiopia and its tribal systems. Eventually he had to focus so this led him to the Hamar tribe and the town of Turmi. Everything was now in place to get started. Toby had the time, money, location and a good fixer. He couldn't wait to get this project off the ground.
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​Chapter 5: Healing in the Highlands
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Several years have passed since Toby started his project in Turmi. Many of his friends have asked him why he chose such an obscure subject as childbirth in young mothers. Toby finds he always has to first explain the consequences of complications: isolation from family and friends, and living in pain and fear.

Toby focused on this because it seemed so devastating, yet often so easy to put right; it was a cause neglected by other charities that chose simpler and more obvious ways to help the people of Ethiopia. As he had expected, it proved far more complicated than simply opening a health centre in Turmi and employing a couple of midwives. That was okay, though; Toby dealt well with complexity and had a good head for detail.

Finding premises and bringing them up to a suitable standard was the first objective. It soon got complicated, however, and there were many bureaucratic hoops to jump through—achieved with the help of his trusty fixer, Azeb, who wasn't called a ‘fixer’ for nothing.

The next stage was more difficult: finding staff. Toby was able to employ two midwives from the local area, but their level of training was poor; this was immediately and greatly improved by the purchase of technical books from England. He took the further step of finding a suitable young woman from the local Hamar village and sending her to Addis Ababa for full training. She is in place now, and she is magnificent.

The team Toby has today comprises four midwives, Azeb (now employed full-time as a manager and driver—and, of course, still fixing), two local women to help where needed, and an accountant. It became clear that the idea of performing even simple surgery at the centre was a fantasy; consequently, the centre—now called Happy Place Medical Centre (not Toby’s choice of name, as it sets a high bar)—has matured into something quite different. The midwives now go into the villages and settlements, mostly of the Hamar people, to help with births. Successful births with the help of a qualified midwife can often stop problems from occurring in the first place.

Sometimes it is impossible to stop harm from occurring, often because of the young age of the wives. Although child marriage is illegal in Ethiopia, it is estimated that 40% of women become young mothers before the age of 18. Once Toby recognised this fact, he started sending out his midwives to try to educate the women. Of course, it would not work unless the men could be brought on board. This is where Toby’s natural charisma and management skills came into play. Over the last few years, he had made many visits to the villages and worked hard to gain their confidence. Sometimes gifts of useful items for the village went a long way in building bridges. This was the part of the whole project that Toby loved most.

A girl facing deeply personal medical issues would arrive at the centre seeking not just treatment, but sanctuary. Here, she was immediately enveloped by nutritional care and gentle routines, which offered a chance to finally rest and begin restoring her physical health. Crucially, mental health support began immediately, providing a safe space to process the trauma and anxiety surrounding her condition and laying the foundation for emotional healing alongside the physical.

Depending on the complexity of the required operation, Azeb would personally arrange her transport to either the regional facility in Arba Minch or the specialised hospitals in Addis Ababa, with the full cost of the surgery covered by Toby.

Following the procedure, she returned to the centre. The recuperation phase was a dual commitment: physical wounds were nursed meticulously while the counselling sessions intensified. This was the critical time to integrate her experience, build self-worth, and mentally prepare her for the challenging transition back to her village.

Toby didn't just monitor the medical outcomes; he tracked the human ones. What truly satisfied him was the quiet but profound level of acceptance the girls found upon returning to their homes. They were no longer the outcast—the one carrying shame—but a vital part of the family fabric, able to perform their roles as mother, wife, sister, and friend. That restoration of dignity and belonging—that final act of communal healing—was the deep, undeniable purpose that drove Toby.

Now Toby was on his way back to Turmi again, fifteen hours into his long and quite tedious journey. He was armed with more books, a laptop, a collection of relevant videos and online teaching courses, some physical equipment, presents for the staff and, of course, money. He was as excited as ever in anticipation of seeing the progress since his last visit and looking forward to meeting the latest member of the team—a Hamar girl called Deka.

Deka had left her village, Dimeka, at the crack of dawn. It was early, but there were other people about. She passed her brother, Shil, as he herded the goats up to some fresh pasture. Other people were bustling around, putting their lives back in order after days of festivities. There had been several days when all the women prepared their finest food and drink for the feast. It was hard work, but it was fun, and it was lovely for Deka to spend quality time with some of her relatives—ones she didn't see that often. As she walked, she relived the festivities of the previous days.

Once everything was prepared, they gathered on a holy piece of land where the men had already taken the cattle. Wario, Deka’s cousin, would perform the cow jumping ritual today. If he was able to run over the backs of the eight cattle (plus a small calf at each end to help him up) without falling off, run back over them and repeat it three more times, he would be on the road to becoming a man.

Deka and the rest of the girls danced around the cattle to tire them out so they were easier to keep in line for the jump. The girls were dressed for the occasion with bells on their legs, their best clothing and jewellery, and fine hair styles that had taken hours to get just right. The Maza had arrived earlier with their bunch of miceres—specially prepared whipping sticks that can only be used once before being discarded. Deka jumped up and down in front of the Maza begging to be whipped. He obliged and she blew on her little trumpet to alleviate the pain as she jumped again and received several slashes.
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