
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 18 
MEETING MESFIN  

 
 “The journey was not about us. 

 It was about what God could do through us.” 
—Missy Maxwell Worton 

 
Early the next day, Dave picked Mark and me up at The Academy so that we could go meet an attorney 
by the name of Mesfin. We didn’t know much more about him, other than he came highly 
recommended by Pochi’s attorney. Dave turned up a street that was under construction, and we were 
immediately greeted with a dust cloud that had us rolling our windows up at record speeds. We made 
our way to the top of the hill, and we parked next to a four-story building. No one seemed to be on 
the streets, but who could blame them?  We looked like a mud bath gone wrong. 

We continued to wait. And wait. 
“So,” Mark asked, “have you ever met this guy?” 
Dave looked at Mark with a smile and shook his head, no. 
“Does he know who you are?” Mark asked. 
“No,” Dave said. 
“How are we supposed to know this guy when we see him?” Mark asked. 
“He will know you,” Dave answered. Oh, that’s reassuring, I thought. Here we sit on a dusty side road, 

waiting to meet a stranger, and none of us know what he looks like.  
After a few passes of the roller equipment that sent dust into our lungs, there was a tap on the 

driver’s window from a person outside. Dave quickly rolled his window down. The two spoke a few 
seconds and then he turned to us. “He wants me to move the car, and you two get out and follow 
him,” he said. 

“Is that Mesfin?” Mark asked. 
“I don’t know,” Dave said. “I believe so.” 
Mark and I made our way to the sidewalk where this man was standing. He was tall at six foot 

one, with broad shoulders that made him look larger than life. His face was framed with a well-
groomed haircut, mustache, and goatee. He was soft-spoken as he offered his hand to Mark. “My 
name is Mesfin,” he said.  

Mark shook his hand and introduced him to me. He briefly shook my hand then looked around 
as if to see if anyone was watching or following us. Without a word, he motioned for us to follow him 
into a four-story building. We could see that he was a very quiet individual, one that said very little, if 
anything at all. 

We walked in and went through a security system while the guards sat in their chairs. We obviously 
didn’t pose much of a threat. The building looked like it was pulled out of the pages of the past. No 
lights were on. We followed Mesfin up to the third floor, and we stood in the dark hallway as he 
fumbled with his lock. Mark was watching his every move. We had already been turned down by 
several lawyers before we came. We knew Adeferese had powerful influence over the city, and anyone 



who would stand up against him might easily be intimidated. Would this man stand up for us? He had 
a lot to lose, but if he didn’t stand for us, we had everything to lose. 

He finally opened the door to his office. It was cold, like the rest of the building. It reminded us 
of a scene out of a 1960s movie. The lights seemed to struggle to come on and warm the room. In the 
center of the room was a metal desk with a beautiful mahogany bookshelf standing behind it, sparsely 
decorated with a few legal books. The walls were stark white, waiting for something to dress them. 
His desk was clean—not even a phone or picture sat on it. He laid the pile of files that he was holding 
on the center of the desk and seemed to place them in order. Finally, he sat down, pulled his chair in, 
drew his hands together, and looked at us for a moment. Mark wondered if this was the man who 
would be able to help us leave Ethiopia with our daughter.  

The meeting began with an awkward silence. 
A couple minutes later, Mesfin said, “I’ve talked to a few people about your case. They think I 

should run the other way.” 
Mark and I sat, not sure if we should say anything. 
“I have never dealt with the adoption courts. I work with companies. What am I doing taking such 

a case?” Mesfin mused. 
We didn’t know what to say. Was this his way of bailing out too? Our hearts sank. 
“I want to hear what happened from you,” he said. “Tell me your story. Why is this man after 

you?” He unfolded his fingers and leaned back in his comfy chair, ready to hear every detail. 
Mark took a breath and looked at me before starting. I nodded for him to be the storyteller. For 

the next 30 minutes, Mark told Mesfin how we happened to be sitting in front of him on this day. 
From time to time, I would interject something I felt should be shared about the journey. I watched 
as Mesfin would nod his head in disbelief, then jot a few notes down on his writing pad.  

After Mark finished, Mesfin looked over the notes he’d taken. Then clasped his hands behind his 
head as he leaned back in his chair. “This is unbelievable!” he said. “I want to know—what does he 
have against you?” 

Mark and I sat silent, shaking our heads. We honestly didn’t know why he had come so strongly 
against us. Deep inside, we had a strong sense that he was not acting on his own. 

Mesfin spoke again, “He has to have something against you to act like this.” 
“Nothing,” Mark said. 
“Nothing?” Mesfin asked. “There has to be something. This is a personal attack on you.” 
“We came when he said not to come,” I said. “All I can think is that we went against his wishes. 

But we would’ve lost our daughter had we not come.” 
“You’ve done nothing wrong,” he said. “There’s something more here. Something else.” 
“There’s nothing we’ve done to him or anyone that we know of,” Mark said. 
“You know that he has accused you of some horrible things...” Mesfin said outright. 
“We’ve heard,” Mark replied. 
Mesfin looked at us without a word, as if he was trying to see into our souls. He had yet to smile 

even once since we had sat down in front of him. “I am aware of Adeferese’s power,” he said, “but 
truth will always win. You need to reach out to the EAI Agency in America. Outline your case by 
email, everything Adeferese has done to you, and see if they will drop this. The agency should’ve come 



forward long before now to state a case against you.” I jotted down his list of to-dos. “Meet me at the 
courthouse tomorrow morning, and we will go before the judge and see why she signed the petition 
to stop you.” With that, he put his pen into his coat pocket and stood up. 

“Do you think we have a strong case?” Mark asked. 
“Yes,” he said confidently, “a very strong case. There is no precedent for an adoption to be 

revoked, especially after it has passed the courts. Also, you have done nothing wrong.” 
Mark and I shook his hand and thanked him for his time. 
“The truth will always win.” Mesfin said again. 
Mark and I knew we had truth on our side as we walked out the door and down the dark hallway. 

We were hopeful that we had been placed in good hands, and were starting to breathe a little easier. 
 

* * * * * 
 

When we got back to the compound at The Academy, Mark and I talked seriously about one of us 
taking McKenzie back to the States. She was missing school, and we didn’t want her to fall behind. I 
refused to be the one to leave, and Mark refused to leave his wife and new daughter in a place where 
he felt responsible for putting them. When all was said and done, we decided the best choice was to 
stay together. We had Grandma Worton taking care of the boys, and McKenzie was irreplaceable 
when it came to being a big sister. 

FaceTime with the boys that night was hard. I was on the verge of tears, and my arms ached to 
hold them. When we told them that we wouldn’t be coming home, they begged us to find a way. They 
didn’t understand why we couldn’t just hop on a plane. Somewhere in all their questions and pleading, 
I broke down. I had to leave the conversation. I could no longer form words as the tears started to 
flow. Mark stayed and talked, but as his mom watched and listened, she saw right through his tough 
exterior and knew that her son was hurting on a level she had never witnessed before. 

 
* * * * * 

 
November 6, 2012. We had now been in Ethiopia 11 days. November 6th was also the day of the U.S. 
election, our first court date, and McKenzie’s 12th birthday. It started with a knock on the door that 
startled the girls. Mark opened it to find Pochi’s nephew asking for McKenzie to follow him. We all 
knew it had to be something special that he had planned at The Academy. As we followed him into 
the sixth grade class, the room erupted in a “Happy Birthday” chorus. McKenzie, still wearing her 
pajama bottoms, stood with a smile on her face in front of an entire classroom of kids who she didn’t 
know. As they continued in four different languages, she did her best to blend into the wall. I watched 
with pride at how thankful she was for their kindness, but deep inside, I wondered how this experience 
in Ethiopia would affect her—even define her. 

We had to go to court again. Although we had a lawyer now, we still had to be there in case the 
judge had questions for us. Julie showed up to babysit with gifts, movies, and fun activities for the 
girls. Even though I knew that they would have a blast while we were gone, pain and anger swirled 
around me. I wasn’t sure if I was upset to be leaving my daughter on her birthday, or angry that the 
sacrifices for not leaving Ethiopia early were adding up on my list. 



Dave picked Mark and me up, and we once again headed through Mercato. We had almost cleared 
the worst area when, without warning, a man stepped in front of our car. Dave slammed on the brakes, 
which threw me between Mark and him in the front seats. The man turned and looked at us. His eyes 
were wild and red. His teeth, broken and yellow. He looked like he hadn’t taken a bath in weeks. Then 
his eyes caught Mark sitting in the front seat. The man abruptly turned toward the car and slammed 
both hands on the hood. We all jumped back, looking at him, not knowing what would happen next. 
He never took his eyes off of Mark. I slowly shrank into the back seat and got as low as I could, 
making sure I was covered. The man’s head tilted to one side. He started doing a crazy happy dance 
in front of us, smiling with a bit of bizarre insanity mixed in. He was as high as a kite on hash, and he 
had just hit the crazy train. Suddenly, he threw his entire body down on the hood of our car, refusing 
to move.  

We can’t go anywhere. If you hit someone with a car, it’s 15 years in prison, even if you’re a 
foreigner. Dave honked and told the man to get off his car. Without warning, the man’s countenance 
shifted from crazy to uncontrollably angry. He demanded money from Mark, who sat quietly in the 
front passenger seat. With an angry face, the man started spitting out “Faranji,” which means foreigner, 
pointing at Mark. The man then started moving toward Mark’s car door, getting louder and louder the 
closer he got. People started looking toward the commotion he was causing. As the man approached 
Mark’s window, Dave hit the gas and left him standing in the middle of the street.  

We were all relieved as we drove down the road for the next few miles. But within moments, Dave 
was making a right on to a rough road in the Fruit District of Mercato, a very large open-air market 
area. I recognized it from the day before, and my stomach turned. The area was packed with vendors, 
animals for sale, people, and stand-still traffic. We came to a stop and Dave told us to roll up our 
windows and lock the doors. I knew the drill and covered as much of my face and body as I could.  

Mark sat quiet, but I could see the stress in his white knuckles holding onto the door handle. For 
the next 15 minutes, people started surrounding our car and banging on the windows, asking for 
money or any type of handouts. I wanted to help them—give them anything—but Dave told us to 
ignore them to avoid having more people than we could handle around us. Finally, the truck blocking 
traffic moved, and Dave found a clear path out.  

I was unnerved by the experience and sat quietly in the back. We had driven this route three times. 
The reality that this would be a daily experience for us started sinking in. This route was the shortest 
option between the apartment and the court, where we would be spending most of our time fighting 
to keep our daughter. I hated it. I didn’t like to be looked at like a fish in a bowl. I also didn’t like 
ignoring their pleas for help, because of the realistic fears of causing a riot.  

“Can we please not go that way again?” I asked Dave. Mark started laughing and Dave gave me a 
smile as he looked into the rearview mirror. He didn’t say a word. I could tell my request was not 
being taken seriously, but I was dead serious. 

“I’m not joking!” I said, almost in tears. Then all the tension we had been feeling unexpectedly 
exploded and was released in bouts of laughter. By the time we drove up to the adoption court, we 
had tears in our eyes from laughing so hard.  

 
* * * * * 

 



Mesfin met us outside at the door of the adoption court. Before we went in, he gave us some final 
insight. “This is a new judge,” he said. “Let me do the talking. If she wants to hear from you, she will 
ask you to talk. The good news is that she is the same judge who did your court date for Favor, so she 
is very unlikely to revoke what she initially passed.”  

I started remembering how upset she was when EAI had brought us to our court date almost an 
hour and a half late—talk about making a bad first impression. 

“I also have been told that Adeferese tends to intimidate others to get his way,” Mesfin said. “He 
is a very powerful man, so he has many people he can call on for favors.” 

Our stomachs turned. Was there any way we could win? Everything seemed to be stacking up against 
us before we even started. 

“I know this judge,” Mesfin said. “I don’t believe Adeferese can intimidate her. She is about doing 
what is right and just. From what I understand, she can’t be controlled, but we’ll see. He did get her 
to stop you with a court order.” 

“With lies,” Mark said. 
“I am confident she’ll figure that out,” Mesfin said. 
We followed Mesfin up the steps to the third floor and started making our way to the familiar 

waiting room down the hall. Mesfin stopped and spoke briefly to the judge’s secretary. Mark grabbed 
my hand and whispered in my ear, “We need to pray that this judge will not rule in fear of man, but 
of what is right and just.” We stood in the hallway, hand in hand, asking God to intervene for us with 
this judge. 

Mesfin stepped out of the judge’s office and paused as he saw we were having an intimate moment 
of prayer. When we were finished, he said, “The judge will not see us until after 1:30 p.m. I will see 
you back here at 1:30.” 

Mark looked at his watch. That was three hours away. Shouldn’t Mesfin had called ahead of time? 
Shouldn’t he have known this already? Mark was starting to question if this was the guy for the job. 
Had Pochi’s lawyer recommended the best person to us?  

 
* * * * * 

 
As we climbed back into the car, Dave could see how frustrated we were. It was too far to drive back 
to the compound to spend time with our birthday girl, and I didn’t want to go back through the Fruit 
District again. We were stuck. 

“I know where I can take you,” Dave said, with a smile. 
He did know.  
Dave drove us to a restaurant on top of a mountain, overlooking Addis Ababa. He said he had to 

do some personal errands, but I think he knew we were in desperate need of some alone time.  
Mark and I walked up the steps to a restaurant separated into two dining areas, with an open 

courtyard connecting them. We picked a lovely table outside, under the shade of a peaceful, beautiful, 
tall tree. For the first few minutes we sat in silence, until the waitress took our order.  

I looked at Mark. He was on the verge of tears. He had lost a lot of weight and looked worse than 
I’ve ever seen him in 21 years of marriage. His nerves were completely shot, and he couldn’t speak 
without a quivering lip. I should’ve felt compassion...that’s what good little Christian girls do...but I 



just wanted to beat him up for not leaving last Thursday. But the phrase, “If you can’t say anything 
good, say nothing at all,” kept going through my head. So, I held my tongue, with a bad attitude written 
all over me. I knew God had a plan, but what if that plan was to get us out on Thursday like I had felt 
so strongly, and we had missed it? The more I thought about losing Favor, being away from my boys, 
putting McKenzie in danger, being stuck in a place I didn’t want to be in, and driving through the 
dangerous Fruit District nearly every day, the more angry I got and the looser my tongue became. I 
loved that man sitting on the other side of the table, but right now I felt like pushing him down the 
mountain we had just driven up. 

“Mark,” I said, “I have to know!” 
Mark looked at me with eyes that begged me not to ask.  
I didn’t care. 
“I have to know—why you didn’t listen to me?” There, I said it. But that wasn’t enough—I had 

more. “When I told you specifically that my spirit was screaming to get out, you did nothing.” The 
dam broke, and all the words I was trying to hold back started spilling out. The questions kept coming, 
and I was unleashing on my husband like an automatic weapon. I started bringing up things that 
happened years ago. I watched him flinch in pain, hit after hit. Hurt people hurt others, and I had 
thrown all caution to the wind. 

Mark could see I needed resolution, and he knew I was not stopping until I had some 
understanding into his thought process of not leaving. The problem was, he didn’t have any better 
answers. Tears started to flow down his face. He knew he had jeopardized our adoption and put his 
family in harm’s way, but he also knew he had lost my trust, which delivered the deepest blow of all. 

Mark searched for words to answer my unyielding questions. I could see he was in a fragile state 
of mind. As he bared his soul, I realized that he didn’t know why he had chosen the path he had taken, 
but he was clearly suffering for it. I began to let up on him, not because I had my answers, but because 
I didn’t like seeing him agonize over something that couldn’t be changed. I didn’t like hurting him, no 
matter how badly I wanted to understand why he didn’t leave when I’d asked. I’d just verbally beat up 
my husband, and although I want to say it made me feel better about our situation, I felt miserable. 

 


