
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      
      

      
      Marilyn Heward Mills was born in Switzerland and brought up in Ghana, the daughter of a Ghanaian father and a Swiss mother.
         She was a practising lawyer for twelve years and now lives in south London with her two children. Her first novel, Cloth Girl, was shortlisted for the Costa First Novel Award. The Association of Foreign Spouses is her second novel.
      

      
   
      
      Also by Marilyn Heward Mills

      
      Cloth Girl

   
COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9780748131471

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Marilyn Heward Mills 2010


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY


www.hachette.co.uk


      
      Contents

      
      Also by Marilyn Heward Mills

      Copyright


      
      Acknowledgements

      
      Chapter One

      
      Chapter Two

      
      Chapter Three

      
      Chapter Four

      
      Chapter Five

      
      Chapter Six

      
      Chapter Seven

      
      Chapter Eight

      
      Chapter Nine

      
      Chapter Ten

      
      Chapter Eleven

      
      Chapter Twelve

      
      Chapter Thirteen

      
      Chapter Fourteen

      
      Chapter Fifteen

      
      Chapter Sixteen

      
      Chapter Seventeen

      
      Chapter Eighteen

      
      Chapter Nineteen

      
      Chapter Twenty

      
      Chapter Twenty-One

      
      Chapter Twenty-Two

      
      Chapter Twenty-Three

      
      Chapter Twenty-Four

      
      Chapter Twenty-Five

      
      Chapter Twenty-Six

      
   
      
      For my fabulous mother Elisabeth Heward-Mills,
with much love and admiration.

   
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      I am indebted to Christine Green my amazing agent for her unfailing faith in me, and to Joanne Dickinson, my brilliant editor,
         for understanding this story and for waiting patiently until I was able to tell it. Thank you also to Rebecca Saunders, Zoë
         Gullen and everyone else at Little, Brown who helped this book on its journey.
      

      
      Thank you to Karen Botchway, Rebecca Clouston, Beatrix Heward-Mills, Zoë Lloyd-Ewart, Caroline Pickering and Jane Stone, whose
         unfailing love and support during bleak times illustrated the meaning of true friendship with enduring and astounding constancy.
      

      
      Jamie and Serena
you wonderful two,
I am proud, so proud of you.

      
   
      
      Chapter One

      
      Eva rolled out of bed with care so as not to wake Alfred, and pulled on her dressing gown. Her bare feet flapped on the cool
         terrazzo floor as she walked to the window. She looked behind the curtain and saw that the Harmattan winds had arrived overnight
         carrying fine desert sand which would cloak the sun, making it appear benign, winter-like, almost. Already, the lightening
         sky was filling with the white dust. Harmattan heralded Christmas, at least what Eva had learned to make of a West African
         Christmas. The dust made it dry, a pleasant change from the tropical damp, and a degree or two below the usual temperatures.
         For the next few weeks, all activity, even sleeping, would seem altogether easier.
      

      
      A quiet street ran in front of the house. There was no pavement so pedestrians ambled down the middle, moving aside unhurriedly
         only if a car tooted at them. A couple of uniformed workers sauntered past towards the junction of the main road up ahead
         to wait for a trotro. Eva watched the girl sweep the yard across the street, as she did every morning, gathering every little leaf from the large
         neem tree that shaded their yard and parts of the house, into a neat pile. Some hens pecked at the ground, and the girl shooed them away when they got too close to her pile. Every now and then she stopped, stood upright, and re-adjusted the cloth
         she wore wrapped around her body, tightening it underneath her arms.
      

      
      The bed moved. Eva turned and saw that Alfred was watching her. He smiled sleepily, his face soft. She went over to his side
         of the bed and sat. She rubbed his bare torso, his tight abdomen. He took her hand and pulled her into a hug, kissed her on
         the neck. ‘Happy anniversary, babe.’
      

      
      She pulled away, to show him the longing in her eyes.

      
      He smiled and whispered, ‘Later?’ He traced his finger along her face, across her mouth.

      
      Even though he made it sound like an invitation, she felt rebuffed. ‘Ten years! Can you believe it? Only you don’t seem to
         have time for me any more …’ She raised her eyebrows at him, grinning. ‘Promise?’
      

      
      He winked. ‘I do, Mrs L. I do. And,’ he added, looking deep into her eyes, ‘I’ll spend all day thinking about exactly how
         I’m going to pay my debts later.’
      

      
      She leant forward and kissed him. ‘I do love you Alfred.’

      
      On her way downstairs she poked her head around the open door of the children’s room and saw that they were still sound asleep.
         She had enough time for a quiet coffee and an amble in the garden before they all woke up and raced about without pause until
         tonight.
      

      
      As she walked through the hushed house, warmth spread up and through her. She smiled and savoured the peace that flooded her
         mind. She hadn’t set out in their marriage counting years, and yet they had reached here comfortably in the end. Everyone
         had convinced her that ten years was something to celebrate, to shout about, so they were having a lunch party with their
         closest friends, a celebration of their life together. She had been hoarding food for a while now, and had bought some new
         blue and white, tie-dye tablecloths and cushions to replace the old, sun-faded sets that were wearing thin. She felt a flutter, excitement at the
         prospect of everything coming together so beautifully.
      

      
      Raised in a reserved household, she had initially struggled with the constant social comings and goings of Ghanaian households.
         Now she too enjoyed hosting friends, feeding them, passing time in their company. Back in the UK, there would have been shopping
         centres to visit, dates at the cinema, theatre, concerts, new restaurants to try out. None of that was available in everyday
         Accra life, and gathering in friends’ gardens with or without the entire family was how friendships grew and were strengthened.
         She liked the chance to showcase her family and her home, and was always surprised how much she enjoyed the process. And today
         she felt rather celebratory. It was remarkable really, but whenever she decided to think about what good things she had, she
         saw lots to shout about everywhere she looked. Three amazing children: Abigail who was nine, Simon, seven, and the baby Joseph,
         her unexpected, unplanned joy, who would soon be one. It still made her shudder to look back, aware now of how low she had
         been, how frighteningly real her bleak outlook on life had seemed. That last pregnancy, unwanted at first, had turned her
         thoughts and emotions on their head, left her reeling, and it had taken several months of his life for Eva to accept with
         joy that she had a third child. The guilt had been the worst thing, and it had prevented her from sharing her darkest thoughts
         with her friends, or even Alfred.
      

      
      Then one morning she had woken feeling more clear-headed than she had in months, a tingle on her skin, her eyes brilliant.
         The sun seemed brighter, the sky bluer, her heart lighter; the baby blues had eventually gone for good. Time was all it had
         taken after all. And she was relieved that she could cherish Alfred and the children once more.
      

      
      She hummed a tune to herself, smiled, unlocked the kitchen doors and threw them open to let in the morning air. The usual
         moisture had already been sucked out of the atmosphere leaving it dry and pleasant; everyone would perspire less until the
         desert winds passed.
      

      
      She walked to the sink, shut her eyes so tight that they twinged. She turned the tap, a little first, then all the way. She
         heard a gurgling, as air was pushed about in the pipes. A trickle of water flowed into the dented, stainless steel sink. She
         gasped in anticipation, leant forward slightly, willing the water flow to increase, trying to entice it. She turned the tap
         some more, but it wouldn’t move and she watched as the trickle reduced to a few drops and then ceased. ‘Oh blast!’ she said
         out loud, puffing and hitting the tap with the palm of her hand. How she had hoped the water would be back on, but here, in
         typical Accra style, was the foil to her perfect party plans.
      

      
      There had been no water for three days now. Not a drop, no matter how often she turned on the taps and willed it to flow.
         Yesterday Alfred had teased her about her tenacity and, in her defence, Faustina the maid had said, ‘Anyway madam, I understand, because a positive thought brings a positive result.’ Eva had looked across the room at Alfred struggling not
         to laugh and couldn’t help smiling, when only a moment before she had wanted to scream in frustration.
      

      
      The water tank which sat on the roof of the house was nearly empty now. She stared at the sink and wished that as she stood
         there the water was making its journey from the distant reservoir through the miles of clay pipes just for her. ‘Please God,’
         she whispered, wishing she believed in Him as fervently as Faustina or Gladys, her mother-in-law, or just about everyone else
         here did.
      

      
      She shook her head. There was nothing she could do about this now. She filled a pot of water from the drum and put it on the
         stove to make some coffee. Thankfully, she thought to herself as she waited for the water to boil, they had several drums
         and buckets filled with water. Flushing the guest toilet would be a bore, but they had managed that many a time before and they would again. All her guests were used to the frequent lack of running
         water. She made a note to herself to put some fragrant flowers on top of the cistern.
      

      
      The drawn lace curtains shrouded the living room. Outside, Zachariah the night watchman was working to ensure the garden was
         tidy before he left for his other job. A simple nod of the head was often the only acknowledgement of her instructions or
         her presence, which made Eva question from time to time whether he had understood her, but without fail he interpreted her
         wishes faultlessly. He was under the golden cassia tree, ablaze with grapelike clusters of resplendent blooms. He watered
         the orchid, a purple dendrobium hybrid, a gift from dear Margrit, which she had planted nearly a year ago. Long wavy tentacles covered in fragrant flowers
         now grew out of its waxy green leaves.
      

      
      Zachariah removed browning roots and leaves from around the lustrous blooms. His brow was furrowed in concentration, but even
         from here she could see how gently he moved his large hands around the delicate plant. She observed him often from behind
         the partly shut louvers in the living room. His skin shiny and glinting with perspiration, his lean muscles tensed and flexed
         as he dug and weeded in the flower beds, the expression on his face unchanging as he wiped his brow with the back of his hand.
      

      
      He handled the plants and the flowers as someone who understood them, yet she was in no doubt that these species didn’t thrive
         in the north where he came from. From here she could see his prominent jaw grinding on a cola nut, which reddened his spaced-out
         teeth and tongue. She wished he wouldn’t chew the red nuts all the time and allow their juices to disfigure his smile.
      

      
      Did he get any enjoyment from the work he carried out with such diligence? She had wondered on countless occasions. And what
         made him get up and carry on day after day, living a life with no hope of things changing for the better. Like every other
         ordinary Ghanaian, his monthly wage didn’t cover his weekly outgoings. No wonder corruption was rife. Increasing inflation had eroded purchasing power, and it seemed that just about
         everyone had to turn to illicit means of making ends meet, even if they had two jobs like Zachariah.
      

      
      It happened at the very top of society and filtered down; public officials stole or abused government property to help themselves
         and now it seemed that all moral integrity had dissolved. Anything was fair in this game of endurance. It infuriated Eva,
         this idea that what belonged to your employer was yours to steal, use, sell, so long as you could get away with it, and it
         had taken a while for her to understand that dishonesty was not a national trait, but a means of survival. Truthfulness was
         a luxury that few could afford, even Zachariah. Nonetheless, Eva had a soft spot for him, and his face etched deep by life,
         occasionally tugged at her heartstrings. Somehow she had learned to overlook it when Zachariah took plantain and pawpaw from
         her garden without asking, hiding them in the colourful woven bag he carried slung over his shoulders, or when Faustina cooked
         extra rice or yam so she could give some to her children or friends. But anything on a grander scale was inexcusable.
      

      
      Her own husband, she had to admit, was not even entirely innocent, not entirely honest, no longer in her eyes completely morally
         upstanding. None of the husbands were. They were all doing things here and there that they wouldn’t have thought to do back
         in Europe, where they had paid their bus fares and put litter in bins without fail.
      

      
      Back in the kitchen, she poured herself a cup of coffee and added a drop of evaporated milk. On the radio, which buzzed almost
         constantly in the kitchen, there was yet another discussion about last week’s budget. ‘Where on earth is this country headed?’ asked an agitated panellist. Eva stirred her coffee. It was all anyone was talking about this week, the fact that inflation
         was now well over 100 per cent. And they could certainly talk, the Ghanaians, thought Eva, sighing again. If progress could
         be made by analysing or debating alone, this country would be a real paradise. The men on the radio seemed to agree about the fact
         that since independence there had been little real economic growth in Ghana. ‘State-owned industries are woefully unproductive, foreign debt is growing, and the government is riddled with corruption,’ said the same frustrated man. It was true, increasingly so, that there were shortages of basic items, and that what was available
         was sold at over-inflated prices. ‘And world price for cocoa continues to drop while foreign debt is increasing out of control. So, how, I ask you, with this
            reduced productivity and the cocoa revenue continuing to decline, is it any wonder that the budget is hopelessly undermined …?’ She stopped listening. In a minute they would lament the lack of a proper manufacturing industry, the lack of leadership,
         vision, entrepreneurship …
      

      
      What was most depressing to her was that there would be an even further reduction in investment in education, health and transport,
         infrastructure that was desperately in need of funds. How far could things go before they completely fell apart, she wondered.
         This government had been in charge for a couple of years now, and once again the media was voicing the increasing discontent
         of a populace struggling to make ends meet in a country where investment had stalled and development was on hold. The evidence
         was everywhere; in a climate where uninterrupted investment was necessary to prevent decay, buildings were crumbling, roads
         melting and people grumbling.
      

      
      Alfred thought it was inevitable that the discontent would lead to another coup d’état, another set of military leaders without
         any experience of government, but Eva didn’t want to dwell on that prospect. A further set of armed officers with their own
         band of intoxicated militia wasn’t what this country needed. But maybe a real dictator would do the trick, she thought, someone
         who could whip Ghana into shape. There were occasions, she was ashamed to admit to herself, when she secretly thought it made
         sense that some colonial masters had used canes on their servants in order to get them to behave. Because, as far as she was concerned, until there is any real consequence for wrong behaviour, how can
         you expect people to do the right thing when doing the right thing can mean choosing death over life?
      

      
      She went into the garden as Zachariah was finishing with the orchid. She watched him step back and admire his work briefly.

      
      ‘Good Morning Zachariah. It is lovely, isn’t it?’

      
      He nodded at the orchid. His face was lined and bony and registered no emotion. He stepped back and moved away from her silently
         to continue with the garden.
      

      
      She stroked the glossy green leaves of the orchid. The blooms were magnificent and smelled wonderful. The damp soil around
         the tree was intoxicatingly fresh, infused with the scent of rain she longed for. She filled her lungs and looked around the
         garden, which today was as neat and tidy as is possible in such a hot, dry land. She smiled again. ‘Thank you Zachariah. You
         have made the garden look lovely.’
      

      
      He was preparing to leave in his wake a swept, sparse lawn, blades of grass combed into submission, irregular patches of barely
         moistened soil around her most loved plants, weeds and fallen leaves cleared away. The sort of order she needed, that made
         her heart lift a little.
      

      
      The garden was best at this time of day. The greenery smelled of the night, the sky was still untroubled by the brilliance
         of the sun. Walking in her grounds soothed her if she was upset and cheered her up if she was down. The intense night-time
         scents could awaken her more dormant emotions. The beauty of a single flower could bring untold delight. She never ceased
         to be excited when a shrub she had taken as a cutting in a friend’s garden thrived, when an unusual flower bloomed.
      

      
      And here she could charge her soul for the day ahead, fill up on peace and quiet and keep at bay the old dismal feelings that
         were trying to linger in step with the festive ones. Anniversaries always brought up other less joyous milestones and a deep,
         unresolved regret that demanded to be acknowledged. Here she had the room to heal, to meditate, the time to think about nothing greater
         than the smell of a flower, the shape of a tree, the length of life left in a dying blade of grass, the absence of new, green
         shoots forcing through to fill the gap left behind.
      

      
      Beyond the spiked wall that surrounded their plot, a wall so high that no one could see over, life in Adebenya Estate had
         begun in earnest. When she first came to Africa she had found the incessant clamour hard to bear. But the high wall protected
         her from the chaos and arbitrariness out there, and now, from this safe distance, she found the noise comforting; the clunking
         of metal buckets filled with recently fetched water, the scrape of lazy flip flops on the sandy street, animated conversations,
         loud, mournful singing, conflicting radios, tooting cars. No one carried on in the stillness that she felt the dawning weekend
         deserved, or with regard for neighbourliness, for those who might yet wish to sleep.
      

      
      But she was safe here. She could forget about the long petrol queues, the empty shop shelves, the dirt and the cloying stench
         of clogged drains, the undereducated, half-naked, skinny children who played on the streets, laughing and waving as she drove
         past, the disfigured beggars, the decay, the frightening lack of progress. The hopelessness that was beginning to be imprinted
         deeper on faces. Outside, on the mainly treeless roads of this part of Accra, the stuffy, sultry air could be overpowering,
         making thinking a chore, shortening tempers, adding an extreme level of physical discomfort to the most simple of tasks. But
         here, amidst the swishing tree branches, the rustle of lizards on crisp grass, the breeze that swirled around the thick vegetation
         within her white-washed, garden walls, here, she could dream, and still hope.
      

      
      She looked up at the hazy sky. She could sense the dust that was infiltrating every crack and corner of her house. It would
         continue to seep in even if she left the louvers at an angle all day and shut them at night in an attempt to defend her home. The daily cleaning schedule that she had devised for Faustina would
         be all the more purposeful now with all the dust, and Eva found that satisfying. They would have to be resourceful and moderate,
         though, given the water situation, and she would have to be strict with Faustina, make sure she didn’t neglect her regular
         chores.
      

      
      Back in the house, Faustina had mopped the floors, cleaned the windows and laid the table for breakfast. She was polishing
         the furniture as she sang.
      

      
      ‘Madam, please good morning.’

      
      ‘Good morning, Faustina. I am glad you are early. There is a lot to do today, we need to…’

      
      ‘Don’t worry about anything today madam. Today I will take care of everything. I will not let you and Architect down. And
         if the childrens misbehave today, madam, I will beat them well. I warned them yesterday.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Faustina,’ said Eva laughing. ‘I would like to see that.’

      
      ‘Madam, in fact, I am not joking,’ said Faustina heading towards the kitchen.

      
      Eva often thought how blessed her children were to grow up in an environment where they were indiscriminately and generously
         parented by so many different adults. Faustina had come to work for them when Simon was a toddler, and had almost immediately
         proceeded to murmur frequently about the need for more children in the family, reminding Eva that two was not enough. ‘If
         something happens to one then only one left. That is not good,’ she would say in front of Eva. When Eva had pointed out that
         she too only had two children, Faustina responded, ‘Yes, but my case is a different matter, madam. Their father has got many,
         many childrens, so my childrens have already got plenty brothers and sisters.’
      

      
      When Eva told her that she was pregnant again, Faustina had said, ‘My prayers are answered!’ Then she clapped her hands as she danced about the kitchen. She picked up Simon and jiggled
         him on her hip while Eva watched filled with a lovely, warm feeling that allowed her to glory in her maid’s approval.
      

      
      It was as if Faustina knew that Joseph would be the last baby in this house. She had cradled him, rocked him and carried him
         at every opportunity. During the day, at the slightest sign of restlessness, Faustina would pick him up and sing to him. She
         cocooned him in tight sheets tied to her back while she went about her duties, and in the evening she walked up and down the
         garden singing to him in Ewe while he drifted into sleep. When Alfred heard her the first time he asked, ‘What are you telling
         my son that I don’t understand? Sing in English please.’ Then to Eva, he said, ‘Watch her. These Ewes have some peculiar manners.’
         After that, whenever Alfred was around, Faustina would sing the Ga lullaby, Baby kaa fo. Don’t cry baby, where’s your mummy gone?
      

      
      Eva was delighted to have someone amiable around the house to help her. They had caught their previous maid stealing from
         them, and then when they had dismissed her, she had walked up and down the street outside the house shouting profanities and
         alleging all sorts of unexpected things against the Laryea family. The entire neighbourhood was entertained for about half
         an hour while Eva remained inside embarrassed, hoping she would soon give up and leave. None of what the maid said was true,
         but how would her neighbours know that she wasn’t mean and nasty, that she hadn’t cheated her maid, and she and Alfred didn’t treat their
         servants as though they were slaves?
      

      
      Faustina was still singing in the kitchen. Eva smiled, thankful that most of the preparations were complete. Faustina had
         cooked the jolof rice yesterday, and made a pork stew with a thick, oily tomato and onion gravy. Eva had baked rock cakes and biscuits. Today
         they would fry the chicken, which Faustina had boiled yesterday with onion, garlic and bay leaf to tenderise the meat; the chickens were broilers, strictly not suitable for frying, but there had been nothing else. They had already cut several
         fingers of ripe plantains into slithers, which now lay in the freezer ready to be fried when the guests arrived. She had no
         idea how many would come, had no idea who Alfred had invited in addition to the agreed guests, whether the people who had
         promised her they would come would in fact show up. She shrugged. There would be enough food, which was the main thing. She
         tried not to fret about guest lists, numbers, punctuality; there would be plenty of food and drink, enough chairs and space,
         and no timetable. And there would be fun. She knew now that if you seat a group of Ghanaians together, preferably with something
         to eat and drink, their laughter would quickly come true and deep, their conversation would not cease.
      

      
      Faustina stopped her singing when Eva walked in and started to hum instead. Eva got out the vegetables from the fridge: green
         peppers, cabbages, spring onions and carrots and began to chop them up. She wanted the right mix of colours. In her head she
         ran through the things they still had to do, adding to a neat list that lay next to her chopping board. Faustina had to wash
         and wipe the plates and cutlery they used for parties. Despite her fastidious cleaning, Eva knew geckos and cockroaches roamed
         her cupboards. Eva would check that her tablecloths and napkins didn’t need to be ironed. The garden furniture looked pretty
         against the blue fabric and Zachariah had wiped all the tables and chairs before leaving, saving them one task. The guests
         could sit outside amidst the many trees she had planted over the years, where they could enjoy the shade, privacy and scents
         of the garden. There were various palms, banana and plantain plants, a large, spreading flame tree, and pink and purple bougainvillea
         which clambered over the white walls.
      

      
      There was also the chest freezer to pack with bottles of beer and soft drinks, more ice to be made, several large plastic
         bottles to be filled with cooled boiled water and then popped into the freezer later to ensure that there was enough cold water for the guests. At least there was electricity. She dispelled the
         urge to go and check the taps again.
      

      
      She was deep in thought, comfortably aware that she was well prepared for her guests when the gate bell rang, followed quickly
         by a loud car horn. Eva looked at the clock in the kitchen. It was only seven-thirty, too early even for unannounced visitors.
         And the clock couldn’t be far wrong; she had reset it just last week and it only lost a minute or so each day. The bell rang
         again and she heard a woman call Faustina. Eva’s heart sank as she recognised the voice of her mother-in-law. Why was Gladys
         here so early? Although Eva was forbidden from calling her Gladys out loud, she referred to her as such in her mind, to her
         friends and to the children. ‘Only her peers can call her by her first name,’ Alfred had explained the first time after Eva’s
         faux pas. ‘You must call her Auntie Gee, like we all do.’ When Eva asked him why he didn’t call his mother by some term that
         indicated their relationship, he simply shrugged and replied, ‘I don’t know. I have always called her Auntie Gee. I suppose
         that is what I heard everyone else call her when I was little, so I copied them.’
      

      
      In fact, Eva had broken a great many rules in the early days. It had seemed Alfred was correcting her continually: never sniff
         food that is handed to you on a plate; never use your left hand to give something to someone, that hand is reserved for dirty
         work, the right hand is for clean work; on no account call someone ‘silly’ or ‘daft’. And, anyone older than you is owed more
         respect than you; you must not argue with them or contradict them. She had learned even more just from watching him. He smiled
         and nodded politely to older relatives even if they were talking utter nonsense, and he said ‘yes’, even when she knew he
         was thinking ‘no’, and agreed with them to their face, just to express the opposite view later. Eva had struggled with this
         unwillingness to question. It was too close to dishonesty and plain lying. She couldn’t do that, it was one step too far.
         Instead, she had perfected the art of smiling and saying nothing whatsoever when she didn’t want to contradict someone or to lie. She had learned to
         ask fewer questions too, even, perhaps especially, when things made no sense whatsoever to the ordered way of thinking with
         which she had been raised.
      

      
      She stood and watched the commotion at the gate, safe in the knowledge that she was hidden from sight. Finally Solomon, Alfred’s
         driver, found the right key and unlocked the padlock, swinging the gate open. A car edged on to the driveway, and from its
         egg-yolk side panels, Eva knew it was a taxi. She saw Gladys waving her arms about and Solomon and the driver unloading the
         boot of the taxi. Solomon put a large crate on his head and began to head down the path towards the kitchen. The taxi driver
         followed with a weighty hessian bag in each hand, and behind him, Faustina and Akua, Gladys’ young maid, followed with large,
         shiny aluminium pots balanced on their heads. Eva peered in astonishment as they approached the kitchen like a troop of farmers
         returning with a bountiful harvest, smiles of victory on their faces. Now that they were closer, Eva could see the cage on
         Solomon’s head contained a huddle of fluttering feathers, and over the chatter of Faustina’s loud directions, she heard the
         desperate clucking of chickens. Her heart sank. She wiped her hands on her apron and went outside.
      

      
      ‘Surprise, surprise, Eva,’ said Gladys, beaming. ‘I told Alfred not to tell you.’

      
      ‘I am surprised,’ said Eva. ‘What is going on?’

      
      ‘Have you forgotten that you have a party today? Atoo, atoo, let me hug you.’ Gladys said, wrapping her arms around Eva and ignoring her daughter-in-law’s discomfort. ‘How are you today?’
      

      
      ‘I am fine,’ said Eva easing out of Gladys’ embrace. ‘But why are you here so early? What are all these chickens for?’ With
         her heart sinking, she hoped that she was mistaken.
      

      
      ‘For good fried chicken you need freshly slaughtered fowls. Yes, yes Solomon, put the chickens there. Akua, no! Don’t put
         the food on the ground. Ah! But are you stupid or what? Driver, thank you.’ She held Eva’s arm, ‘Eva, what is the matter?’
      

      
      ‘We have no water!’ said Eva emphatically.

      
      ‘Oh, don’t worry, we don’t need much water. And Solomon is strong, no? He can go and fetch water for us if it finishes.’

      
      ‘I have already cooked two chickens …’

      
      ‘Only two? That is not enough. You know what our families are like. As plentiful as sea sand and as scattered as the stars
         in the northern sky. But they gather where there is free food and free drink. They can smell it wherever they are. Don’t worry,
         they will come, we just don’t know who and how many, or even when, so we have to be prepared.’ She patted Eva’s arm as they
         walked into the kitchen. ‘I am telling you, don’t worry,’ she said, giving the word ‘don’t’ several extra o’s to emphasise
         her instruction. ‘I have brought another four chickens. Together we will have enough. Yours can be kept for emergency if we
         run out.’ She untied her headscarf and put it on the formica kitchen surface that was already curling upwards in the drying
         air. Her short plaits, which were old and coming loose at her scalp, were pressed down to her head by a black hair net. She
         untied the extra piece of cloth, which matched her two-piece outfit, and laid it over a chair. Then she pointed to her bag
         and said to Akua, who was hovering like a timid shadow, ‘Get my house dress. It is in the bag. Solomon, get the last box from
         the car. But careful please, it is fragile. And after give the chickens some water to drink before we kill them. Taxi driver,
         you too, drink some water before you go,’ she said as she rummaged in her bra for money to pay him. ‘Eva, I forgot my money,
         can you pay the driver? I am going to change and then I will start straight away,’ she said, taking off her shoes to reveal
         pinched feet. ‘Ah, that’s better. Now all I need is some tea to refresh me. Faustina, can you make some for me?’ she asked
         as she walked off to the downstairs toilet.
      

      
      Eva looked at the carton that Solomon had placed on the table. It was taped, keeping whatever was in it well hidden. She sniffed
         long and hard. It had to be something sweet. Perhaps those pink and orange biscuits Gladys often made that left her mouth
         coated with margarine and tasting of artificial flavourings. Yes, come to think of it, she could smell almond essence.
      

      
      Gladys returned to the kitchen wearing a floor-length loose-fitting dress. She stood for a moment observing the activity disapprovingly.

      
      ‘What’s in there?’ asked Eva.

      
      ‘Aha! A surprise, a surprise.’

      
      ‘Well?’

      
      ‘Ah-ah,’ Gladys said clapping her hands. ‘Curiosity killed the cat, remember?’

      
      Eva rolled her eyes.

      
      ‘Come now Eva, let us go and have some tea.’

      
      ‘I am actually in the middle of something.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry yourself Eva. Come and sit down. You have to learn to relax! Drink some tea with me first.’ She walked off into
         the living room with the certainty that Eva would follow. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed suddenly, throwing her arms into the air, making
         Eva start. ‘We had some terrible news last week. My neighbour’s granddaughter died,’ she wailed as she lowered herself into
         the armchair. ‘A mere baby. And I tell you, a child must not die before his mother. Before his grandmother even? Oh God, show
         us the error of our ways that we might not wander off your pathways into death and destruction.’ She sniffed loudly and sat
         back in the armchair. She stretched her toes and wriggled them on the rug in front of her. ‘Thankfully the child had been
         baptised, so there is no question about whether his name will be in the book of life eh? St Peter will have no difficulty
         identifying him, unlike…’
      

      
      ‘I am sorry to hear such dire news. Send our condolences, will you please?’

      
      ‘I want you to understand that the baptism of my grandson is not a trifling matter.’

      
      ‘Let’s not talk about that now,’ said Eva firmly.

      
      ‘Hmm.’
      

      
      ‘We will do it,’ Eva said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘We just haven’t decided when.’
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow waits for no man you know. Today is all we know we have. And even then, we don’t know what is around the corner
         of this very day. One minute we are walking along, everything tickety-boo, and the next, we are struck with unforeseen circumstances
         that shatter our world and make us long for something meaningful to say, but all that comes, again and again is, “had I known”.
         But it never comes at first you know?’
      

      
      Eva looked at her watch. ‘Yes, you have told me.’

      
      Gladys had wanted them to have a church service today before they celebrated their anniversary with ‘alcoholic beverages and
         such like’. ‘After all,’ she had reminded Alfred and Eva, ‘the longevity of your marriage is thanks to the grace of only God.’
      

      
      ‘It is good to give thanks Eva,’ she said now, looking at Eva imploringly. ‘One day you will understand that.’ For the next
         few moments she tutted periodically and chewed her lips to make disapproving sounds, stretched the dress over her knees pulling
         out any folds and creases and then asked, ‘How are the children?’
      

      
      ‘Fine.’

      
      ‘Good, good. We will by all means enjoy today.’

      
      Faustina came with a tray and placed it in front of Gladys. On it there was a cup of lukewarm, sweet, milky tea and a plate
         of buttered bread.
      

      
      ‘Oh delicious,’ said Gladys leaning forward and tearing off a piece of bread. She dunked it in her tea and slurped on it hungrily.
         ‘But where is yours Eva?’
      

      
      ‘I am fine, thank you. I just had a coffee.’

      
      ‘No. Faustina bring madam some tea. Bring the pot. I will also have some more’

      
      Eva said nothing while she waited for Faustina to bring them the tea. She took it, had a sip and put the cup on the table.
         It was disgusting, overly sweetened and with too much milk.
      

      
      ‘Thank you Fausti,’ said Gladys. ‘How are you these days?’
      

      
      Faustina smiled. Her hands had been clasped behind her back, but she relaxed a little now.

      
      ‘Please Auntie, I am fine.’

      
      ‘How is that daughter of yours eh? Is she still at school?’

      
      ‘Please, yes. Please, Peace is going to Form Three now. Please, she will like to be a teacher.’

      
      ‘Good, good. Tell her to learn hard. We need more teachers. And what about Harmony?’

      
      ‘Please he wants to be a mechanic.’

      
      ‘I see,’ said Gladys, leaning back in the armchair. ‘Anyways I hope they can help us to fetch water later if we need some
         more?’
      

      
      ‘Please yes Auntie.’

      
      ‘Good.’ Gladys balanced the mug of tea on her belly and sipped it periodically. ‘Okay, go and continue your work. We are working
         extra hard today, understand?’
      

      
      ‘Please, yes,’ said Faustina, nodding before she walked off.

      
      ‘And you are still not wearing shoes? Didn’t I tell you to wear shoes? This is not the village, you know.’

      
      ‘Please, yes,’ said Faustina, sauntering through the kitchen door without turning around.

      
      ‘These village girls,’ said Gladys, sucking on another lump of bread she had dunked in her tea. ‘They come here and they don’t
         want to learn our ways. You must watch her daughter too. She is a bad girl. I can tell. I saw her just the other day when
         I was leaving here. She was with a man who had his hand on her waist. Hmm! No modesty whatsoever.’
      

      
      Eva nodded, not knowing what to say. She shifted in the chair. ‘Auntie Gee, I think I need to go and get on with things in
         the kitchen. The children will be down soon and then …’
      

      
      ‘Oh don’t mind me. You go. I will join you when I finish,’ said Gladys. ‘But you look too stressed up Eva. Don’t be worry.
         It will be hunky-dory-fine. There is plenty of room in the kitchen for you and me. And anyway Akua prefers to cook on the
         coal pot, so she will even fry the chicken outside.’ She clicked her tongue and continued. ‘Is the German lady coming? You know, the crazy
         one, is it Margaret?’
      

      
      ‘Margrit, yes.’

      
      ‘Margaret. Good. And that Russian too? The one who wears the short, short dresses?’

      
      ‘Yelena, yes, and you’ve met Dahlia Ejura-Wilson? Her husband was friends with Alfred in London.’

      
      ‘The West Indian lady?’

      
      ‘Yes. They wouldn’t miss it.’

      
      They wouldn’t miss anything she hosted for the world, and their presence gave her added confidence. The four of them spent
         a lot of time together and had formed a sort of surrogate family unit. There weren’t that many foreign wives in Accra, where
         everyone seemed to know each other, so it was inevitable that they would have met at some point, but Alfred had known Dahlia’s
         husband Vincent in England, and the two women had clicked from their first meeting soon after Eva arrived. They met Margrit
         not long after at some party or other, and Yelena had come up to them on the beach one Saturday a few years ago and asked
         to join them. She had introduced herself and told them about how she had recently arrived in Accra to find that the father
         of her twin boys was married. She told the story in a way that made them laugh with her, rather than feel sorry for her, which
         Eva had found admirable. Margrit had put her arm around Yelena and said ‘we can be just as good a family to you. I am always
         telling these two how important it is that we foreigners stick together. We don’t have to be isolated and helpless, we too
         can have a club, our own association where we belong without feeling odd and foreign all the time.’ Yelena had dabbed at her
         eyes, smilingly, the first and last time that Eva had ever seen her come close to tears.
      

      
      And now, most Saturdays the four of them went to the beach club leaving behind their homes for a day, along with everything
         else they wanted to forget. Paradise Beach Club was worth the hour long journey from Accra westwards towards Cape Coast; it was a breathtaking beach with white sand and coconut palms that
         leaned towards the surf, tall and heavy with fruit. And the sea was gentle, with cobalt waves, unlike the large unimpeded,
         brown swell that thrashed the rocky shore of Accra’s coastline and made swimming there treacherous. The shoreline formed a
         large bay that tapered about half a mile out to sea where the breakers splashed and crashed. By the time the water reached
         the shore’s edge, the ocean had lost its ruthlessness.
      

      
      As soon as their cars came to a stop, the children spilled out and ran to the shore. Shoes came off and were flung towards
         mothers. Shirts were pulled off, shorts down and in they ran, splashing and shrieking in the cool waves.
      

      
      They took picnics, which they shared sitting in the shade enjoying the refreshing sea breeze that was so absent in town. Dahlia
         usually brought brown rice and beans with delicious chicken, Eva took sandwiches and sometimes a cake, and Yelena always made
         some interesting salad with various beans and pulses and little grated cheese. Everyone brought a coolbox with beer, minerals
         for the children and water. Alfred was the only one of the husbands who joined them regularly. Vincent never had and Kojo
         was usually working. Alfred said he liked having the women to himself; he would chat with them a while, play with the kids,
         then have a swim, invariably going out beyond the waves which Eva hated. It was perilous, she reminded him, even for the strongest
         swimmers, but he laughed at her and only returned when he had had enough. Then he would settle down to sleep in the shade
         as soon as he had eaten, leaving the women to sip beer and gossip happily.
      

      
      They seemed never to have enough time to talk about what they talked about. Husbands, the good and bad sides of them, and
         the endless question, what to do about Wisdom, the absent father of Yelena’s twins. They talked of any news they had had from
         families back home, the particular things they missed, what they longed for most. Primarily, they laughed. Even about the miserable things. There was always one of them who could steer the
         conversation back on to jolly ground, encouraging the others so that they didn’t become too morose or too nostalgic. They
         never ran out of things to say.
      

      
      They could miss home together, more particularly at this time of year. And out of the earshot of those they might otherwise
         affront, they could safely reminisce about their food, their weather, their own traditions, fostering their camaraderie as
         foreigners, clinging to what they believed, where they came from, afraid to let go completely of who they were. They were
         all unwilling and unable to leave behind the women they had been before love had brought them to Ghana.
      

      
      Later in the day, Eva and Margrit usually had a swim. They played in the surf, trying to withstand the power of the waves,
         falling and rolling in the sandy sea. Eva was secretly quite proud that she could wear the same bikini she had worn when she
         first came to Accra. But Dahlia never wore a swimsuit, preferring to remain in her tie-dye dresses and a large floppy hat.
         She hadn’t learned to swim, and didn’t fancy starting now. Yelena didn’t swim either, but she wore very attractive one-piece
         swimsuits with belts or buckles or bows, and various bits cut out. She was always fully made up, manicured and pedicured,
         and looked rather like a glamorous extra on a film set, even trying to walk in her high heeled shoes in the sand.
      

      
      The same thing had brought each of them to Ghana, a place they had previously known nothing about: the love of a man they
         had met while he had been studying something lofty in Europe so he could return to his homeland with letters proudly positioned
         after his name. But when they got here, none of them had found things to be the way they had hoped or expected. Life as a
         foreign spouse was hard, something they freely acknowledged to each other. It was all so strange and unsettling, sometimes
         leaving them feeling exhausted. There had been no welcoming committee, no one to hand down guidelines on making a cross-cultural marriage work in an alien land, and no one at home to whom they could
         turn for help with the problems they faced here.
      

      
      Even if they had been able to, how could they have described what life was really like? The alien culture, the distance from
         home, the unimaginable challenges, the incapacitating heat, the collapsing economy, and now, a drought which might mean yet
         more food shortages. Besides, Eva’s parents were not only too far away, they really didn’t want to know.
      

      
      But if she had to have only one regular favourite occurrence in her life, it was this: the journey home after an enchanting
         day on the beach with her family and friends. The children browner, salty and tired, their little bodies collapsing into sleep.
         Alfred refreshed, whistling to himself, and her feeling restored and feeling able to face whatever the following week brought.
         She would rest her hand on his thigh, and enjoy the quiet as the sun began to set.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, she always looks nice, even though her dresses are too short,’ said Auntie Gee, intruding Eva’s thoughts. She nodded
         and smiled, giving Eva permission to leave. Then, as if she had suddenly remembered something, she said, ‘Tell Fausti to fry
         me some eggs. I am very starving. And you also need to eat. You are too thin, Eva. It makes your face look old.’
      

      
      Auntie Gee watched Eva go. She muttered, ‘You see? If I don’t do my duty, then who will?’ She tutted and asked a little louder, ‘Who?’ shrugging at the walls covered with masks
         and paintings, carvings and beads whose significance and potency Eva had no idea about. These Europeans coming here and calling
         any knick and knack ‘art’, telling us that it doesn’t matter what it means, it is just simply beautiful. She could hear their sing-song accent in her head, their naivety and ignorance ringing loudly. Her mouth was twitching,
         her nose and cheeks moving like a rabbit from the effort of restraining the words in her mouth from tumbling out. After all,
         he is my son. My only son. Unquestionably, the possibilities for offence were quite simply endless when dealing with a foreign daughter-in-law.
      

      
      She put another cube of sugar in her tea and stirred it, rattling the cup and spilling some on to the saucer, which she poured
         carefully back into the cup. She stirred some more, and then like a child relishing the forbidden, she added a bit more milk,
         a little more sugar. To hell with her blood pressure! After all the healing services she had attended, that was where that
         particular ailment should be by now.
      

      
      She made a mental note to remind Alfred that she needed more provisions. She was running out of everything. She dunked the
         last bit of buttered bread in her cup and ate it. She watched the melted butter dance on the surface of the tea, then slurped
         the rest of it in one go. She dabbed her mouth with the hem of her dress and sat back. Although she had sworn that she would
         resist the urge to reminisce once again, she thought how different it would be if Ignatius were here. How much easier it would
         be to have him here, giving her reason to hold her head up that little bit higher and confront things head on, not having
         to resort to under-hand methods like a criminal with something to hide. Sometimes she wished she could wear a badge, a T-shirt
         even, that reminded people that she too had once had a husband, because having a husband had given her a standing she didn’t
         even realise she had until he went and dropped dead at the stingy age of thirty-seven. A few years ago she had taken off her
         wedding ring when it begun to cut too deeply into her finger, a decision she repented bitterly to this day, because try as
         she might, she hadn’t been able to get the ring back on. It dangled on a chain from her neck now, but it wasn’t the same as
         having it on her finger, and replacing it didn’t seem appropriate. Where would she be now if her life had wound this way instead
         of that? A different turn here and there, and who knew how things might have turned out. ‘Hmm!’ she said vehemently, as she
         sat back folding her arms on top of her belly.
      

      
      *

      
      Eva had slipped back out into the garden. She leaned on the veranda rail and puffed out, turned her head this way and that,
         trying to loosen the tension that had descended. She wanted to be alone for five more minutes. She needed to restore the equilibrium
         Gladys had so quickly put an end to, to try and escape the questions and longings that had been plaguing her recently, and
         which Gladys, completely unaware that she was doing so, had started to trail in with her.
      

      
      Presumably it was because of the anniversary that she had been thinking rather a lot about how her parents might have played
         their parts in the drama of her life: mother, father, in-laws, grandparents, roles still gaping after so long.
      

      
      She looked with tenderness at the fragile earth, loose and fly-away where Zachariah hadn’t watered. The trees sagged lifeless,
         even this early. They would spend the rest of the day dropping leaves and shedding bark like sacrifices to the sun, bartering
         for longer life. She looked up at the unchanging high white cloud and dust. It would be another very hot day. Rain clouds
         would be unusual at this time of year, even though they hadn’t come when they were due. In spite of the stark reality, Eva
         still hoped that things had merely shifted badly, that the rain they should have had a few months ago had simply been held
         up. But there hadn’t been a drop here on the coast for months, and it was unlikely that there would be any for another while.
         A few weeks ago the Accra Metropolitan Council confirmed that the region was experiencing a drought. They began turning off
         the water supply more regularly, and always without a warning, which infuriated Eva. She could have told them there was a
         drought. Her records had made that plain weeks ago; she had been recording rainfall for years, ever since they had first moved
         into this house, when she decided to take gardening seriously. Knowing when there might be rain, when her garden might be
         allowed to thrive naturally, helped her plan. It baffled Eva that the authorities couldn’t warn the residents that the water
         was about to be turned off. She imagined some bored fellow sitting in a disorganised office looking out at the water levels of the reservoir and deciding
         when to switch the water on and off. She could visualise him going outside on a whim and turning off a massive tap, then falling
         asleep and forgetting to turn it back on. Where was he now? Hopefully on his way to turn the tap back on. It was Saturday,
         after all, and the people of Accra deserved some water for the weekend. As she walked, she wished her desire for clean flowing
         water was being transmitted to him through her slow, pounding steps by some ancient signalling system, and that by the time
         she had finished admiring her garden it would be back on.
      

      
      Eva was particularly proud and protective of the garden because it was entirely her creation. Alfred had been so busy overseeing
         the construction of their new house from plans he had drawn up himself, that he totally overlooked the garden. She had watched
         with mounting disappointment as the house grew up from the ground, a large, square dwelling of the modern style that she didn’t
         understand, which ate up too much of what initially had looked like a decent plot of land. She had been startled by his design.
         It looked rather like a cabin, with small windows and square rooms. But when he begged her to demonstrate a little more interest
         in their new home, she suggested that she could be in charge of the garden, and was pleased when he hesitated only momentarily
         before agreeing. ‘But you will bear in mind the building’s architectural relevance?’ to which she had smiled impishly, making
         him drop his head into his hands and shake his head in defeat.
      

      
      She had set to work immediately, energised, yet daunted. Suddenly, the garden seemed big and barren, an expanse littered with
         rocks and stones that had been displaced by the construction of the house. She replaced the rubble and grainy red earth with
         dark, rich soil and planted indiscriminately, eager to soften the straight concrete lines and disguise the smell of new paint,
         transforming it into, in her opinion, one of the most beautiful gardens in Accra. All this in spite of the fact that she had no real knowledge of gardening or plants. She had enjoyed imposing her
         taste on some part of her new home and over the years had never overlooked an opportunity to take cuttings from another garden
         if she liked a plant. Now, the most admired feature of her garden was that it was like a jungle, when it was thriving, in
         any event. Alfred told her that he was resigned to the ‘beautiful mess’ the garden had become, but he still asked her regularly
         to tame it, to cut this or trim that, advice she generally ignored.
      

      
      It had been a slow, hard job, and in the process, Eva realised how determined and headstrong she could be.

      
      Those were distant days, when Eva had still been coming to terms with her self-imposed exile, when she indulged too often
         in wondering what her life would have been like if she hadn’t gone to London at all. Might she have moved to Norwich? Wouldn’t
         she be married to a nice English man with two children, paying weekly visits to her parents, his parents, gliding through
         life effortlessly, slotting in wherever she went naturally, not having to squeeze into places she didn’t quite fit, uneasy
         in circumstances still unfamiliar after so many years?
      

      
      As soon as she and Alfred had moved in, relieved to have their own place, she had set about creating a haven that nourished
         her soul and soothed the homesickness that manifested itself with symptoms as real and as incapacitating as any physical illness.
         Now, the fact that none of the houses nearby were similar to hers seemed irrelevant. She no longer felt guilt because of the
         height of their wall lined with sharp spikes or their imposing wrought iron gate. She had become used to the disparity between
         her life and the lives around her, even though at first she had been shocked by how easily the haves lived on top of the have-nots
         in this city. Now she didn’t think too much about their driveway, home to Alfred’s new Mercedes-Benz and her old Datsun, or
         about the wall-less, gate-less, single storey dwellings in which her neighbours lived, each of which housed multiple families
         and which had no gardens to speak of. She no longer let it affect her that her neighbours had latrines instead of flushing toilets,
         that they cooked outside on coal pots, and that they slept to the hum of the Laryea’s air-conditioners. In fact, she rarely
         allowed herself to wonder what the neighbours thought about her house, which stood in their midst two storeys high and too
         many rooms wide, like an alien ship that has landed in the wrong place.
      

      
      Eva was thinking about the things she had to do when Faustina came running towards her with a smile on her face, her voice
         puffed from the exertion.
      

      
      ‘Madam, water. The water is coming plenty.’

      
      Eva felt her soul float upwards. Water? The relief, the joy. She smiled at Faustina. Her eyes were open in disbelief, questioning.
         ‘The water is on? How wonderful!’ She could almost have hugged Faustina, but instead she clenched both her fists in triumph,
         in a gesture far less exuberant than she felt. ‘But how did you know?’ she asked. She had been sure that she would be the
         one to find out, she who had monitored the lack of water so closely all this while.
      

      
      ‘We leave the outside tap in the boys’ quarters on full blast so that we can hear the water hitting the concrete when it comes
         back,’ said Faustina. ‘Don’t worry, we are filling all the containers already.’ As she reached the kitchen veranda she turned
         and said to Eva, ‘Auntie Gee says we should slaughter the chickens now. Madam, if you like you can go inside because of the
         blood.’
      

      
      Eva walked back into the house, so reinvigorated by this wonderful news that she was able to ignore Faustina’s instructions.
         There was water when she most needed it. It amounted to a miracle; a magnificent blessing. The tank would fill again, ensuring
         that there would be water in the house for days. Clean, clear water from each and every tap in her house!
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Many years had passed since Yelena first met Wisdom Tekyi, a charming Ghanaian medical student, in Kiev. This morning, at
         just past eight-thirty, they sat in the living room of his house on a sofa that was still covered with protective plastic
         sheets. She had started to bring the twins to visit their father a few weeks ago, and hard as the visits were, she felt a
         little victorious today. A family of sorts, Yelena thought, with a smile fixed to her face.
      

      
      They had had to wait half an hour for Wisdom to appear from his bedroom, clearly fresh from sleep, but Yelena didn’t mind.
         She had learned that it was better to arrive when he was still asleep. Any later in the day and, as she had discovered from
         some of her earlier attempts at ‘family time’, he might have gone out already, claiming some fictitious appointment when she
         later confronted him.
      

      
      The living room was a lot shabbier than Yelena would have had it; dark and dingy and in need of a good clean, the plum-red
         linoleum floor was lifting in several places, and there were numerous tiles missing. She was dying with curiosity to see the
         rest of the house. And she had tried taking wrong turns on the way to the bathroom, but the Wife seemed to know her intentions
         and was always on hand to steer her through the right door.
      

      
      The house was filled with the scent of cooking palm oil, but Yelena knew better than to expect any kind of sustenance. That
         was just another of the ways that the Wife could slight her; no self-respecting Ghanaian hostess would allow visitors to her
         house to leave unfed. Ah, but Yelena didn’t care. They were here. For the third time! The boys on either side of her, sitting
         closer than they normally did, and across them, Wisdom with his legs ajar, his hands clasped on his thigh with a smile, spouting
         sporadic questions:
      

      
      ‘Eh! Have you grown again since the last time, what is your mother feeding you?’

      
      A polite shrug from both boys.

      
      ‘So, tell me, how is school?’

      
      ‘Okay,’ they mumbled.

      
      ‘You must not say ‘okay’, that is American English. Do you understand me? You must say ‘all right,’ which is the correct way.

      
      ‘All right,’ they chorused.

      
      And what right do you have to correct them? Yelena asked in her head, smiling from child to child.

      
      ‘And what is your favourite subject?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said Joel. ‘Maths,’ said Jonah.

      
      He had asked this question before, Yelena thought. But then, he most probably never spoke to his other children. It wasn’t
         a usual sight here, after all, a father interacting freely with his young children. She kept smiling.
      

      
      ‘You are studying hard I hope?’

      
      They nodded.

      
      Yelena beamed at them, touched Joel’s hands to get him to stop biting his nails. She looked up at Wisdom who was staring at
         her cleavage. She stared at him until he realised she was watching him and he grinned at her, revealing the gap in his molars
         that she had always found so endearing. What a mother will do for the children she loves, she thought, as she adjusted the
         skirt of her dress, moving her legs, which once unstuck, slid with sweat on the plastic seat.
      

      
      She was tiny, just over five feet tall and slender, but she knew exuded that indefinable thing that made a woman sexy. The
         soft, pink skin, perfectly manicured pink nails, her wide blue, trusting eyes and her full mouth, almost too big for her face.
         She wasn’t trying to get Wisdom back, after all he was married now, officially this time, and the Wife had four children,
         yet when Yelena took the boys to visit him, she was aware that she made particular effort with her appearance. Her hair was
         as he had liked it, her nails freshly painted, her make-up perfect. Today, she knew that she was radiant, her chest smooth
         and heaving in a frilly blue and white polka-dot dress that was tight in the right places and just the ideal length.
      

      
      ‘I am still looking for a husband,’ she said laughing, whenever her friends commented with admiration on the care she took
         over the way she looked. She longed to be a proper bride at least once in her life, to be loved so completely by one man that
         he married her so he could have her to himself. But she recognised that to be just hot-blooded sentimentalism running unchecked.
         In truth, most of the time, she didn’t think having a husband was all that great, emphatically not if he was as lazy as Wisdom,
         or as evil as Vincent. There was something about that man that disturbed her, and the way he treated Dahlia, without the faintest
         bit of respect, made her mad. Yelena often wondered why she put up with him. No, there seemed to be too much at stake in marriage,
         the odds of making the wrong choice stacked against her.
      

      
      In the background, the Wife was hovering and doing, watching and listening. She didn’t like this arrangement one bit, so Wisdom
         had said, but Yelena knew that he would use any excuse to get out of his obligations. Nevertheless, during the first visit,
         Yelena had gone to talk to her in private and assured her that she didn’t want anything from Wisdom, definitely not money.
         Well, she lied, but she had no guilt about such things, not like Eva who seemed to think there was never an occasion when it was fitting to bend the truth a little. No, she had told the Wife with a straight
         face that she only wanted a teeny little bit of his time so that her boys might know their father, their heritage, their ancestry,
         ‘You know how important that is, don’t you?’ she had said, smiling at the Wife who maintained her curious expression, part
         bored, part angry, with one eyebrow permanently raised high above the other.
      

      
      What on earth did they have in common, she couldn’t help wondering whenever she saw her. And why had she, Yelena, not been
         interesting enough, beautiful enough, sexy enough, just simply enough?
      

      
      When Yelena first met Wisdom Tekyi, he told her about his country, how no one in his family had ever been to university, and
         how it was a tragedy that the first president of his country, Nkrumah, had been overthrown; it was because of him that a man
         like Wisdom, from a family that had not produced a single higher-educated male, could study medicine. She had known from the
         beginning that she would fall in love with him, and when he said he loved her too, she was ecstatic. She became pregnant unexpectedly
         and he was pleased. Then, when they found out there were two babies, he was ecstatic. Naturally, she assumed she would be going with him when he returned to Accra, but he decided that he should
         go ahead and prepare for them. By the time the boys were two, he had still not told her to come and join him and she decided
         to take matters into her own hands. She was eager to escape from the confines of the USSR even though she didn’t have a ring
         on her finger and her destination was one of which she knew nothing, so with the blessing of her mother
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