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For my sisters, for making me into the woman I am.
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Epigraph

‘A family tie is like a tree. It can bend but it cannot break’

African Proverb




Trigger Warnings:

Intimate partner violence and baby loss




Prologue

Santa Monica, USA

1975

Evelyn lets herself into their apartment, jamming the key in the stiff lock until the door scrapes across the floorboards with a low creak. A small stack of letters is clutched under her armpit. Every time Evelyn arrives home, the sight reminds her of an oversized cardboard box. Their apartment is like a warren; split-level, with one room leading to the next and to the next, like one long tunnel. Today, she peers up at the thin slit of window, barely big enough for a toddler to squeeze through, and watches the parade of feet passing by, the orange glow of a cigarette butt falling to the ground.

‘Can I watch TV, Mom?’ Jonathan asks, shrugging off his backpack while they’re still half in the entryway, half in the apartment. She looks down at him and wants to laugh. TV the second they step foot in the house. How American. Growing up, there was always work to be done, yam to be pounded, floors to be swept. For years, she and her sister took turns minding their mum’s shop after school. She’d hated it, but now it feels like whole lifetimes have passed.

Jonathan’s large, expectant eyes stare up at her, his tongue mindlessly drifting into the gap where two front teeth used to sit.

‘Complete your homework first,’ she says and he nods, scurrying down the hallway. She shuts the door, puts on the chain and closes the latch. For good measure, she locks it from the inside, leaving the key dangling in the lock so it can’t be opened from the other side. Evelyn lets out a breath and gives it one firm tug – just to be certain.

She hangs her cardigan up on the nearest coat hook and begins thumbing through the mail. There’s a twinge between her shoulders. Hours of mixing, measuring and folding intricate layers of pastry have left her arms stiff and shoulders aching. She squeezes her shoulder blades together. What she really needs is to spend a few minutes massaging the tight muscle before she heads out to her late shift, dishwashing for six hours straight at one of the fancy restaurants on the waterfront. She’d give up a half day’s wages for just one night off her swollen feet.

The first two envelopes are bills. The third is a glossy copy of Americana Kitchen. Evelyn can just about make out the letters through the translucent plastic wrap. Her esteemed coworkers, with years of training at Parisian culinary schools under their belts, look down on magazines like this. She’s heard them make comments about bored housewives and Martha Stewart wannabees with nothing better to do but follow rudimentary recipes and read salacious gossip colums. But Evelyn still feels a small thrill go through her every time she treats herself to an issue. It’s the exact same way she felt as a teenager back in Ghana when her dad would arrive home from a work trip with a small stack, and she’d read them cover to cover, the glossy sheen slowly growing dull under her fingertips.

Because she’s had a long day, Evelyn allows herself a sneak peek. She tears apart the plastic and the magazine flops open to the middle double-page spread. The photo inside is of a shimmering, peaked white meringue topped with blood-red berries. The next one is an impossibly perfect currant cake recipe, the bake an even golden brown.

Evelyn folds over the corner. There’s a creak above her head, the sound of an upstairs door opening, then the smell of their landlady Mrs Saddler’s pot roast. Evelyn puts the magazine aside and turns to the final letter. It’s a deep cream envelope, almost a half-inch thick. She slips a finger under the seal and slides it open, sheds the envelope and feels something sharp hit her feet.

Evelyn jumps. Photographs fall like confetti from between the pages. She reaches for the first and pauses. She recognises the deep brown complexion, the slope of slouched shoulders and the softly rounded nose on a face in profile. It’s her. She’s staring at a photo of herself. Her breath hitches. She flicks to the next one and sees herself in her work uniform. In another, she’s waiting outside Jonathan’s school in her old, fraying red cardigan, and there’s one with both her and Jonathan, waiting at the bus stop on Rose Avenue. How could someone have been watching her for this long, a week, maybe more, and she hadn’t noticed a thing?

Her first thought is that they should run. They’ve done it before and can do it again. Already, adrenaline is gathering in her muscles, a jittery energy pulsing through her.

He’d found her once before. She was a fool to think he wouldn’t find her again. Who’s to say he isn’t watching her this very moment? She’s kicking herself. She should’ve been keeping an eye out, moving from place to place every few weeks, keeping a low profile, but she’d got comfortable, wanted a small slice of normalcy for herself and for her son.

Her eyes dart to the rotary phone, the only thing hanging from the wall in their sliver of a hallway, but Evelyn has no idea who she’d call. It’s been months since she’s spoken to anyone from her old life. There’s no one to ask for help, no one to turn to.

She bites down on the adrenaline thrumming through her and turns her attention back to the letter, starts reading the first paragraph. The more she reads, the more her stomach churns. The words won’t stay still. Her fingers are shaking, her whole body trembling.

Elsewhere in the apartment, Evelyn can hear the faint sounds of Jonathan moving around the bedroom, the tinny sound of Motown playing on the radio. She reads to the very end of the letter. The ink is smudged in places, like it had been written in a hurry and folded still wet. At the end, there’s a location, date and time to meet.
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Takoradi, Ghana

1969

The walk from her school to the market feels longer than usual to Maggie. Each time she does it, she feels as if the roads have grown a few metres. Today, she walks slower than normal, panting quietly, the air thick and breezeless, her empty stomach protesting. Dust is catching in her throat.

When she is almost at the end of the ever-lengthening road, Maggie spots a gathering of uncles up ahead, crowded around two small tables outside the drinking spot. At the sight of them, she feels her throat dry and her palms moisten. She can tell they are uncles by their paunch stomachs, skin toughened by entire days in the sun and the ravenous gleam in their eyes as their gazes fix on any woman who’s unlucky enough to attract their attention. She knows men like this spend all day here, drinking or gambling away any money they make, and that there are men like this on similar street corners all over the city, men with nothing better to do than shine their eyes on girls young enough to be their daughters.

She steps closer to the road, waiting for a break in oncoming traffic when a voice calls out, ‘Hey! Beautiful girl!’ There’s the sudden heat of uninvited attention searing her skin, and a moment later the rest of them begin, a chorus of voices melding with the first.

‘Ey, fine girl.’

Another puckers his lips and blows kisses into the air.

Maggie keeps her gazed fixed ahead and kisses her teeth loudly, letting the sound drag out. It isn’t just her. She’s seen it happen to much younger girls, girls whose bodies are only just beginning to curve outwards with new hips and fuller chests.

‘Ey, so you won’t come and greet me?’

And another says, ‘That one, she looks like Grace’s daughter. Is it her? Ey, what’s her name?’

A water tanker sputters past and Maggie hurries across. The men’s voices finally die down and they return to their game. Maggie steps into the bustling market and makes her way to Grace’s shop. Maggie could do the walk with her eyes closed. She has been doing it almost every week since she turned twelve, when her mum graduated from a stall at Asamfo Junction to a small shop in the heart of the market. She passes the same stores, greeting the women selling scotch bonnet, tomatoes, garden eggs and okra. She takes a left just past a solemn-faced man prodding overripe plantain on a grill, the edges charred black and insides sticky just like Maggie likes. If she wasn’t late already she’d stop, chat with him and wait to see if he offered her any. Instead, she breathes in the sweet, caramelised scent as she carries on, passing the women selling plastic plates and bowls in every colour under the sun, and finally gets to her mum’s store.

Every inch of Grace Gyamfi’s Shoe Emporium is covered in shoes. Out front two tables arranged in an L-shape hold row after row of beaded Ahenema slippers, chale wote sandals and church shoes so shiny Maggie can see her face in them.

‘Good, you’ve arrived.’ Grace looks up from the shoe in her lap, her face brightening the moment she sees her daughter. With her hair scraped back into a low bun, her large, wideset eyes and sharp jawline appear even more prominent. The resemblance between them is so clear, Maggie understands why many of their customers have taken to calling Maggie her mum’s twin.

‘How was school?’

‘Fine.’

Grace’s eyes narrow, but she doesn’t press. Maggie really has nothing to say. Summer vacation is around the corner and her mind is already on the long, empty weeks stretching out ahead of her.

‘Okay,’ Grace says and reaches beneath the table for a plastic bag. Through the translucent material, Maggie can see that the whole thing is full of shoes and on the very top are rolls of brown, black and beige thread.

‘Finish this one. I have to pack the orders for Deacon Adam’s wife.’

With that, Grace steps into the dim store. It’s a small metal coffin of a store with barely enough space for a thin table and low stool amongst all the shoe boxes piled from the floor to ceiling. Every available inch of space is used to display their wares, even the insides of the doors, which are propped fully open are draped in expensive ornate heels and chunky platforms, the very best shoes they stock.

Maggie settles on the stool Grace has vacated. The first shoe she pulls out to mend is a men’s leather sandal, the toe post ripped right out of the sole, the strap mostly frayed on one side. She reaches for the brown thread, matching it to the leather and gets to work with deft, steady fingers. When the sole is reattached, she knots the end of the thread, raises it to her mouth and snips it with her teeth.

She carries on like this, tuning out the voices, smells, the rumbling of her stomach and tunes in to the steady rhythm of ‘Proud Mary’, Tina Turner’s voice thrumming from a wind-up radio in the store next door. She sings, half-mumbling the lyrics under her breath, until she spots a flourish of yellow fabric just past her eyeline. When Maggie looks up, there is a light-skinned woman with pencil-thin eyebrows standing before her. Her bold yellow boubou is cinched at her waist, sleeves billowing out like long golden streamers; it is traditional yet stylish, so unlike the shapeless ones that less style-conscious aunties wear. Maggie hasn’t seen anything like it. This woman looks like she belongs at high-society parties, the type of person who’d host fundraisers for sick children, chair organisational committees for church functions, take meetings with politicians and presidential candidates, not at all like someone who’d be pushing her way through the marketplace, soaking in the kerosene fumes. She is eyeing the sign above Maggie’s head, her lips silently mouthing the words.

‘This is Grace Gyamfi’s shop?’ she asks.

‘Yes,’ Maggie says, springing out of her chair without so much as a passing look at the shoes that clatter from her lap to the floor.

‘Good afternoon. We stock very fine quality shoes, the best in all of Ghana. For all ages. Men and women. Anything you want, we have. Did someone send you?’

Maggie is normally good at this speech. Charming customers and talking them into buying more expensive shoes than they’d planned is her speciality, but today she’s babbling. She lets the words trail off.

A pause. ‘So you don’t remember me?’

Maggie tries to place the woman. She runs through her mental Rolodex, scanning through all the places where they could’ve met. Not at school. Not a relative of any of her friends. She doesn’t recognise her from the Gyamfi’s semi-annual visits to church. From the clothes alone, Maggie knows she isn’t another seller here at the market.

‘Please no,’ she admits.

‘Aunty Patience.’

Maggie nods and waits for the woman to continue.

‘It’s been a long time. When your mother had the other shop, I used to come there. I would send you to buy bofrot and we would eat it together.’

Lips pinched tight, Maggie nods. From that detail alone, she knows the woman is thinking of her older sister, Evelyn. Even as a child, Maggie had made up excuses to get out of running errands for the customers: a stomach ache, knee pain, pretending she didn’t remember where the bofrot sellers camped out. Not Evelyn though.

‘Is your mother here?’

‘Yes,’ Maggie says, then turns and yells into the store even though she could reach out and touch her mum’s shoulder if she was four steps closer.

‘What is it?’ Grace mumbles, following the sound of her daughter’s voice.

‘There’s someone—’

‘Ey! Patience Danso! My eyes must be deceiving me.’

‘Your eyes are fine,’ the woman replies, a grin spreading across her lips.

‘Atuu,’ Grace croons, and the women collide, arms wrapping around each other. When they release, Grace takes a step back, arms firmly on her friend’s shoulders.

‘Me, I don’t even know the last time I saw you in this Ghana. This your travelling up and down, a real Metropolitan woman.’

Patience clicks her tongue. ‘Heh, the travelling is becoming too too much, but my husband has passed. The children are abroad. If not me, who else will take care of the business?’

‘Doing business at this your age?’

‘Heh!’ Patience lets out a laugh. ‘Which one of us is the elder?’

‘Not even three months.’

‘Eh-hen.’

‘But still you should listen to your elder and rest small.’

‘I’m coming to rest now for two months. I’m heading to my house today and will sit down until my son comes to greet me.’

‘Augustus is coming? How old is he now?’

‘Twenty-seven.’

‘And, eh, remind me where he’s living.’

‘In US. He’ll be coming from New York next week.’

At this, Maggie feels herself stand taller. She wants to ask the woman if she’s been there and pepper her with questions, as she does with anyone she knows who’s touched down on those faraway shores. In her mind the US is where all her dreams reside. She and Evelyn have been dreaming about it for years, uttering quiet plans to pack a bag and go there. They’ve been talking about it for so long they’ve forgotten whose idea it was in the first place, but it has swollen and taken on a life of its own. She has an insistent hunger to know more, to collect every detail, so she can keep piecing together this place in her mind.

The things she already knows, the references that clog her mind are far more vivid than what most people could imagine. Between the two of them, whole afternoons could be spent chatting about it, poring over magazine articles for the tiniest details. They’d memorised every state and knew every capital city, spent hours daydreaming of their lives overseas. And late into the night, they’d fallen asleep with those imaginings swirling through their dreams.

‘And Simone?’ Grace asks.

‘Simone is well. She is there too. Last year, she completed the first year of her medical training and has married a Black American man.’

‘Oh! That’s good news-o.’

‘But Gus, he’s why I’m here.’

‘Sah?’

Patience opens her mouth to continue, but she pauses, her gaze darting to the left, where Maggie watches them openly, and to the right, where the aunties selling waist-beads and other jewellery quickly avert their eyes, trying just a little harder to hide their eavesdropping.

‘Ah,’ Grace says slowly. ‘Come. We can talk inside.’

Maggie steps back as her mum leads Patience behind the tables and right into the store. The scent of amber and jasmine wafts as she passes. Maggie watches as Grace dusts the top of a stool before Patience sits down. Then, without missing a beat, her hand reaches for the doorstop and she pulls the doors together with a metal clang.

Maggie sighs. She knows she should go back to manning the stall, but the closed door and lowered voices are too tempting. She stretches her arms high, a fake yawn at her lips as she quickly closes the gap. Inside, she can make out both women’s voices.

‘I’m worried about him,’ Patience says. ‘All this studying and working he’s doing, I don’t even know if he’s eating. He needs to be settled, someone to help him small-small.’

‘Eh-hen,’ Grace mumbles in agreement. ‘It’s not easy-o. Even with both of my girls here, I worry. As a parent the worries never finish.’

‘I want to find someone for him,’ Patience says, and Maggie presses her ear closer still.

There’s movement in Maggie’s peripheral vision, a customer who has come to collect their repaired shoes. Grumbling, Maggie pulls herself away and rifles through the plastic tub until she surfaces with the correct pair. She throws a nervous glance over her shoulder, her brain already imagining the conversation happening just metres away.

‘Here,’ she says, stuffing the shoes into the customer’s waiting hands. She stuffs the cedis into the front pocket of her apron. Behind her, the metal doors creak. She dashes over, and has just enough time to stumble out of the way as the doors arch two inches from her face.

‘Maggie, here you are,’ Grace says happily. ‘Close up the shop. Maa Danso is taking us home.’

Maggie’s mouth falls open. Her brows draw together. She doesn’t say that there’s more to do, that they’ll miss the nurses heading home from the evening shift with their earnings for the week. She doesn’t mention that one of the nursing students has been eyeing up a pair of sky-blue kitten heels for days and Maggie was sure that today was the day she’d make the purchase.

Maggie glances at the moneybox in her mum’s hand, wordlessly reaches under the table for the large plastic tub to begin packing away the shoes.

When the store is locked up with the folding tables, cheaper shoes and repairs safely behind the metal doors, and the expensive shoes loaded into the tub, it takes two of them to lift it on to Maggie’s head.

‘Is she the one?’ Maa Danso says. Under her gaze, Maggie feels she’s being sized up. Her mum’s voice cuts in, light and almost laughing.

‘Not Maggie. She can barely take care of herself. It will be my older one, Evelyn.’

‘Oh, okay. Tell me about her,’ Maa Danso says, slipping an arm in Grace’s. Grace answers immediately, practically falling over herself to get the words out.

‘The older one is a very good girl, well-behaved. She is working at this one very nice beach resort hotel near New Takoradi. The place is full of obronis, so is looking very fine. I’ll bring her to meet you on her day off. Maggie …’ she says, with a casual wave of a hand in her daughter’s direction ‘… is sometimes so lazy I cannot believe I raised her, but Evelyn, she works very hard.’

Maggie’s mouth drops open. She looks from woman to woman, but neither look her way. Maa Danso’s head bobs in agreement.

‘You won’t find better choice in the whole city,’ Grace adds.

‘I’m sure they will make a fine match, but let me meet her first. And I will think about what I will say to Gus. All this time in US, he starts thinking and talking like them. If I come out and suggest it, he will say no.’

‘Eh, it’s true, all these children coming with abroad mindset. They’ve forgotten how we do things,’ Grace echoes even though she knows nothing about how the people who have gone abroad think. In her forty-four years on earth she has never passed Ghana’s borders. ‘But go slow and make him see sense. You don’t even need to do too much. Introduce them and give them time.’

‘Aane. This one is very wise.’

Maggie misses the next part. There are sounds popcorning all around her, hawkers yelling, quick-fire negotiations between customers and sellers, friends greeting one another with hearty backslapping and vigorous handshakes. The market is busier than it’s been all week. Disco music rises and falls as they pass stall after stall. Yet Maggie notices that no one strays too close to Maa Danso. No one dares jostle her or shoulder her out of the way. Maggie isn’t sure if it’s caution or awe, but people keep their distance as if there’s an invisible bubble encircling her.

‘Give this one to Chairman,’ Maa Danso says, and Maggie follows her gaze to the man standing beside a deep ruby red Citroën SM.

She is faster to close her mouth this time, quickly learning that everything that Maa Danso surrounds herself with is expensive. She watches as Maa dips a hand into her purse, and from what Maggie can glimpse, an entire month’s takings from the store is draped around her wrists.

Maggie turns back to the man approaching with his arms outstretched. She places both hands on the tub and dips at the knees. He reaches for the load and lets out a gruff breath, arms bobbing under the weight of it. Wordlessly, he looks from it to her again, eyes narrowed, a small smile edging his lips, then settles it in the boot of the car.

‘Remind me where you’re staying,’ Maa Danso says, flinging open the car door.

‘You know Asamfo Junction,’ Grace says. ‘It’s close to where my old shop was. I’ll direct you, Chairman.’

Maggie slides into the back seat, suddenly aware of the layers of dust caked to her shoes, the sweat film across her skin. She folds her hands into her lap, touching as little as possible, not the milky beige leather or cream stitching, nor the elegant black door handles or polished metal accents. Every inch of the car is spotless and she can feel cool air billowing even though they are stationary. She has never seen a car that looked as if it had just driven off a factory line, let alone been inside one. Her dad’s car, which she gets to ride in the few times a month he’s home, is a sputtering metal tanker compared to this.

Heads trail them as Chairman eases the car out of the market heading towards the main road, and Maggie keeps her gaze on the view passing by the window, the tall stalks of green sugarcane in endless rows along the roadside, counting down the minutes until she can tell Evelyn.
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Takoradi, Ghana

1969

‘There’s a man Mum wants you to marry,’ is the first thing Maggie says when Evelyn steps through the front door. Evelyn wants to roll her eyes at this nonsense, but she can see none of the telltale signs that Maggie’s lying; not the eyes veering away from making eye contact or the nervous twitch of her nostrils. Instead, she looks bright-eyed, so excited she is practically bouncing from foot to foot.

Evelyn, on the other hand, is hotter than she should be, the air dry and breezeless. Her back and feet ache from a double shift followed by the almost three-mile walk home. All she wants is to drink some cold water and to sit down.

‘Don’t joke like that,’ she says, swatting a hand in Maggie’s direction.

‘I’m not,’ Maggie insists. ‘It’s true.’

There’s just three years, two months and four days between them, but for Evelyn’s whole life Maggie has felt – and acted – much younger. She couldn’t really blame her – it was their parents’ fault. They were the ones who had coddled her ever since she was born, thundering into the world eight weeks ahead of schedule, so frail and thin they were certain she wouldn’t live past that first week. They were the ones who’d let her shirk responsibilities and play when she should’ve been studying, sleep in when everyone else was up at dawn to clean. If Evelyn hadn’t been bigger, she imagines they would’ve taken the clothes off her back to give to Maggie. And now, because of them, her younger sister is equal parts passion and indignation, strong-willed but lacking even one ounce of follow-through.

Maggie lets out a sharp huff. ‘It’s not rubbish. I heard them.’

‘Heard who?’

‘Mum and that one very stylish lady. Her name’s Maa Danso. It’s her son. He’s coming from US in one week.’

‘The US?’ Evelyn says, and her mind is alight with possibilities.

‘I know,’ Maggie squeals. ‘Me, I can’t even believe it.’

But Evelyn can. For years, she’s been believing just that, dreaming of planes taking her to distant shores, imagining herself walking side by side with Maggie, gliding down roads paved with gold.

‘Tell me the name again. Danso?’ Evelyn pauses, wondering where she’s heard that name before.

‘You should’ve seen what she was wearing. It was yellow, but not any old style. The yellow was some shiny shiny material and rich in colour, like egg yolk. Anyone can see it’s very expensive cloth. And she has a car! It’s even better than Dad’s. Spacious and inside, there was not one speck of dust. Oh, and it blows cold air even with the windows up. She drove us home in it. Well, she didn’t drive it. The driver is named Chairman.’

A driver? Evelyn thinks. This woman must be very wealthy then. Even at the hotel, most guests walk, call taxis or ride with the stream of delivery people making journeys to and from the hotel, but almost no one has their own driver. At least no one Evelyn knows.

‘Evelyn!’ Grace’s voice travels down the hallway.

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Bra ha.’

‘Me ba,’ Evelyn replies. Before she goes, she turns back to Maggie, sees the smug smile stretched across her face.

‘See. I told you.’ Then, in a hushed whisper, she adds, ‘When you go to the US take me with you.’

‘Deal.’ Evelyn says, and they shake on it.

When Evelyn gets to her parents’ bedroom door, she pauses, takes a deep breath then knocks three times. On the third knock, the door stutters back. Through the gap, she can see the bed with its smooth sheets and crisp corners, the dresser topped with half-empty bottles of perfume and small tubs of moisturiser. The clean crisp scent of talcum powder hangs in the air.

‘Come in,’ Grace calls, and Evelyn enters. Her mum’s back is to her, but Evelyn raises her eyes to the mirror and there Grace’s gaze meets hers. Grace looks so much like Maggie. Evelyn’s heard the traders joke between them, the small comments of ‘This one’s taken your whole face, but the older one only has the eyes’. Though it’s not much, Evelyn’s grateful for this shared feature between them, that whenever she glances at her reflection, Maggie and her mother’s eyes are there to meet her.

Grace’s eyes brighten at the sight of Evelyn. Her hands are in her hair, packing it into a tight braid that hangs past her shoulder blades. It’s still jet black, even after all these years, and as thick as Maggie’s – or maybe thicker still – and Evelyn watches from the doorway as she wrangles the last few inches into submission.

‘You’re home early.’

‘I closed the shop to be here when you came. I have something I want to discuss with you.’

‘Is it about the American man?’

Grace’s lips draw together. Her eyebrows bunch tight. ‘Maggie told you?’

‘When has she been able to keep a secret?’

Grace kisses her teeth but it’s more exasperation than actual annoyance. ‘So this girl won’t even let me bring the matter up with you myself?’

‘Who is he?’ Evelyn asks, taking a seat on the edge of her mum’s bed.

‘Augustus Danso. The mother is my good good friend from school. It’s been some years since I saw her but she came to my shop today. The son is living in US and is doing medical training.’

‘He’s a doctor?’

‘Yes. And he comes from a good family. Good name. Good home training. The father passed some years ago so the mother is running the business, and it’s doing very well. From here to Volta region, say the name Danso Cement to anyone and they will know it.’

That’s where I’ve heard the name, Evelyn thinks.

‘I’m not asking you to agree now. Just meet with him when he comes. It’s a very good opportunity.’

Evelyn nods. She doesn’t need to be told twice. Being connected to a family like that could change everything for the Gymafis. And if everything went to plan, Evelyn would be living in the US, married to a doctor. They could pay Maggie’s school fees with ease. Evelyn could go back to school herself.

Five years ago, when sales were slow, money was tight and fights between her parents had become a regular occurrence, she’d sat in this same spot and squeaked out a case for leaving school early, getting a job to help out, just to stop the arguing. Her dad had been slack-jawed and her mum had been insisting Evelyn finish her studies, listing off people who might lend them money. In the end, they’d agreed.

At first, it was meant to be just one year to help save enough to cover the school costs, payments for exams, uniforms, books and shoes. Then cracks appeared in the exterior walls, a leaking roof that needed to be fixed. The summer after that, Maggie started suffering with stomach pains and suddenly there was a bill for surgery for her appendicitis, a hospital stay and antibiotics to stave off a post-surgery infection. They had only just finished paying the doctor’s bills. The more money they brought in, the more the money stretched thin, and Evelyn knew she was too young to be working this hard, and that even if she went back to school now, the gap between her and her peers had widened too large to close.

‘That’s all. Sit with him. Talk. Everything else will come in time,’ Grace urges, clutching both of Evelyn’s hands in hers.

‘Okay.’

‘Good!’ The word comes out of Grace’s mouth like a shrill bleat.

‘Wait,’ Evelyn says. ‘What about Dad?’

She gives her mum a hard look. Evelyn knows this will not happen without his approval. There’s no way she’ll even meet the man, let alone stand before her friends and relatives for the knocking ceremony without his say-so.

‘Let me handle your father.’ Grace nods. Evelyn can practically see the wheels turning as the plan comes together in her mind.

‘When’s he back?’

‘Tomorrow.’

For the next twenty-four hours, the house is filled with jittery anticipation. Evelyn’s head turns at every sound of footsteps crunching on the front path or a car rolling past the gate. In the end, it’s dark by the time he comes, during the in-between hours as night edges towards dawn. Evelyn is by the window, peering out between the rusted metal bars when his car’s headlights swoop across the sandswept compound. Grace is already out there, silhouetted on the front step, knotting a robe at her waist. It’s pale blue silk, almost translucent when illuminated by the warm yellow headlights, and shimmers and puffs at the lightest breeze.

The car engine cuts out. The lights shut off. The car door creaks open. In the quiet that follows, their conversation carries and Evelyn hears it as clearly as she hears her own breath.

‘My love has returned,’ Grace coos, arms spread akimbo.

‘And my heart is here to greet me,’ Elias chirps back.

It is always like this with them. Grand displays of adoration. Elias dumps his bag on the bottom step and skips up the rest, practically diving into her arms, pulling her closer than seems possible, so close Evelyn can no longer tell which limb belongs to which parent. She feels her eyes roll. Almost three decades together and her parents still fawn over each other with a stomach-churning sweetness.

‘Where are the girls?’

‘It’s late-o. They’re sleeping.’

Evelyn knocks on the glass. Both of her parents’ heads flick towards the bedroom window, the beginnings of a smile spreading over her dad’s lips.

Fifteen minutes later, they are huddled around the worn-smooth dining table. Maggie, who took a full three minutes to rouse and even longer to actually get out of bed, appears in the doorway, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

‘Daddy!’ She flings herself at him like a child, almost toppling over both him and the chair. When she clambers up, their dad does a double take.

‘What’s the meaning of this?’ he says, voice stern, and Evelyn’s gaze flits over her sister for some fault. But then Elias’s face changes. A disbelieving grin puffs up.

‘One week I’ve been gone and Maggie’s grown taller than me? I didn’t have daughters for them to be growing tall like this.’

At this Evelyn cuts her gaze back to her sister. She supposes Maggie is taller, her oval face looking more and more like their mum’s each day.

Maggie smiles back. ‘Two weeks.’

‘What?’

‘You didn’t come last week,’ she whines. ‘We missed you.’

‘Ah, it’s true,’ Elias says with a nod. ‘Let me make up for it.’

Both girls hold their breath, eyes fixed on Elias as he reaches under the table for his bag. The fabric is fraying, the tan leather worn thin, but when Elias prises the top open, the girls feel their hearts hammer just a bit harder.

‘I brought this one for you,’ he says to Maggie and the first thing that comes out is a pair of red-rimmed sunglasses, the lenses a deep, oil spill of black, pulled up in the corners so they’re almost triangular. Maggie gushes over them. They’re out of his hand and on her face in an instant. She looks like a celebrity, like a Corretta Scott King or Diana Ross.

‘And for you.’ Evelyn doesn’t have to turn back to her dad to know what’s coming. While the gift Maggie receives changes every time, Evelyn’s never does. Each time he brings home copies of cookery magazines, their pages filled with gleaming photos of cookies, pies and desserts, meringues with stiff peaks and frosted cakes that would melt and go limp in the Ghana heat before Evelyn managed to cut the first slice. But she can dream. She can pore over them from cover to cover.

‘And for my heart,’ Elias says, holding a thin brown envelope out for her.

Grace’s mouth falls open. ‘You managed to sell the … the—’

‘Vacuum cleaners,’ Elias says, grinning. ‘Most of them. Just three boxes left and I’ll take them to one of those flashy hotels. The remaining will be light work. I told you, in this Ghana, they’ll be flying off shelves.’

‘Mmm,’ Grace says, thumbing through the cash in her easy, experienced way. ‘I’ll need to add some to pay the rent next week.’

‘When I’ve sold the last three, I’ll dash you the remaining money.’

Grace says nothing. She doesn’t need to, but Evelyn knows just what she’s thinking; she’d heard the doubt in her mother’s voice when Elias had brought home a trunkful of those contraptions. She’d mentioned the unreliable electricity, mused out loud about how no woman in her right mind would spend that much on a machine when you could easily collect dried bolga grass to make a broom. It had been the same with the transistor radios, ladies’ handbags, sun visors. For all her life, there have been long weeks where their dad is away, sleeping in his car, driving from city to city, a trunk bursting with goods to sell.

‘Let me bring your food,’ Grace says. When she returns, there is a bowl cradled in her hands, the scent of pepper soup wafting. She sets it in front of him.

Between mouthfuls of fufu, Elias asks about Maggie’s school and Evelyn’s work. Only when the bowl is near drained and he reaches for the meat does Grace pipe up.

‘Patience Danso came to me with a proposition,’ she says, and Elias’s gaze shifts up.

‘She has a son coming from US. He’s reading to be a doctor there.’

Elias, still chewing, lets out an approving sound, part way between a grunt and a sigh.

‘You know how it is when you travel abroad. All this up and down. You work all day and it’s hard to come home, hard to be alone. Don’t you think?’

There is a single kerosene lamp on the table, shining brightly and leaving her dad’s face half in shadow. Evelyn squints but can’t quite make out his expression, piece together the thoughts running through his head. Her mum continues regardless, taking full advantage of her husband’s satisfied stomach and full mouth.

‘He’s not even a boy,’ she continues, ‘twenty-seven, doing the medical something something to be a surgeon. Patience told me he’s coming and they’re looking for a wife for him. That’s a good age to get married. Maybe for girls they can do younger, but—’

‘Grace.’ He lets out a laugh. ‘Whatever it is you want to say, come and say it.’

‘I’m just saying that’s a good age. Are you listening to me?’ She lets out an exasperated sigh.

‘How can I not? You are the only one talking.’

They stare at each other, steely-eyed, for a moment or two. Elias is the first to crack, a smile breaking through.

‘Patience and I are in agreement. We want him to meet Evelyn. Maybe it will be a good match. He’ll be here at the end of next week. Let them meet, get to know each other and we can do wedding before he returns to US.’

‘Before he returns?’

‘One month is plenty.’

At this, Evelyn feels something thicken in the air. Beside her, Maggie shifts but Evelyn keeps her gaze on her dad’s face, focuses on drawing steady breaths. Her dad uncurls his shoulder and leans back, the chair creaking beneath him.

‘You want to send Evelyn halfway around the world?’

‘No one said she’s going anywhere, but Patience is my friend, and Augustus has done well for himself. You know with these ones, the papers take time, maybe it will be some years before she goes to join him.’ She moves to stand behind him, kneading at his tense shoulders. ‘I don’t want Evelyn to miss out. This opportunity won’t come by every day.’

At last, he turns to Evelyn. ‘You want this?’

‘I want to meet him.’

‘See,’ Grace says firmly. ‘She wants to.’




3

Takoradi, Ghana

1969

Evelyn tries to keep her anticipation under wraps, but the moment they pull up to the Danso house, it fizzes up in her stomach.

‘Look at it. It’s so big,’ Maggie says with an excited squeal. The taxi hasn’t even stopped, but her whole body is bent towards the window, pressing into Evelyn as she strains to see.

‘Someone’s coming,’ Evelyn says as a housegirl steps through the gate.

They clamber out of the car, Grace on one side, the girls on the other. Evelyn takes a moment to run her damp palms down her dress.

The girl is maybe one or two years younger than Maggie, with hair cut low and large eyes demurely angled down.

‘Good afternoon. Madame Danso is expecting you,’ she says. Her gaze doesn’t quite land on them, but flits from a spot just above Grace’s chin to each girl in turn.

‘Medaase,’ Grace says with a nod, then follows the girl back through the gate. Once inside, Evelyn steps into a double-height wood-panelled hallway, the sun gleaming off the walnut-coloured walls and milky white tiles. A grand staircase sweeps across the far side of the room. She hears an intake of breath beside her. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees Maggie’s jaw drop open.

Evelyn wants to commit it all to memory in case this is the only time she sees such luxury. The rooms are sprawling and well-maintained. She tries not to gawk as she’s led past two golden lions marking the living room’s entrance.

‘Please sit. I’ll call Madame Danso,’ the housegirl says, then spins in a tight circle and strides down another hallway. Evelyn listens to the sounds of her footsteps receding. It feels like the whole house is made of never-ending hallways.

Once she leaves, Maggie is the first to whisper, ‘Your friends have money like this?’

Beside her, Grace lets out a low chuckle. Evelyn looks down at her dress, whispering a silent prayer that it’s stylish enough to impress Patience Danso. It is the nicest dress she owns, one she normally reserves for church on the rare Sunday she isn’t working.

She takes a seat on the too-firm sofa, with Maggie wedged between her and their mum. Evelyn lets out a breath. She crosses and uncrosses her legs, slips a finger up to the sharp bite of skin where a zip cuts into her side. She feels stiff and constrained, the dress much tighter and inches shorter than the last time she’d worn it.

‘Is that him?’ Maggie says, springing up and moving towards a photograph on the far wall. In it, a stony-faced couple sit with two teenagers, one at each of their shoulders.

Evelyn examines the tall teenage boy with deep brown skin, high cheekbones and a sharp jawline, the faint shadow of a goatee circling his lips. She can’t deny how attractive he is, how his eyes seem to gleam gold. She suspects he turned heads back then and still does now.

‘Make sure you sit up straight. Speak every syllable clearly and answer the questions she asks you very well,’ Grace cuts in, then pauses, ‘but don’t say too much. Just answer and stop speaking. A woman like Maa Danso doesn’t have time for small talk.’

Evelyn nods, wondering if her fearless mother is a little in awe of or a little afraid of her friend. Maybe both. Maggie returns to her seat and the two sneak a conspiratorial glance at each other before Grace chimes in again. ‘And make sure you agree with whatever she says.’

‘Okay,’ Evelyn says and feels Maggie’s fingers wrap around hers, a brief reassuring squeeze just as the sound of approaching footsteps ring out. The housegirl returns with glasses, a jug of ice water and three bottles of Coca-Cola balanced on a tray.

Evelyn leans forward to help pour drinks and is still bent double when Patience Danso breezes in with the air of a woman used to getting her way. Evelyn looks up at the woman dressed from head to toe in green and orange cloth. What would be a simple kaba and slit on anyone else is radiant on her, with a blunt neckline stretching from shoulder to shoulder, yards of fabric expanding outward into a flourishing a-line skirt. Despite Maggie’s descriptions, her outfit is far more elaborate than anything Evelyn had been imagining.

‘The Gyamfis have arrived,’ Maa Danso declares, arms aloft as Grace and Maggie rise to their feet.

‘Grace, Margaret, akwaaba,’ she says, then pauses. ‘And this one is Evelyn?’

Evelyn nods, knees dipping in greeting.

‘You are all welcome to my home. Evelyn, I’ve heard many good things about you.’

‘You have?’

‘Yes. You come highly recommended.’

Mrs Danso sinks into the opposite armchair and waits, a small smile fixed on her face, while the housegirl finishes up.

‘Medaase, Esi,’ she says, and the girl heads out. Only then does Maa Danso fix her gaze on Evelyn for almost a full thirty seconds before speaking. It feels like being under a magnifying glass.

She clears her throat and begins. ‘Do you know why I invited you today?’

Evelyn nods cautiously, ‘There’s been talk … about your son … needing—’

‘A wife. Yes.’ Patience nods. ‘Augustus is my only son. Eight years now he’s been in the US, reading to be a medical surgeon. I want someone who will go there and stay by his side, help him a little. In this Ghana, it’s so hard to find a good girl. Nowadays, every young girl is an ashawo in training. All these girls hanging around bars, brazenly going to the beds of not just the boys who are their age-mates but even married men and politicians.’ She lets out an exasperated huff. ‘No, I want someone who respects her elders and how we do things here.’

Evelyn thinks the problem might be the married men, but she doesn’t interrupt.

‘My daughter, that one is hopeless. She hasn’t come home in nine years. The husband is American,’ she says as if that is explanation enough. ‘I won’t let the same be said for my only son. Augustus is a good boy. He will be the one to carry his father’s name. I know he won’t want to abandon his poor mum, but the lures of the American woman are strong.’

On and on she goes, talking for almost an hour nonstop, going in circles like a snake eating its own tail. Evelyn has to sit there while she reels off the qualities of buxom American women whose clutches she wishes to keep her son safe from, the type of women who will leap in with promises of vacations on the lake and wintering at isolated cabins and will raise up grandchildren to think of Africans as a monolith, a continent of people who live in huts and believe their daddy grew up poor with only monkeys and lions as companions instead of the moneyed, elite education he’d had at one of Ghana’s top boarding schools.

‘Idiotic notions,’ she says, almost spitting out the words.

‘Disgraceful,’ Grace echoes and Evelyn agrees.

Satisfied, Maa Danso nods decisively, then turns to Evelyn. ‘Stand up,’ she says. ‘Let me see you properly.’

Evelyn feels Maggie’s eyes on her as she slowly pushes up to her feet. Evelyn takes
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