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There is a gap in the life of faith that nobody talks about.

There is a gap between hearing and doing. Between knowing a verse and living it. Between sitting in a church and walking out into a Monday morning with no plan, no budget, no strategy for turning what you've just heard into the decisions you're about to face. It is the gap between the Parable of the Sower and the savings account. Between the Parable of the Talents and the career you're building. Between the Word of God and the life of someone who loves God but cannot understand why loving Him hasn't made the bills easier to pay.

This novel lives in that gap.

It follows a young Ghanaian woman from a compound in Kumasi to a graduate program in Virginia. In the crossing, she discovers what most of us discover when we leave the environments that shaped our faith: the faith works differently in different soil. The prayers that sustained her mother do not sustain her in the same way. The verses she memorized do not automatically translate into the decisions she faces. The parables she heard as a child must be re-heard as an adult, not because they were wrong, but because she was hearing them from the surface. Good soil requires depth.

The central idea of this book is not complicated. It is this: the Bible is not only a source of comfort. It is a source of instruction. And instruction, to be useful, must be applied to finances, to career decisions, to relationships, to the daily, unglamorous work of building a life that produces something. The parables are not just stories about ancient farmers and ancient servants. They are blueprints. They are operating systems. They are the most practical pieces of advice we have ever received, hiding in plain sight inside a book we carry to church and never open on a Tuesday.

This is not a book that will tell you what to believe. It is a book that will ask you what you are doing with what you already believe. The difference is everything.
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CHAPTER ONE

Seeds in Red Soil
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The rain came the way it always came to Kumasi, all at once, like it had been waiting behind the sky for the right moment to ruin someone’s laundry. One moment, the air was a flat, yellow haze, and the next, the water was falling so hard the neighbor’s rooster, who had never once crowed at the correct hour in his entire useless life, finally shut his mouth and hid under a wheelbarrow. Ama Serwaa was ten years old, sitting on the wooden bench on her grandmother’s porch, bare feet swinging above the red earth, watching the yard turn into a country of small rivers.

Nana Adwoa sat beside her, shelling groundnuts into a tin bowl. She was a small woman, so small that strangers sometimes looked twice, as if they weren’t sure whether she was an older woman or a very serious child. But her hands were large and quick, and her voice, when she used it, could reach the back of any room.

“Ama,” she said, not looking up from the groundnuts. “Do you know what a farmer does with seed?”

Ama knew that tone. Nana’s questions always sounded simple and then turned into parables halfway through. But she was ten. She said, “He plants it.”

“He scatters it,” Nana said. “Scattering is different from planting. When you scatter, you throw the seed everywhere, and you don’t know where it lands. Some fall on the road, and the birds eat them before they can dream of becoming anything. Some falls on rocky ground, it comes up fast, fast, like a child who talks before thinking, and then the sun comes, and it dies because it has no root. Some fall in the thorns, and the thorns choke it. Slowly, slowly.” She stopped to crack a stubborn shell. “But some fall on good soil. And that seed grows. Thirty, sixty, a hundred times what was planted.”

Ama nodded the way she nodded at church: chin dipping at the right intervals, face serious, brain somewhere else entirely. Right now, she was watching the neighbor’s goat, a skinny, mean-spirited animal named Kokonsa, which means “gossip” in Twi, creep out from behind the water tank and start eating a bedsheet that Auntie Yaa had left on the line. The goat chewed with the steady confidence of someone who had considered the consequences of her actions, found them acceptable, and moved on.

“Nana,” Ama said, still watching Kokonsa. “Is the goat the bird?”

Nana looked up. She followed Ama’s gaze to the goat, who now had a full corner of Auntie Yaa’s good Sunday bedsheet disappearing into her jaw. For a moment, Nana just watched. Then she laughed, a short, sharp sound, like one handclap. “The goat is the goat,” she said. “But yes. Some things in this world will eat what doesn’t belong to them, and they will not feel sorry. Your job is to know the difference between a seed and a bedsheet.”

Ama did not know what this meant. She put it where she put most of Nana’s sayings, in a mental cupboard somewhere behind her left ear, crammed and unsorted. The cupboard already held things like “a river that forgets its source will dry up” and “the frog does not run in the daytime for nothing” and, from one afternoon she couldn’t fully remember, “don’t marry a man who chews with his elbows out.” It all went in. None of it came out.

The rain kept falling. Kokonsa finished the bedsheet corner and moved on to a pair of socks. Inside the house, Ama’s mother was singing a hymn that seemed to have no ending. Nana went back to her groundnuts. Ama swung her feet and watched the red mud drink the rain, the way it always did.

*     *     *
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Thirteen years later, the cupboard was still full, and Ama still hadn’t opened it.

She was twenty-three. Still in the same compound. Still filing invoices at the Municipal Water and Sanitation office, where her actual job, on most days, was looking busy when there were none. She had a degree in Economics from the University of Ghana, Legon, which she mentioned at family gatherings the way someone mentions a trophy from a sport they no longer play. Proudly. A little sadly. Aware it wasn’t doing what it was supposed to do.

Her days had a shape to them. She woke at five-thirty, not by choice, but because her mother, Akosua, was already up by then and had a voice that walls could not contain. She bathed with bucket water heated on the coal pot. The electric kettle had died in January, and nobody had replaced it, because replacing things cost money, and money was something the family talked about the way other families talked about politics: loudly, unproductively, with everyone sure they were right. She dressed in one of four work blouses she rotated through the week. She caught the trotro at six-fifteen. She got to the office by seven if traffic cooperated, which it didn’t, because this was Kumasi, where traffic was less a system and more a shared delusion.

She earned eight hundred cedis a month. By the time she subtracted tithe, transport, household contribution, Akosua called it “helping,” but it was rent with a different name, and phone credit, she had 310 cedis left. For food, the occasional blouse, and savings. The savings never happened. Every month, she told herself this was the month. Every month, something came up. A funeral. A church harvest. A cousin’s wedding. Someone was always getting married, dying, or having a baby, and saying no was not a financial decision in Ghana. It was social suicide.

She had never written any of it down. Never added the numbers in a column and looked at the total. She just felt broke the way you feel the weather, from the inside, without ever looking at the sky.

She went to church every Sunday. Church of Pentecost, Atonsu branch. She sang every hymn from memory, raised her hand during praise, closed her eyes during prayer, and tithed. She could recite twenty-seven Bible verses by heart, which she knew because Yaw, her brother, had once counted them during an argument about whether memorization was the same as understanding.

“It is,” she’d said.

“It is not,” Yaw had said.

They never settled it. Like most theological debates in their house, dinner interrupted.

*     *     *
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Akosua woke every morning at four-thirty. This wasn’t discipline. This was just who she was, a woman whose body treated sleep the way some fabrics treat water. It rolled right off. By the time anyone else stirred, she was already two hours in, dividing her morning between sewing and praying, and usually doing both at once.

Her sewing machine was a battered Singer that sat in the front room like it owned the place. She fed fabric through with her right hand and kept her left hand raised, literally raised, palm flat, fingers spread at the ceiling, talking to God while stitching a client’s church dress. Full conversations with the Almighty while adjusting bobbin tension. Intercessions between seam allowances. She had once, on at least one confirmed occasion, sewn a prayer into the hem of a skirt. The client, Sister Afia, found it three months later when the hem came apart during a funeral, and a tiny slip of paper fell onto the church floor. The note read, in Akosua’s small, furious handwriting: Lord, bless the wearer of this garment and keep her from gossip and unnecessary sugar.

Sister Afia didn’t speak to Akosua for three weeks. The church was split on whether this was a miracle or a privacy violation. Akosua’s position was that it was both. “God works in every hem,” she told anyone who asked. “And that woman talks too much. I was doing the Lord’s work.”

Her faith was total and non-negotiable. God controlled every outcome. New dress order? God provided. Electricity went out? God teaches patience. Tomatoes doubled at Kejetia Market? God was testing her, and also, the seller was probably cheating, but that was between the seller and Jesus.

Ama loved her mother. Not the way you decide to love someone. The way you love the air in the house where you grew up, completely, and without the option of arguing about it.

Her father, Kwame, was a carpenter. He’d been one for thirty years, and in that time he’d built doors, bed frames, cabinets, the church pulpit, a coffin for his own mother, and, less successfully, a canoe, which leaked. He was good with his hands and slow with his mouth. He could go entire days on nods, grunts, and the occasional proverb delivered in a voice so deep it seemed to come from under the floorboards.

His workshop sat behind the house. It smelled like sawdust and turpentine and the particular silence of a man who liked wood better than people. It was full of half-finished things. A chair with no legs. A bookshelf with no shelves. A rocking horse for a child now in secondary school. Kwame started projects with real enthusiasm and let them go with real peace, as if starting were the point and finishing were someone else’s job. He prayed before meals and after funerals and didn’t mention God otherwise, which was either deep faith or deep avoidance, and Ama had never figured out which.

She sometimes stood in the doorway of his workshop and looked at all the unfinished things and felt something she couldn’t quite name. Not pity. Not frustration. Something more like recognition.

And then there was Yaw.

Yaw was twenty and had been born arguing. He had opinions about the government, the exchange rate, the church, the roads, the neighbor’s goat, and the correct way to fry an egg. He read business books he’d found as free PDFs on Telegram and watched YouTube videos about startups while everyone else watched Ghanaian telenovelas. He’d started and abandoned three businesses by nineteen: phone accessories, shoes, and something involving shea butter that Ama still didn’t fully understand and suspected Yaw didn’t either.

He sold phone cases from a box under the pew during Sunday service. The youth pastor had pulled him aside (“Brother Yaw, the house of God is not a marketplace”) and Yaw had taken this as encouragement, because the forty-seven cedis he’d made proved the marketplace worked even in the house of God. He didn’t go to church because he loved God. He went because Akosua controlled the breakfast, the hot water, and the WiFi password, and all three were conditional on attendance.

“They pray when they don’t want to answer your question,” Yaw told Ama one evening. The church treasurer had just responded to his request for the annual budget by putting a hand on his head and praying for discernment. “It’s genius, really. You can’t argue with someone whose eyes are closed and whose hand is on your skull.”

Ama had laughed. Then felt guilty about laughing. Then, she wondered why the guilt showed up so fast, before the laugh was even done, like something she’d inherited without being taught. A reflex that went off at the first sign of anything that might be irrelevant, or might just be a good question dressed wrong.

*     *     *
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The letter came on a Tuesday in March. It arrived by email, but Ama walked to the internet café on Abrepo Road and printed it, because she didn’t trust news that only existed on a screen. A screen could go dark. You could hold a paper.

The paper said she’d been conditionally accepted to the Master of Science in Business Analytics program at Ridgemont University in Virginia, United States of America. Conditions: a valid student visa, proof she could cover first-semester living expenses, and a TOEFL score she’d already submitted. The program started in August.

She stood outside the internet café holding the printout. A man walked past carrying a crate of Coca-Cola on his head. A taxi honked. The sun was doing what the sun always did in Kumasi in March: making you pray for rain. She read the letter again. Virginia. United States of America. August. The words were English, a language she spoke fluently, but they felt like sounds from somewhere she’d never been. Which they were.

She felt two things at the same time. Excitement, dizzy, swooping excitement, the kind that lives in your stomach. And dread. Because she already knew what this would cost her family. And she knew they’d pay it. And she knew they couldn’t afford to. And she knew they’d pay it anyway.

She walked home slowly. Stopped once to buy roasted plantain from Auntie Fosua on the corner, who charged two cedis and asked if she had a boyfriend yet, which was Auntie Fosua’s version of hello. Stopped again under a neem tree to read the letter a third time, in case the words had rearranged themselves into something less terrifying. They hadn’t.

Akosua’s reaction was immediate. She read the letter, pressed it to her chest, and started crying. Then praying. Then crying while praying, with the full commitment of a woman who saw no reason to pick one emotion when God had given her the capacity for all of them at once. She called three friends on speakerphone, one after another, weeping, so that Ama sat at the kitchen table for an hour listening to a rolling performance that included at least four mentions of Psalm 37:4, two spontaneous hymns, and one moment where Akosua appeared to be speaking in tongues but was actually just crying so hard the words stopped working.

Ama ate her plantain, through and through.

“God has opened this door,” Akosua said when the calls were done, and her voice was wrecked, and her eyes were nearly swollen shut. She took Ama’s face in both hands. “Don’t let America close it.”

Ama nodded. She wanted to ask what that meant, don’t let America close it, because she couldn’t tell if her mother was warning her about something specific (Drugs? Cold weather? White people?) or just being ominous on principle, which was one of Akosua’s gifts. But you didn’t question the proverb in this house. You nodded. You put it in the cupboard. You figured it out later, or you didn’t.

Kwame read the letter slowly, glasses low on his nose, lips moving like the words needed to go through his mouth before they could reach his brain. He handed it back. He went to his workshop. An hour later, he came out and said, “We will find the money.” Then he went to bed. By Kwame’s standards, this was a TED Talk.

“Finally,” Yaw said, grabbing the letter off the table. He studied it with narrowed eyes, the look of a man who believed he was three YouTube videos away from running a company. “Finally, someone in this family is going where the money is.”

“It’s a master’s program,” Ama said. “In business analytics.”

“Yes, but after the program,” Yaw said, pacing now. “After. That’s the part nobody in this house thinks about. Everyone prays about the door opening. Nobody plans for what’s behind it.”

Akosua’s hearing, when it came to anything resembling a challenge to God’s sovereignty, was superhuman. From the kitchen: “Yaw, if you put half the energy you spend questioning God into praising Him, you would be a pastor by now.”

“God forbid,” Yaw said.

Akosua appeared in the doorway with a wooden spoon. “What did you say?”

“I said God’s will be done.” He didn’t even blink.

She pointed the spoon at him. “I am watching you. And God is also watching you. We are both watching.” She went back to the kitchen. Yaw caught Ama’s eye and grinned. Ama bit the inside of her cheek. This was how theology worked in the Serwaa household: loudly, with cooking utensils, and with everyone absolutely certain they were winning.

That night, after all of it, the phone calls, the prayers, the spoon, the compound settled into its evening sounds. Two houses over, someone had a Kumawood movie going at full volume. A dog was barking at nothing. The air smelled like charcoal and fried yams and the sweet rot of mango peels in the gutter.

Ama sat on the porch alone. She’d lived in this compound her whole life and was born in the room that was now Yaw’s, delivered by a midwife named Auntie Comfort who still came to Christmas dinner and still called Ama “my baby” even though Ama was taller than her by a full head. She knew every crack in the walls. She knew which step creaked and which tap leaked, and that the electricity would cut at least twice a week, and Kwame would say, “It will come,” the same way he talked about Jesus.

Virginia was a word. It didn’t have a smell, a cracked step, or a leaking tap. It was photographs on a university website: green lawns, brick buildings, students carrying coffee cups, walking somewhere that looked like it mattered. She tried to see herself in one of those photos. Walking across the lawn, holding the cup. The image wouldn’t come together. She could see the lawn. The woman walking on it was blurry.

She went inside and helped Akosua fold laundry. They didn’t talk. They didn’t need to. Akosua hummed a hymn. Ama matched the corners of a bedsheet. From Yaw’s room, a phone was playing a video about building wealth with zero capital.

*     *     *
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The following Sunday, Pastor Emmanuel preached on the Parable of the Sower.

Ama sat where she always sat: third row, left side, near the window that had never closed right and let in a blade of heat she’d spent two years learning to block with her hymnal. The church was full. It was always full. Church attendance in Kumasi was not really a spiritual decision; it was a social contract with your mother, your neighbors, your reputation, and whatever was left of your willingness to fight about it before breakfast.

Before the sermon: announcements, Brother Owusu, who delivered the weekly notices like he was reading battle dispatches, stood at the lectern with his list. A funeral Saturday, Deaconess Abigail’s mother’s sister’s husband. Ten cedis per member, “and those who gave five last time, you know who you are, and God also knows.” Missing hymnal, number 47, leather-bound, Sister Grace Boateng’s name inside. “Please return it. She is very upset.” Ama glanced back. Sister Grace was sitting three rows behind her with a jaw that said “upset” had come and gone. She was somewhere between detective and executioner.

Pastor Emmanuel was a big man with a big voice and a habit of repeating his main point three times, once for emphasis, twice for the people in the back, and a third time because he could feel the Spirit moving, which Yaw said was actually just the ceiling fan.

“The seed is the Word of God!” he said, dabbing his forehead with a handkerchief. “The seed is the Word of God! The seed, are you hearing me, Church? The seed is the WORD of GOD!”

The woman beside Ama slapped her Bible against her thigh and said, “Amen!” The man on her other side was asleep, chin on his chest, his wife’s elbow hovering near his ribs like a cocked weapon. Three rows back, Yaw was writing in a small notebook. Not about the sermon.

Ama had heard this parable before. Many times, from Nana’s porch, from Sunday school, from youth conventions. She could recite it with her eyes closed. The farmer went out. Seed on the path. Seed on the rocks. Seed in the thorns. Seed on good soil. Good soil produced. The end.

She knew it the way she knew the Lord’s Prayer, in her mouth but not in her hands. The words had never once traveled to her wallet, her schedule, or the choices she made on a Tuesday afternoon. She’d never wondered what kind of soil she was. She assumed she was the good kind, because she went to church and tithed and prayed, and those were the things good soil did. It hadn’t occurred to her, not in twenty-three years, that the parable didn’t define good soil by attendance or recitation. It defined it by what it grew.

While Pastor Emmanuel built toward his third repetition, Ama’s eyes drifted to his feet, new shoes. Brown leather, polished hard enough to catch the fluorescent light. Italian-looking, but probably from the Lebanese shop on Adum Road. She found herself doing math she’d never done before. The church had roughly three hundred regular members. Average tithe, maybe fifty cedis per person per month. That was fifteen thousand cedis. The building was owned. The musicians volunteered. The ushers volunteered. The Sunday school teachers volunteered.

So where did fifteen thousand cedis go?

She caught herself. The thought felt wrong, sharp, like touching something hot. She looked away from the shoes. Looked at her Bible. Read whatever was on the open page. Psalm 24. The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it. Familiar. Comfortable. A verse that asked nothing of her except a nod. The question about the shoes and the tithes drifted. She let it go, the way she always let her own questions go, quietly, before they could turn into something she’d have to deal with.

*     *     *
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The visa came in June. The family scraped together everything they had.

Akosua took double shifts for three months. Rush jobs, difficult clients, a kaba and slit for a woman who changed her fabric four times, complained about the neckline twice, and tried to haggle the price while Akosua was already hemming the final piece. Kwame sold a set of dining chairs he’d actually finished, plus two unfinished side tables at a discount to a man who claimed he’d “finish them himself,” a promise Kwame accepted with the skepticism of a man who’d made that same promise many times. Yaw contributed 40 cedis from his phone case business and presented it as if he were donating a wing of a building. Nana Adwoa sent money in a folded handkerchief, the amount known only to her and God, with a note: This is from the Lord. I am merely the envelope. An uncle in Takoradi wired 200 cedis and texted: "Make us proud or don’t come back," followed by a laughing emoji that clarified nothing.

Total: twelve hundred American dollars. Kwame told Ama the number once, standing in his workshop among the sawdust and the half-finished things, dusty light coming through the window. He said it clearly, “twelve hundred dollars”, and never said it again. In Kumasi, $1,200 was three and a half months of her salary. 240 dresses sewn by Akosua. The dining chairs and the side tables and the uncle’s emoji and Nana’s handkerchief and the forty cedis Yaw would bring up for the rest of his life. In Virginia, $1,200 was five weeks. Ama didn’t know that yet.

Packing took three days. Not because she had much, but because packing in the Serwaa household was a team sport with opposing strategies.

Ama packed practically: two trousers, four blouses, underwear, a church dress, sandals, her secondhand laptop (bought through Yaw’s supply network at a price Yaw called “a favor” and Ama suspected was a markup), her documents in a zip-lock bag, and a family photo from Yaw’s secondary school graduation, the only professional photograph they owned.

Akosua packed spiritually. She added: anointing oil (“for when you need protection”), a prayer cloth from a 2018 conference (“prayed over by Pastor Mensah himself”), dried kontomire in newspaper (“you won’t find this in America”), two cans of shito (“their food has no taste”), a handwritten list called Bible Verses for Every Situation, with sections including “When You Are Lonely,” “When You Are Afraid,” and, mysteriously, “When You Are on an Airplane”, and a bar of Sunlight soap, which she was certain did not exist in America.

“Mama,” Ama said, holding up the kontomire. The leaves were already going papery. “This won’t survive the flight. It’s eighteen hours.”

“It will if God wills it.”

“Mama. It’s a leaf.”

“All living things are subject to the will of God. Including leaves.”

From the doorframe, Yaw: “God is not in charge of produce logistics.”

Akosua spun around with the anointing oil raised like she was about to throw it. “God is in charge of everything. Including your mouth. He has clearly lost control of.” She turned to Ama. “The kontomire stays.”

Ama waited until her mother left the room. She lifted the kontomire out of the suitcase. The leaves were dry, fragile. They smelled like earth and like something that had recently been alive. She stood there holding them and thought about Akosua at the Singer at four-thirty in the morning. About the woman who changed her fabric four times. About two hundred and forty dresses.

She put the kontomire back and closed the suitcase.

She repacked twice after that, trying to fit what her mother kept adding and what she actually needed. By the third attempt, the suitcase became a negotiation between two worldviews, and the zipper was giving way.

*     *     *
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The night before the flight, Nana Adwoa came.

She came slowly. She was seventy-four, and her knees had been complaining for years. She came alone, because she’d always preferred walking under her own power, even when “power” was a generous word for what her legs were offering. She arrived after dinner, when the compound was settling into its night sounds: Akosua doing dishes and murmuring prayers, the clink of wet plates, Kwame in his workshop doing something quiet, Yaw in his room with his phone’s blue glow leaking under the door, watching a video about building empires.

She sat with Ama on the porch. Same bench. Same porch. Kwame had repainted the bench at some point badly, because he was a better carpenter than painter, which wasn’t saying much. Same view. Same red earth, dry now, cracked like old pottery.

They sat without talking for a while. Highlife music from the radio next door. A light across the compound is going on and off, either someone going to the bathroom or the electricity making decisions on its own again. The air was warm and thick, smelling like coal smoke and the jasmine that grew along the wall and only opened at night.

Nana reached into the cloth bag she carried everywhere, a bag that had been producing groundnuts, handkerchiefs, peppermints, coins, and unsolicited wisdom for as long as Ama had been alive, and pulled out a book. A Bible. Small, leather-bound, the cover was worn soft and dark from years of handling. Pages brown at the edges, slightly swollen from being turned thousands of times.

“This was mine,” Nana said. “Now it is yours.”

Ama opened it, and the margins surprised her. Every page was annotated. Nana’s handwriting, small, neat, leaning right like it was being pulled by a wind only it could feel, filled the white spaces beside the verses. Some notes in English. Some in Twi. Some were in a blend that followed no grammar except Nana’s. There were dates going back decades. Question marks beside passages that hadn’t given up their answers. Arrows and underlines and, beside the book of Job, a single word: Ha.

She turned the pages carefully. They smelled like old paper and something sweet and closed, like the inside of a wooden box that’s been holding the same things for a long time. She didn’t know what to say. She was holding her grandmother’s conversation with God, the one that had been going on since before Ama was born, and it was heavier than she’d expected. Not the book. What was in it?

“Nana, I”

“The seeds are already in you,” Nana said. She wasn’t looking at Ama. She was looking at the yard, the red soil, the compound walls, the jasmine. “Don’t let the birds take them.”

Ama put her arms around her. Nana was so small. She’d always been small, but now the smallness felt different, not fragile, just concentrated. As if seventy-four years had burned off everything extra and left only what mattered: bone, warmth, the smell of shea butter and groundnuts, and the particular feel of a woman who knew things she’d stopped trying to explain.

They stayed on the bench a long time. The radio next door switched to a sermon, then static, then nothing. Kokonsa moved through the dark yard, hooves clicking. The sky went black, the full, total blackness that Kumasi wore at night, so dark the stars showed up in numbers you never saw in cities, and the Milky Way ran overhead like a pale river, and for a moment you understood why people looked up and believed someone was watching.

Ama held the Bible in her lap and thought: I don’t know which seeds she means.

She didn’t. She wouldn’t for a long time. But the seeds were there, in the worn pages, the margin notes, the red soil and the rain that came without asking, the half-finished workshop and the Singer and the forty cedis and the two hundred and forty dresses and Nana’s handkerchief and the anointing oil and the kontomire that wouldn’t survive the flight but got packed anyway.

Ama went to bed
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