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            For all Ghanaian youth—we’re the ones we’ve been waiting for. 

             

            And for all the governments past and present: the room for improvement is so vast it looks uninhabited. 
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            god or whatever
Kusi Opoku Agyemang Snr.

         
         I have seen Mamaa mistake a slow-healing wound for a God who listens. She and Nnena were in the backseat of an old Golf when Nnena’s nephew drove through an amber light, skidded dangerously off the street in an attempt to prevent a head-on collision with a dirty white Beetle, and crashed into a roasted corn stall, whose owner had thankfully crossed the road to deliver soft but slightly burnt corn to a customer. It would’ve been an excellent save, if the impact of the crash hadn’t forced the hex bolts securing the front seats to loosen, causing them to collapse on the frail legs of two old ladies. It took Mamaa eight and a half weeks for her wounds to fully heal and to walk without a painful limp, and she swore it was the God in her, never mind that God rarely answered her prayers correctly. Never mind that this God of hers silently watched her cry out as her only son was dying (and if you’ve heard an anguished woman’s cry, you know its potential to impale an eardrum). Never mind that this same God knew of the arthritis that had been trudging in her bones for over a year, and did nothing about it. But I guess when all you have is rheumatoid arthritis and faith in God, believing becomes an easy act. 

         
         Personally, God is great and all, I’m glad he exists to occupy so much of Mamaa’s time so I can have this old house to myself
            on Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings without her incessant complaints bouncing off its pink walls, but there was simply
            no time for him in my schedule. Between struggling to take care of my five-and-a-half-year-old daughter, whose mother dropped
            her off for a weekend a year ago and never returned, making sure there’s enough money for the upkeep of all eight of my younger
            siblings, a heavily pregnant girlfriend who used to love my presence and my penis, and trying to keep Mamaa from complaining,
            I didn’t have time for a God who decided to show up when and how he wanted.
         

         
         Mamaa has always been more of a mother than a grandmother to me. She gave birth to my father when she was only seventeen, and my father had me when he was just a year away from turning twenty. So when I was born Mamaa was still a young and beautiful woman. A mother who had a list of disappointments taller than her five-foot-four self, so in order to occupy her loss of faith in men, she poured all her affection into her son. And the problem with making your son the only man in your life is that your love becomes oversized, it covers too much skin, it doesn’t draw his personhood out well, and it hides his true form from you. Perhaps, if my father had borne the responsibility of raising me, he wouldn’t have had kids like a child squirting pee. 

         
         Having to maintain the family’s cocoa farm since my father passed away is aging me. I’m only thirty-nine, I should be dating three girls from different neighborhoods and plotting 101 ways of not getting caught. I should be taking long drives with a busty girl the boys in the town call “wild and carefree” because she likes giving blow jobs from the front seat of spacious cars, and shrugging off rumors of littering the whole of Mampong with broken hearts. Instead I spend my dawns calculating the difference between sales made and salaries to be paid. This morning when I saw my reflection in the mirror, my skin looked like someone had run a marathon in rubber boots on it. You would think with all the work I’m being forced to do, I would gain some muscles, yet here I am—two steps away from looking like a bag of bones. The price of everything has gone up: transport costs are ridiculously high, the price of food has increased twice already this month and July hasn’t even ended! I used to buy one small bucket of fish with 1,000 cedis for Alice to cook three different stews, but now that can barely pay for a small bowl of fresh redfish. My father should come and see what has become of Ghana; even to his dying day he was so far up the ass of nostalgia that he believed all Ghana needed was another Nkrumah to thrive. Now we have an Nkrumahist for a president, but with all of Hilla Limann’s bravado and intellect, what has he been able to do for the cocoa industry? It’s 1981 already; yes, he’s ended the shortage of food and basic social amenities, but an industry that carried the entire weight of the country is still failing. I can’t even pay the wages of all the farmhands, much less save some to finish building a new kitchen for Mamaa. 

         
         I have forgiven my father for a lot of things. I have forgiven him for leaving his older children to parent his younger children.
            I have forgiven the unhinged women he often brought home, especially the one who left a boomerang-shaped scar above my left
            eyebrow. I have forgiven him for making me carry the weight of a firstborn son when I should have been enjoying the benefit
            of a middle child. I have even forgiven him the stupidity of fathering nine children, when he never wanted to have even one
            in the first place, but I absolutely cannot forgive him for dying.
         

         
         Sometimes I wonder if he would have lived a different life if he knew he was going to die before his fifty-fourth birthday. I wonder, even, how different he would’ve been if he had been sick for a longer time. The first stroke didn’t harm him much; in fact, he didn’t even realize it was a stroke, he just mentioned to Mamaa that in the afternoon a sudden wave of dizziness overcame him, he couldn’t see very well, and although he wanted to call out to someone, he couldn’t make enough sense of words to even form them. But the feeling went away after ten minutes, so Mamaa prayed for him and put him to bed after making him soup, planning to take him along to her next hospital visit, which was scheduled in two weeks. But eleven days later he had another stroke, and within hours he was dead. Just like that. A ruptured vessel bled into his brain, they said. I wonder if he would have been more patient, more accommodating of his children’s needs, more interested in our lives if he had been sick longer. Maybe even gotten around to believing in the God his mother swore by instead of placating his disbelief by paying her tithe money to a God he didn’t really care for. 

         
         I found it funny. You know? His death. Not the throw-your-head-back-and-laugh kind of funny. Just funny in the way you spend
            weeks tilling the soil, planting and preparing for the rains in July, only for the clouds to decide not to open up. I imagined
            my father old and wrinkled with bad knees, his lean body slowly giving way for fat to settle in his belly. I imagined him
            frustrated with his sons for repeating his mistakes and burdened by the men his daughters brought home. Hell, I even imagined
            him begging for the company of his grandchildren to soften the brunt of loneliness that came with aging. Instead, on the fifth
            anniversary of his death we all wore white and had goat light soup with cold beer like it had been perfectly okay for him
            to die.
         

         
         Mamaa resents me. But it wasn’t always like this. In the blessed days of my childhood, she was something of a doting grandmother. Before her grandchildren turned her from a mother to a matriarch. Before supermarkets became a thing in the streets of Osu and before they fixed the road connecting Accra to Aburi. Before her bones creaked and her face creased. Before she outlived her only son. One of those women who lent their backs to be used as tables for their grandchildren’s homework when their own sons had crouched on hard floors to learn how to write. I remember the melody that sprang from her throat when she found out I’d passed my sixth-form exams, the bend in her voice as she broke into song, infected by joy, life stretching into her words as she hugged my body into mush. I remember when my first child was born, when the fear of my daughter’s sheer existence had lurched me into lethargy. How quickly she took over planning the naming ceremony, cooking food to feed more than fifty people, transforming the front yard into a space decent enough to hold the ceremony, with enough drinks for everyone and even the akpeteshie that the baby had to taste to initiate her into the world, pulling yards of patterned white lace no one knew existed from her room to clothe the family, the burst of pride when she found out I was naming the child after her—Oye. Maame Oye; a good thing. I knew then how much she loved me, and I know now how deeply she resents me. I even know the exact time the rot began, how it neatly coincided with the realization that her God was not going to bring her son back to life. I know it well, but I don’t really mind, or allow myself to care too much about it. It is incidental resentment—old comfortable woman who has spent all her youth on her only son and his children is waiting patiently for him to build her a house so she can die peacefully, loses said son to a sudden illness and is left with grandchildren and great-grandchildren, who not only drain her of the little cash and strength she has, but can’t even sustain the family cocoa farm well enough to build her a small kitchen. I’ve been living with her resentment since my father died. I would be worried if it stopped. 

         
         It is Alice Aba Bentsifi who is the root of my migraines. Dark-skinned women with slits for eyes, and soft bums that sink
            in when you drill a hole with your finger, will be the death of me. Honestly. Because that woman has a mouth just like Mamaa,
            and you would think I would run in the opposite direction. But look at me—all desire, no brain. I haven’t gathered the courage
            to tell Mamaa yet that I have a son on the way. She already looks at me as though recklessness and womanizing have been passed
            down genetically.
         

         
         I want to stop loving women. I want to stop thirsting for a mouthful of satisfaction at the front door of Alice’s skin. I want to stop needing her acceptance of me. I want to stop feeling a sense of doom when she distances herself from me. This love thing is a myth because here I am, adjudged the title of a devil and a young woman’s nightmare. Relationships are self-destructive tendencies, I tell you. And I clearly will never understand women. Why will you go ahead and keep a baby when I have made it very evident from the onset of this relationship that I do not want any more kids? All I want to do is love this woman, love her down to the skin of an orange cleaned out of all its juice, seed, and fiber. But instead she’s allowing a child to foster rage in her bosom. I wanted nothing to do with children. I wanted a carefree love, not the kind of carefreeness that lends itself to recklessness, but the kind that had a laser focus on joy. A fun love, full of laughter and good sex. Nothing like my father’s. I wanted nothing to do with continuing his maddening legacy of birthing children he didn’t want. I only wanted to cruise through the act of lovemaking, a little less tense and a lot more loved. 

         
         But now I have become a devil of a man for not wanting another child. Both love and God are myths, because Alice swears she
            loves me, and Mamaa swears I’m lucky God loves me even though I don’t acknowledge him. Yet they both fail me. Frauds.
         

         
         Alice swears she never wants to see me again, but she still sends word through her cousin for me to name the child. I don’t
            understand women. I wish I could just take a holiday and forget about her, but the boy looks like I squeezed him out of my
            scrotum, there’s no way he’s not mine.
         

         
         The walls lean in, each corner caving in as the paint peels off. I know this feeling well, this stifling responsibility.

         
         He’s a Wednesday-born. Just like his father.

         
         Kweku. Nana Kweku Opoku Agyemang. She should name him that. And for his own sake, I hope God shows up in his life, because
            I’m too busy getting mine together.
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            the year i turned twenty-three
Boatemaa

         
         An exaggerated puff. That’s what my mother described me as when she was speaking with her friend over the phone. She drew a large mound of breast on her chest as she spoke, as though the person on the phone could see her gesturing. The minute I hit puberty my mother started dressing me like she was storing hot food in between layers and layers of leaves, as if she was trying to hide my body from the world. The kids in my school called me Breastina Naa Forfor Forson and Miss Lolo. Some of them even called me surplus, because according to them it wasn’t so much that big breasts were suddenly a weird phenomenon, it was that the rest of my body did not correlate with my chest. What even were 34F boobs doing in a size 0 body? Once, because he couldn’t remember my name, Mr. Osei, the social studies teacher, called me Breasticles. But exaggerated puff? That was new. It was said in a tone of wonder, like she couldn’t believe I was her daughter. Couldn’t believe a body like mine came out of a body like hers. She had told me before that if we didn’t share the same gnarly map of a birthmark on our wrists, she could’ve sworn I wasn’t hers. My mother came from a line of petite women with small breasts and bodies chock-full of anxiety. Was it the time she saw the love letter Kojo Gaisie wrote for me on Vals Day? The one that had “Your breasts are like two fawns, like twin fawns of a gazelle” in it, and he swore my breasts had turned him into a poet like he didn’t lift that phrase word for word from a Song of Songs verse. No matter what I told my mother, she was convinced I was in school lifting my blouse for boys to see. Or is it anytime she calls me more than three times and I don’t call back within an hour? Anxiety was good neighbors with my mother and nobody could easily tear them apart. Not even my father, a soft sac of a man who had yielded so much to my mother’s insecurities they had morphed into his original thoughts. He only protested her excesses over his autonomy, but when she projected her anxieties on me, suddenly, her word was bond. Anxiety racked my mother’s body well; it started as pain pummeling her chest, and manifested visibly as a running stomach. At least twice every month, something I would do or say, or not do or say, would give my mother anxiety. I wasn’t sure if it was her anxiety or if it was that my body had an etched “need to be overprotected” sign on my forehead, but my mother was very very overprotective. As a child I was rarely out of her sight, closer than her handbag. The only reason I spent all my primary education at Albright Academy was because it was a ten-minute walk from our house in Kasoa and it gave my mother comfort that she could pass by anytime to check on me. I didn’t go to boarding school because the thought of her not seeing me for days and days on end was unbearable to her. And so when it was time for me to begin my first year at Methodist University College, even she could tell that the fifty-seven-minute commute was ridiculous, so she got me a one-bedroom apartment that was a few minutes away from campus. Took an extra key for herself and sent me off half-heartedly. It was a very difficult decision for her. How could it not have been? I was the only child she bore for my father—a man whose family had openly disliked her—after two years of marriage. Which meant I was a source of both pride and fear. But I was filled with joy. I was twenty and desperate to carve out an identity for myself beyond being my mother’s daughter. Desperate to live my own life so I had real stories to write in English papers about how my holiday went instead of recounting staying indoors with my mother. I wanted a life outside of my bedroom, outside of our house and the twelve flower pots in the front yard. I wanted the life the girls in my high school talked about. The boys and the accompanying heartbreak, the clothes, the adventures, and the nights out. I wanted a life that I, Boatemaa, could call my own. 

         
         The first two years of university were great. Dzidzor, who was majoring in marketing, lived in the apartment above me. Our individual schedules didn’t allow us to see each other often but we were always texting. Slowly, brick by brick, I began to build boundaries for the relationship I had with my mother. I waited an hour before returning her calls, then two, then four. Limited her visits to once a week instead of twice a week. And even though my very first relationship had ended (after six and a half months because he had to leave the country and, according to him, he “couldn’t do long distance”), when my mother asked me about boys, I told her I was talking to a boy I really liked. 

         
         When I was twenty-two I met a man with skin so dark you could capture a shot of it for a color spectrum and hair so soft it
            was almost sinful to touch. Within ten seconds of meeting him, he scratched his balls and stuck out the same hand to shake
            mine with. I hoped the bewildered look I wore would shrink his hand back to his side, but he looked up at my face, looked
            at his hand, and turned to me. “Don’t worry, my balls are clean.” It was the ridiculousness of his entirety, from his ashy
            knees to his six-foot-seven frame, too-tight shorts, dusty old shoes as if he had been trekking for miles, and boyish grin
            jumping out of a man’s face, to his my-balls-are-clean-so-you-can-shake-my-hand, that tickled the giggle out of me. A few
            months later, I was sitting on his linoleum bedroom floor, wearing cute black cotton panties I had bought in traffic, and
            switching channels like I paid half of his rent.
         

         
         I didn’t tell him this but Opoku was the first man I called beautiful; if he were a comic character he would be the type whose features were in symmetry. Hair like a neatly trimmed hedge. Not-too-big, not-too-small head, sitting on top of pointed shoulders, his every movement as graceful as a dancer’s. He was also the first man to not obsess over my breasts. To not treat them like the highlight reel of a new movie. To not hinge my beauty and his desire solely on my breasts like other men did. Instead, he pored over every stretch of skin on my body, drew out the ordinary like it was something special. He thought I had the perfect set of shiny, evenly arranged teeth. He found the dark shade of my upper lip artistic, nibbled on my upper arm because the softness of it somehow made him feel safe, and made my stomach his resting place. He was easy to love because he saw me fully, clearer than even I did. I spent all of Tuesdays and Thursdays in his T-shirts at his place because there were no lectures. I spent the days watching movies he had downloaded for me, picking out onions from food we bought from the junction before eating because he hated seeing them, and watching him sketch in big drawing pads. He was currently obsessed with photos of James Barnor. He had printed a bunch of them from the internet and spent several hours drawing near-perfect pencil sketch versions of his photos. He was planning to hold an exhibition of them once he was done. My favorite so far was the one of the woman in the green dress holding green and red plastic gallons. Mostly because she reminded me of my mother. Opoku was going to be more famous than James Barnor one day. At least that’s what he told me, and I believed him. I know how this looks—you’re probably thinking, Can we say a little prayer for our sister who left the bulk of her brains on a fluffy pillow on the way to love?—but he used sixty-three minutes to sketch me in perfect line detail; that’s a good enough reason to anchor your faith in anybody’s half-formed talent. Some people are great at learning any craft and some people are naturally good at things, and Opoku was comfortably nestled in the latter. He could draw anything, I’m serious—anything! So even though I initially thought it was pretty naïve and a little stupid of him (just a little) to quit his job as a graphic designer in a small printing firm to follow his Basquiat dreams, in the hopes that he would one day become a reference point in secondary school textbooks like James Barnor, something about his intense penetrating stare coordinating with his large hands convinced me. Besides, he wasn’t saddled with the burden of paying rent (thanks to an inherited family house) and was steadily eating through his share of money from the two-year advance rent his uncle had collected from the tenant living in his late father’s house. He spent his days wearing the same faded jean shorts with no boxers, sketching everything and anything, tweeting his artwork and retweeting all his compliments, telling anyone who would listen to join Twitter because Facebook was so 2000 and late, as if we were a hundred years into the 2000s and it wasn’t a dry March in 2012. He was only thirty; when best to be young and free if not now? I believed in him. He was going to be great. #youngandgifted. 

         
         One Monday afternoon we drove from Awudome roundabout—with its half-weed, half-grave cemetery, half-baked roads, and old buildings—to East Legon’s shiny new roads and monochrome-painted buildings, so I could audition for a role in an Indomie instant noodles ad. I had told him about looking for something that would bring me extra income outside of the pocket money my parents gave me. Something that worked with my timetable and paid well. Someone in my class was making extra cash writing essays for people, but that was too much work for me; I wanted something easy and good. I wasn’t much of an actor—I wasn’t an actor at all—but he had spoken about me to one of the agents, an old friend of his, like I brought out little pellets of gold after every shit, so I went ahead anyway. Plus if I got picked for the ad, I would earn a hefty amount. We climbed up a narrow staircase to a red door, where he rubbed my back and wished me good luck. 

         
         The smell of coffee was the first thing that greeted me when I stepped in. A woman in an oversized yellow shirt smiled at
            me, told me her name was Cynthia, asked me what my name was with a slight lisp (which I found sexy), and handed over a sheet
            with five short sentences for me to read out loud.
         

         
         “Brilliant. Read it again, but this time, with more attitude,” she said, still smiling.

         
         I had to pretend a taste of heaven had been evenly distributed on my taste buds and smile a little too aggressively, gesturing
            wildly. After six takes, I was ready for it to end. My cheeks were beginning to hurt. With a rehearsed smile, she told me
            I would hear back from them. I smiled back and told her I would expect her call, but we both knew that was our last smile.
         

         
         There are different ways to notice that you have fallen in love with someone. Rose from my business class fell for Adams because
            he unashamedly pronounced issue as “eye-sue.” Abie in my programming class said the day Kuuku gave her a lap dance was the day she knew she had found “The One.” And Pinamang swore she would marry Carl because he felt no shame farting around her on their first date. On the drive back from the audition, we passed over a pothole that shook my whole body. My breasts wobbled underneath my dress. Opoku looked over at me and apologized for the bad road like it was his fault the country had shitty roads. That was the moment I fell for him. 

         
         There’s something about brokenness that makes you want to pass your fingers on cracked surfaces and trail them on their sharp
            edges, you know? Just to be able to tell how truly broken they are. Opoku was the poster child for a lost boy living in a
            man’s body. His refusal to forgive a father who was absent left me unsettled. Some days his rage felt magnified, but what
            did I know? I had a very present father whose only sin was staying in the shadow of my mother. I had never heard anyone speaking
            of their father with such disdain. The way he talked about his father could freeze falling rain. A low-life-cheating-three-timing-good-for-everything-but-being-a-father
            who quickly discarded his mother the minute she was pregnant, as though his arrival was an impending doom. He held on tightly
            to his anger. It was like a stain he wasn’t even interested in getting out. He wore it loudly. His brokenness called out to
            me; it yelled my name out loud in silence and begged for salvation.
         

         
         He would occasionally run out of money and commit to eating one heavy meal a day. Although he insisted it wasn’t a big deal, I worried too much about him starving and ended up cooking for him, or ordering food to be delivered to him. After he complained bitterly about losing his audience and having to start from scratch because his Twitter account had been suspended, I created a mailing list for him and got ninety-eight people to sign up. He sent one newsletter and abandoned it. One time he went into a fit of rage because an obituary poster of a sixty-eight-year-old man reminded him of his father. And when I suggested therapy he looked at me as if I knew nothing of the world. I carried a cross of salvation for someone who didn’t want saving. 

         
         The sex was sticky, too sweet, lacking in shame and abundant in touch. The way our bodies fit into each other. It was like
            discovering there was more than one way to enjoy a mango: you didn’t have to only make a small hole through the
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Ghana’s sickening
mortality rate

Last year, the total
number of infants
who didn’t make
it past twelve months
was 731 in total.
Maternal mortality
remains a challenge
in providing quality
maternal and other
reproductive health-
care services in
Ghana. Lack of
logistics, medical
and laboratory
equipment, inade-
quate knowledge
about the benefits

of antenatal care
services as well as
non-adherence of
healthcare workers
to treatment proto-
cols and standard
operating procedures
were found as major
setbacks to the
provision of effective
and quality maternal
healthcare services
in Ghana. It is,
therefore, imperative
for the government
of Ghana and other

non-governmental
organizations to
invest in strength-
ening the health-
care delivery sys-
tem, especially in
rural Ghana, by
making available
basic logistics,
medical and lab-
oratory equipment,
as well as improv-
ing upon maternal
health education,
and consistently
organizing capa-

workers.

——

city building training programs for healthcare

Imoru Egala fights on for

Alhaji Imoru Egala is mostly known

for his role as a former foreign minister;
what many aren’t privy to is his pivotal

role and vision as the founder of the
People’s National Party. It may well be

seen as a sign of rebellion—after being
barred by a commission set up by the
military government in 1966, preventing him

MORE

In a bid to return

|

We’re producing

NOT A REAL NEWSPAPER

days of Ghana being the
world’s largest cocoa producer,
the government of Ghana is
keen on expanding production
of cocoa. In the 1960s, Ghana
was producing an average of
450,000 tons per year. Now we
can’t even manage half that.

restoration of eligibility

from running as PNP candidate in the
1979 general and presidential elections,
he nevertheless sponsored the candidacy
of Mr. Limann. Last January, Mr. Egala
began a court action against the electoral
commissioner seeking a court ruling
restoring his eligibility for public office.
Twelve months later, he still fights on.

HANDS

NEEDED

... on cocoa farms

in the south

to the glory

prevent it from spreading.

as low as coming months.

159,000 tons a year! Farmers all
over the country complained
bitterly of the black pod—a
disease that causes widespread

destruction of cocoa—and the high
prices of treatment needed to

The government of Ghana is provid-
ing seedlings to over three hundred
farmers in the Ashanti region alone;
Volta, Eastern, and Central region farm-
ers are set to receive their share in the

However, these farmers will need an
inflow of laborers to handle the labor-
intensive work to be done.
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