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			To my mother, Madam Mary E. Vormoah, who was my best friend and made me the woman I am today.

			— PB

			To the people of Otuam, and all the Otuams around the world, for their hope and joy in the face of poverty.

			— EH
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		Prologue

		In the dream Peggy was back in Kumasi, a child again, walking home from school in her sky blue uniform with the round white collar. Usually the path was dusty in the dry season, pocked with puddles in the rainy season, but now it was smooth as marble; her black sandals glided over it and her feet remained clean.

		The sky was a bright turquoise vault above her head, so beautiful it broke the heart, and the warm golden sun on her shoulders felt like a loving embrace. Just as she had every school day when she lived in Kumasi, in the dream she walked behind the king’s palace, a rambling brick structure painted blue and white and built around a large courtyard where royal festivities were held. The Ashanti king of Kumasi, known as the Asantehene, was a very important leader with millions of subjects, and he was rich beyond measure because he owned some of the biggest gold mines in the world. All day at his palace, important visitors were coming and going—tribal priests, elders, government ministers, ambassadors, chairmen of important companies, and humble people asking him for justice.

		She stood outside the rear of the palace and looked at it, wondering what was going on in there. But there was nothing for her, a skinny little girl, in a king’s palace. And so she glided down the marble path to her home.

		Because Peggy had the dream so many times she knew it must be a message from the spirit world. Like many Africans, Peggy understood that dreams meant something. They were not just random thoughts, fears, or hopes, or something from dinner irritating your intestines. Sometimes a dream was a message from God or Jesus, or from your ancestors, or even from the better part of yourself talking to the stupid part of yourself. Dreams were like encoded letters from the spirit world that must be carefully decoded and interpreted. They guided you in your choices, warned you of deception and accidents, or showed you the future.

		“What does the dream mean, Mother?” Peggy asked when she called her mother in Ghana.

		Mother thought about it a long while. “It’s been thirty years since you walked behind that palace to go to school in Kumasi,” Mother said. “Perhaps it’s just a memory.”

		“But why would I have it so often, thirty years later?” Peggy insisted. “Here I am living in the United States all this time; there’s nothing to remind me of the king’s palace in Kumasi. The dream has to mean something.”

		A moment of silence dangled in the transatlantic air. Peggy could picture Mother’s long smooth face and shining dark eyes as she considered the question. Finally, she said, “Pray for God and the ancestors to show you what the dream means, Peggy. Perhaps, in time, they will.”

		Mother was right. God and the ancestors would show Peggy the meaning of the dream in their own time, but it would be long after Mother had joined them.

	
		
			Part I

			WASHINGTON, D.C.

			August—September 2008

		

	
		1

		Is the king dead? Peggielene Bartels wondered as she stood in the small mail room off the lobby, rubbing her thumbs across the front of the envelope, the ugly red stamp—UNDELIVERABLE—splayed across the blue ink of the address carefully penned in her own hand. For the third time a letter to her uncle Joseph had boomeranged back from Ghana. Another resident jostled her apologetically as he took out his little silver key and opened his mailbox, but Peggy just kept staring at the letter.

		Uncle Joseph was her mother’s brother, and for twenty-five years he had been king of Otuam, a community of seven thousand souls where Peggy’s family had originated hundreds of years earlier. Periodically, when she had returned to Ghana to visit her mother, the two of them would drive to Otuam to see Uncle Joseph, known there by his royal title Nana Amuah Afenyi V.

		The king of Otuam was a tall man with heavy-lidded eyes, the lower lids revealing a great deal of white below the iris. He had been director of all the prisons in Accra, Ghana’s capital. In 1983 at the age of sixty-seven, he had retired and, upon the unexpected death of his sixty-three-year-old cousin, Nana Amuah Afenyi IV, was chosen the new king.

		Peggy remembered Uncle Joseph as a gentle, smiling man who never raised his voice. A man always ready to forgive. A man everybody liked. Sometimes Peggy wondered how such a man could be a king when kings were supposed to be tough and strong. If she had been in his position, she wasn’t sure she would have been so kind. She wouldn’t have cared if some people disliked her as long as she was a good king, punishing evildoers who took advantage of the weak.

		The last time she had seen Uncle Joseph was at her mother’s funeral in 1997. He had arrived at her mother’s home in Takoradi with a group of his elders, a kindness that even in her overwhelming grief Peggy had appreciated. For years she had regularly sent her mother money, and once her mother was in a better place where no money was needed, Peggy decided to send the money to her uncle out of respect. It was only one hundred dollars a month, but it went a long way in a Ghanaian town where many people lived on a dollar a day. And Peggy knew that even though Uncle Joseph was a king, he was not rich. His palace was falling down around his head, with a leaking roof and mildewed walls begging for spackling and fresh paint. And she worried that he might need medicine.

		He had been grateful for the money, and the two had kept in touch in the eleven years since her mother’s passing. Earlier that year—had it been January?—he had had a stroke and been hospitalized, but he had seemed to be recuperating. She had spoken to him on his cell phone now and then during his months-long stay in the hospital in Accra, and someone had picked up his mail for him at his post office box in Winneba, the city nearest to Otuam with mail service.

		But for the past three months, her letters had come bouncing back. Nor had he collected her Western Union wire transfers. She had tried calling Uncle Joseph on his cell phone, but it was disconnected. How old would he be now? Ninety? No, ninety-two.

		Truth be told, if he was dead she probably wouldn’t hear about it immediately. In Ghana it was considered terribly disrespectful to say The king is dying or The king is dead. When the king was very ill in the hospital people said, The king has gone to his village for a cure.

		If it didn’t look like the king was going to make it, his elders said, The king is still in the village taking care of himself.

		When they said, He’ll be in the village a long time. He won’t be coming back anytime soon, that’s when you knew he had died.

		But a king’s elders didn’t even say that right after the king died. They waited for weeks, even months after his death, before they said he wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon from the village.

		The funny thing was that at a king’s funeral, the embalmed body sitting stiffly on a royal chair, even then nobody talked about him as dead. People said, We hope the king is getting a good cure in the village, but we probably won’t see him for a good while.

		How had this strange custom started? Peggy wondered. Maybe kingship raised kings above mere mortals, rendering it disrespectful to talk about them as dead or dying like the rest of humanity, just as royalty wasn’t supposed to be seen eating and drinking in public or running off to the toilet. Perhaps it was because kings, even after death, were thought to still rule over their kingdoms from the Asamando, the place of good ancestors.

		Or maybe it was because the villagers, knowing the king was dead, would start to misbehave. Especially the men, she thought, because it was well known that men misbehaved a lot, drinking and fighting and beating their wives. So it was better if they didn’t know for sure where the king was, and whether he would be coming back to punish them for their bad behavior. This tradition kept misbehaving men in line, and in this world of misbehaving men anything that kept them in line was a good thing.

		Peggy roused herself from her reverie and walked to the elevator. The doors opened and she stepped inside, still staring at the letter. Well, she figured, if Uncle Joseph was in the village for good somebody would call her. She had dozens of close cousins in Ghana, and though none of them lived in Otuam they had an informal network of gossip and news that eventually reached everybody. Indeed, gossiping cousins seemed to be the liveliest form of communication throughout Africa.

		Stepping out on her floor, she walked down the long narrow corridor to her one-bedroom condo and unlocked the door. For years she had saved money for a down payment, for the chance to own property and have her slice of the American dream. She would never forget the enormous pride she felt at the settlement a year earlier when she realized she actually owned her own place. It was in an old building from about 1960 shaped like a giant block with hundreds of units and a laundry room in the basement. It wasn’t in Washington, D.C., but in the less expensive suburb of Silver Spring, just north of the Maryland line. Still, the condo was hers.

		The down payment, closing costs, renovations: Peggy knew before she made the deal that the costs would wipe her out. “Property values are rising rapidly,” the real estate agent had told her with a smooth smile. “Once you redo the kitchen and bathroom your unit will be worth more. Then you can refinance and get a load of cash back.”

		But as soon as she had bought the place and made the improvements real estate values plummeted. Almost immediately, Peggy owed more to the bank than the condo was worth. Then they raised her monthly condo fee by $150. Old buildings like hers, she was told, needed a lot of maintenance.

		Because she didn’t earn much working as a secretary at the Ghanaian embassy, for the past few years she had supplemented her income by working Saturdays and Sundays as a receptionist at a local nursing home. Working seven days a week also filled up the pockets of time that would otherwise have been empty.

		Periodically she asked someone to cover for her at the nursing home so she could sell Ghanaian art and handicrafts at weekend expos and church bazaars, which brought in much more money than her hourly wage. But as the U.S. economy began to tank, her African art customers became more careful in their spending. Sometimes she sat there all day and didn’t sell a single thing, and the booth space cost her hundreds of dollars. Soon she stopped going altogether.

		Peggy threw herself on her couch, still holding the stack of mail, looking at the empty space where her dining room table should have been. After all the expense of buying and renovating the condo, she had decided to build up a nest egg again before making any large purchases, and so the dining room set would have to wait. Oh well, she thought, I am an African. I’m not spoiled. I can sit on the floor and eat and be grateful for my food.

		But tonight she wasn’t hungry. It was too late to eat dinner—past ten. Her boss, Ambassador Kwame Bawuah-Edusei, had kept her late, typing letters and preparing his schedule for the following day. Peggy had worked at the Ghanaian embassy in Washington for twenty-nine years in a variety of administrative positions, but the two years in the ambassador’s office had been her favorite. She loved the busy excitement—meeting African heads of state and U.S. senators and planning glittering receptions.

		In Bawuah-Edusei’s office the people she dealt with were extremely polite, unlike some of the people she had come in contact with years earlier when she worked in the consular section. There, people had called her up and cussed her out when their visas weren’t ready, as if it had been her fault. But Peggy never let anyone disrespect her; she had yelled back at them, and in some cases hung up on them. “If you step on my toes,” she liked to say, “I will bite your leg.” She was transferred to the embassy’s administrative section.

		Growing up in Ghana, Peggy never imagined she would leave the country forever. She had been born to Joseph Ankomah Foster and Mary Vormoah in Cape Coast, a bustling city of eighty-three thousand. Her home name, or tribal name, was Amma, indicating that she had been born on a Saturday. For centuries, the southern people of Ghana had named their children after the day of the week on which they were born. Kwame was given to a boy born on Saturday; Kwesi, born on Sunday; and Kwadwo, born on Monday. Kofi Annan, the Ghanaian former secretary-general of the United Nations, was born on a Friday. Women, too, had day names: Adjoa for those born on a Monday, Abenaa for those born on Tuesday, etc. If more than one child in a family was born on the same day of the week, they were given an additional name referring to their birth order (Piesie for firstborn, Manu for second born, etc.). Sometimes extra names referred to the parents’ feelings for the child: Nyamekye meant “gift from God,” and Yempew meant “we don’t want you.”

		When Peggy was six, her family moved north to Kumasi, where her father had found an excellent position as a railroad engineer, which allowed the growing family to live fairly well by Ghanaian standards. After graduating from high school in 1971, she studied catering at Kumasi Polytechnic and at Southgate Technical College in London. Energized by living in the United Kingdom, Peggy wanted to experience a year or two in the United States, after which she planned to return to Ghana to become a gourmet chef at a fine restaurant or hotel. Her father’s old school chum, Alex Quaison-Sackey, was Ghana’s ambassador to Washington and arranged for her to work there as a receptionist. And so Peggielene Foster began her job at the embassy in 1979. Somehow the years had slipped by, and she never left.

		Peggy looked at the clock: 10:15. She had to be in the office by 7:30 the next morning to prepare for the ambassador’s visitors. She needed to make sure the coffee cups and trays were clean, and that there was sufficient cream and sugar. She hadn’t gotten around to doing that before she left for the day.

		Peggy set the undelivered letter and all the bills down on the little glass tea table next to her old white leather couch. She was too tired to bathe or even wash her face. But she went to the kitchen and filled a glass with water and poured it in front of her door. For many Africans, pouring libations was a way of showing respect to God and honoring the dead, who were always thirsty, and it helped her stay close to her mother in the spirit world.

		“Help me, Mother,” Peggy said, and tears came to her eyes as they always did when she spoke to her, because she would never get over the emptiness of a world that no longer held her mother. Even though Mother had been eighty-four when she died, Peggy had been so deeply distressed that she decided she would probably never return to live in Ghana, and after eighteen years in the United States she had finally become an American citizen. “Mother, I know that you are with God,” Peggy said. “Go to him and speak to him about me. Ask him to look out for me.”

		She poured water for her mother every night, and every morning she poured a little Gordon’s gin. In Ghana the ancestors liked schnapps, and the brand used was from the Netherlands—introduced by Dutch slave traders centuries earlier—packaged in square dark green glass bottles. But the only kind of schnapps Peggy could find in the American liquor stores was peppermint schnapps, and she didn’t think her mother would like that.

		Her relatives in Ghana told her that the closest thing to Ghanaian schnapps was Gordon’s gin, so that’s what she should use. You were supposed to pour it on the ground right outside your door. Since Peggy had a condo, she couldn’t very well pour it in the hallway—it would make the place smell like a saloon and leave a stain—so she poured it just inside the door on the cream-colored carpet. Though clear, the alcohol soaked through to the wood floor below, and the wood stain seeped up and discolored the carpet.

		She went into the bedroom, took off her pantsuit and blouse, slipped on a pink cotton nightgown, and sank into her bed. Then she wrapped her head in her blanket, a cocoon of safety that somehow made her feel warm and cozy and loved.

		Though Peggy enjoyed her work in the ambassador’s office, the best part of her day was her sleep. When she was asleep she didn’t have to worry about unpaid bills, or office politics, or undeliverable letters. Nor did she have to ponder how to lose the weight she had been gaining due to a slowing metabolism forced to sit in a chair twelve hours a day. She didn’t have to miss William, her husband who had returned to Ghana, or resent her body, which had failed to bear them children. She didn’t have to question whether her life had a purpose.

		Peggy had never had problems sleeping in her life, and she usually slept deeply. It was as if she went to another world, a world where everything was beautiful and there were no worries at all, a place where she was never lonely or aching for her mother.
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		Peggy’s sleep was disturbed by the phone ringing. She pulled the blanket closer around her head. Maybe if she ignored it the noise would go away. It didn’t.

		She flung off the blanket and sat up, turned on her light and looked at the clock. It was a few minutes past four a.m. Peggy hated it when people called her that early. Sometimes her brother, Papa Warrior, who lived in Australia, got the time confused and called at that hour, but usually it was relatives in Ghana who got up at four a.m. every day because the chickens woke them. If they wanted to talk to her, they would wait patiently the five hours until it was four a.m. in Washington and then call her, thinking perhaps the chickens would be getting her up, too.

		She stood up, walked to the dresser, and stared at the phone. The caller ID said “unavailable.” It was an overseas call all right.

		Peggy picked it up. “Hello!” she barked.

		“Hello, Nana!” said a male voice on the other end. It added in Fante, “This is your uncle, Kwame Lumpopo.”

		Kwame Lumpopo. She remembered him. He was her mother’s sister’s son, so technically her cousin. But Africans weren’t too technical about family relationships. They called their great-aunts mother, and their nieces and nephews children, and their distant cousins brothers and sisters. For some reason, Kwame Lumpopo always referred to himself as Peggy’s uncle, even though he was about her age. He was a tall, good-looking man with a wide white grin who lived near her mother’s old home in Takoradi. She had seen him at family gatherings at her mother’s, and he had been on her uncle’s royal council in Otuam.

		“What do you mean, Nana?” she asked groggily. Nana literally meant “ancestor” and was an honorary title reserved for royalty and people of stature. Children might call their grandparents nana, but Peggy had no grandchildren. And she certainly wasn’t royalty or a person of stature.

		“Congratulations!” Kwame Lumpopo boomed. “You are the new king of Otuam!”

		She rubbed her eyes. This had to be a joke.

		“Kwame Lumpopo, you’d better stop your nonsense because it is four a.m. in the United States, and you have woken me from a sound sleep,” she said briskly. “I have to go to work in a couple of hours to arrange the ambassador’s coffee cups, and I don’t appreciate this foolishness. Why are you bothering me? I’m going to hang up now.” She pulled the phone away from her ear.

		“No, no, please! Don’t hang up!” Peggy could hear Kwame Lumpopo’s loud protests hovering in the air. “Nana—I’m serious! This is no joke!”

		She put the phone back against her ear.

		“What is it that you want really?” she asked. “Tell it to me straight. I don’t talk nonsense before the sun is up.”

		“Your uncle, the king of Otuam, will not be coming back from the village anytime soon,” Kwame Lumpopo said quickly, before Peggy could hang up.

		Oh.

		Now she understood the returned letters and the disconnected phone. Hearing of her uncle’s death was like losing a part of her mother all over again. That generation was going, going, gone. All anger drained from her. Tears stung her eyes.

		“When did he die?” she asked quietly.

		“I don’t know,” Kwame Lumpopo replied. “He’s been in the hospital … er, in the village curing himself for a long time now. You know, they don’t tell you exactly when the king … when they know that the king isn’t coming back from the village.”

		That was true. If you weren’t in a king’s immediate circle, you wouldn’t learn the date of his death until the funeral program was printed.

		“Where is he now?”

		“His children have put him in the fridge at the Accra morgue. We will have to keep him there until his funeral, whenever the new king—you—decides to hold it.”

		The new king? In Ghana the king wielded executive power over the people. So yes, theoretically the person who held the office could be female, just as in the United States the president could be female. But a female king was a new phenomenon and very rare. Peggy had read about two lady kings in Ghana during her morning perusals of the national news website, Modernghana.com, but her royal family, the Ebiradze, had never had one.

		Was Kwame Lumpopo trying to scam her? African people scammed each other a lot, she knew, and while men around the world liked to take advantage of women, Peggy believed that Africans were the international experts.

		Long ago Peggy had decided that African men were aided and abetted in taking advantage of African women by African women themselves, who were usually too timid to stand up for themselves, put the men soundly in their place, whack them on the head, or whatever the situation required. Most African women wouldn’t even look a man in the eye when he spoke. Sometimes Peggy wondered how on earth she could be an African woman. She was much more like an American woman, always had been. When talking to a man she fixed her eyes on him with an unblinking stare, and the moment he disrespected her she let him have it with her big mouth.

		Maybe Kwame Lumpopo thought she was a rich American and a stupid woman, and he was trying to scam her by telling her she was the king and had to wire him funds for rituals or something. If so, he obviously didn’t know her well. Though right now the real problem was that she didn’t know him well. The few times she had seen him he had smiled and greeted her warmly and asked about her American life, and that was it. She racked her brain to remember what her mother had told her about him. His wife had left him because of something heinous he had done, though that happened to a lot of African men.

		“What do you mean that I’m the new king?” she asked sharply. “No woman has ever been king of Otuam. I haven’t even been there since we celebrated my mother’s birthday at the palace ages ago. I’m a U.S. citizen, living in Washington, D.C. It doesn’t make any sense.”

		Peggy wondered if perhaps Kwame Lumpopo was confused and the elders had actually chosen her queen mother. In Ghana the queen mother, who was usually not the king’s wife, looked after the affairs of women and children. She was supposed to be compassionate and patient, a diplomat smoothing over difficulties, gently persuading the king to follow her advice and calmly accepting it when he overruled her.

		Come to think of it, Peggy would make a lousy queen mother. She wouldn’t be able to kowtow to any man, even the king. She would be a big nuisance to him, yelling at him to do more for the women and children. Then she would scold the women for going to bed with ridiculous men and having so many babies they couldn’t afford. No, with her loud voice and strong sense of justice, she would be better as king. But how could she be king?

		“Your uncle always wanted you to be the next king,” Kwame Lumpopo said. “He was so proud of you. ‘My sister’s daughter is so sensible and strong,’ he would say, ‘stronger than I am. She has educated herself and lived in the USA for many years, which is no joke for an African woman. She has qualities that would really help Otuam.’ ”

		“Did my uncle pick me to be his successor then?” she asked.

		“No no, Nana. You were picked by the elders and ancestors,” he explained. “Once we knew that the king would be in his village for a very long time, the king’s elders looked over the lists of his relatives. We chose twenty-five people who were healthy and under sixty years old, who had a good moral character, were not drunkards, and who were educated. Your name appeared on the list, Nana, the only woman among the twenty-five, because the king had always recommended you. Uncle Moses, in particular, wanted you on the list. He was the one who consulted the genealogy and insisted you be on it, even though you are a woman.”

		Uncle Moses. Yes, the bald-headed one with a broad nose and glasses, with full cheeks and a long mustache that made him look like a walrus.

		“What happened next?” she asked.

		“We took the list to the obosomfie, the sacred ancestral shrine where the spirit, the obosom, lives. All the elders went, along with some good citizens who were not relatives—to make sure there was no cheating, you know. The chief priest, Tsiami, said each person’s name and poured schnapps into the ground.”

		Peggy remembered Tsiami, a stiff, wiry little man who had an odd habit of avoiding eye contact.

		Kwame Lumpopo continued, “When the schnapps sank into the ground, it meant the ancestors did not want that person to be king. When the schnapps steamed up, it was a clear sign they wanted that person to rule.”

		“And when Tsiami said my name, the schnapps steamed up?” She had never heard of this custom before.

		“Ah-henh!” Kwame Lumpopo assured her, the henh coming straight from the deepest nasal passages. This was Ghanaian for “That’s it! You got it!”

		“You were the twenty-fifth person on the list,” he continued, “the last one. We were worried that maybe God and the ancestors didn’t like anybody we had put on the list, but then the schnapps steamed up when Tsiami said your name.”

		“It really steamed up?” She was having a hard time picturing this. What did steamed-up schnapps look like?

		“Yes. Not once but three times. Some of the elders were surprised because you were a woman. They wanted to be sure. So they made Tsiami perform the ritual two more times, and each time when he called your name the schnapps steamed up.”

		A shiver went down her spine. There was a long pause.

		“The ancestors picked you, Nana,” Kwame Lumpopo said earnestly. “Will you take it? ”

		Would she take it? Peggy had absolutely no idea. Here it was four o’clock in the morning and she was still groggy and this person was telling her that her uncle was dead and she was an African king because the schnapps had steamed up.

		“I’ll have to think about it,” she said. Peggy always said this when most other people would say I don’t know. It gave the impression of being in control rather than being indecisive, and at the moment she was feeling extremely indecisive. Panicked, even. “I’ll call you later.”

		“The rituals are done,” he replied. “The ancestors want you.”

		Peggy slowly hung up the phone. Clearly, she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. She walked out into her living room, sat down on the sofa, and looked at the empty space that should have been her dining room. How can a secretary be king? While she supposed there was no reason why a secretary couldn’t, it must still be highly unusual.

		If she accepted she would have to go over there soon for her enstoolment, the Ghanaian form of coronation. In Ghana, going back into the mists of time, hand-carved wooden stools were not just the symbol of royalty, they were also holy items, the focus of prayer and veneration. Each king was given a new stool, the ahengua, into which the tsiami put the king’s soul along with the souls of the previous kings, the ancestors, and the unborn. Royal stools were so holy that they were never allowed to touch the ground; no one, not even the king, could sit on them. For the enstoolment ceremony, the king’s tsiami held him above the stool, which was on a platform, and lowered him three times in a symbolic sitting. On official occasions, kings sat on their public stools, which contained no ancestral spirits.

		The spirits in the royal stool could see and hear everything everyone did within the borders of the kingdom and often cried when they were upset. Peggy recalled a story her mother had told her about Otuam’s sacred stools; long ago, enemies had broken into the stool room and stolen them. Fortunately for Otuam, the stools made such a ruckus—angry voices, the sound of breaking crockery, and the slamming of doors—that the thieves brought them back, eager to get rid of them.

		If Peggy became king, her behavior in public would have to be regal, in order to honor the stool spirits. She wouldn’t be allowed to dance in a club, though she hadn’t done that since before she was married. But kings weren’t supposed to eat or drink, joke or argue in public either. Peggy loved to laugh, and sometimes she did get in arguments if someone tried to push her around, or butt in front of her in the checkout line at the grocery store. And if she saw an injustice, a man yelling at a woman, or a big kid picking on a little one, or somebody kicking a dog, she would scold the malefactor without fear, shaking her finger in his face. Somebody had to tell people when their behavior was disgraceful.

		If she became king, she would have to watch herself, certainly when she was in Ghana, and probably in the United States as well. She would hate to see her picture under a headline in The Washington Post, “Ghanaian King Caught Behaving Badly in Silver Spring Supermarket.” No, it wouldn’t matter if she was here in America, or in Otuam, or in Timbuktu, for that matter. Once she was king, she would have to become a king.

		As king, Peggy would be the personification of government to her people, more so even than the president of Ghana, who was democratically elected but, like most presidents around the world, lived surrounded by layers of impenetrable security in a palace. Though they were different in many ways, Peggy knew that tribal kings and government officials lived in easy camaraderie. When the British colonized Ghana in the nineteenth century, they had relied on local kings to support them. In return the British government had brought a variety of benefits to the tribes—jobs, roads, churches, schools, and other improvements. The kings themselves had often received income from the British to rule their kingdoms and keep their subjects in line with British law.

		When Ghana declared independence from Great Britain on March 6, 1957—the eve of Peggy’s fourth birthday—many questioned whether kings were necessary anymore. Were they simply a colorful relic of the past that should be put aside like a curio inside a cabinet? But no, the ancient tradition remained too strong. For one thing, kings were the custodians of Ghana’s vibrant cultural heritage. Getting rid of them would obliterate most of Ghana’s rich history, leaving only the sterile, Western, white part. Kings and all they stood for were what made Ghana Ghana, rather than just another former British colony like, say, Canada.

		And there were real advantages to having a king. Citizens could easily obtain justice by simply marching up to the palace and asking to speak to him. Resolving disputes through the king was far easier than hiring a lawyer and taking an opponent to civil court. For one thing, it was inexpensive, costing the plaintiff perhaps a few bottles of beer or a chicken, and for another, the king or his advisors usually knew the characters of all the people involved in a case, their parents, their childhoods, their habitual misbehaviors or exemplary virtues. Such knowledge helped a king decide a dispute fairly, with no lawyers involved.

		Lawyers, it was well known, were people professionally trained to meddle in the affairs of others by concealing the truth. Certainly a defendant knew the facts of a case better than his lawyer, who had not been present when the disputed event occurred. Therefore, in Ghana, a defendant who refused to speak for himself and was prepared to hide behind the dazzling verbal legerdemain of a lawyer was felt to be guilty before the trial even began.

		Kings knew who was telling the truth simply by looking into the eyes of the person speaking, an ability that came from the wisdom of the stool, which gave the king special powers. Therefore it was useless, even dangerous, for anyone to lie to a king. Moreover, when a king settled an argument, he usually guided both parties to an amicable consensus, using his charm and diplomacy to settle a contentious matter once and for all.

		Similarly, kings put their diplomatic skills to work when dealing with elected officials, whom they accepted with regal grace, regardless of party affiliation, and whom they often asked to help their communities build schools, pave roads, or run water lines. Politicians, on the other hand, respected kings for keeping their people in line, keeping civil court dockets clear, and working with government authorities to help their communities. As king of Otuam, Peggy would straddle the worlds of modern democratic politics and ancient tribal traditions.

		She tried to remember what she could of Otuam. There was one paved road, she recalled, Main Street, lined with little shops and rambling concrete block houses. There were few cars—taxis, mainly, which residents took to the nearby market towns of Mankessim or Agona Swedru to shop or sell their wares—so the chickens and goats usually had free run of the road. The chickens, Peggy recalled, were painted different colors so their owners could identify them. During her last visit, she had seen chickens with big yellow stripes on their backs, and others with blue or red.

		The little blue and white police station was on Main Street, along with the most impressive building in town, the salmon-colored Methodist church with its tall spire that the British missionaries had built a century ago. Between Main Street and the sea was the fishing village of mud huts with thatched roofs, and on the beach the fishermen kept their long, handmade canoes.

		On the other side of Main Street, a bit farther afield, was the royal palace. It was a T-shaped, two-story whitewashed building constructed in the early 1960s by her mother’s first cousin, Nana Amuah Afenyi IV, whom she had always known as Uncle Rockson. He had been a wealthy man, educated in London, who had brought the first razor blade factory to Ghana. The palace courtyard was flanked by two long rows of housing for the king’s relatives called “the boys’ quarters,” though families lived there. And beyond that were dozens and dozens of small farms, with tin-roofed concrete block houses.

		Otuam’s farmers worked all day in the fields, cultivating pineapples, yams, and papayas, planting and weeding, fertilizing and harvesting. But it was the fish that brought the town a measure of prosperity and its immunity from famine whether the rains came or not. Six days a week the fishermen hauled in heavy nets of fish—mackerel, herring, red snapper, tilapia, and salmon—from hundreds of feet out at sea, sometimes pulling for eight hours straight, while their wives cleaned the fish and sold it on Main Street from large silver buckets on their heads.

		Whether the wives of fishermen or farmers or owners of their own little Main Street shops, Otuam’s women spent some time every day outside. Peggy could picture them sweeping the dirt with palm fronds, feeding chickens, smoking fish in large clay ovens, washing clothes in vats, and pounding cassava root into a white paste called fufu, which was something like mashed potatoes.

		The town hadn’t changed much over the decades Peggy had visited it and seemed to be a world unto itself. Even its dialect of Fante was heavy, archaic, using riddles and proverbs the way people had spoken centuries earlier. The Otuam dialect was linguistic proof of the town’s scant interaction with the wider world. It seemed that few people ever left Otuam, and even fewer moved there from elsewhere.

		Otuam’s slow pace gave it one great advantage over more modernized towns: its original gods and goddesses hadn’t been chased away by traffic jams, blaring horns, and the hectic lifestyle the spirits despised. Peggy recalled Tsiami telling her once that Otuam had seventy-seven gods and goddesses who lived on the beaches and in the fields and woods, while their counterparts in the cities had long ago fled the noise and bustle. Otuam’s spirits, Tsiami had said, were exceptionally strong and intervened frequently in the lives of the town’s inhabitants, rewarding good people and punishing evil ones.

		But there wasn’t much evil to punish: no murders, rapes, armed robbery, or arson that she had ever heard of. Peggy tried to remember something her mother had told her years ago, something unpleasant about the town. Yes, that was it. Some of Otuam’s men got drunk and beat their wives, and that was certainly a mark against the place. If she decided to accept the crown, her first order of business would be to put an end to that. But overall, most people were kind and friendly, often taking the time to chat with a friend or visit a neighbor, or sit quietly under a shade tree and watch the shafts of sunlight slanting down through green branches.

		Peggy loved Ghana because its twenty-four million inhabitants were known as the friendliest, most peaceful people in Africa and probably in the whole world. They didn’t want to rule over anybody, or steal other nations’ resources. They just wanted to work hard, stay healthy, and enjoy their friends and families.

		This was even true in centuries past. Peggy’s Fante tribe had, for the most part, interacted harmoniously with the European traders who built fortresses and towns on the coast. The Portuguese first arrived in the late fifteenth century, and within a few decades the Dutch, British, and Danes joined them to trade in slaves, ivory, and gold, developing the local economy and bringing in what the native people considered to be luxury goods. By 1874 Great Britain had either conquered or purchased the other nations’ forts and made Ghana, then called the Gold Coast, into a colony.

		English became the official language, though every region had a tribal language, which in most of southern Ghana was Fante. Across the colony, school instruction was in English; businesses and streets had English names. Many Ghanaians in the cities even took English surnames, as Peggy’s father’s family had, and gave their children English first names, often from the Bible.

		The Fantes’ acceptance of colonization was fueled by their fear of their aggressive neighbors to the north. The powerful Ashanti tribe was building an empire of its own and fielded half a million soldiers by the mid-nineteenth century. The peace-loving Fantes realized they, too, would be conquered by the Ashantis if the British didn’t protect them, though by 1902 even the Ashantis had been forced to submit to British rule.

		The Fantes embodied the nonviolence, hospitality, and friendliness of modern Ghana, and Peggy supposed that the people of Otuam were the most peaceful of the peaceful. The symbol of Otuam, the figures carved on top of the chief priest’s speaking staff, Peggy remembered, were a gun, a snail, and a turtle. During her last visit there, she had asked Tsiami what those symbols represented. He had told her that they came from an old Ghanaian proverb that said a hunter in the bush wouldn’t bother himself with a turtle or snail, peaceful creatures that stayed low and quiet on the ground. The hunter would shoot a lion or rhino, powerful, aggressive creatures. The people of Otuam felt no shame in seeing themselves as the snail and the turtle. In fact, they felt it was a clear indication of their intelligence; snails and turtles would never get shot. Yes, it seemed to Peggy that it would be fairly easy to rule over the peaceful people of Otuam.

		If there was one thing holding Peggy back from accepting the crown immediately, it was Otuam’s poverty. The town had no gold mines or factories like other parts of Ghana. It couldn’t boast any of the large Ghanaian cocoa plantations owned by Nestlé or Cadbury where local residents earned good money by harvesting the basic ingredient of chocolate to make world-famous candy bars. Otuam had its fish, mostly, which was enough to keep the people fed and healthy, and that was about it. No one starved, but many lived hand to mouth.

		Did the king collect any taxes or fees? She didn’t know. All the land in a town or village belonged to its king, she knew, as well as to the dead and the unborn. But the king had the right to decide who would live on it. Did he do so for a price? Even if there was some income in Otuam, it probably wouldn’t be sufficient for the king’s many expenses. During her last visit to Uncle Joseph in the royal palace, Peggy remembered, a chunk of plaster had fallen from the ceiling and no one had seemed surprised.

		The derelict condition of the palace had been the root of family dissension for many years. After the death of Uncle Rockson, who had built it from scratch and lovingly maintained it, his successor never lifted a finger. The rainy season in coastal Ghana did a lot of damage to roofs and walls, and when the heaviest rains ended in late August, most families brought out ladders and cement to patch things up. But not Uncle Joseph. When a big hole opened in the ceiling over the king’s bed, he put a bucket in the middle and lay on one side of it, and his wife on the other.

		Uncle Rockson’s younger brother, Uncle James, was horrified. He bought cement with his own money to patch up the walls and brought the bags to Otuam as a gift to the king, and he even offered to have his own workmen do the repairs. But Uncle Joseph seemed offended by the offer. The bags sat in the courtyard, and during the next rainy season, they got wet and turned to cement blocks.

		Peggy suddenly remembered a day long ago when she was on break from catering school in London and visited her mother. “I’ll be going to Otuam,” Mother said. “There’s trouble afoot between Uncle Joseph and Uncle James about the palace. So the family is meeting to try to resolve the dispute. Do you want to come? ”

		Peggy had yawned. What did she care about falling-down palaces and the arguments of old men? “I’ll stay here,” she said.

		And now, ironically, if she accepted the kingship, the falling-down palace and the arguments of old men would land squarely in her own lap. For if she became king, she would have to arrange Uncle Joseph’s funeral, which she couldn’t begin to do until she had entirely refurbished the palace.

		A magnificent royal funeral, held in an impressive locale, reflected glory not only on the deceased, but on his successor and his people. Such events typically lasted three days and were enormously expensive. Hundreds of the late king’s subjects would show up, along with neighboring kings and their elders and relatives, and they all drank whiskey and ate meat from freshly slaughtered cows. The deceased would be interred in a tomb within the palace.

		If, in her haste to put Uncle Joseph to rest, she gave him a poor funeral in the crummy courtyard of a decrepit palace and entombed him behind a tottering, leaky wall, his spirit might haunt her for the rest of her life. Then again, if she left him in the fridge in Accra for a long time, that would make him mad, too. He would be wandering in limbo, that gray world in between life and death, not fully welcomed by the ancestors until after his funeral. Peggy winced at the prospect. Either way, if she became king, it looked like she would be haunted.

		Peggy wondered if she could count on the late king’s children to help her with these expenses. There were five of them, two boys who had moved to Houston and become U.S. citizens, and three girls who lived in Accra.

		She strained to remember what Mother had told her: something about the children’s anger at their father for leaving their mother and not supporting them. He had gone from woman to woman, finally settling down with an Otuam fishmonger in the palace, ignoring his children’s requests for financial help. So the children went without, just as the palace now did.

		Far more serious than the falling-down palace was the water situation in Otuam. During her 1995 visit there had been no running water, and she doubted they had gotten any since then. The British colonial government had put in pipes in 1950, and many houses had a toilet, sink, and shower. But the pipes had gone dry in 1977, and no one knew why. Was it a massive rupture underground? The faulty new pumping station thirty miles away? The Ghanaian government never investigated because it didn’t have the money to fix the pipes whatever the cause. Thousands of villages needed water, and the funds simply weren’t available.

		Since then the town had dug a couple of boreholes on its outskirts, pumps where you would set your bucket under the faucet on one side and jump up and down on the long handle on the other side to make water come out. Most families relegated their children to water duty, and kids as young as five walked every day for miles before school to carry heavy buckets on their heads.

		As an American she couldn’t let her people live without running water. It was unthinkable. Yet how would she fix whatever was wrong with the pipes? How much would it cost? Who would she ask to look into it?

		The truth was, if she became king, seven thousand people in Otuam would be counting on her to improve their lives. It was a huge responsibility. And daunting as the job was, she couldn’t devote herself to it full-time, at least not yet. Right now she had a job, a condo, a life in Washington. She would have to rule the kingdom from afar, returning perhaps once a year for as many days as her boss permitted, and move to Otuam once she retired. Would the elders be okay with that?

		And then there was the question of whether she could do the job at all. Peggy had never been trained for an executive position. She had never run a company, sat on the city council, or even managed a store or restaurant. For twenty-nine years, she had carried out the instructions of others who gave her documents to type, people to call, and coffee trays to set up. For decades, she had followed the vision of her bosses, not her own.

		Could a good secretary be a good king? She turned the dilemma around in her head, examining it from different angles. As a secretary, she had to think on her feet, understand people’s needs, and find solutions to a wide variety of problems, whether technical, interpersonal, or financial. She had worked diligently to acquire new administrative skills, which, she believed, could be quite helpful in running a small kingdom.

		In some cases, she had advised her bosses on improving efficiency, troubleshooting problems they were unaware of. Surely that ability would help her rule in Otuam. And after doing her boss’s expense accounts for years, she could organize the town’s financial matters.

		As king, she would have to deal with a variety of conflicting personalities—her elders, her subjects, government officials, and potential investors. As a secretary, she had dealt with embassy staff from all of Ghana’s tribes—the Fantes in the south, fun loving and friendly; the Ashantis in the middle, shrewd businessmen; the Ewes in the east, extremely conservative and trustworthy; and the “northerners” in the arid region, a complex group of Muslim tribes feared for their generations-long blood feuds. She also dealt with pencil-pushing U.S. government bureaucrats, flamboyant African heads of state, and members of the general public, who ranged from the polite to the insane.

		Yes, being a good secretary required its own kind of leadership and vision, as well as flexibility and resourcefulness. The one blip in her personnel file—her prickly, autocratic spirit—could be seen as proper in a king. Perhaps those very qualities that made some consider her to be arrogant or aloof might help her to be a truly good ruler.

		As king she would have to work closely with her council of elders. Technically, the royal council was advisory in nature, counseling the king on all matters that required his attention, from settling disputes among townsfolk to organizing royal ceremonies. However, it was very bad form for a king not to consider the elders’ advice and stubbornly go his own way. Arguments were permitted between a king and his council, but in the end they were expected to reach a consensus.

		She pictured herself meeting with Otuam’s council of elders, men in their seventies and eighties, set in their ways and used to telling women what to do. And not only was it awkward that she was a woman. There was another consideration: Peggy was significantly younger than her elders. Even if she were a man, they would have a hard time hearing criticism from a younger person. Age seniority was so important in Ghana that someone might say, “Hush, you youngster! I am older than you are! Have respect for your elders!” even if he was older by one day. Twenty to thirty years younger than her elders, Peggy would be considered almost a child in their eyes. How on earth was she going to rule over a council of traditional old men? An amicable consensus on important issues would be impossible if they tried to boss her around, she knew, because a king shouldn’t meekly follow orders from anyone, except God.

		She sat there and thought and thought about it until the sun came up and it was time to pour libations. For centuries, perhaps millennia, African tribes had poured libations to their ancestors and worshipped the divine in every living thing, even in objects. Souls, they believed, were not limited to human bodies, for God was all-powerful, and everything in the world he made must therefore possess an immortal spark. Spirits could inhabit bodies, clearly, for such was the case with human beings. Or they could inhabit plants, rocks, or even man-made objects. Peggy often spoke to the female spirit of her car, a 1992 Honda, begging her to keep going for just a little while longer.

		Like many Ghanaians, Peggy mixed Christianity with her ancestral religion, animism, into something that you might call Christianimism. To the dismay of the missionaries who brought Christianity to Ghana, many of those who had jubilantly converted also continued their ancestral traditions. They saw Jesus, born of a virgin and resurrected from death, as one of God’s countless miracles, along with thirsty ancestors and objects that could think.

		There were, of course, some Christians in the big cities who scoffed at the pouring of libations as a tragic waste of good liquor and some animists in the bush who ridiculed Christianity as a tool used by white men to colonize black ones. Peggy was raised to see truth and beauty in both traditions and combined them flawlessly. While pouring her morning libations to the ancestors, she also asked Jesus for guidance and wisdom. Afterward, she read the Psalms and the Gospels.

		Today she prayed with particular fervor. “Mother,” she said, tears sliding down her cheeks. “Wherever you are, I know God and Jesus are there. Please ask God and Jesus to help me because I have a big decision to make, and I honestly don’t know what to do.” She poured the gin, and it pooled on the carpet.

		What would Mother advise Peggy to do now? Her last words on this earth, before Peggy could get to Ghana to see her, had been about her favorite child: “Tell my daughter I have been climbing the hill a long time, and now I am on the top. I am very tired, so I am going. But tell Peggy that she is very special, and she must stand up loud and clear for what she knows is right. She must be strong, but always remain humble.” And then she was gone, and the world was empty.

		Peggy prayed to Uncle Joseph for the first time ever, now that she knew he was in the village for good. “You wanted me to be king after you,” she said. “And I have been chosen. Now I need your help in making this decision.” She poured some more gin.

		Then she prayed to all her ancestors going back in time. “Please help me,” she said. “Show me the way.” And she poured the gin a third time. Now there was a big puddle on the carpet, which slowly sank in and darkened the stain. One of these days when she could afford it she would have to get some new carpet. Maybe in a darker color.

		And then it was time to get ready for work. In the bathroom she studied her face in the mirror. “Hello, king,” she said out loud. “King Peggy,” she added, and burst out laughing.

		Was this the face of a king? She ran her fingers over the smooth golden brown skin. Other than the folds that ran from her nose to her mouth, there were no lines on her face, though that was likely because of her weight gain. If she lost the weight, would her skin sag like that of so many women her age? Would she look like a bulldog? She didn’t know. Women, she thought, were relegated in middle age either to a wide rear end or a crinkled dog face. Perhaps it was better to have the wide rear end, all things considered.

		The eyes looking back at her were large, dark, widely set, and expressive. Her nose turned up, like that of a child. Her lips were full, her teeth white and even. She turned her head from side to side, looking at the angles. It was a strong face, a noble face, perhaps the face of a king. She didn’t have much in the way of eyebrows, though. Maybe if she became king she should pencil them in to look tougher. No, she liked them the way they were.

		She looked at herself straight on. It was still a beautiful face, she realized, a face that in her younger years had made several men chase her around like the maniacs they were. But there was only one man she had ever wanted. Her husband. William.
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		Peggy walked through the long, dark basement corridor, past the laundry room and trash room, and out into the parking lot, the resting place of cars whose owners couldn’t afford spaces in the garage under the building. On this warm August morning, as she approached her green 1992 Honda she burst into laughter. A royal carriage, she thought. A chariot fit for a king. At least it had been paid for long ago, and that was a great advantage.

		“Good morning,” she said to the spirit of her car. “Thank you for taking me to work and back today. I know you are old and tired. I will get you a tune-up soon.”

		She drove to work through Rock Creek Parkway, as she always did. It was a lovely route that cut right through the heart of the nation’s capital, following a little stream. Huge old trees arched over the winding road, and elegant houses sat high on hills. It was a much nicer drive than the traffic lights and brake lights of Connecticut Avenue. Plus, her car tended to break down a lot, and if it broke down on the main road in rush hour traffic everyone would honk their horns and yell at her and flip her the finger. If she broke down on the parkway, no one would yell at her, and someone would eventually come by to help her. Her car was like an old person whose health you could determine depending on how she coughed and wheezed. On good days, her car made a noise like cha-cha-cha-choo, and on bad days it went pah-pong pah-pong.

		Today was evidently a good day, and her car’s spirit was happy. As Peggy rounded the bends, the car cried cha-cha-cha-choo. She came to a stop sign and flicked on her left blinker. And then she heard a voice, as if a person were sitting right beside her in the car.

		Nana, kofa wara wodzea, it said in Fante. Nana, go for it; it’s yours. The voice was very powerful and yet quiet. It was neither male nor female. Or maybe it was both.

		Peggy looked around, alarmed. What voice was this? She knew that many Africans heard voices, saw visions, and had dreams that came true, but she had never been one of them. Except … a memory of something struggled to reach the surface of her mind before falling back down. She brushed a hand over her forehead. Maybe she was so tired and shocked from the short sleep and strange phone call that she was imagining things.

		She arrived outside the Ghanaian embassy at seven thirty. To one side was the embassy of Bangladesh, which was usually quiet, and to the other, the embassy of Israel, with its cameras and steely eyed security guards who chased away any hapless non-Israeli trying to park in front. Sitting serenely alongside so much security, her building was made of cream-colored stone, and the front fence was decorated with large tribal symbols called adinkra.

		Peggy recognized some of the twelve adinkra symbols on the embassy wall. There was the large X-shaped symbol, Nyame Nnwu Na Mawu, which meant “God never dies, therefore I cannot die,” and stood for life after death. Another, shaped like an apple with a diamond in the middle, Nyame Biribi wo soro, meant “God is in the heavens,” a symbol of hope. And a square with knot-like loops in all four corners, Mpatapo, stood for reconciliation and pacification after strife.

		There were dozens of adinkra symbols, which long ago Peggy had had to learn in school. One suddenly sprang to mind: Nea Ope Se Obedi Hene, a V inside a circle inside a square, which meant “He who wants to be king in the future must first learn to serve.”

		Peggy chuckled. “This king served indeed,” she said to herself. “I served coffee, and I served tea.” Peggy pushed open the tall metal gate and greeted the security guard in his little kiosk.

		The block-shaped building was less than twenty years old, on International Drive, a horseshoe-shaped street lined with large, modern embassies. In the late 1980s several nations, including Ghana, fed up with the bad parking and dilapidated century-old mansions on Massachusetts Avenue and Sixteenth Street, had moved their embassies to this new neighborhood farther north. Ghana’s old embassy building had been a turreted stone castle, imbued with Old World elegance, which the new one, with its tinted windows and vast reception rooms, lacked. But the new embassy offered far more space; its heating and air-conditioning worked, and when it rained you didn’t have to put a bucket on the floor to catch the water dripping in from the leaky old roof.

		Ghanaian embassy staff in particular had had a special fondness for their original building, where Peggy had worked for a decade, because it had been purchased by Ghana’s independence leader and first president, Dr. Kwame Nkrumah himself. That building had always reminded them of their heroic struggle for freedom.

		Citizens of the Gold Coast had been agitating for greater rights from Great Britain for decades, but after World War II calls for outright independence became louder and stronger. Gold Coast men had fought and died bravely beside the British in both world wars, and after fighting for the freedom of others expected some freedom of their own. They were heartened to see India shake off its British shackles in 1947, and some of them rioted against colonial rule in 1948. Dr. Nkrumah, a bright young politician who had studied in Britain and the United States, organized strikes and nonviolent protests. When Britain granted independence in 1957, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. flew to Accra to attend the celebrations. President Nkrumah set up the new government according to the British parliamentary system, and the colonial name of Gold Coast was changed to Ghana in memory of a great African empire that had existed a thousand years earlier. As the first African colony to achieve independence, Ghana became a beacon of hope to other colonies struggling for self-determination in the 1960s and 1970s.

		Like many of the Ghanaians she knew, Peggy had no hard feelings toward the British, who had brought Ghana roads, railroads, schools, hospitals, and courts of law. She was proud that her country had been a colony of the well-organized British and not the French, who had colonized so many West African countries. Many Ghanaians saw the French as chaotic, greedy, and corrupt, qualities that continued unabated in their colonies long after the French themselves had packed up and left.

		Once inside the embassy, Peggy walked to the left of the vast sunken reception room with its floating spiral staircase and Ghanaian art and took the elevator up to her office on the third floor, where she went about preparing the coffee service for the ambassador’s visitors. She decided she wouldn’t tell the ambassador about this offer of kingship unless she decided to take it. She would continue to pray about it.

		It would have been an average day if she hadn’t received that phone call. The ambassador arrived, and his visitors came and went. Peggy took his messages and typed his letters. But as the day wore on, she thought she would burst if she didn’t talk to somebody about the life-changing choice that lay ahead of her.

		She didn’t have close friends in the embassy. But she was on friendly terms with many, and
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