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To every woman who trusted with an open heart

and found herself bruised by the very shadow she ran to.

To every soul that wept in the night,

not knowing that the morning was already on its way.

And to the faithful women in my life: my Mum, my Twin Sister, my Tawiah, my Sweet Daughter, and my Niece,

who have remained under covenant shadow through every season.

“I sat down under his shadow with great delight,

and his fruit was sweet to my taste.”

Song of Solomon 2:3

“He that dwelleth in the secret place of the most High

shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.”

Psalm 91:1
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The Night She Wept

There is a particular kind of weeping that has no sound.

Gloria Asamoah-Mensah knew it well. It was the kind that started somewhere deep behind the sternum and worked its way upward in slow, suffocating waves, arriving at the eyes only after it had first broken everything else on the way. She had wept that way more times than she had ever told anyone. She had wept that way in a dormitory room in Virginia beside a row of emptied drawers. She had wept that way at a kitchen table in November with her phone face down beside her and her hands folded in her lap. She had wept that way on ordinary Tuesday nights in this same small apartment in Germantown, Maryland, the streetlight cutting its pale line through the curtains, her Bible open in her lap to a page she could no longer read through the blur.

But on this particular night, the weeping was different.

On every other night she had wept from loss, from confusion, from the dull ache of wondering whether God truly saw her and whether He truly cared. She had wept the way you weep when you have given the best of yourself into hands that dropped it, and you cannot decide whom you are angrier with, the hands or yourself.

Tonight, for the first time in a very long time, she was not weeping from pain.

She was weeping because, a few hours earlier, in an emptied church classroom that smelled faintly of coffee and carpet cleaner, someone had looked at her, fully and unhurriedly, and had not looked away.

She sat on the edge of her narrow bed with her coat still on. Her keys were still in her hand. She had not turned on the lamp. The Bible she had read that morning lay open on the quilt where she had left it, and the streetlight fell across the thin pages, across the Song of Solomon, across words she had read a hundred times and had never once been able to receive at full volume.

She pressed both hands over her mouth. Her shoulders shook. She rocked forward over the open Bible and let the tears fall onto the pages, onto the very words she had tried to believe through years that had been longer and harder than she had ever allowed herself to tell anyone.

Thirty-four years of becoming had led to this bed, this Bible, this weeping.

To understand the tears, you would have to understand the years. You would have to go back to a Saturday kitchen filled with the smell of ginger and smoked fish, to a little girl who noticed things nobody else noticed. You would have to walk through a dormitory in Virginia and a conference hall in Baltimore and a tent meeting in Silver Spring. You would have to sit with her through the shadows that took, before you could understand what it meant when she finally found the shadow that gave.

Because one sentence had been proving itself true across her whole life, quietly, patiently, in every season, whether she cooperated with it or not.

Where you sit determines what you become.
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The Girl Who Opened Her Hands

“He shall cover thee with his feathers, and under his wings shalt thou trust.”

Psalm 91:4

Gloria was born into a family that believed generosity was a form of worship.

On Saturday mornings, the Asamoah-Mensah kitchen in Germantown smelled of ginger, garlic, and smoked fish long before the rest of the street was awake. Abena Asamoah-Mensah cooked the way some women sang, with her whole body and without apology, and on most Saturdays she cooked more than her own family could eat, because on most Saturdays somebody in the congregation was sick, or newly arrived from Accra, or simply going through what she called, in the language she reserved for hardships she refused to dignify, “a small season.”

On the counter, next to the jar of wooden spoons, sat a battered blue notebook. It had no title on the cover, but everyone in the house knew what it was. It was the notebook of answered prayers. Abena had kept it for as long as Gloria could remember, writing in it in a mixture of English and Twi, dating each entry, so that on difficult days she could open it and read to herself what God had already done. She said a woman who forgets her testimonies will be talked out of her faith by any passing trouble.

Gloria’s father, Emmanuel, was a lay deacon in a small Ghanaian congregation that met in a rented sanctuary off Route 118. He was not a wealthy man in the material sense, but he carried a quality of presence that made rooms feel larger and quieter when he walked into them. He hummed hymns under his breath while he polished his shoes on Saturday nights, always the same three, and when he prayed over his children he placed both of his large hands on their heads as though he were setting something down that he had carried a long distance for exactly this purpose.

There were four children. Kwame, the firstborn, serious and mathematical. Abigail, who talked enough for the whole family. Yaw, who broke things and charmed his way out of it. And then Gloria, the second daughter and the last child, born on a bright Tuesday morning in March.

From the very beginning, she was notable not for noise but for attentiveness. While her siblings ran and competed and negotiated, Gloria watched. She noticed when the pastor looked tired. She noticed which women at church laughed with their mouths but not their eyes. She noticed, before she had words for it, that the world was full of people who needed something they did not know how to ask for.

And her instinct, from her earliest memory, was to give it.

*  *  *
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SHE WAS SIX YEARS OLD the first Saturday her mother took her along to Sister Comfort’s house.

Sister Comfort was a widow who sat in the third pew every Sunday, always alone, always early, in hats that had been elegant twenty years before and were now simply faithful. She had been unwell for a month, and Abena had cooked light soup, and Gloria carried the bread while her mother carried the pot, the two of them walking the three blocks with the steam rising between them in the cold morning air.

Inside, while her mother arranged the food and talked in the bright, busy way adults talk in sickrooms, Gloria stood by the armchair and looked at Sister Comfort. The old woman’s hands lay in her lap, and her eyes kept moving to a framed photograph on the side table, a man in a gray suit with a wide, confident smile.

Gloria pulled the footstool over, sat down next to the armchair, and put her small hand on top of the old woman’s folded ones. She did not say anything. She did not know what to say. She only knew, in the wordless way children know things, that the soup was not what Sister Comfort was hungry for.

They sat that way while Abena worked in the kitchen. After a while, Sister Comfort turned her hand over and held Gloria’s hand properly, and began to talk, not to Gloria exactly, but in her direction, about the man in the photograph, about Kumasi, about a wedding dress her own mother had sewn by hand. Gloria listened with her whole face.

When they walked home, Abena was quiet for two blocks. Then she said, “You saw her.”

“She was looking at the picture,” Gloria said.
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