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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, Present

         

         
            Whitney

            The second time you lost yourself, you were in the Tuck Shop. But you were no longer a child, no longer scraping coins together
               for a Crunchie bar or stealing Chewits from a friend. You were out on a Saturday night, in a club named after a shared childhood
               sanctuary, promising sweetness in name only, as music encased you in that place—a sultry, regular vibration that had a way
               of soothing all of life’s ailments. Blue lights lit up the dance floor, and the gimmick of the club meant an assortment of
               penny sweets in bowls scattered across the gleaming limestone bar. Everyone scrunched up their noses at their first sight
               of that candy, but bottomless glasses of clear and brown liquids that passed across that same bar hours later led to empty
               bowls, the sweets having disappeared into drunken mouths and into the pockets of people riding highs to the moon.
            

            
            You rarely took part in the pill-popping festivities, but this night was different. When midnight hit, you had officially
               turned thirty, joined by a group of friendly strangers jump-dancing around you as Stevie Wonder’s Happy Birthday spun loudly under the DJ’s careful fingers. You had danced for what felt like hours, feeling elated and a little tipsy from the pearl you had placed under your now-tingling tongue, though it had long since dissolved. Fingers dragged themselves in multitudes in front of your eyes as the buzz took hold and you swayed to the rhythm, hoping you weren’t missing it in inebriation. You looked to your kin for validation, your best friend and flatmate Chantelle holding on to both your hands, dancing with you, laughing, swinging with you to the same rhythm, even if it differed from everyone else’s. She really was a ride or die, you remember thinking, or some approximation of that thought as the drugs slipped into phase two and suddenly all you could think about was the sensation of fingertips against each other and on skin. 

            
            Ma Gloria always said that you held your feelings in other people’s touch. It was only when you became a masseuse and began to feel the strength of skin on skin and all the things you could communicate to strangers without words that you started to understand her meaning. You wondered often if one or both of your parents had been the same way. Your mother, Tina, had been the youngest of three, after Ma Gloria and Auntie Aretha. But Tina had died in a Kumasi hospital while bringing you into the world, and your father—Bobby—passed away soon after that from an unknown illness when you were still a toddler. There was something particularly difficult around losing him that you never completely understood. Ma Gloria wouldn’t talk about it, and you’d long since given up trying to find out more. Naturally, you had become a quietly curious person because of it, always hovering in between the gaps of things you didn’t know about yourself. You rarely asked things out loud anymore, even when questions constantly ran through your mind, even when you wondered why people did the things they did, why they hurt each other—or you. Your mouth remained closed. Perhaps that was why, when the Bard called yesterday, you did not say what you needed to say. You did not ask the question. 

            
            “I wanted to wish you happy birthday. Can’t believe you picked up. Finally.”

            
            “It’s tomorrow, actually.”

            
            “Oh. I mean, yeah, obviously I knew that.”

            
            “What do you want?”

            
            “Whitney. Don’t be like that. You never called me back. I was worried something had happened. But you’re good, yeah?”

            
            You could feel his question on the back of your tongue as if you had asked it yourself. It was for him, not you, and it tasted
               like tin, metallic like blood coming or recently spilled. A reminder of the first time you had lost yourself, underneath him.
            

            
            “Don’t call me again. I mean it.”

            
            It was the most you could say—to question out loud would be to request answers you were not ready to hear. So you hung up
               the phone before he could reply, his words still ringing in your ears. And he liked to talk; it was how he had endeared himself
               to you in the first place and why you had nicknamed him the Bard. He’d had an unhealthy obsession with Shakespeare and thought
               reciting sonnets in the shower was all a woman could ever want. For almost two years you believed that to be true, and then
               three months ago, he told you he just wanted to worship you, so you let him, unsure if you really liked him getting that close
               to you, lips in places you’d only recently geared yourself up to glance at with your makeup mirror. You ended up on top of
               each other; that’s how it felt, anyway. Rolling around, you were always somehow looking up at him, though his words implied you were the goddess he knelt to. And underneath him his sonnets felt quieter but pointed, and you couldn’t tell if he was trying to pierce your heart or the whole of who you were. At the time, your unwitting submission seemed to propel him onward inside you, and he took on a speed that was displeasing, almost unhinged in its rapidity. So you whispered into his ear with an adopted gentleness. 

            
            “Slow down.”

            
            Because suddenly there was pain around the edges of you that was coming into clear focus in the midst of his thrusting. But
               his ears were closed to you, as he continued his incessant journey, as if trying to burrow, and you wondered if you should
               have been louder. So you pushed a hand into his chest and used your other to hook a finger under his chin, bringing him eye
               level to you, just to break what felt like a ferocious concentration on his main task. Then you spoke with volume.
            

            
            “Go. Slow.”

            
            And he looked at you with ice-blue eyes, sharp like a knife edge, and replied, “No.”

            
            And then your hands were gone from your vision, held securely by his own over your head as you shook and were shaken through
               the rest of it. You knew what it was, the refusal to let you be an equal partner in a shared activity. He was all-powerful,
               a terrifying giant, an overseer of your faculties, ones you had previously thought you were in control of. And you were shrinking
               beneath him, becoming small and incoherent, your language suddenly simple and new; you no longer felt you had the capacity
               to verbalize what was happening. But worse still was that it felt familiar, like the ache from an old injury, a scar that
               sometimes pulsated at night, at odd times throughout the year.
            

            
            The leather sofa creaked and squealed beneath you, your head bobbing from side to side as if you were a rag doll, and you glimpsed the sides of his clenched muscles holding your wrists firmly. You kept your eyes on Rudolph’s red nose on the sofa blanket behind him, coming in and out of focus with each new motion. And you counted backward from one hundred until it was over, because you didn’t really know when it would be over. Afterward, he kissed you goodbye as if you had shared a meaningful encounter, and you pulled that same Christmas-themed blanket off the sofa and stuffed it into a black bag. Then you showered cold and stopped returning his calls. That was winter. 

            
            The memory of him stayed with you, of course. It was the smell at first: Giorgio Armani layered over the faint sour scent
               of sweat because he was always running somewhere, always late. You tried in the weeks following not to think about him, not
               to look at his name in your phone and ponder, not to sit on the sofa. You were washing your hands too often; it was standard
               practice after each of your clients left, oily and relaxed, your palms still tingling from the deep sensory work. But there
               was a slight increase now, a running of each finger under the tap, soapy and twisting aggressively against a finger on the
               opposite hand, as if there were a layer of filth you just couldn’t quite get rid of. When you closed your eyes, you felt it
               all over you, hovering on top of the tiny hairs that covered your body. You spent the days trying to ignore it, to get on
               with things. But at night, he was on top of you, the heavy beat of his chest against yours, and every sensitive touchpoint
               was connected with him in your mind.
            

            
            That was when the nightmares began, with a rhythm and a story. You always ended up in a coffin, buried in dirt, in a body-shaped hole with the earth being thrown upon you too quickly for you to find your way out. And even if you could, your limbs were frozen. You began to wake up that way, paralyzed from the neck down for seconds, sometimes minutes, searching the corners of your room for him, for monsters. You spent all of those stuck moments imagining what it would be like if you screamed, if you let Chantelle hear you across the hallway and finally rescue you from something you couldn’t really explain. But she was a deep sleeper, and you knew it would end eventually, so you rode out the storm alone. 

            
            Chantelle had never liked him for you; she’d told you numerous times. He was “too up himself  ” and treated you as less than,
               which to her was unforgivable. She assumed you had dumped him because you had gotten tired of his starving-artist lifestyle
               and his inability to pay for anything.
            

            
            “You work for yourself,” she told you. “You ain’t got time to take care of someone else.”

            
            Chantelle had been seeing a man—Paris—for the last three years, in a relationship that they had recently decided didn’t exist
               if they weren’t both in the same city. You didn’t understand it; their silent agreement of a mutual wandering eye, but you
               left the judgment at the door of your mouth because what was there to say about your own situation?
            

            
            Spring sunshine had already begun to melt away the frosty mornings, but after the Bard’s surprise phone call it was as though you had been dunked in ice-cold water, and the feeling hadn’t left you since. So, perhaps that was why you took the pill offered to you by the redhead with the pixie cut, who was giving them out to all the women around her on the dance floor. You wanted to forget, just for one night. To be truly in the moment. At first your mind was still yours, but quickly the crevices became bigger, and older thoughts began to push their way to the surface. Now you swayed on the dance floor, trying not to let the darker things consume you in a place of elation, though it was already too late. You were powerless. The Bard flashed up, and you could smell the leather of the sofa, his aftershave, the dusk of his voice when he wanted something from you. You thought about banging your head somewhere, to knock the memories out, and then as if on cue the drugs changed your focus. New threads began to weave around your mind. They came in a series of absurd sensory snapshots: the salty taste of a rough hand in your mouth, the smell of smoking charcoal on the breeze, the feeling of dirt between fingertips pressing deep into the earth. Your heartbeat was quickening too fast, as if trying to escape what you couldn’t see, and that’s where you became stuck, the moment not quite on a loop but rather a freeze-frame jerking at the edges every few seconds so that you could never quite capture the truth of it. But you felt it in your legs and between sweaty palms that pushed against an invisible block. 

            
            Maybe you weren’t even in the room anymore. The rhythm wasn’t rocking you in the same way; something else was pulling at you,
               that cracking thing that whipped you to another place. You found yourself standing at the bar suddenly, the party raging behind
               you, bodies moving as one big sweat lodge of youth and pride. Your vision bouncing around, locking and unlocking eyes with
               the bar staff at uneven intervals, causing confusion in your desire.
            

            
            “Do you want a drink or not?”

            
            The bartender looked annoyed, and you wanted to call out to Chantelle, to let her know that you needed to leave and you wanted her to come with you so that you didn’t have to take a bus home with strangers and deal with the dead-drop comedown of whatever this trip was. But your heart rate was speeding toward a level that might be considered alarming, your palms were slick with sweat, and the bodycon dress you’d successfully slipped yourself into earlier in the night now felt like a straitjacket. You gripped the bar, leaning awkwardly against a stool rather than attempting to sit on it, avoiding that climb to what felt like a great height. You managed to focus on your hands at least, a step toward feeling still. You noticed your nails, a star painted on each tip, bright white against a blush pink background. Chantelle was getting really good at doing them, and you’d already had so many compliments. You tried to make a mental note to tell her, to suggest she add some satisfied customer quotes to her nail art Insta, because it made good business sense. But your thoughts were crickets, hopping through the air, bouncing off the ground, disappearing into the atmosphere. Nothing remained in place. You felt like you were vibrating, the music adding to the pounding in your chest, but something else internal, unseen and not quite known, flitted around your stomach and twisted itself into anxiety. You were no longer trying to hold your stomach in. Its fullness gave your dress a different shape now, one a bit more dynamic and human than at the beginning of the night, when you’d managed to present a smooth surface to anyone looking at you from the side. Your mouth was dry because you were taking too many deep breaths in a place where no one inhales too hard for fear of what might enter their nostrils. If you could just have a drink of water or something soothing, sweet on your tongue, you might feel better, like dealing with sea sickness. It was only then that you glimpsed a moment of clarity and reached toward the bowl of sweets on the bar to your left, barely keeping upright as your fingers extended themselves as far as they would go to find a sugary salvation. You brought the bowl toward your face, and your blurry eyes investigated as best you could; some sweets were naked and not to be interfered with; others were wrapped safely in plastic. 

            
            You ripped open a packet of strawberry laces with your teeth before your brain could question it, as if you’d not eaten for days, starving and desperate for sustenance. You were suddenly so hungry for the sweet redness of the licorice to slip down your throat that you ignored the tiny piece of plastic wrapper that you were sure went with it. You swallowed and then took a deep breath, then another and another. You wondered if this was truly breathing for the first time, whether you had been doing it all wrong up until now. Your thumping heart’s slowing rhythm finally suggested something was right, but your head was still fuzzy, still white noise with no remote. You realized you were not yet in control, that you needed something else on your tongue. You reached for the bowl again, but you’d had the last of the laces. Your heart sank to an unreasonable low, and the fizzy feeling in your nose made you think tears were coming. You searched frantically around you for more because there were always more. And then your eyes caught a second bowl of sweets down the other end of the bar. You practically launched yourself at them, ripping open three more fun-sized bags of the red licorice, each one a chaser for the one before it until you felt a small wave of nausea hit your stomach. You flipped around awkwardly so that you were facing the crowd again and belched loudly into the air, equal parts amused and disgusted with yourself. You felt a little better, less loopy. After a few minutes you even managed to flag down another bartender and order a pint of tap water. You sipped it slowly and felt yourself sobering up, certain you wouldn’t be taking any more pills from strangers for a while. 

            
            But you hadn’t been alone; Chantelle had been there when you’d tossed the little gift into your mouth. In another setting
               that wasn’t on this day of all days, she might have lectured you about taking a pill, assuring you that you couldn’t handle
               it. Only then did you realize how much time had passed since you’d seen her last. You scanned the crowd for her, sure she
               was probably wondering where you were too, but you didn’t want to be subsumed back into the masses, exposed to wandering hands,
               unwanted strokes, and men feigning dance moves in order to rub themselves against you. Suddenly the dance floor felt like
               a scene from Battle Royale, and you weren’t ready to face that sick feeling of emotional gore just to find a fun moment again.
            

            
            You turned toward the exit, where hefty bouncers surveyed the room with beady eyes. To you they looked like pillars flanking the doors to freedom. You made a beeline for the cloakroom, magically finding the ticket for your jacket and scarf still safe in the front pocket of a crossover bag too small to actually carry anything substantial. You reclaimed your things and finally made it outside, gulping down the fresh air, a comfort and a relief. You turned back toward the club when you felt a presence behind you, one of the bouncers closer than you’d expected. 

            
            “Dropped this, love. Cold as shit out here tonight. Gotta stay warm.”

            
            He held your scarf out to you, almost smiling, gritting his teeth because of the aforementioned cold. You hadn’t even noticed
               the new chill. You thanked him quickly, trying to smile him away, turning back toward the road and wrapping the viscose scarf
               around your neck obediently. You looked down at your fingers; they were wrinkled, clenched into fists to indicate that some part of you was feeling the
               cold. You moved to the side and sent what you hoped was a coherent text to Chantelle, just as a few more people exited the
               club behind you. Every new person passing by too closely sent a shiver down your spine, and you felt your heartbeat vibrating
               heavily against your chest, trying to steady itself. After a brief moment of calm, you jumped out of your skin at the sound
               of a booming voice to your far left—a handsome, dark-skinned man in an electric blue shirt slapping his friend on the back
               in greeting, the sound cracking so hard that you winced.
            

            
            “BRUV! DID YOU SEE THE BEAUTY I WAS JUST WITH?!”

            
            He spoke at a volume that could only be described as “too loud.” He was a dapper dresser, perfectly shaped up, a crisp line of a beard, but something off with his eyes. Not quite trustworthy. You averted your gaze, pretending to be engrossed in your phone and hoping the battery wouldn’t die before Chantelle’s name popped up. Nothing had come through yet, and you tapped lightly with an open-toed shoe at the chewing-gum pavements of Brixton, seeing little clouds of air escaping your mouth already. Chantelle warned you that your coat would be too small, hence the last-minute addition of the scarf. Eventually you heard that ping you’d been waiting for, your friend letting you know her ETA, asking where you were exactly, why you were by yourself. You
               hadn’t felt alone until she’d inquired about it. Or you hadn’t noticed that you were standing by yourself, that no one had
               come along to ask if you were okay. Perhaps if your insides were showing, people would notice how disrupted you felt, as though
               you were stuck in a conversation loop and had long since lost the thread of the exchange. For a reference point, your eyes
               found Blue Shirt Man again; all done boasting to friends, he was now chatting up a woman who had just left the club and was
               making her way to the bus stop across the road. She looked tired of his talking already. You wondered if he actually had any
               real game, or if every woman who talked to him just got hassled into handing over their details, real or not. His confidence
               spilled out into the streets around him, an attractive and dangerous combination depending on who was passing by. You pondered
               over all the attention he garnered, and your mind went to the usual place. Had he ever taken advantage of his power? All that
               height and depth of voice up close, delivered from a pretty face. Even the way his gait begged you to watch him until he was
               watching you—it was enticing. The way his eyes felt like they were eating you when caught in his sights, trying to make you all his. You
               wondered after the women, if it ever felt all the way good under that piercing gaze?
            

            
            Chantelle would say this wasn’t a healthy way to think about men, especially the ones you didn’t know. And the staring too, that didn’t help. Blue Shirt turned toward you, the two of you locking eyes suddenly. You readied yourself for an approach, unsure if it was in excitement or fear, but then a finger hooked into your little one from behind, causing you to whip around and face the physical intruder. Chantelle’s custom-made Brazilian wig swished over your shoulder as she grabbed your waist from behind and pushed you forward. 

            
            “There you are!”

            
            She grinned as you turned around to face her, and then she grabbed both your shoulders, staring you dead in the eyes suddenly.

            
            “Whitney Appiah! What did you take?”

            
            “Whatever everyone else took.”

            
            “Those weren’t for you. You know you can’t hang, yeah?” You screwed your face up at her but stayed quiet. Chantelle knew you
               too well. She didn’t seem to notice your annoyance and pulled out her phone. “Uber’s here in two minutes. How long you been
               out here?”
            

            
            You shrugged, feeling a bit like a child who had been scolded by a parent and now wanted to sulk. Chantelle kissed her teeth.

            
            “Don’t be mad at me because you had a bad trip.”

            
            “No, it wasn’t that—I’m cool.”

            
            “Oi, you! You owe me one a’ dem, yeah!”

            
            Chantelle had turned to yell at someone behind you, and you followed her gaze just in time to see Blue Shirt approach, holding
               an unlit cigarette in one hand and a lighter in the other.
            

            
            “Y’alright, beauty? I was literally coming to bring you this, promise.”
            

            
            He flashed a smile at Chantelle, and she took the cigarette out of his hand without saying thank you. He leaned in to light
               it, but she waved him away.
            

            
            “Nah, I’ll smoke it later.”

            
            She made a small head nod in your direction, and he nodded back in response as if he understood exactly what was being said.
               You had never felt so invisible and in the way, all at the same time before.
            

            
            “Maybe I can get your number?”

            
            You heard Chantelle scoff as if his request were ridiculous, and then her phone buzzed to say the Uber had arrived. With that
               she took your hand and led you into the back seat of the taxi, aware that Blue Shirt was watching dumbfounded, unable to argue
               with thin air.
            

            
            “Did you see his face? Boy was confused!”

            
            Chantelle was laughing to herself as the Uber rejoined the road, and you wanted to laugh along but you could only muster up
               a grin. You tried a question instead, hoping she wouldn’t notice your own lack of mirth.
            

            
            “What’s with the cigarette exchange?”

            
            She frowned at you, only one eyebrow raising quizzically.

            
            “That’s the question you wanna ask?” You nudged her playfully, and she sighed in hesitation, as if you were dragging an important
               secret from her. “I bummed him one earlier, that’s all.”
            

            
            “And then?”

            
            “And then we made out for a bit. It’s not a big deal.”

            
            “And . . . what about Paris?”

            
            “Nope. Not doing this with you again, Whit. You know what it is with me and Paris. Please just leave it.”

            
            You leaned back, frowning, ready to explain that you weren’t asking about her new foray into an open relationship. If anything,
               you were hoping it meant she was single again, but your brain was a bit too tangled to articulate things properly. You didn’t
               know how to say it in the moment, so you said nothing and let the rest of the journey back home be soundtracked by Kisstory
               on the driver’s radio. The night was already blurry around the edges, spilling into the dozens of other nights you’d spent
               out together. Nothing special except that you were officially three decades old. You turned from the window after taking in
               your birthday view of the city and met Chantelle’s peculiar gaze.
            

            
            “You okay?”

            
            She showed concern on her face rarely; it was oftentimes reserved only for her aging grandmother, her favorite person in the
               world, who taught her the “proper way” to make Jamaican rum cake. But tonight she lent that care to you, and you decided to
               reply with another smile, although slightly less enthusiastic than the last. You could still taste the licorice of the strawberry
               laces on your tongue, paired with that extended moment of abject and unexplained fear. You didn’t say this to Chantelle. You
               couldn’t. She just kept looking back at you, obviously with something to say but unsure how to speak it. Silence followed
               you the rest of the way home, returning to your shared flat in Camden with the early hours of the morning touching the bottom
               folds of the sky.
            

            
            In the kitchen, both of you now in pajamas, you took a deep breath, readying yourself for her to say whatever she had been
               holding in on the drive home. You turned to face her, and she placed her tea down immediately, her words poised.
            

            
            “What happened to you tonight? One minute we’re dancing, next thing you’ve disappeared, and I thought I saw you scoffing down
               those dutty sweets at the bar, but then maybe I imagined that? I just wanna make sure you’re okay. So . . . are you?”
            

            
            The answer echoed in your mind, so inexplicably complicated she might as well have asked you to recite the theory of relativity.
               You weren’t okay, and you couldn’t tell her why, so what could you tell her instead?
            

            
            “I think . . . I shouldn’t have had that pill. It was just a bad trip, like you said.”

            
            You couldn’t even keep eye contact with her. You could tell she wasn’t buying it, but she didn’t push.

            
            “You know you’re my number one, yeah? If I’m off with someone else, I will always dash them for you.”

            
            “I know.”

            
            You said it quietly, though her words were breaking through some of the cold, heating you up a little on the inside.

            
            “Just thought it was worth saying. Like, I don’t often worry about you, Whit, but if you need me to, I can.”

            
            It was a strange thing for her to add, and now you were sure you had once again lost hold of the conversation taking place.

            
            “Listen, I’m officially old now and no longer able to function properly past like two a.m. Can we go to bed, please?”

            
            You tried to sprinkle a little laughter over it, make it sound less desperate than it felt. Chantelle nodded at you, also
               visibly relieved that the conversation was over. She picked up her tea again and then raised it, ready to cheers, requiring
               you to raise your own mug too.
            

            
            “BERT-DAY WEEK!”

            
            “BERT-DAY WEEK!”

            
            You replied back with the same energy because there was excitement around it. And maybe tonight was just a blip, a precursor
               to a good night’s sleep, the bit before everything else got better.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Kumasi, 1995

         

         
            Gloria

            Gloria felt the full possibility of the day in her body. Until now things had been heavy, as if she carried weights on her
               back and chest. She would wake up every day with this feeling of being underneath her grief. It had lightened a little every
               year since Bobo was born, but finally she felt things shift properly. Perhaps because she really wanted to remember this day,
               the first in a long time that Paa Kweku had requested a meeting with her. Just the two of them.
            

            
            “There’s something I want to tell you. Can I pass by later today?”

            
            “I’ll come to you.”

            
            Gloria had replied quickly as he stood outside the gate, suddenly too shy to step through the opening as he had many times
               before. But it was early in the morning, he was on his way to Holy Grace Church, and she was not properly dressed. They said
               their goodbyes, and she listened to his footsteps fade away as the guard closed the gate behind him. She tried to tell herself
               that Paa Kweku’s request meant nothing, that she had not been hoping for it or something like it for many years, even after
               he had pledged himself to a life of godliness.
            

            
            She had always known he would take that path, and once they became teenagers, he went away for a handful of years to train in a seminary in Ejisu. During his stay, they wrote many letters to each other; he told her about his daily life, how different and difficult it was there, how he missed home and the taste of his mother’s cooking. And that he often wished he could walk over to the Sarpongs’ home for the Friday night meal, a coveted get-together that only happened when Daddy returned to Kumasi from overseas, shedding his moniker of Sergeant Sarpong for them, and went back to just being a father to his three daughters. Paa Kweku was the only guest allowed who wasn’t a blood relative, and Daddy reminded him often that when he was away, Paa Kweku was to be his eyes and ears, watching over Gloria, Aretha, and Tina. Paa Kweku did not take the responsibility lightly. 

            
            But once he had taken his vows, things inevitably changed. He was still close with the family, but the expectation that he
               and Gloria would get married flitted away into nothingness. It wasn’t a question of permission—his faith was such that he
               could get married, but he was just not sure that he wanted to, that perhaps it would compromise his ability to devote himself fully
               to God. That was what he had told his best friend at the time, who happened to be Gloria. That day was burned into her memory,
               the flames of it still licking at her every so often. She had no scars from it—just open, tender wounds every time he came
               by the house to see her, to go with her to the market, or to simply sit in the pews on Sunday after service, talking about
               the week behind them and the one ahead. She would grab at all those moments, becoming used to having fractions of him at a
               time, even if most people thought waiting for him was a fruitless venture.
            

            
            At twenty-nine, she was the eldest, tasked with taking care of the family when Daddy wasn’t around. Mommy—Ruth—had given birth to the youngest of them, Tina, and then rejoined God in heaven one week later. Aretha was two years old at the time; Gloria was eight. Daddy wouldn’t entertain the notion of remarrying, despite pressure from the wider family. Gloria thought perhaps he was married to his work, as her American cousins might say. She did not like to think that he had always been that way, even when Mommy was alive. But she was older now, and she knew him well. She knew what he was and what he could never be. He found it difficult to be present, to stay home for too long. So she worked hard to fill those gaps. Her sisters were too young to know what they were missing; only Gloria had full, bulbous memories of Mommy. 

            
            She returned regularly to the memory of Mommy teaching their house girl, Maame Serwaa, how to make kontomire stew the Sarpong
               way, using fresh spinach from the garden, the best spices. She remembered the way Mommy would carefully do Gloria’s cornrows
               when it was time to sleep, singing gospel songs to her as she sectioned out each piece of thick hair, soothing her scalp with
               shea butter. And sometimes Mommy would slip from loving the lord to crooning softly to Aretha Franklin’s “I Never Loved a
               Man,” the melody splashing into Gloria’s sleepy mind, so that often as a child she dreamed the songs as if they were her real
               life. Mommy’s love for soul music—the old and the new, the pitch-perfect voices that began in the church and ended up shaping
               rhythm and blues—was well documented. Once, Gloria had witnessed her parents slow dancing to the Supremes, late at night after
               returning home from a celebration of someone’s life, thinking their children were asleep, that they finally had a moment to
               themselves.
            

            
            Later, Gloria wondered if she had created the scene in her mind, to retell a different story of her parents’ relationship, one with a stronger bond, despite its short life. She would never know for certain. But she had watched Mommy put away her “secular records” when the older aunties came to visit, despite her obvious desire for all her daughters to feel that same music in their bones, evident in the names she had given them: Tina, Aretha, and Gloria. All three sisters had found their way into the church choir as children, but Gloria’s focus eventually shifted to other types of service, from her training as a nurse to taking charge of Sunday school. Aretha too had lost interest in singing by then—and in church. Tina was the star of the three, taking solos when she was only six; Mommy never got to witness any of it, of course. But Gloria still had the childish hope that she was watching them all from above and that she was pleased. 

            
            Gloria wasn’t a child anymore, but she allowed herself a daydream or two about a future with Paa Kweku. What would it be like
               if he decided that he loved God but also loved her? It didn’t have to be a competition. But then guilt would follow. She loved
               his devotion to his faith, even if it remained the reason they could not be together. And yet things had felt different between
               them the last few months. They had gotten closer, if that was even possible. She knew that there was something he was not
               telling her, something he was struggling with. She supposed that he was either about to explode with his feelings or break
               her heart somehow. She was not sure which, but she was prepared to hear him out, whatever the outcome. Even if it broke her.
               What else did she have to lose? And there was nothing wrong with hoping, after all.
            

            
             

            A lot of the things Gloria had felt she always wanted had shifted since Bobo had come along. But Bobo had changed things for everyone. Her arrival was not unwelcome among the sisters, but it was unplanned. Gloria still felt a squeeze in her heart when she thought of Tina, Baby-Last as they used to call her. Gloria recalled the stoic look on Tina’s face when she told Gloria she was pregnant at just eighteen. Even then, Gloria watched her trying to relay the news as an adult, prepared for motherhood in a way Gloria had never been. Gloria leaned into it now, but the reality of it felt thrust upon her. Tina was different. 

            
            “It will all be well, Glory. I know it. It’s okay.”

            
            Gloria remembered watching her with curious eyes, this new, more mature Tina having returned from seeing Daddy in Copenhagen
               three months prior. Gloria had suspected her bright new attitude had something to do with a boy, and she had been right in
               her assumption when she found out about Bobby, a nineteen-year-old Ghanaian who had grown up in Denmark. Immediately she played
               devil’s advocate with Daddy, reminding him that Bobby was his apprentice, a young man who had just completed his Danish military service and was recruited by the Sergeant for his language
               proficiency. This went some way to calm his fears about Tina’s future as a young mother, and Gloria tried to reassure him
               about the rest. She had been taking care of Tina since she was a baby, after all.
            

            
            But in secret she was filled with anxiety about having failed her baby sister. And not just her, but the whole family. It was her job to protect them, make sure they followed the paths to the bright futures laid before them by the hard work of their elders. Yet somehow Tina had slipped through Gloria’s fingers when she wasn’t paying attention. She had seen the three of them at a crossroads; Tina pregnant, Aretha going into her final year of university, and Gloria a newly trained nurse, already a witness to too many teen pregnancies gone wrong, when the young mothers-to-be had no family support and shame was a rope around their necks. It was that thought, that knowing, that made her determined to put everything she had into making sure Tina was looked after, able to bring the baby to term, able to thrive. Daddy talked of a wedding happening as soon as Bobby was granted a visa and was able to fly to Ghana from Denmark. Gloria was not convinced that marriage would solve any of these problems, but she kept quiet about that one—it was not her main concern. Instead, for six months, she gave all her time to Tina, and not much at all to Paa Kweku—though he rarely demanded
               it. And the next time she saw him, everything was broken again, after the tornado of Bobo being born and Tina dying. That
               one terrible day.
            

            
            Gloria considered this meeting with Paa Kweku now, three years later, as a reclaiming of that lost time. Of taking back some
               small thing for herself. She should be allowed to do that, at least.
            

            
            She was already walking out of the gates of her home when the driver, Prince, poked his head out of the car window to ask
               where she needed to be taken. She told him in Twi that she was going for her daily walk and waved her hand at him gently to
               confirm this, even though it was already late afternoon and the Kumasi sun was giving everyone on the road its menacing glare.
               She dabbed her forehead with a handkerchief—Paa Kweku’s, in fact—as she walked past his family compound where she had spent
               many afternoons playing after school, when their mothers would sit and talk together on the balcony.
            

            
            Finally she came upon the small house, next to Holy Grace Church, where he now resided as a young pastor. For a while she couldn’t bring herself to cross the road. It felt symbolic, as though to go ahead would mean a willingness on her part to approach the line they had silently agreed to stay away from. She stood frozen, looking at the house for so long that taxis going by kept slowing down to honk at her and offer their services. She knew that she looked lost, and she felt that way too. But to turn back was not a better option—she was already acutely aware of what haunted her back home. Her house had changed shape somehow; maybe the ghosts were taking over. She shuddered at the thought and made a mental note to put her hand on the Bible when she entered Paa Kweku’s house, to settle herself. Then she crossed the road. 

            
             

            There was a small fan whirring above their heads, spinning warm air around the room in a useless fashion. Gloria stared at
               it in mild frustration, seated somewhat uncomfortably on a straight-backed chair Paa Kweku had pulled out for her when she
               entered his small living room. She continued to look up as he busied himself in the kitchen, eventually bringing through a
               tray with two cups, some tin milk, and a china teapot she recognized from his mother’s kitchen. Gloria smiled at the memory.
               Their histories were interwoven. It made her chest hurt to recall it, to see what they were now. Friends definitely, but no
               one had said out loud anything else. Not recently. These were the times Gloria felt foolish, as if she were walking a road
               she had walked her whole life, but every time she walked it, her shoe got stuck in a small pothole. Every day she knew it
               was there, she even looked out for it, and every day her shoe got stuck.
            

            
            “I brought everything so you won’t say I’ve ruined your tea with too much milk.”

            
            Paa Kweku gave her a small smirk as he placed the tray down in front of her. She leaned toward it and began to pour tea into
               both their cups. He sat opposite her, the small wooden table a carpenter friend had made for him years earlier, serving as
               a sturdy dining table for one. Well, two today. She wouldn’t meet his eye just yet. She had to take her time, approach things
               with a clear head. He had already made two holes at the top of the milk can and she deftly tipped it into her cup, favoring
               the left opening over the right. He watched her silently. They were comfortable in most rooms together, but now the air was
               full, like an expensive pillow, and Gloria couldn’t decide if she felt suffocated or comforted.
            

            
            “Have I done something wrong?”

            
            His question shook her out of her own thoughts.

            
            “Wrong? No, why?”

            
            “You don’t seem yourself. Is all okay at home?”

            
            She shrugged again, as if she were always an uncertain mess, which she was not, usually.

            
            “It is well. You know, Bobo’s birthday party was last week, three already, walking and talking and running into everything.
               Bobby and Aretha get to just make the fun, and I am the disciplinarian. Mabrɛ.”
            

            
            His brow narrowed in concern at her brief confession of tiredness, and Gloria heard her own words as slightly resentful. She
               closed her mouth, lest anything else fall out of it without her thinking. This was how it always was with him. He did not
               have to try very hard to get any kind of truth from her. He knew what each of her looks meant. When she was upset or quietly
               pleased. When there was something she wasn’t saying.
            

            
            “Don’t worry. That baby knows who her mother is.” Gloria’s head whipped up at those words, and Paa Kweku corrected himself
               quickly. “I mean, everyone is there, but it’s you she runs to. Is it not?”
            

            
            It often felt like men were asking her questions that didn’t require an answer. She sipped her tea and tried to relax back
               into her chair.
            

            
            “And how are you? Did the reverend find the bread thief yet?”

            
            Paa Kweku smiled as Gloria gave a mischievous grin, hoping some church gossip might break the tension still sitting between
               them.
            

            
            “Ah, he knows who it is, but he won’t say. I’m staying out of it.”

            
            “Even though you also know? Just say it’s Auntie Millicent and move on.”

            
            “Me? Accuse a seventy-year-old woman of something like that? Hey! I want to keep my new job, okay. I’ll pick a better battle.”

            
            They both laughed, and Gloria felt that soothing softness on her skin again, of being around him, the sky through the window
               glowing orange with the setting sun. These moments felt sweet. But something bit through her mind and pulled her out of it.
            

            
            “Wait. What new job?”

            
            His face changed in a way she wasn’t expecting, and Gloria realized she needed to gather her own self, quickly.

            
            “Reverend Addo has chosen me to open a new branch of Holy Grace. In . . . London.”

            
            It was the pause that she would remember. The small breath he took before he said “London.” The word was carefully curved
               around his tongue so that the pronunciation was that of the Queen’s English. He had been practicing how to say it to her,
               for her.
            

            
            “When will you go?”

            
            He hadn’t been expecting the question so soon, she could tell.

            
            “I—we have some things to arrange before that but, God willing, one month’s time?”

            
            Was he asking her, as if she would know? Gloria felt the anger in her calves, her muscles tensing and readying themselves
               to either kick him or run screaming from the house. She did neither.
            

            
            “Well. Congratulations. Are you happy?”

            
            On the surface the question was innocent, but it was a jab from her, directly for his sternum, so that the reply became a
               choke in his throat. He had to cough through it before finally speaking.
            

            
            “I am happy to do what God wants me to do. Always.”

            
            She kissed her teeth and for a second regretted it when he raised an eyebrow. But only for a second.

            
            “Don’t say that to me. You know what I mean. I don’t want your ‘pastoral answer.’ ”

            
            She made air quotes with stiff fingers, irritated by the stoic look he now wore.

            
            “Glory, what should I say? That I’m not happy to be leaving? That I will be facing misery without you, my closest friend since
               childhood? What good would it do?”
            

            
            “Your closest friend. Hmm.”

            
            She had been a fool after all, and who could blame her? There had seemed no harm in hoping something for herself; it had kept
               her from spending her days and nights at those headstones. Her mother and baby sister, side by side in a way no one ever wishes
               to see. She had shared her grief, her abject sadness with Paa Kweku at the time, and he had provided something more than a
               rock; he was an anchor for her so she did not get lost at sea. Now she felt as though she had concocted it all—the way he
               looked at her sometimes, the longing she felt, how it seemed to have grown since Bobo came along. He looked at her differently,
               yes, but it wasn’t bad. It was deeper, somehow. Now he was taking it back, rescinding his affection, and she needed to know
               why.
            

            
            “Is that why I am here? For you to tell me goodbye?”

            
            “Ah! Why are you always so quick to the negative thing? I can’t just tell you this big news and you be—”

            
            “What? Happy for you? You didn’t hear my congratulations?”

            
            He scratched his head in irritation, leaning back into his chair, trying to gather a calmer demeanor at the same time.

            
            “So, this is how it’s going to be until I go? You’re
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