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    To my boys. You are my world.
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The Golden Market

Afia wove through the crowd with Yaw at her heels, dodging people and nearly tripping over someone’s basket containing eggs.  Yaw cradled a paper cup of hot kelewele, munching on it while avoiding near crashes into people. 

“I’m here for supplies,” he said, taking a bite. “Serious, life-saving supplies of kelewele.”

“Good,” Afia said. “Save my life by not dropping pieces of kelewele on the ground.”

They turned a corner and the sounds of the market changed. They heard arguing amongst people. Afia arched her eyebrow.

“Mine,” a trader snarled, fist wrapped around a small leather pouch.
“You cheated me,” the cloth seller shot back. “You weighed it wrong.”
“It’s my gold,” a third hissed. “I found it by the river.”
The pouch wrenched free and spilled on the ground. Golden pebbles scattered unto the ground and instantly there was chaos. People shoved and hit each other as they scrambled to grab the gold.

Yaw slipped behind Afia, clutching his snack. “I do not like this at all.”

Afia moved closer to the commotion.  A boy snatched a nugget and started dancing with joy. His joy was short lived as a woman slapped his wrist. The nugget dropped and rolled, bumping against Afia’s sandal. She lifted it with the corner of her cloth. 

“Where did it come from?” she asked, eyeing the cloths seller. 

The cloth seller snapped, “the bush, men are bringing more every hour.”

The boy who had snatched the nugget a moment ago, swayed on his feet, confusion on his face as he clutched his stomach and moaned. He tumbled to the ground and his mother rushed to his side.

Afia’s narrowed her eyes. What was going on?

The boy’s mother pulled him close. His fingertips were smeared with grey dust. His lips looked pale. 

Yaw’s voice trembled. “Afia?”

She set the nugget back on the table, still wrapped in cloth. “Wash his hands right away.”

A man slipped into the crowd and slammed a bag unto the cloth seller’s table “Another pouch,” he demanded. “You pay more.”

The cloth seller weighed the gold with shaking hands. Two more men started arguing over the next bag before the first had even moved. Someone shouted that the nuggets were cursed. 

A coughing fit started at the edge of the crowd. Another boy. Another dust-smear on the fingers.

Afia’s neck prickled. She scanned the ground. Gold dust sparkled dull along a footprint trail leading away from the stall. Not many people noticed it. She did.

“Yaw,” she said.

He was staring at his kelewele as if it might leap from his hand and attack him. “If this gold is cursed, is plantain cursed too? Be honest.”

“Come on.”

They followed the dust trail through the crowd. At the lane’s end, two men bent over a basket, talking in low voices. One wore a trader’s wrap. The other had the kind of stillness that belonged to guards who didn’t want to be called guards.

“—more by dusk,” the trader said. “From the old hill.”
“The sealed one?” the still man asked.
“Nothing is sealed if the price is right.”  The trader closed the basket. Grey dust smeared his knuckles. He wiped them on the wall, leaving a dull streak, then shouldered the load and went the other way. The still man melted into the crowd.
Yaw blew out a thin breath. “I vote we disappear too.”

Afia touched the wall mark. She ran her thumb over the smear, then sniffed her finger. Metallic. “This isn’t a curse.”

“From touching gold?” Yaw asked. “That’s unfair. If I’m going to be sick, I prefer it be from overeating.”

Someone shouted behind them. The argument at the stall had become intense. A basket toppled over. A woman cried out as a nugget skittered under her foot and she slipped. Somewhere, a drum started to beat fast and frantic, not for celebration but warning.

A hand landed on Afia’s shoulder. She spun, ready to fight. Nana Kwabena stood there, face set, kente dusty from walking fast.

“I was looking for you,” he said. His eyes flicked to the dust on her thumb. “You’ve already seen it.”

“Too much,” Afia said. “Gold everywhere. Fights. And boys getting sick.”

Kwabena’s gaze hardened. “Whispers say an old mine was opened near Obuasi. Not by the council.”

“So I was right,” Afia said. 

“Yes,” he finished. He glanced toward the stall where the crowd heaved. “Chiefs have started to argue. Traders are buying in secret. If this grows, it will split the city.”

Yaw wobbled his hand. “What if we declare a holiday from gold? One week.”

Neither of them smiled.

Kwabena lowered his voice. “There is more. Last night, guards on the north wall swore they saw something moving along the stones. A figure in ash. It left a trail like that.” He nodded to Afia’s thumb. “People are already saying phantom.”

Yaw paled. “Fantastic. Cursed gold and a ghost with hobbies.”

Afia looked past them to the market again. The boy who had looked wrong was now slumped on a stool, eyes closed, his mother was dabbing water on his face. A trader cradled his nuggets like a baby. 

“This isn’t a curse from the ancestors,” she said. “It’s greed.” 

He put something in her hand, a small twist of cloth. She unwrapped it to find a single nugget no bigger than her thumb. It looked like every other bit of raw gold except for the smear of grey along one edge.

“The queen mother wants more proof.” Kwabena said, his eyes roaming over the gathering.

Afia rewrapped it carefully. “Then I’ll bring her more than a nugget.”

Yaw groaned. “You don’t actually mean to do this.”

Kwabena’s mouth twitched, a ghost of a smile on his face. “Bring him back in one piece.”

“No promises,” Afia said. “He trips easily.”

“I don’t trip,” Yaw said. He tripped slightly on a stone before catching himself, an amused smile on his face. 

A sharp cry sliced over the market. Afia turned. On the far side of the crowd, a streak of ash wavered along the wall. People shrank back from it as if it could burn through air.

Yaw whispered, “tell me you didn’t see that.”

Afia’s fingers tightened on the cloth containing the single nugget. The ash line had the same dull sheen as the dust on her thumb. It wasn’t a spirit.  

She looked up at Kwabena. “I think we need to go to Obuasi.”

Kwabena nodded once. “Take Ama. She knows the way and be careful. Just observe and report back.”

Yaw sighed. “Afia wasn’t enough now Ama too has to come.”

Afia drew a breath and set her shoulders. Somewhere out there a phantom was scaring people to death.
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