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PART ONE




Chapter One

Abena – March 2019

Glasgow

‘Look at this!’ Kodzo called from the attic.

‘Eh?’ Abena lost her rhythm again as she replied. ‘I beg, keep it and show me when we finish.’ She picked up her cleaning cloth and started spraying, scrubbing, then spraying again. Kodzo had always been more nostalgic, but every wipe revealed another memory for her, too. The burn on the kitchen counter from her first attempt at sweet potato curry; the payday loan that bought the washing machine.

There was little left to pack: the glasses, lamps, rugs and books had already been boxed up. All that was left was to clean. As she passed her cloth across the patterned tiles above the sink, a gentle ripple underneath her fingers caught her by surprise. She had never noticed their texture before, in all the years she’d wiped them down.

They unpacked their Tupperware, napkins and forks and sat on the couch. ‘Look at this,’ Kodzo said again, turning to a pile of papers he had placed on the floor and producing a single, grubby photograph. It was a smiling six-year-old boy in a nylon Batman outfit, mask and all. Elom wore an oversized orange towel as a cape – the original had been lost on a day at the beach in Troon. Yet he was still beaming; his semi-toothed smile boasting a total confidence in his crime-fighting credentials.

She smiled, eyes fixed on the boy. ‘So happy.’ Then she handed the picture back suddenly, feeling another surge of grief. Kodzo carefully added the photo to a plastic wallet of documents and keepsakes while she wiped the corners of her eyes. They ate in silence, until he spoke again.

‘I’m really grateful, you know.’

‘Me too. So grateful. We’ve been blessed with this house,’ Abena replied.

‘And to you, too. It wasn’t easy.’

‘Ho, we both tried. And we did well.’ She looked at him. ‘I’m really proud of you.’

He sighed awkwardly. ‘Well, that’s just life.’ He tried to hide his own welling tears behind another mouthful of rice.

They continued working into the night, with occasional rests and a fitful sleep on the airbed. Dzifa video-called the next morning on her way to work.

‘Sorry I can’t be there to help – the hospital’s kinda hectic at the moment. Also, please don’t throw out any of my old stuff ! I’ll pick it up from storage.’

‘Okay, okay. And when will that be? Storage is expensive, young lady.’

‘Yeah I know, Dad. I’ll pay too, let me know how much it is.’ Her eyes darted between the phone and the street as she navigated the rush-hour footfall. They gave her a digital tour of the house, now emptied of the things that had made it a home, while she stood outside work, dabbing her nose with her sleeve. Kodzo showed her the corner behind the green armchair that had once been her favourite hiding place, now an open expanse. ‘All those times I had to pretend I couldn’t find you. Crouching behind there is probably what gave you asthma, my dear.’

Dzifa laughed. ‘So it’s your fault for not finding me quicker.’

Abena saw Kodzo’s smile falter, and she wanted to tell him that he had always left Dzifa long enough for her to be proud of her spot, but not so long that she ever got bored of hiding. The blue sky behind Dzifa’s face jolted as she started moving again, eyes facing ahead. ‘I’ve got to get in and changed before my boss starts the ward round. See you next week.’ She gave her eyes another wipe and checked her face in the phone’s camera.

‘Bye.’

‘Love you.’

Her face left the screen, and with it her sing-song voice and the gruff London soundscape. It suddenly felt very quiet in Abena and Kodzo’s old house.

‘I wish she was here,’ Abena said.

‘I know, but she’s working hard. She can’t take more leave.’

Abena softly kissed her teeth, almost tutting. ‘We are all working hard. I don’t like being here either.’

As they loaded the car with the final few boxes, Kodzo mused, ‘I still can’t believe he painted the living room yellow, you know?’ Elom had moved back into the old family home less than a year ago, just as Abena and Kodzo moved to a cottage in the countryside in their retirement.

‘Ochre,’ Abena corrected. ‘He just wanted some sun inside. Something to make it his own.’

The funeral came and went. Elom was placed in the ground and the minister’s words, ‘laid to rest’, juddered in Abena’s head long after. Nothing had been laid to rest: not her, Kodzo’s or Dzifa’s questions, neither their grief, and certainly not Elom, who lay trapped under the black soil with whatever demons had always troubled him.

They still spent their mornings together; in the early light they pretended that the world outside their bedroom was unchanged. They watched quiz shows, avoided the news, and reached for each other quietly under the duvet, as if they still risked a child bursting in to ask for breakfast. As the days lengthened, Kodzo read less and walked more, and when she was allowed, Abena returned to volunteer at the hospital café. Her repertoire dwindled and she baked only oat cookies and Empire biscuits for the dessert tray: those had been his favourites. Now, each sliced cherry placed on the white icing looked like a glazed wound. She couldn’t eat them, but the visitors did.

In the evenings they would call Dzifa and remember Elom together, tears of sadness often mixing with tears of laughter. They started with Dzifa and Elom as kids, but eventually Dzifa wanted to delve deeper.

‘Tell me more about Ghana,’ she would ask. Abena had intentionally avoided those years – she hadn’t wanted to trouble her children with her old pains – but knowing one of her children would never know her past loosened her tongue. She started simply – the canings at school, the times she got malaria. Kodzo joined in too, and with each month came a new revelation – of family royalty, famous cousins and alcoholic aunties; of long-forgotten travels; of boys kissed behind school sheds, and of mornings spent catching fish in the river at the edge of the family farm.

‘What do you mean you grew cocoa?’ Dzifa asked. ‘How much?’

‘But your dad’s people are farmers – what do you mean you didn’t know?’ Abena added.

‘Dad. No. I’ve never even seen you plant tomatoes in the garden!’ Dzifa stared at the screen, incredulous.

‘Oh, we had a few acres. The farm is still there.’ Kodzo shrugged.

‘Well,’ Dzifa hesitated, ‘I’m looking forward to seeing it, then.’
‘Yes,’ Abena nodded, ‘You can take us there Kodzo.’

Dzifa spoke more confidently: ‘We need to use the insurance vouchers soon. I’ll check when’s easiest for me to get leave.’ She smiled.

Kodzo’s voice floated over from the armchair a few feet away, interrupting Abena’s response. ‘I thought we were going to cancel.’

‘How could we cancel?’ Abena asked, confused. This was going to be their year of return. They had paid off the mortgage and moved to the countryside: the transition into retirement was complete.

Dzifa broke the silence. ‘Dad, come on. I get it, but we have to go.’ Kodzo didn’t reply, and Dzifa persisted, filling her words with a quiet intensity: ‘We’re not sacking off the one thing he actually asked us to do.’

Abena was surprised at Dzifa’s tone, but happy to see her commitment to Elom’s wishes. Still, she tried not to side with the children in front of Kodzo, so she changed the conversation with a non-committal ‘We’ll see,’ and waited until she and Kodzo climbed into bed.

‘So you don’t want to go?’ Abena asked, remembering a similar conversation in the cold a few years earlier.

‘And you do?’

‘It’s what he wanted for all of us.’

‘Exactly – all of us, not just whoever’s left,’ Kodzo replied. ‘We can go on holiday somewhere else, the three of us. But not this.’

‘It’s not just a holiday,’ Abena said, curtly. ‘Then what?’

There was a silence as Abena gathered her thoughts. She took a deep breath, then said, ‘I want to go, yes. I want to go and, honestly, I don’t want to come back.’

Kodzo paused before asking quietly, ‘What do you mean?’

‘What’s here for me, Kodzo?’ Abena shook her head as her eyes narrowed. ‘What’s here for me? My daughter is four hundred miles away. My friends from the café? They are not our people, Kodzo. Our people – the ones we came with, years ago – they are dying too. They are dying here and they never planned to. I don’t plan to.’

‘But what about Dzifa – you want to see her only once a year?’

‘Dzifa is grown, Kodzo. Dzifa is grown, and I’m so proud of her. She is moving forward without us – the same way we left our parents back home. But the difference is, this is not our village. My children don’t need me here anymore. Neither of them. I didn’t come to this soil to set down my roots, I came here to plant seeds. Now I’m tired, and I need to go home. I need to see my people, speak my language.’

Kodzo spoke quietly: ‘That village life is gone. This is where we chose.’

‘That doesn’t make it ours. I’m stranded, Kodzo. I’m stuck, you know? Sankofa – it’s time.’ Kodzo was staring at his folded arms across his belly. Abena took a calming breath, then continued.

‘I went to the house last week. There was a blue Volvo in the drive. They’ve changed the curtains. I wanted to go inside and see what it looks like. I want their lives there to be as happy as ours were – but stepping on the driveway, I felt like a trespasser. How could I ring the doorbell to my own home?’ She paused. ‘I have nothing left here.’

Kodzo spoke slowly as he reached for his book on the bedside table. ‘I walk to his grave every day. That’s ours. That coffin is our root in this soil. I can’t leave him.’

Abena called Dzifa and told her to book two tickets, and that Kodzo would not be joining them.

‘He’s gonna regret it. Sitting at home alone for three weeks isn’t honouring Elom’s memory,’ Dzifa said through mouthfuls of dinner. ‘I’ll call him tomorrow. He can sit on the beach – he doesn’t have to do the family rounds.’

‘He’s not ready,’ said Abena.

‘I know, but—’

‘Please, leave it. This isn’t the only time we can go.’ Dzifa mostly did leave it, though Abena had to carry the conversation more on group phone calls in the following weeks.

As the departure approached, Abena packed her suitcases with the multi-dimensional magic of African women. Clothes, shoes, makeup; boxes of tea, tins of shortbread and bottles of olive oil; drinking-glass gift sets, old mobile phones and candles; a dusty PlayStation 3 from the attic. Presents that both satisfied her impulse of a mother’s generosity, and maintained the illusion of a life of Western luxury, all in under 23 kilograms. Kodzo kept quiet when he noticed Abena packing her jewellery box alongside the second-hand cutlery, and her cherished handwritten recipe book between T-shirts.

Kodzo was out for most of the morning of the flight. Abena waited anxiously at home, portioning the last of a week’s supply of home-cooked ready meals for the freezer. He arrived just as she had finished loading her suitcases into the car.

‘Where have you been?’ she asked, sliding into the passenger seat.

‘I went for a walk.’ He looked at Abena and smiled gently, then turned the key in the ignition and pulled out onto the unpaved village lane.

Dzifa would meet Abena in Amsterdam before transferring to the Accra flight. By the time Abena and Kodzo arrived at the airport, Abena had to head straight to security.

‘I’m sorry you can’t come,’ she said, stopping before joining the queue.

‘I know. Just call me when you land, okay? And I beg, keep the car window closed when you do. These people will just snatch your phone if you are not careful.’ He chuckled, and Abena couldn’t help but smile. ‘I have something for you.’ Kodzo reached into his jacket pocket and produced a small plastic sandwich bag. Inside was a handful of deep brown soil. It was dark and moist, like a rich chocolate sponge. Abena knew immediately where he had taken it from, and where he had walked that morning. She took it, feeling its cool, light softness in her palm.

‘Don’t be blinded by that red earth over there – keep this with you. It’s yours … ours. Sankofa, yes, get what you need. When you’ve found it, we’ll be waiting for you.’ Abena thanked him, put the bag in her inside pocket and held him tightly. He was the same kind man that had asked her to marry him after three weeks of talking, and had stayed by her side for thirty years more. She loved him, and she knew he loved her, but if accepting his love meant accepting a life that wasn’t hers, she had to make a decision.

‘You can choose to mourn our son in the place where he died. I need to remember him in a place where I can live.’

She pulled away and turned towards the gates. Kodzo stayed until she was ushered to a queue out of sight, then slipped his hands in his pockets, and made his way home.




Chapter Two

Abena – April 1986

Accra

Abena lay in bed on Saturday morning, the first in weeks that she’d slept through the rooster’s crow. The sun beat through the thin curtain; thankfully its heat had not yet matched its brightness, and Abena started to plan her day. She could doze for an hour and still have time to sweep the compound, wash her niece and nephew’s uniforms, and make it to the market before the sun was at its hottest. Last night, Abena had joined her colleagues from the catering college for drinks. Only Fanta and Muscatella for her – Aunty Esther often stayed up to make sure Abena was home at a proper time, and in a proper state – but she still found her smile and hips loosening in line with the others’ beer and schnapps, and even danced to a few songs, and with a few boys.

One had the neatest ’fro she had ever seen, with a sharp line shaved in from the corner of his forehead, like the Black Americans on TV. They sweated as they danced to Ebo Taylor’s ‘Love and Death’, and her friends teased her when she returned to her seat. She got home too late to bathe before bed, and she wondered if last night her sweat had had the sweet-sharp musk that she could smell now. She wondered if he had liked it, the way she had liked smelling him. She closed her eyes and turned away from the window as she lowered her hand towards the waistband of her pants.

‘Hehn, Abena, go and make breakfast for Ernest’s friend.’ Aunty Esther pushed Abena’s door open and stood in the entryway in a faded wrapper, her hair running away from her face in six short, greying cornrows.

‘Good morning, Aunty.’

‘I said now now, you this idle girl. It’s already eight o’clock.’

Abena sat up on her foam mattress, covering herself with her green and blue printed cloth.

‘Aunty, please, what friend? I thought Ernest had travelled to the village?’

‘Do you not have eyes? Ernest’s friend, Kodzo, has been here for two days now in Ernest’s room. He’s visiting from UK. Go and fetch water for W.C. and cook for him before he leaves this morning.’ Esther left the door open, leaving Abena to close it herself. She got as close to slamming it as she could get away with before changing into the wrapper she normally used for housework, her dress from the previous night hanging from the doorknob of her wooden cupboard. She slipped on her chalewote, picked up a large plastic bucket from the kitchen and headed to the tap outside, cursing Ernest as she walked.

Ernest was a distant relative, and like all of her relatives, his arrival had meant work for her. She remembered their introduction a year ago; how Aunty Esther had fawned the way she always did around educated men.

‘If you want anything done, just come and ask Abena – she’ll go to the market, cook for you,’ Aunty Esther had said. Ernest didn’t say ‘thank you’ in a way that meant ‘but there will be no need’, or ask Abena about her own life, so as not to interrupt it with his own errands. She was twenty-four, and for all he knew she might have been a graduate like him, maybe with a job in an important government department. Instead, he just smiled, shook her hand, and said, ‘I appreciate that so much.’

Ernest’s flat was on the third floor of the adjoining building in the compound, which meant no running water, and also that it was too far up to hear a knock on the front door. Abena stood outside, carrying the bucket of water on top of a small, coiled cloth-turned-cushion on her cornrowed head, with a loaf of sweet bread in her right hand. She looked up to the open window, took a deep breath and shouted.

‘Kodzo!’ Nothing. ‘Kodzo!’ Abena’s jaw clenched at the irritation of being woken up to make breakfast for a man who was asleep. ‘Kodzo!’

‘Yes?’ A voice came through the curtain. Abena sucked her teeth.

‘Aunty Esther sent me. I’m coming up.’ She spoke in English, assuming that, like Ernest, he wasn’t a Fante speaker.

Abena climbed the stairs as she had done many times before; back straight, the water in the bucket frantically swirling, yet never spilling a drop. She knocked on the door to Ernest’s flat and Kodzo opened almost immediately, his eyes exactly in front of hers. They were the same height, her slightly taller than average and him slightly shorter. His hair was flattened on one side and he still had lines on his cheek from his pillow.

‘I’ve come to flush your toilet.’

He looked at her, cocked his head to the side and smiled with a grateful tut, then turned back into the house. Of course, there was no pretence of refusal. Abena rolled her eyes as she ducked into the living room, lifted the bucket from her head and lowered it onto the floor. He was skinny in his white singlet, though Abena noted the curve filling out his boxer shorts as he walked away.

The flat was spacious, with a terrazzo floor glinting in the increasingly hot sunlight. The only signs of habitation from the new tenant were a couple of heavy books and some records on the wooden coffee table – she recognised the face of Stevie Wonder poking from underneath a black one with a triangle and a rainbow. Abena carried the bucket straight through the door opposite and into the bathroom. She used half of the water to flush the toilet, and added the rest to the bucket in the shower for Kodzo to bathe with later.

‘Medaase,’ Kodzo thanked her as she re-entered the living room, and Abena confirmed from his attempt that he wasn’t a Fante speaker.

‘You’re welcome. Aunty said I’ve to make breakfast,’ she answered in English as she walked to the kitchen. The fridge and pantry had been stocked with eggs, rice, cornmeal, Tom Brown, a packet of cornflakes and several tins of Peak condensed milk. Abena wondered whether Aunty Esther actually made any money from her tenants when she spent it all on this, half of which they barely touched: Abena had yet to see Ernest cook a meal – if Abena wasn’t around, he ate out with friends.

Kodzo joined her, leaning against the doorframe, now wearing a T-shirt and shorts. Abena didn’t ask what he would prefer, deciding on Tom Brown, the easiest porridge to cook.

‘So, what is your name?’

‘Abena,’ she replied, lighting the stove to boil the water.

‘And, Abena, what do you do?’ She paused, surprised: people rarely thought to ask her this question. ‘I hope you’re not a teacher, because everybody I’ve met here is a teacher.’ He chuckled.

Abena looked at him directly. ‘Well, I’m sorry for you, because me too, I am a teacher,’ she replied, and Kodzo’s chuckle faltered. ‘I teach at the catering school by Mile 7.’ She turned to the cupboard as Kodzo opened his mouth, not wanting to give his next insult the courtesy of meeting her face. It was typical, she thought, that rather than respect her work, this man visiting from abroad mocked it.

‘Oh … well, I’m honoured to have you cook for me. Maybe you should teach me so I can stop wasting my money at the chop house.’

‘Hm, maybe, oh.’ Abena stirred the roasted cornmeal into the boiling water, still avoiding his gaze. ‘Do you take it with milk?’

‘Please, and just one sugar.’

‘Okay. I’ll serve you in the living room.’ She kept her eyes on the pot, and felt his gaze for a few more seconds, before he shuffled away.

The next day, she found Kodzo already dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, his hair rounded out in a freshly combed ’fro. He stood in the doorway, asking more questions while she cooked, and Abena answered – at first because she couldn’t maintain the rudeness required to ignore direct questioning, but then because she enjoyed the feeling of talking about herself, for once. Abena told him that she loved cooking, but she had only studied it – and ended up teaching it – because Aunty Esther didn’t let her go to college to read books. Kodzo told her about his dad, who had been a goldsmith, and his childhood catching fish by the river, and his nursing studies in Glasgow. By day six, he had started eating whilst standing, chatting while she washed the dishes, and Abena started cooking more elaborate breakfasts. After a week she was taking up flour, yeast and nutmeg to make fresh bofloat to have with his koko.

‘So, do you like music?’ he asked as she washed the steel pot.

‘Yes, of course.’ Abena remembered her last night at the bar. Kodzo put his bowl down and turned to the living room. A wavering melody drifted through to the kitchen, with Kodzo following slowly behind. It sounded like the music at the churches where people didn’t dance, and where the worship songs sound more like a funeral lament than rejoicing.

‘Do you like classical music?’

Abena felt she should, that it was something listened to in universities and by people in films. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘Oh really?’ He smiled. ‘Who do you like?’

‘Me …?’ Abena turned back to her washing, embarrassed. ‘I like them all.’

Kodzo laughed, and Abena blushed. She looked at him again, whetting her tongue in retaliation, when she saw a brightness in his eyes, rather than the sharpness she usually saw when someone laughed at her. She smiled back.

That weekend Abena climbed the steps with a toddler on her back, wrapped close in a green patterned cloth.

‘Who’s this little one?’

‘My sister, Abla.’ She didn’t clarify any further, checking his face to see if he had another, unanswered question about whether she had any children herself. She had noticed (and resented) how men changed when they confirmed she was unmarried and unburdened with a family of her own – their casual friendliness became something more insistent. But there was nothing from Kodzo; he looked just as excited as when she’d first walked through the door.

‘But that’s an Ewe name!’

‘Her father is from Volta.’ If Kodzo was working through the specifics – the age gap, the fathers from different tribes, and who may or may not have been legitimate – he didn’t show it. Instead, he started babbling in Ewe to Abla, and Abena felt her nestling her head into her back in shyness. After cooking, Abena joined Kodzo in the living room, her back and Abla both tired of being swaddled. Abla tottered around the room in her cloth nappy, bumping into Kodzo’s legs, her fear of him dissipated by a three-pack of coconut-flavoured biscuits. Kodzo put on some Stevie Wonder and spooned his koko, while Abena helped herself to a bofloat.

‘Has your mother come to Newtown with Abla?’

‘No, she’s still with her people in Adabraka, but Abla will be here for a few days. Then maybe to Tema with Aunty Susan.’ Abena smiled, watching Abla reach across the table, her stubby fingers reaching for a bofloat from the bowl in the middle. Kodzo had told Abena how he used to walk barefoot and laughing between compounds and villages with his friends and cousins, finding dinner and a bed at the closest aunty’s house as night began to fall. She hoped he would think of Abla’s itinerancy as similarly charmed, rather than chaotic.

‘So you’ll be busy with her for the weekend?’

‘Yes, she will keep me very busy – won’t you, Abla?’ Abla looked over, nonplussed, her fingers mushy with wet dough, and Abena laughed.

‘Well, then after she goes and you have some time, maybe we can go to see a film?’ Kodzo was leaning towards her with one elbow on the sofa, his eyebrows raised in a question.

Abena felt herself being pulled back into the room, away from the cozy family daydream she had slipped into. She shook her head. ‘No … no, thank you.’

‘Oh, not even for some food?’

‘Kodzo, thank you but I have to work. I won’t have time. Anyway, I have to leave very early on Wednesday for Kumasi. That’s why Abla can’t stay here next weekend. I have some management training for work. Psychology or something.’

‘But I’m leaving on Friday. You can’t stay?’ Abena had hoped Kodzo would be impressed, but he seemed uninterested in her course, and it left her smarting.

‘Please, it’s for work, I have to go. Anyway, I haven’t been to Kumasi before.’

Kodzo looked like he didn’t know what to say next, a first since she had met him, until Abla babbled, and he threw her his attention. Abena, grateful for the distraction, gathered the plates while Kodzo tickled Abla, her giggles filling the silence they had left behind.

Abena knew she liked Kodzo. When they talked about the news, he listened as much as he spoke. It seemed important to him to make her laugh, and he was good at it. His face and his thighs had started to infiltrate Abena’s thoughts in the dark, when she was trying to get to sleep after she had showered and smoothed herself in cocoa butter. But he was another man visiting home from abroad, three weeks into a one-month holiday from Glasgow. She remembered friends like Yaa and Elizabeth; how their expectant smiles in the rainy season turned to cracked lips by the dry season, after the men they had latched on to had returned abroad without them. Even Aunty Esther’s daughter, Sister Efua, seemed hollowed out by the burdens of her children Ayikaeley and Okaidja, despite her obvious love for them, despite their father being mostly present, and despite having Abena as a cousin and de facto maid helping to raise them. Abena’s hope was fragile: she knew never to place it in something as risky as a handsome man.

On Wednesday morning she didn’t make Kodzo breakfast. As she crossed the compound, she heard a call from the flats, and she turned to see Kodzo jogging towards her. She smiled in spite of herself. Though his hair was combed, his eyes were still bleary: clearly he was not used to waking up this early, Abena thought, putting down her suitcase.

‘I’m disappointed you couldn’t stay, you know.’

Abena sighed. ‘I want to go to the training, Kodzo. Don’t make me late.’

‘Okay, I know. Listen. I was going to ask you something.’ He took her right hand between both of his. It was the most they had touched since they had met. ‘Will you marry me?’

Abena’s face folded into a confused frown. ‘Marry you? Marry you for what?’

‘Ei, woman. I said will you marry me, what else for?’

Abena felt silly, standing in the almost empty compound, her suitcase by her side, late for the trɔtrɔ into town, but she didn’t let go of Kodzo’s hand. She wondered what it might feel like to trust him. Abena had told herself she would never get married, or have children. She had only told herself this, and no one else, because she knew it was ridiculous: there were no better options for her, not really. She knew few old, unmarried women, fewer who were childless, fewer still with any money, and none who were happy.

She could stay under the thumb of Aunty Esther – who was annoyed that Abena had the gall to leave for a work trip for three days, and who demanded half of Abena’s salary each month for homestead ‘contributions’ – or she could find safety in a man. And here was a man who had not laughed at her once, who had never sheepishly ushered out a half-dressed woman in the morning, and who was trying hard to make something of himself abroad. One who was kind to her, and made her laugh, and whose hands, still on hers, were gentle.

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘You’ll think about it?’

‘Yes. I’ll think.’

Kodzo looked calm, as if he had read ahead and already knew the answer. Abena wasn’t sure if she was impressed or annoyed by his confidence.

‘Okay. Well, have a good trip. I’ll write to you from Glasgow.’

‘Thanks.’ Abena picked up her suitcase. ‘I’ve enjoyed meeting you.’

‘Me too. I’ll miss your cooking, oh. You’ve spoiled bofloat for me now, nobody will match yours.’

Rushing for her bus, excited for the trip ahead, Abena laughed. ‘I’ll send you the recipe!’




Chapter Three

Abena – April 1989

Glasgow

Abena laid the shopping on the doormat and reached for her keys, pushing through the wet fabric of her raincoat pocket with numbed fingers. In the kitchen, rainwater trickled from the bags onto the counter-top, pooling underneath the plastic as she packed everything away. She topped up the heating meter, then sat down to watch the One O’clock News. At random intervals, her sodden hair released a few drops of water, which rolled down her forehead and stung her eyes, or landed with an unpleasant tingle in the folds of her nostrils. The poll tax was in, and people were chanting in the street. Abena respected their anger, and their hope. She turned the volume up when Princess Diana appeared on the screen: it was sunny, wherever she was, and she was sweating just enough for her skin to glow with a satin sheen, while her sallow-faced, red-cheeked husband looked on. She wore a choker, heavy with diamonds and sapphires, and Abena wondered how heavy it felt.

Abena didn’t need to cook today – bricks of rice, stew and soup were stacked in the freezer in old ice-cream tubs and sandwich bags, but after the closing credits there was little else to do until Kodzo got home. She had been able to find some okro at the one-stop ethnic food shop in town, and started making banku and okro soup, one of Kodzo’s favourites. Banku was the only thing he could cook on a par with her, somehow stirring it silky smooth every time, while Abena’s had the occasional lump. She began chopping, deseeding, grating and blending onions, ginger, tomatoes, okro and chillies, and slicing, spicing and marinading fish and chicken, adding them all at the right times to the right pots until they were ready to be thrown together. The kitchen windows steamed and the tiles started to sweat as the room filled with familiar smells. She knew she should open them to release some of the moisture, but the humidity felt good.

Kodzo turned his key in the lock just as the stew began its final simmer. Abena’s heart skipped slightly as she washed the remnants of diced vegetables off her hands. Kodzo walked into the kitchen, smiling and still in his scrub top, which fitted his chest and waist just enough to show the form of now softening muscles underneath. Abena smiled back, looking forward to sharing the evening with him, while also resenting that this was the most exciting moment of her day.

‘Okro soup?’ Kodzo asked, lifting the lid on the pot and letting out a billow of steam.

‘Yeah, I was bored of rice.’

‘And I guess now you need my services,’ Kodzo said, clapping his hands together.

Abena laughed. ‘Yes, please. The banku is all yours.’

Kodzo went to shower the ward off his skin before coming back and taking out the cornmeal. Before he started cooking, he turned to Abena and reminded her, ‘We have to open the window or we’ll get mould.’ He leaned over the sink to push the window open, and Abena felt a rush of cold as the steamy air was sucked out of the kitchen.

The next day after church, Abena and Kodzo drove in convoy behind Maria and Mensah to Afi and Peter’s house for lunch. Inside, Kodzo settled in the living room with a cold bottle of Supermalt. Abena joined the women in the kitchen, laying the yam she had brought on the counter while complimenting Afi’s wig and Maria’s dress.

‘Abena, medaase. You too, you’re looking nice,’ Maria replied.

‘Thank you.’ Abena smiled. She had braided her hair simply, and wore a second-hand dress that she had taken in at the waist. Maria’s dress was brand new and hugged her perfectly. They began cooking; chopping yam and onions, blending tomatoes and grilling chicken, all the while checking if the men needed more snacks or drinks.

As they cooked, the usual topics were picked off the shelves – which supermarket had a discount on rice, which shop had the best selection of winter jackets, and which family members in Ghana were asking for money. Abena thought these conversations always had the same rhythm and cadence, unlike those from the living room which seemed to alternate between explosive laughter, intense whispers and overlapping shouts as they weaved between the political and the personal.

‘Saa Princess Diana no,’ Afi started, coming back into the kitchen with a tray of empty bottles – she must have been on the television again next door. Abena’s ears pricked; there was something about Diana that drew her in, more than her beauty or poise, and she wanted to know what the others thought of her. ‘She is looking very skinny, oh. Ondidi wɔ Buckingham Palace h koraa?’ Afi continued, and the women laughed.

‘They want to starve her!’ Maria joked. ‘Come and see a princess in Ghana looking like she can afford diamonds but not even simple gari soakings.’

‘I’m telling you, she shouldn’t be trusting those royals,’ Afi continued. ‘They will swallow her.’

‘Hmm,’ Maria agreed.

The conversation moved on to something else, and Abena kept stirring, frustrated. There were things Abena wanted to say about Diana – things about beauty, control, power, empire, freedom – but the thoughts floated high in her mind like clouds she couldn’t grasp. Sometimes she talked with Kodzo about these things, and with time and the right nudges he could help her explain what she wanted to say.

Afi had graduated from Achimota Girls’ School, and Maria had gone to nursing college. While they had benefited from books, homework and essays, Abena had been changing nappies and stirring pots. She had gone to a vocational school, but the only texts she’d read there were cookbooks. Yet when the chance presented itself for the others to use their knowledge, they shied away. It annoyed Abena that some essence emanating from the stove sapped their ability to talk in the same way as the men did on the other side of the kitchen wall.

Once the food was ready, the women dished it into matching serving bowls before setting the table – Afi and Peter were the only couple out of the three with a separate dining room. As the men served themselves, Afi poured beer into three glasses for Abena, Maria and herself in the kitchen. Abena and Afi clinked glasses and went to do the same to Maria.

‘Actually, I’m not taking alcohol today.’ Maria smiled.

‘Ei!’ Afi understood immediately. ‘Congratulations, my dear! Eiii!’ The shouts from the kitchen got the attention of the men, and Mensah called from the table, ‘Ah ah, woman! What are you screaming about?’

‘Oh, stop it, you.’ Afi came through from the kitchen, fakescowling. ‘You can’t be playing games anymore.’ Mensah looked affronted, and Kodzo confused.

‘I beg, what’s going on?’ Kodzo asked.

Mensah and Maria shared a smile before Mensah turned and said, ‘We are expecting.’

The room broke out in renewed shouts of congratulations, with hugs, handshakes, clicks and a refilling of glasses. After hugging Maria, Abena stood by Kodzo, who held her close with his arm around her shoulders. He looked joyous as he congratulated Maria and Mensah again on their new baby. When he turned to her, Abena saw a question on his face – or maybe a hope – and it filled her with a wave of nerves and guilt, like a child about to tell her mother that she had broken her favourite pot.

While Kodzo was at work the following morning, Abena circled three job adverts in the newspaper: two for cleaners (no experience needed) and one for a cook at a local hotel restaurant (minimum two years’ experience). Then she planned the conversation she would have with Kodzo later.

They had managed a year in Glasgow without getting pregnant – Kodzo always pulled out, leaving a warm gel which rapidly cooled into a shiny film on the bedsheets, or Abena’s body. He had done so religiously, even when a bit tipsy or tired. Abena respected this about him, even more so as he became increasingly exasperated. First, there had been the settling-in period, where they enjoyed their young marriage and the freedom of life in a new country – Abena allowed six months for this. When Kodzo raised the idea of family, she explained that she wanted to study first: she had come to Britain where she could finally pursue her education, and she needed to be childless to focus.

Abena had no secondary school leaver’s certificate, but she was too old to enrol in the local school. Her primary school certificate, on thick yellow paper with illegible cursive, was irrelevant to the university, and no one seemed willing, or able, to help her bridge the gap. She had tried calling, only to find the voice on the other end as intelligible as the static from the radio. So she had gone in person while Kodzo was at work, walking through another downpour, and had been directed from marble-floored staircase to wood-panelled office, and then from desk to desk until she stood sodden in front of someone who gave her a prospectus and told her she had missed the application deadlines for that year. She reached out for the book, dripping water from her sleeve onto the person’s desk, and saw their tight lips twitch even tighter. Abena took it and left as quickly as she could, too humiliated to ask when the applications would reopen. The only courses she found she could get onto were at one of the vocational colleges, for catering (again) or to become a seamstress. After months of searching and failed applications, which Kodzo dutifully spellchecked, his questions had started again.

Abena remembered the last conversation, broached lightly whilst they were shopping together. ‘We should get going,’ he chuckled. ‘I don’t want to be an old man trying to play with my kids.’

‘Mm-mm,’ Abena had agreed. ‘Soon. Maybe we should get a bigger place first, though.’

‘We can move any time,’ Kodzo replied, and Abena knew it was true, and that her excuses were getting weaker.

‘Okay, let’s talk about it.’ She had delayed, and a week of late shifts followed by her period had brought her to today.

Abena rehearsed her speech in her mind: she had thrown herself into their mostly white church and knew her way round the jagged tones of the Glaswegian accent now. Kodzo was in the final year of his nursing diploma, and exams meant he was less able to use weekends picking up auxiliary shifts in the hospital. He would never tell her, but she knew from the amounts she got for the weekly shop that money was dwindling. His bursary had to cover her, as well as her family back home, who now expected allowances and school-fee payments from Sister Abena in abrokyir. Whatever he had saved must have been drained by his flights back to Ghana for their traditional wedding, her flight over, and the small Christian wedding they had had with friends here. Although they could live on less, a child would be expensive. In conclusion, Abena would say, she needed to work.

Abena could hear her heartbeat bouncing off the phone she pressed against her ear. She hadn’t phoned a Glaswegian since her attempts to get into university, and hoped she could make it through the foggy accent without lip-reading as a guide.

‘Hi, this is the Dundonald, how can I help?’ The voice was deep, but intelligible.

‘Hello, I’m phoning about the sous-chef job, please.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Abena spoke more slowly. ‘The sous-chef job, I’d like to apply.’

‘Ah, right. I’ll put you through to the kitchen manager.’ Abena waited, noticing the coolness from the sweat under her armpit as she adjusted her arm.

‘Hi, kitchen manager,’ the voice started suddenly.

‘Hello? My name is—’

‘Hello?’

‘Hi.’ Abena hesitated before starting again. ‘My name is Abena, I’d like to apply for the sous-chef job, please.’

‘Wit wiz ’at?’

‘Abena. I’d like to—’

‘Abna? That’s a lovely name, where ye fae?’ He fell off the last syllable of her name rather than rising upwards in pitch.

‘Ghana. I went to catering college there and have worked in hotels in the capital.’

‘Oh have ye, aye?’

‘Yes, one Western hotel called the Lotus Club.’

‘Well we get folk here fae all over, but it’s mostly British food wi’ a bit of continental. Can you come in themorra for an interview?’

Abena put down the phone a few minutes later, as excited about the chance to open up her world as she was nervous about explaining herself to Kodzo. She worried that he saw her search for education, and now work, as a decision to set herself apart from him, and apart from their path to children. She didn’t know how long she could convince him, or herself, that it was neither of those things.

It was still light when Kodzo got home. The expansion and contraction of the days in Scotland unsettled Abena, who had seen the sun rise and set at the same time each day for her whole life. They ate rice and stew and watched English men running around a hotel to eruptions of tinned laughter every few seconds. As the end credits rolled, Abena turned to Kodzo.

‘So, I wanted to talk to you about something.’

‘Oh, am I in trouble?’ Kodzo smirked.

‘Ho, stop it. It’s just, I need your help.’ Abena took another bite. ‘I have an interview for a job tomorrow. At a hotel. The Dundonald. The one on Great Western Road?’

Kodzo took a few seconds to answer. ‘An interview? For a job?’

‘Yeah. I just think, you know I’m at home all the time and I’d like to meet people. And also I think we could do with more money.’

‘We have enough money, we aren’t struggling here.’ Kodzo turned back to his food.

‘No, I don’t mean that …’ Abena felt the conversation slipping from her. ‘It’s just, I think I can help. You have exams; Abla will be starting school soon.’

‘I have one year left, then I’ll be working full-time. We’ll be fine until then.’ Kodzo changed the channel on the television to the evening news. ‘Do you see Afi and Maria working in this Glasgow? I’m telling you it can be very difficult here. We haven’t even started our own family yet and you want to get stressed, running around all day.’ Abena thought of Maria sitting in her kitchen getting steadily more swollen.

‘I want to have children, Kodzo’ – it was a vague enough statement for Abena not to feel like she had lied – ‘but we need stability. I know what it’s like when children grow up without stability.’ It felt manipulative to use her past like that, but she was losing ground.

‘So stability is you working night shift in a hotel kitchen while the baby is home? Or what?’

Kodzo looked angry, or hurt, and Abena didn’t know what to say. Before she could think of an answer, he spoke: ‘It’s fine. If you want to work, it’s fine.’ He turned back to the television and Abena began stacking the plates, defeated despite achieving her goal.

In the morning Abena rose with Kodzo and made breakfast as usual. This time, however, she joined him in getting showered and dressed. Kodzo leaned against the counter eating a bowl of Weetabix while Abena sipped on a coffee, too nervous to eat.

‘What time do you have to be there?’

‘Eleven o’clock,’ Abena replied. ‘If the interview goes well, I’ll join a trial shift for lunch.’

‘You’ll be fine, you’ve worked in hotels before.’ Abena nodded her thanks, and kept sipping. She wished he looked more like he meant it. She wanted guidance – he had done it all before – and it irked her that despite her nerves, all he could give her was resignation, as if he was tolerating her stubbornly held ambition.

After he left, she read through her CV, letters of recommendation and a couple of old baking recipes, before catching the bus. The hotel was on a main road, set in one of the grander tenement buildings. The yellow sandstone glittered in the cold morning air, and the large bay windows gave view to a high-ceilinged dining room in which guests were finishing their breakfast.

The man at reception smiled when Abena greeted him, and directed her to the manager’s office in the same deep voice she had heard on the phone. She stood in front of a black door in a hallway where the patterned tiles of the entrance had been swapped for a red linoleum with shiny bits of grit in it to make it anti-slip. She sat on the chair outside the door, listening to the clattering sounds of the kitchen across the hallway. A few people walked past as she waited, ignoring her, or offering a perfunctory ‘Mornin’’, and Abena wondered what it might be like to work with them.

At 10.55 a.m. Abena knocked on the door. It was opened almost immediately by an average-height man in a white shirt and black trousers.

‘Abna, is it?’ He smiled broadly as he held the door open, waving towards the chair opposite his desk.

‘Yes. Thanks for inviting me to interview.’ Abena sat as he shut the door behind her.

‘No problem. I’m Rory, kitchen manager here.’ There was a pause as Rory sat and looked at her, still grinning widely, and Abena was unsure if she should speak. It was her first interview in the UK, and maybe the respect shown by silence back home was different here. As she eventually
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