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    For all those who have ever left home,and for all those who stayed behind—both journeys require courage. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You can never go home again,but the truth is you can never leave home,so it's all right."— Maya Angelou
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The earth remembers everything. This is what Grandmother Amara used to say, pressing her palm flat against the red soil outside our compound. The earth remembers the feet that walked it, the blood that fed it, the tears that softened it. Long after we're gone, she'd tell me, the earth will still know we were here.

I think about that now, forty years since I last pressed my own palm to that soil, and I wonder if she was wrong. I wonder if memory, like everything else, can be worn away by rain and wind and the simple passage of time. I wonder if forgetting isn't a failure but a mercy.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. This is supposed to be the story of how our family left the village—how we became the people who leave, instead of the people who stay. It's a story my children asked for, and my grandchildren after them, and each time I tell it, I find I've changed something. A detail softened here, a hardship omitted there. We tell ourselves stories to make sense of our lives, but perhaps we also tell them to make our lives make sense.

So let me try to tell it true, or as true as I can remember. Let me go back to 1958, to the village of Kpandu nestled in the green hills where the forest met the farmland, where everyone knew everyone's name and everyone's business, where the church bell and the market drum marked time more reliably than any clock.

I was twelve years old the year Papa first spoke of leaving.

We lived in a compound with my father's brother Uncle Kojo and his family, my father's mother Amara, and my father's younger sister Auntie Esi who had never married. Fourteen people under one roof, if you counted the cousins, though the roof was really three roofs—separate structures made of mud brick and corrugated iron, connected by a shared courtyard where we cooked and ate and lived most of our lives.

My father, Kwame, was the village schoolteacher. This was a position of some respect, though it came with more prestige than money. He taught in English and in Ewe, depending on the lesson, in a one-room schoolhouse that had been built by missionaries twenty years before. The building had a concrete floor and real wooden desks, donations from churches in England whose names I couldn't pronounce. On the wall hung a map of the world where the British Empire was colored pink, taking up so much space it looked like the world was bleeding.

Papa would stand before that map during geography lessons, his wooden pointer touching countries I couldn't imagine. "The world is changing," he'd tell us. "Independence is coming. Ghana will be for Ghanaians." This was 1958, only a year after independence, and everything still felt new and possible. We'd traded British rule for our own, and the future seemed to stretch before us like the red dirt roads leading out of the village—you couldn't see where they ended, but you knew they led somewhere.

At home, though, Papa seemed less certain about where things were leading.

"The government wants teachers in the towns," he told Mama one evening. I was supposed to be sleeping, but I lay on my mat in the next room, listening through the thin wall. "They're building new schools. Better schools. They need qualified teachers."

"You're qualified here," Mama said. Her voice had that tight quality it got when she was trying not to argue. "The children here need you."

"The children here will always need someone. But what about our children? What about Kofi?"

That was me. I held my breath, pressing my ear closer to the wall.

"Kofi is fine," Mama said. "He's healthy. He's learning. He has family. What more does he need?"

"More than this." Papa's voice rose slightly, then fell again, as if he'd caught himself. "I'm not saying the village is bad, Ama. I'm saying there could be more. In town, Kofi could go to secondary school. Maybe even university someday. Here, he'll become a farmer like everyone else, or if he's lucky, a teacher like me, teaching children who'll become farmers."

"And what's wrong with farming? Your brother feeds this family with his farming."

"Nothing's wrong with it. But it doesn't have to be the only thing."

There was a long silence. I heard the scrape of a pot being moved, water being poured.

"Your mother will never leave," Mama said finally. "Esi will never leave. And Kojo—you'd take the family apart?"

"I'm not talking about taking anyone apart. I'm talking about Kofi's future. Our future."

Another silence, longer this time.

"Things were fine before these new ideas came into your head," Mama said. "We were happy."

"Were we?" Papa asked. "Or were we just used to it?"

I lay awake long after their voices faded, staring at the darkness, trying to imagine what "more" might look like.

The compound was built around a central courtyard paved with broken concrete and smooth stones. In the morning, the women would sweep it clean, and by evening it would be covered again with chicken droppings, fallen leaves, and the debris of daily life. My grandmother Amara presided over this space like a queen over her kingdom. She was small but solid, with hands that seemed too large for her body, scarred and calloused from decades of work. She wore her head wrap high and her opinions plain.

"Education makes people think they're too good for their own families," she announced one morning, apropos of nothing, though everyone knew what she meant. Papa had received a letter from the District Education Office the week before. He kept it folded in his shirt pocket, taking it out to read when he thought no one was watching.

"Not education itself, Ma," Uncle Kojo said mildly. He was shelling groundnuts at the big wooden table, his fingers moving with mechanical precision. "Just certain educated people."

"Same difference."

"Is it?" Auntie Esi asked. She was the youngest, only twenty-five, and the sharpness of her tongue was legendary in the village. "Because it seems to me that education helped bring independence. Or should we have stayed ignorant so the British could keep running things?"

"Don't be clever with me, girl. You know what I mean."

"I know you're scared of change."

"I'm not scared of change. I'm scared of abandonment."

The word hung in the air like smoke. Papa, who had been sitting quietly at the edge of the courtyard, stood up and walked away. I watched him go, saw the set of his shoulders, the way he held himself like he was carrying something heavy.

That evening, I found him behind the compound, looking out over the cassava fields that rolled down toward the forest. The sun was setting, turning everything gold and red, the kind of beautiful that makes you ache because you know it won't last.

"Papa," I said. "Are we really leaving?"

He turned, surprised. "You shouldn't listen to adult conversations, Kofi."

"I didn't mean to. But are we?"

He looked back at the fields, at the forest beyond, at the smoke rising from cooking fires across the village. "I don't know," he said finally. "I want to. But wanting something doesn't make it right."

"Why do you want to?"

"Because I look at you, and I see someone who could be anything. A doctor. An engineer. Someone who shapes the country, not just tends to it. But here..." He gestured at the village spread before us. "Here, the biggest thing you can become is the biggest fish in a very small pond."

"What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing. Unless you were meant to swim in the ocean."

I didn't know what to say to that. I'd never seen the ocean, though I'd heard it described—water stretching to the horizon, waves taller than houses, salt you could taste in the air. It seemed as imaginary as those pink countries on Papa's classroom map.

"Would you miss it?" I asked. "The village?"

He was quiet for a long time. "Every day," he said finally. "That's the price of leaving. You carry your home with you, but you can never really go back. Even if you visit, it's not the same. You're not the same."

"Then why leave?"

"Because some doors only open once. And if you don't walk through them, you spend the rest of your life wondering what was on the other side."

—-
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THE DECISION, WHEN it came, was made by fire.

It was the dry season, the harmattan winds blowing dust from the Sahara, making everything hazy and yellow. The air was so dry your lips cracked and your skin itched. We'd gone weeks without rain, and the farmers talked nervously about the water level in the wells.

The schoolhouse caught fire on a Tuesday afternoon. No one ever determined exactly how it started—a cigarette, maybe, or a lantern knocked over, or just the dry grass roof and the merciless sun reaching some critical combination. I was in the market with Mama when we heard the shouting. By the time we got there, flames were already eating through the roof, black smoke billowing up to stain the dry sky.

The whole village came running. We formed bucket lines from the well, but it was hopeless. The fire was too big, too fast, and there was too little water. All we could do was watch it burn.

Papa stood at the front of the crowd, his face blank, as decades of work turned to ash. The wooden desks from England. The books donated by missionaries. The map of the pink empire. The chalkboard where he'd taught three hundred children to read and write. All of it gone.

That night, the District Commissioner came to the village. He was a Ghanaian man in a Western suit, speaking English with an accent that had been smoothed and shaped by time abroad. He stood in the chief's compound, surrounded by village elders, and announced that there was no money to rebuild.

"The priority is new schools in the growing towns," he said. "We cannot spare resources for every village school, especially when attendance has been declining."

"Attendance declined because half the children work in the fields during planting season," Papa said. "And because the nearest secondary school is thirty miles away, so parents don't see the point. But they still need basic education."

The Commissioner looked at him with something like pity. "The world is modernizing, teacher. The future is in the towns, in the cities. Village schools are... well, they're a luxury we can't afford right now."

"So what are we supposed to do?"

"I'm told there's a teacher shortage in Koforidua. The technical school there needs qualified instructors. If you're interested, I could arrange an interview."

Later, people would say different things about that moment. Some said Papa hesitated. Some said he accepted immediately. My grandmother swore he looked relieved, like he'd been waiting for an excuse all along. But I was there, and what I remember is the look on his face—not relief, not excitement, but something more complicated. Like a door he'd been pushing against had suddenly swung open, and now he wasn't sure he wanted to walk through it.

But he did. We all did.

The preparations took three months. Three months of arguments and tears and carefully negotiated compromises. Uncle Kojo would stay in the village with his family, taking over the compound. Grandmother Amara would stay too—"I'll be buried in this soil, not some concrete tomb in a town"—but Auntie Esi surprised everyone by saying she'd come with us.

"There's nothing for me here," she said. "No husband will have me now, not at my age. And I'm tired of being the spinster aunt everyone pities. At least in town, no one will know me. I can be whoever I want."

Mama packed up our lives into wooden trunks and woven baskets. She moved through the compound like a ghost, touching things—the cooking stones, the mortar and pestle, the doorframe where my height had been marked every year—as if she could memorize them through her fingertips.

"I'll visit," she promised Grandmother Amara. "Every few months. You'll see."

"Visits aren't the same as living," Grandmother said, but she embraced Mama anyway, fiercely, her small body shaking with either anger or grief or both.

The night before we left, I couldn't sleep. I got up and walked through the village in the darkness, past the burned remains of the schoolhouse, past the chief's compound, past the church with its warped wooden cross. I walked to the edge of the forest where Papa and I had stood all those months ago, and I looked back at the village sleeping under the stars.

The earth remembers everything, Grandmother had said. But what about us? Would we remember this place, these people, this life? Or would town life slowly erase it, the way rain erases footprints in red soil?

I pressed my palm flat against the ground, the way I'd seen Grandmother do a hundred times. The earth was cool and damp with night dew. It felt alive, somehow, like it had a heartbeat.

"I was here," I whispered to it. "We were here."

The earth said nothing back. Earth never does. But I wanted to believe it was listening, that somewhere in its vast and patient memory, this moment would be preserved—a twelve-year-old boy saying goodbye to the only home he'd ever known, not understanding yet that you can't say goodbye to home without saying goodbye to some essential part of yourself.
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