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A young Ghanaian woman, Charity, travels to America in search of her husband Conrad, who disappeared into the seductive world of America. Set in the early 1990s, Charity is determined to bring Conrad home safely. We see through Charity & Conrad’s eyes America from a visitor’s perspective with all its wonders and contradictions as both sojourns across America in search of their dream. 

PROLOGUE 

It is a truth that a man will seek his fortune in whatever way possible regardless of where he is born; and that a woman will do whatever it takes to save the one she loves, confessed Anansi, the Trickster, to Calypso Rose, as he told her of the dream he’d had. 

I dreamed of the invisible people of the world, unseen by the inhabitants of the visible nations - those infused with careless abundance. I dreamed of two young adults who, at an age when personal responsibility becomes self-evident, find themselves born and raised in a noble African country yet invisible. Adrift in the late 20th century, confined to the edges of the empire, their souls and talents demanded more excellent opportunities and significance. 

They were both filled with the Christian spirit of hope and sincere faith that their lives mattered despite their cultural origins or skin color only compounded their anguish. I felt for them. I who had been cast away on this island and left to dream alone until you, Calypso Rose, were exiled here with me because you failed to take life seriously.  

For Conrad, the man, who followed his ancestor’s path of higher education, his odyssey took him in search of fame and wealth to the center of the empire. For Charity, her odyssey took her from the narrow cloisters of what defines womanhood to her wholeness as a human being. 

Yet it is through the veil of these universal values of effort and human being-ness that I wish to share my dream with you; to turn your eye, mind, and heart, dear Calypso Rose; to the pulse of others, beyond your selfish play-acting,  those who want only to live and enjoy the good fortune of their efforts and talents.  

But, the raging emotions and thoughts interjected Calypso Rose, which erupt like bile from the liver, course through the veins of all human beings, moment by moment, making the human condition of life on earth an ever-changing and challenging experience.  

Do we not all constantly fight within ourselves to follow a straight path laid out by our faith? Why are these two special when few ever succeed in quelling the burning fire of their natures to enjoy the simple exercise of life? 

Consider, Calypso Rose, that you, without your say, are cast down in a land on the fringes of history. Within a small compact kinship. Forced to migrate from the dawn of time during which your people forged values of survival, hope, and charity.  

Consider that your people overcame their natural tendencies to despise their thieving neighbors and unite with them and others against an even larger opponent.  

Consider that you lost your new nation to an all-consuming violent external empire! 

Consider that the world is not only unfair, but it is skied to the favor of the mean, brutal, and lucky. Yet your faith has imbibed you with courage, hope, and determination to face this reality. 

Consider that you take a journey to the empire’s center buttressed by the glamour of wealth and the faith in an equalizing force. What fantastic dreams would you invent to sustain yourself? What hardships would you not face to realize those dreams? What depth of humanity would you uncover within yourself as you fought to preserve your faith in the winged bird of hope?    

So, you are telling me, annunciated Calypso Rose, that into such a world our two young lovers, both alike in pride and determination. Both belong to the educated class - through whom the neo-colonial system subdued the larger native population, thus elevating them. These two have been chosen in your dream to show us what is possible and what is not for the invisible people. 

Yes. But let me tell you about their characters, their strengths, their handicaps, their desires, and their talents. Then you may judge if a judgment is what you seek. 

But may I enter into this dream too? 

Yes, but you must honor their natures. 

I agree.  

Charity was a woman of haunting beauty and pride in her self-worth. Her elegant ebony features infected strangers and friends alike with the mysterious presence of a sphinx. Her elaborate wire hair designs intoxicated onlookers with magical wonder. Her long slender body with perfectly cupped breasts, large bright eyes, and a broad laughing smile lit up all who enjoyed her presence. Her beautiful body reinforced her belief that fate had made her a desirable woman. She exuded a warmth that radiated wellness to all who looked her way.  

Thus, Charity never needed to reflect that her beauty was only skin deep. She rarely felt any anguish dismissing those less fortunate than herself, like when a woman with two children from Mali, a land plagued by famine in the north, approached her for alms - some small amount of money to feed her sick children. 

“How dare you,” Charity spat at her. “Can you not see I have children of my own to feed!” abruptly turning her head away in disgust.  

Conrad, by contrast, cultivated friendliness towards everyone. He wanted to be admired. But he also wanted to be close to those with whom he could gain an advantage through money or position. From an early age, he did not doubt that the way to his happiness and fulfillment was through consumption and wealth.  

Conrad claimed fame in his homeland as the only boy in his class at Legon University from the Ewe tribe who had dated an Ashanti woman. The Ashanti are the most potent and beautiful women in Ghana. Conrad’s pubescent celebrity was a rare crossing of cultural lines elevating him to a minor role among the ranks, if only briefly, of the dominant people of his country. 

Conrad and Charity’s moral and physical training resulted from the profound god-fearing experiences of their people’s historical struggles and the equally dominant persuasiveness of the conquering empire’s religious force.  

And so, my dream follows the odyssey of these two star-crossed lovers in search of their just rewards and their desire to right the mistakes of their birthright. My American Charity is a dream where all is possible for the dynamic, brave, and courageous. But my dream also explores the broken fates of those who crash against the rocks of misfortune, never knowing the reality of success until its fruits are paid in flowers or weeds.  

1 – TO BE OR NOT TO BE

Charity suddenly jerked awake as the flight attendant said.  

“Please fasten your seat belts and place your seat backs and tray tables upright; we will be landing at JFK airport in ten minutes.” 

Charity looked out of the plane’s window to the concrete and steel cluster punctuating the Manhattan skyline. The gray-green waters around the island formed a patchwork puzzle of flatness against the elevated eruptions of buildings around the most significant financial capital in the world. 

Charity’s fascinated gaze followed the rolling motion of the sputtering plane’s engines through the flaky mist that covered and then revealed the famous city of New York. The City celebrated itself every day as the most critical global village in the world. 

The City that called itself number one in everything! Its hungry spirit and towering needs radiated a dynamism that sucked millions to her doorstep every year from around the world.  

As Charity looked down on New York poking out into the north Atlantic Ocean – bursting with the thirst for more land, more sky, and more everything - Charity couldn’t comprehend how such a mere point on the map, lying so exposed and small beneath her vision, could hold the world and its citizens in such fatalistic awe.  

Charity felt her stomach flutter as the sudden lowering and turning of the plane’s wing made her heart jump into her throat, followed by an exhilarating feeling of falling. Falling with eyes wide open into the bubble of her future, she hoped she would end happily with her finding her husband, Conrad, and, God willing, bringing him back home to Ghana safely. 

However, Charity did not feel comfortable about this journey she had set herself upon. She had never dared to travel away from her comfort zone before. Charity suddenly realized just how alone she was. She could not expect help from Wallace, her elder brother, with whom she hoped to stay in New York. She would be on the first plane back home if he found out what she was up to.  

She had, therefore, the double fear of making this journey alone and keeping the truth from her family, something she was not comfortable with as a god-fearing woman. 

Her mother, Ama, used to say she was honest to a fault. Sometimes not realize that telling the truth was harming her. Like when she found some money outside her Government compound office and returned it to her boss.  

When she told her mother about it – Charity was pleased as punch for practicing her valid Christian values. Her mother smiled at her benignly and congratulated her but was incredulous when she found out the amount Charity had returned – equivalent to two months” rent. Charity could not accept keeping something that did not belong to her, even after her mother had explained that God takes care of those who look out for themselves. 

“Someone must have lost that money,” she explained, “and they would have been distraught to have lost it. Maybe they would get into trouble for losing it!” 

“Yes, that’s possibly true, my daughter. However, sometimes, gifts are sent to us in diverse ways. God does not always make our good fortunes easy to recognize,” said Ama. 

“But isn’t such a thing a test from God to see if I can act like a true Christian even when there’s no one looking?” 

“Yes, my daughter, you are right. However, sometimes, accepting a blessing is harder than giving one. We must always be on guard against our pride. Thinking that we are better than others because of some good action is as evil as stealing from another.” 

“Well, I still feel good that I handed in that money. I’m sure my boss will make sure it gets to the right person.” 

“I hope so too, my daughter, and I love you for your sweet honesty, but don’t think that everyone is as sweet and honest as you.” 

As Charity steadied herself from the giddying anxiety of looking out of the plane window, she rehearsed in her mind the story she was planning to tell Wallace when she arrived in New York. Focusing, she reminded herself that she had a plan; but it would only work if she stuck to it. She must not let anyone turn her around.  

As the plane finally approached JFK airport, Charity felt excitement. Soon she would be in the great city of New York. 

Suddenly they were down. The pressurized cabin’s droning filled with the release of air, and the passengers were still and, for a second, quiet. Then, all hell broke out as passengers jumped up, grabbing their bags from over and under their seats, as Charity remained seated. She pulled Conrad’s letter from her pocket - it had become her security blanket – and re-read its’s poignant cry. She’d been clutching it since boarding the plane in Accra, Ghana.  

4, September 1994- NY  Dearest Sweetheart, 

I’ll probably be in prison or dead when you get this letter. I learned too late that only your family can help you in this world. I’ve been so naïve and stupid. I’m sorry I let you down. Don’t blame yourself; I don’t deserve your love and trust.  

Love Conrad  

Charity studied the now-familiar scrawled handwriting of her husband. She even imagined she could smell his musky ginger scent on the paper. But in truth, it was just a wrinkled remnant of an old love letter covered with the stains of her tears. 

Charity closed her eyes and remembered his first touch. Her body had been warm and moist from the night air. The ferocious breeze from the battering waves of the Atlantic had cooled her. They had met on the beach near Christenbourg Castle in Accra. Some friends invited her to an open-air bar down by the beach during the college spring break.  

Charity had spent much of her vacation time at home with her family. She rarely ventured out into the nightlife of Accra, but her friends insisted, so she went so as not to offend them plus, she felt she deserved a break from the household chores and listening to the endless worries of her family members. 

She breathed in the fresh rhythmic air roaring out of the darkness while sitting on a stool facing the ocean, with her back to the bar. Moments before the western sky had been electric with light, the deep magenta colors of an African twilight filled her senses with well-being. Then the sudden blackness of night enveloped her.  

The Gods of the African sky covered the land with one swift stroke from their palette as the rainbow electricity of the heavens turned to deep purple-blackness, plunging the eyes into subservience to the senses of touch, taste, and smell. 

Charity caught his fragrance on the breeze first. Even before she saw him, he was a presence.  

His aroma had the flavors of sweet ginger and coconut butter. Charity opened her eyes. He was seated next to her on a stool looking out to sea. His gaze was fixated on the thundering shadows of waves cascading onto the sands less than a hundred yards from their trembling feet. The waves sucked in the dust peppering it with a sizzling pattern of echoes as the waters receded into blackness. 

He spoke without looking at her. “One day, I’m going to go to California and learn to surf. We Ghanaians don’t know what we have here. You see that wave?” He pointed out into the darkness, moving nearer to Charity as he marked out the shape of the colossus wave about to break. “That’s a 20-foot tunnel wave out there. Surfers in Santa Cruz wait all season to get a surf like that, and we just let them crash against the shoreline, eroding the land and wasting their gift.” 

“I think the government has forbidden people to surf or play in the waters around here because it’s dangerous,” Charity offered, hoping to get him out of his dream state and pay some attention to her. He was a handsome man, she thought. His ebony skin, smooth and shiny, highlighted his sharp, intelligent eyes. His boldness made her feel open toward him.  

“Dangerous!” he responded without looking at her,  “What does the government know about surfing? All those government-enslaved people know nothing about having fun, so they stop others.” 

“Well, my big brother is one of those government slaves, and he likes to have fun,” Charity broke in, looking at him and willing him to look into her eyes.  

“I didn’t mean to accuse your family of being a. . .” He said, turning and looking at her smiling mouth, “. . . I – I- I- just meant. . ., you know, there are so many rules. . . And. . . . I’m sorry to let me introduce myself?” he was suddenly flustered and tried to gather his senses.  

His sudden politeness and vulnerability made him cute and sweet to Charity, who smiled to herself, enjoying his embarrassment.  

“I don’t believe you did,” said Charity, broadening her smile and feeling an instant mutual attraction. Conrad fumbled for the right words. Something had happened between them. Neither could talk. Conrad tried but retreated into tongue-tied mumbling. Charity just smiled and nodded at his awkward posturing, loving him for the confused joy she felt running through her body as he talked and babbled and smiled and laughed and tried again to say something sensible. He finally gave up talking and just said simply.  

“Let’s walk.” That is when Charity felt Conrad’s first touch. He held her elbow as she got down off the stool. He was kind, and the flow of his fresh affections radiated from the spot of his touch around her whole body. She felt faint. He brought his other arm around her slim waist and steadied her. Now he knew she loved him, too. 

They walked in silence, nestled in the roar of the pounding waves. After ten minutes, they turned to go back to the beach bar. Charity slipped and fell into Conrad’s arms. Their lips were just inches apart. She could taste his breath.  

Charity’s friends fluttered back from the dance floor, hot and excited, as the throbbing Highlife music from the bandstand halted. Charity, all aglow, now sat after her walk with Conrad humming a tune and wondering why she felt so comfortable and calm in Conrad’s presence.  

“Let’s go,” said Rachael. “Let’s get you back safe and sound to your mummy,” Rachael and Joan laughed as they left their dance partners, arguing over who would have the next dance. “Let’s go before those guys have noticed we’ve gone,” said Joan tugging at Charity, who heard nothing but her beating heart. Conrad let go of her hand while saying he, too, had to go.  

“May I call you tomorrow?” he said.  

Her eyes sparkling, Charity reached into her purse, produced a piece of paper, and wrote her number.  

“Here, call this number, but only after 6:00p.m.” 

“I will,” said Conrad, and with an embarrassed smile, he vanished into the night. 

Rachael and Joan began dancing across the sands dragging Charity to their car before they realized that Charity was glassy-eyed and faint with emotion. Slumped in the back seat, Charity was oblivious to the chattering gaiety of Rachael and Joan’s stories of hungry boys and the pulsating rhythms of the latest Highlife hits. 

“What’s with your sister”? Joan snapped her fingers in front of Charity’s face. “Are you with us?” 

“I just met the man I’m going to marry,” said Charity absent-minded. 

“Marry. Are you crazy, sister? This is no time to think about marriage. Finish your studies before thinking about that. Maybe you’ll get to go to Europe or America and catch yourself a rich man, eh!”

“I’ve just met the man I am going to marry,” repeated Charity half to herself, as if trying it on for size, hearing the incredulous magic of the words roll around inside her heart and throughout her body.”

2 – COMING TO AMERICA

Charity, in a trance, half standing, half sitting, hovered over her seat and tried to stretch out the aches in her body from the long flight from London. As Charity made her first tentative steps through the deplaning tunnels, funneled and ferried along by the crowd of fellow passengers and poured out through the stainless steel corridors of the security, customs, and immigration halls, like some lab animals seeking redemption. Finally, released into a sea of gawking faces and battered barriers, bright lights flooded her eyes.

No recognizable faces appeared to her as she continued to be swept along to the luggage carousel. She retrieved her bags, keeping an eye out for Wallace, her brother, who’d been living in New York for years and expected to turn up at any moment. Wallace was late.

Soon, all her fellow passengers had picked up their luggage and gone. She found herself wandering around the Terminal alone and began to feel afraid. People moved in frenetic swarms around her. She ventured out to the taxi stand and confronted mask-like faces, alien and unreadable.

Charity wandered back into the terminal looking for a friendly face to help her but was just bumped and jostled by the moving, determined crowds until finally, she found herself standing aimlessly at the end of the taxi stand again.

An hour went by as she wandered around the terminal. It was a cold night. She looked through her notebook for Wallace’s address, found it, and decided to get a taxi to his place rather than wait around the Airport any longer. It was another hour before she got to the front of the taxi stand, but the taxi driver, a Sikh Indian, refused to take her to the address in Manhattan.

“I no go to Manhattan!” he said. I go to Queens!” Cold and heartbroken in the frigid night air, Charity watched as he went to the next person in line, who grabbed the opportunity without looking back. She shuddered as the cold night chilled her to the bone. Charity expected to be helped by a man of color, considering the stories of racism in America she’d heard. She learned her first lesson in America; everybody is interested in only one thing – themselves!

Charity waited another hour, sitting on her suitcase, pulling her thin windbreaker jacket around her shoulders, and trying to remember what her brother Wallace said about picking her up. Finally, a young black man, who she had noticed driving around in a dirty brown Toyota, stopped abruptly in front of her, opened the passenger window, and called out.

“Charity Anansie?” Charity bent down and looked into the car. 

“Yes.”  

“Come. Get in,” said the driver. Charity looked at the driver cautiously. He looked like a Ghanaian, so she felt safe. But in truth, she would have got in the car with anyone, as she was so cold that even being kidnapped would be better than another minute out in the cold night air. She dragged her bags towards the car as the door opened and heaved and bundled them into the back seat, which was full of newspapers. She fell into a bucket seat that had a hole in it. The driver gave her some papers to fill in the gap as Charity stuffed them under her backside and thanked him with an exhausted grunt.  

“Sorry. I’m Charles, your other cousin on your father’s side. Wallace couldn’t make it. He went out of town. Wallace paid for a hotel room in Queens. I'll take you there. Don’t worry. You’ll be okay there.” 

“Are you from Ghana?” said Charity 

“Yes. Accra, but been here for twenty years now. How’s Accra?” Charity rubbed her hands together, trying to get warmth into them.  

“Oh, it’s the same,” she grunted and fell back into the seat as the car took off. “I’ve been waiting hours,” she moaned. “No taxi stopped for me. I asked them to take me to Manhattan, and they said no. They took all the white people. Is this American racism? Burr... it’s so cold! Why are people so rude? Why are they not friendly?” 

“Cabbies want quick turnaround trips. Manhattan’s out of their way. They make more money with short trips.” said Charles matter-of-factually. “Or maybe they’re going home at the end of their shift; who knows? But, yes, they are rude. This is New York, cousin, where only the mean survive!” Charles rattled off the usual disclaimer as his eyes darted frantically over the road ahead, speeding into the blackness of the unlit streets.  After a furious ride, racing and darting in and around the late-night traffic that filled all the lanes of the highway and city streets, Charles pulled up abruptly outside a brightly lit hotel with a neon sign above advertising The Roxy Hotel. 

Charles jumped out hurriedly, “I’m sorry to rush. I’m late for work.” He helped Charity with her bags out of the car. She followed him to the hotel as he dropped them inside the door. 

“Wallace booked you a room here; he’ll be back tomorrow. He’ll call you.  It is nice to meet you. Oh, by the way – Welcome to America!”  

He rushed back to his car, which he had left running, and was gone. As Charity watched Charles’ car noisily drive off into the night, smoke billowing from his exhaust pipe, she turned away from the fumes and took in the single light that lit up the hotel’s lobby. She saw an obese man with thin graying hair smiling at her from behind a tabloid newspaper as she entered the reception area. 

“Tired of being tired, Honey? Yous come to the right place,” he said, putting down his paper and looking sympathetically up at her. “Here, you can sleep for a thousand years – but you got to pay in advance!”  

He exploded into laughter at his dark joke, and the blue lines on his face were transformed into a mosaic of laughter lines around his eyes as his heavy jowls were lifted like a clown’s mask. His late-night humor sparked Charity’s weary spirits. She smiled while giving her name and asking for a room and key.  

“That’s the spirit, Honey; no need to get yourself downhearted. A little sleep will have you back on top of the world. And let’s face it, Honey, if yer not gonna be at yer best, yer don’t need to be in New York, now do yer? Here’s yous key, Honey, up to the stairs on the right, mind there’s no light at the top of the stairs.”  

He followed her with his eyes on her back as she staggered up the stairs with her bags; he shook his head while a benevolent smile played on his face. He returned to his paper. Another paying customer! He thought to himself. Yet another poor lamb to the slaughter on the grasping streets of New York City!  

“Poor kid,” he mumbled as his face returned to his mask of sadness.  

But Charity wasn’t poor or weak. The legacy of a proud African nation coursed through her veins. Here Country had thrown off white rule and claimed its independence nearly 40 years ago. Ghanaian were unwilling to live as second-class citizens in their land.  Charity’s journey to America wasn’t in search of her identity for freedom – she knew freedom already! 

3 – TAMALE, GHANA 

Outside a small bungalow on a hilltop overlooking Lake Volta in north-east Ghana, Conrad’s father, Kweku, talked to his 21-year-old son as they packed the family car preparing for the ride down to Accra to get Conrad’s visa and a ticket for America.  Conrad’s lean body betrayed not an ounce of fat. At six-foot-one, he was tall for a Ewe man. Yet his midnight black skin exuded a sheen that reflected the light, not absorbed it. Curiously, he had dark hazel eyes set in bright white corneas that gave an impression of looking through you. But when he smiled, the creases around his eyes exploded into profound merriment, engulfing all in this presence.  

It was August 1991, during the rainy season. Father and son had to move quickly with their packing between the rain that alternated between refreshing sprays and drenching downpours. 

“Nowhere is the quest for knowledge so profound and elusive than here in these far-flung reaches of the colonies,” said Kweku, making a grand sweeping gesture with his hand towards the lake below under the awnings of their bungalow.  “Our people are victims of the white man’s sepulcher of hope. We were taught early to caress the ideals of Britannia’s greatest thinkers in white face, bathe in the charm of their immortal leaders; articulated in their painted words.” Kweku paused to look back at his son and scan the tight lines on his furrowed brow.  “This was my dream, son. It will be yours too when you take your place in the brain-drain from our world to theirs.” 

“But, father, it’s only a three-year agricultural course. I will be back.” 

“Yes, you will return, but what kind of man will you be then? After the cynicism of a brutalizing world has eaten you up and spat you back out again?  

“I can take care of myself, father; see, I’ve already been accepted at the Marlow College of Agriculture in Idaho.” He showed his father the letter again, which his father took and read aloud. 

––––––––
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“July 20, 1991  

Marlowe College of Agriculture  Boise, Idaho, U.S.A. 

Dear Mr. Anansie: 

We are pleased to offer you a position in our post- graduate program commencing in the fall semester. 

Please let us know as soon as you arrive in the country. 

Sincerely, 

Dean John H. Gibson III 

“This is good news for you, my son, but I worry. It’s a very different world from anything you’ve  known.” Then he said more positively. “But I know you must go. So let us pack this car and get you to the capital, Accra, to begin your adventure. There’s a lot of government paperwork before you can leave Ghana.” 

Three days later, after a grueling, full-day drive from Tamale to Accra, Conrad was still waiting at the American Embassy compound. He spent the first day getting the papers that his father’s adviser had suggested. Conrad waited from 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m.

On the second day, he finally got to speak to someone. But, the meeting was brief and not with the visa officer. A clerk checked papers to see if he qualified to talk with the visa officer. 

By the third day, tired, hot, dirty, and irritated by the mass of bodies that pressed around him, jostling for space in the line, he was ready to give up and return home.  Fortunately, his father returned with a friend he met in the street, calming Conrad’s frustrations. The friend was a worker at the embassy and, taking Conrad by the hand, led him past the stagnant line of bodies huddled along the embassy wall and into the embassy building. Conrad’s protector brought him into the cool shade of the embassy’s cloistered yard while pressing the hand of the embassy guards. Here he joined another line. A line that had better-dressed people waiting. 

Eventually, Conrad was at the head of the line when a voice inside the visa officer’s room called,  

“Next.” The visa officer, a young man in his early thirties with light red hair, neatly combed back, exposing his red freckled face, took Conrad’s letters and other documents and read the visa application mumbling the responses to the questions to himself. Then he suddenly stopped reading, looked up at Conrad, and said in an officious tone, 

“Everything seems to be in order, Mr. Anansie, except we need to see a bank statement showing a balance of at least 5,000.00 US.” His straight thin lips stayed balanced in the middle of his face. His eyes consumed Conrad with the certainty of failure as yet another much-needed immigrant worker for America was denied entry.  

“Well, sir, I explained that to the other officer yesterday,” said Conrad, reciting the prepared speech his father and advisor had given him. “No one in my family has that kind of money just sitting around in a bank. Money like we use for business, we believe in making our money work for us.” Conrad finished with a flourish, pleased that he had remembered the words accurately and even used a submissive tone.  

“Well, I’m sorry, Mr. Anansie, but we must have confirmation that you have the funds to be repatriated if the need arises.” 

“Well, sir, my father says he will guarantee I’ll be provided. He owns N.B.C. Books, the biggest bookstore in Tamale.” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Anansie, but we don’t do business like that in the states. We must see proof of funds. Period.” 

Conrad reluctantly accepted the letter and documents from the visa officer, devastated. Once more, he attempted to explain to the officer. 

“But sir, I promise you I’ll not be any burden; you can ask anyone. Of all my family, I am the one who causes no trouble. I am a good boy. If you could just let me go to school, I will show you. You won’t be sorry.” 

The visa officer listened quietly; a slight smile creased the corner of his mouth. He quickly assumed his official expression and said sympathetically but firmly.  

“I’m sorry, Mr. Anansie, but there’s nothing I can do. You must provide proof of a bank balance of at least 5,000.00 US before I can process your visa documents.”  

Conrad looked pleadingly at the officer, who looked around him and said. “Next!” Other visa applicants pushed passed Conrad as he turned to leave. At the door, Conrad looked back at the visa officer, who continued to go through the documentation of the following applicant without the slightest acknowledgment of how he had devastated Conrad’s hopes and dreams. 

Back home, after a week of sorrow and self-pity, Conrad received a letter from his uncle in Aberdeen, Scotland, inviting him to come and stay with him there.  By the following week, Conrad was back in the capital, but this time at the British Embassy. They were much

more accommodating, mainly because he had proof in his letter that he would have a guarantor. 

Conrad rushed around Accra the rest of the week, getting his things together and saying goodbye to his friends. He visited Charity, who had been consoling him over his problems getting access to study in America. 

“Why is this happening?” she cried as he held her in his arms and breathed in her soft rose scent. He reflected on how she was the only one to love him for himself. Sometimes, he wondered if she saw him for what he was. Many girls he had met loved him for his adventurousness and sporting prowess, but not Charity; she was a simple girl with a sincere heart. She just loved him, and he didn’t know why. Still, after all the running around he’d done with the girls in his hometown and at Legon University, where he’s studied,  Conrad realized he just wanted someone who would wait for him and bear his children when he returned home wealthy and successful from his worldly adventures. 

Conrad, like his fellow compatriots, had fidelity to Ghana that was second nature. It was understood that he would have to travel from his homeland to seek wealth and stature abroad and then return home, bringing back the fruits of his labor. Ghana was not rich enough to provide for all its people, but it was abundant in the qualities that make people happy. Ghanaians were hardworking, determined, honest, and truthful. They were heirs to a nation with deep traditions in Africa’s land, spirit, and soul. They were the first of the British colonized peoples of Africa to rid themselves of their colonial masters in 1957. 

Releasing his arms around Charity’s waist, Conrad stood back, intoxicated by the prospects of his soon-to-be success in Britain. Already his mind was working on how he would get to America because that was his goal. America was where money was plentiful, and there was room to grow.  

Many of Conrad’s friends who left Ghana preferred Europe. Germany, some said, had the best accommodation program. If one was skilled, and most Ghanaians who went abroad were highly educated, it was easy to get work in Europe. Germany, where many went, provided programs to help one learn German and acculturate into society. With few black people in Germany and no extensive colonial history of suppressing black people, an African in Germany was a celebrity by default. Of course, like all countries, one was expected to subordinate oneself to the prevailing culture, but that was only common courtesy, which any Ghanaian would gladly yield to because being respectful of others is a Ghanaian custom.  

But America was the place for Conrad. He could see it now; his name lit up in lights while people crowded around asking for his autograph. The tinsel of the golden land had caught hold of Conrad’s imagination. He felt he could reach out and pick the diamonds off the roadway as beautiful cars with beautiful people drove by, littering the land with sweet luxury. Conrad was like many who only saw the lights of the vast empire reflected through the prism of excess; the dreams of plenty from afar,  doomed to exist in a land of poverty. The crushing blow of fate that fixed him in this land of limited resources when he saw others no better than he, living in a nation of abundance, envy consumed his every waking hour. His cry was not, “Why not me?” but, instead, “When will it be my turn?” Fate, he believed, had set out a pathway for him to travel along, which would take him to the brass ring of success. He had only to take up the challenge and reach for it. As he stepped on the plane heading for Britain, such was Conrad’s mind.  It was September now, and Conrad was excited to be finally beginning his journey. Nothing would stop him from fulfilling his destiny of getting to America. 

4 – THE LETTER  

Charity’s dream of America had come to her through magazines and TV. The tinsel of success impressed itself on her rational mind. America was flashy, but there were effort and dedication behind the wealth acquired by the successful. Charity felt she had what it takes to be successful.  

She’d followed her sister Rebekah to college, earning a degree in English, while her sister had left college when she got pregnant and married. Charity was the last hope of her mother and an example to her brothers, Wallace and Charles, who’d fled to America when their education dreams failed. 

Charity waited at the side of the dusty roadway. It was just another day after work. The carrot red earth fought with the rooted emerald green plants that exploded above her head. A canopy of shade formed over the hot asphalt as Charity stood under the shade and stretched her thin ebony arm above her head to hold up the drooping palm and prevent it from catching her hair. 

Despite spending a whole day at work, her starched pink blouse and pleated blue skirt still held their neatness. Her long angular ebony face, full smiling mouth, and bright open eyes gave no hint of the stressful day she had spent in the Ghanaian Government statistics office under high ceiling fans that continually circulated hot stale air. 

Charity was radiantly excited, though, because she was going to the post office to pick up a letter from her husband Conrad, who had been in America for over two years and away from her for nearly four years.  

It was the end of 1994. The world was not a peaceful place, but it had never been. The civil war in Liberia and Sierra Leone seemed like another African power struggle. It would be ten years before the world would learn the full extent of the horrors there. Ghana was at peace, and the UK was at ease, and the U.S. was at peace, despite its perennial political scandals. 

Charity was beginning to become concerned about Conrad being away for so long. She had heard of many women in Ghana who had lost their husbands to the fast life of America. While on a trip to America, her cousin discovered her husband had married a white woman! This, Charity prayed, would never happen to her! 

The day was ending. The hot baked day of the tropics would soon retreat into sudden darkness. The sprawling city of Accra, the capital of Ghana, would then fill its night air with the sounds of highlife music and the laughing faces that merged with the black night.  

As the Mammy Wagon – a small bus run by local entrepreneurs – with the name, No Time to Die approached, people huddled around Charity as she claimed her spot at the front of the line. 

“So, how’s my best mate’s girl?” said John, the driver, giving Charity a broad smile and a wink as she stepped up into the Mazda van and sat across from him. 

“I’m hurrying to get to the Post Office. I’m expecting a letter from Conrad today,” said Charity breathlessly.  

The Mammy Wagon pulled away from the roadside as Kofi, John’s assistant, was busy collecting fares and directing passengers to sit down. John switched his attention between Charity and the road, hurling curses at the other road users. John gave Charity his best smile.  

John had eyes for Charity once in high school, but Conrad had swept her off her feet, and John could only admire her now from a distance. 

“So, how’s Conrad these days,” he said, “is he still in the UK?” 

“Oh no,” said Charity, “He’s in the U.S. He’s been there for over three years now. I hope to be joining him soon,” said Charity blushing.

“He’s in the U.S.!” said John. “What kind of foolishness has got into him now? Everyone knows that a black man in the U.S. is a walking target for gun-wielding racists!”  

“Do you think so,” said Charity, suddenly deflated and frightened. “You’re right, all those guns they have there; and all those people who get killed for nothing.” 

“Let me tell you,” said John, “I heard a man died in his apartment, and it took a week for his next-door neighbor to miss him! Nobody cared! Neighbors do not care for each other! Can you believe that?” John looked at Charity with amazement. “That could never happen in Ghana!” he went on, “I mean, how can people not care about each other? In Ghana, even people who do not like each other look out for each other if they live in the same compound!”  

John abruptly transferred his attention to the chaos on the road ahead, the lines of astonishment on his brow burned into his forehead. He felt a little pride in his Ghanaian heritage, which, although imperfect, was wealthy in human kindness.  

John had heard foreigners saying Ghanaians were the most helpful people in the world, and he knew that was true, even including the mad drivers on the road in front of him who were blocking his way! 

Charity felt her discomfort grow as the barbs of John’s words invaded her thoughts. John’s stories dimmed the glow of the day’s excitement, for Charity thought of America as a magical land of slick images and the ‘rich life’ where everyone was well fed, working, and full of smiles. It was too much to think that such an abundance of success could be 

False. It was too real to be untrue! It fed Charity’s dreams of the good life and her hopes that she would soon be with Conrad, her husband, once he had arranged for her to join him in America.  

While John continued to rant and rave at the other road users, Charity retreated into herself and struggled to correct the dark images that John’s ideas had created. “Surely, he cannot be right?” she thought, “how could such a rich country not care about its people? How else could America be a great nation and survive and be so successful if it didn’t care?”  

Charity continued to reassert her positive faith in the goodness of successful things and built herself back up to her familiar bubbly self. She discounted John’s remarks as the babblings of a poor man who could not understand the dynamics of a great nation like America! 

“After all, he was just a Mammy Wagon driver who had never been out of Accra, let alone seen America! What does he know? He was probably just trying to scare me or impress me more like it!”  

Comforting herself with these ‘musings, she looked up from her reveries and called out.  

“Oh, John, please stop here.... Thanks,” putting on her sweetest smile. 

“My pleasure, pretty lady,” said John, smiling coyly as Charity brushed by him. He had long forgotten what he had said only moments before, delighted now that he was so close to his dream girl. “Tell Conrad he’s a lucky dog to have you as his lady. Next time, pretty lady! I got my eye on you.” 

The ‘No Time to Die’ mammy wagon’s doors closed behind Charity as she scampered off the bus and hurried to the Post Office.  

In the parking lot, the buses stood like yawning carcasses preparing to stuff themselves with more passengers. Charity pushed through the crowd of people herded around the doorway to the sweltering Post Office building. Everyone was talking at each other at the same time without listening. The clerks leaned on the counters behind broken lattices looking with benign indifference at the endless stream of humanity that paraded before them.  

Charity reached her post box. Fumbling, she inserted the key into the lock. She felt a strange sense of unease from John’s comments, and the anticipated excitement of a letter from Conrad conspired to make her unusually nervous. Taking a deep breath, she attempted to calm herself. She opened her post box and searched with a trembling hand for the folded parchment. She put her hand into the box and felt something. There was something there, but she could not quite reach it. 

As she stretched and grabbed for the letter, she cut her cuticle on a metal spike along the inside of the metal box frame. She pulled her hand back quickly, sucking the blood and smoothing her finger, wondering, through the pain and discomfort, if this was a bad omen. Reaching back into the box with her other hand, she pulled out the grimy and now blood-speckled envelope. She felt instantly that it was from Conrad but was only wholly sure when she recognized the rough scrawl he had used on his letters.  

Charity rushed out of the Post Office, clutching the letter without reading it. Something told her she needed to be safe with her mother at home. Tears came involuntarily to her eyes as she pushed through the lines of humanity that continued to throng in and around the Post Office building.  

Out in the hot sweltering afternoon sun, she hurried home, passing kiosks selling cassava, yams, beer, and canned foods, hopping carefully across wooden beams that straddled trenches where half-connected sewer pipes lay. She ran up embankments, avoiding the cluster of merchants, who clogged the narrow pathways separating the waddled walls of the compounds on either side of the trench with their meager spreads of matches and watches and unique electronic products. She waved to her cousin Kwame who sat in his sewing kiosk. He looked up with a hurt expression when Charity jogged by without stopping. He seemed hurt that she had run by and not stopped to talk to him as she usually did. Charity covered her eyes to control her tears, and avoid the eyes of others, as she scampered over the dusty red earth that led to her compound.  

As she reached home, she slowed down. The Ashanti man, who owned the compound where she and her mother rented rooms, was severe. He did not like over-excitement or any form of palaver. He sat on the verandah of the main house. As Charity stepped into the compound, high-waddled walls enclosed the living quarters; she could feel his eyes on her. She caught her breath and scanned the compound for where the feeling of dread was coming. He was there, with his bright Ashanti kente cloth draped around his mid-rift. He was sitting on his wooden stool, leaning back against the wall of his house, asleep. His mouth was wide open like a swollen pig waiting for an apple to be popped into it. Charity creeped across the compound, watching the owner’s children playing and laughing at her creeping around; she glared at them, but they continued to laugh behind their hands. Bathed in sweat, she collapsed on the sofa as soon as she got into the living room of their small apartment. Her Mother, Ama, hurried into the room when she heard Charity arrive.  

“What is the matter, my dear child? You have a fever or something?”  

“I got a letter from Conrad, but I’ve got this awful feeling it is bad news,” Charity sobbed.  

“Now, do not be silly; God willing, all will be well. Let me look at it!” She moved to take the letter from Charity, but Charity clutched it to her breast and curled up on the sofa.  

Ama, a woman in her fifties, was a deep mahogany-colored woman with a reddish sheen to her radiant skin. She was stout and wore big bi-focal dark-rimmed glasses, like that of a school principal, which she had been. She chose to wear the traditional cloth of her people, the Ewe, beige kente with purple strips wrapped around her waist. She wore a white blouse with a picture of her President, J.J. Rawlings, on the front. Covering her hair was a purple and beige striped headscarf held in place by a large silver pin with the face of the president’s wife sculpted into it.  

“It cannot be so bad, child; just read it;  it will be well, you will see.” Ama comforted Charity. “Conrad is letting us know he is doing well, just like last time.” 

“That was a year ago, Mother,” said Charity. “I want to hear he is doing well, but the letter makes me afraid. I feel something is wrong! Why do I only hear now after so long?” 

“Well, daughter, life in America differs from our people here in Ghana. People do strange things there; who can understand them? They’re so busy all the time,” Ama continued reassuring Charity but began to wonder that perhaps something disturbing was being communicated in the letter that Charity now clutched so desperately. 

5 – ABERDEEN  

Four months later, Conrad still could not get used to the cold, windy weather of Aberdeen, Scotland. It was now January 1992, and there was nowhere to hide from the cold. His Uncle Kofi was a professor of history at Aberdeen University, and Conrad lived with him and his Scottish wife Mary at Queen’s Gate, the posh part of town. Conrad had found a job working in a record store on Union Street while taking his classes at the university. 

One evening, after leaving the university’s student union building on Broad Street, the cold wind chased Conrad up The Gallowgate, where he took refuge in the Blue Lamp Pub and ran into a couple of fellow students. Jake was a big man with red hair and a beard that covered his neck and chest. He always wore a low-neck undershirt beneath his thick tartan jacket, which showed his sprouting red-haired chest. He fancied himself a musician and was still trying to rally people to his cause by singing, very badly, his new folk song. 
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