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For Ammah and Appah, who showed me from the start that everything is possible.


For Tim, who brings sensitivity, peace, and music into my life. I love you.


For Shermila and Shanthi. You mean the world to me.









If you fall into a dark well


Hunt for a handhold


If you slip back down, you’ll know where to reach next time


And all ways lead up and into the light
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The first time I removed a woman’s head, it took just under two minutes. The scalpel cleared the soft tissue in seconds, but separating the intervertebral disks with a chisel and hammer was more of a challenge. My brand-new job, euphemistically labeled director of the Donated Body Program at the University of California at Davis, had sounded cool at the outset, but somehow they’d failed to put in the job description that the only humans I’d be “directing” were deceased.


“I’m so sorry,” I whispered as I gently lifted the back of her head to tuck in sparse gray-brown locks of hair. Averting my gaze, I whipped off the blue paper towels I’d laid on her face and double-bagged her in a large labeled Ziplock bag on the cart beside me. Her eyes were shut, but I couldn’t shake my overwhelming guilt at this dastardly deed.


When I was a baby, a dumb fortune teller had sworn to my dad that I’d become a “real” doctor one day––a “doctor of doctors,” no less, not a mortician and embalmer. Maybe the fortune teller knew all along what I’d end up doing. He was probably cackling right now at my plight. Doctor of doctors indeed . . . more like Doctor Death.


Muttering a string of obscenities under my breath, I carried the bagged head to my upright morgue freezer and pulled open the vertical silver door latch. Through the misty haze, four neat shelf labels mocked me. Yesterday I’d snickered as I crafted the labels. Wouldn’t it be hilarious to begin a morgue tour by yanking open the freezer door to chant, “Head and shoulders, knees and toes, knees and toes . . .?”


At the moment I couldn’t even summon the vestige of a smile.


I hoisted the head up on the top shelf, swiveling it to face the back of the freezer, so I no longer had to face her accusatory countenance. I slammed the door shut and blew out a long, uneven breath before discarding the soiled, disposable lab coat and blue shoe covers. I then stripped off bloodstained gloves and headed back to my office.


One down, eleven to go.. . .


Like Charon, ferryman of Hades, I had to ship a dozen heads to UC Irvine in a few weeks. I imagined a car accident on the way to the Davis post office, with a bunch of human heads rolling out of my trunk. Sure wouldn’t be fun explaining to the cops that I was no Jeffrey Dahmer.


A week into the job, I absolutely felt like a psychopath, holed up in a closet-sized, windowless office in the basement with death all around me. The back door to my office led to a series of three rooms that housed all my morgue comrades––dismembered humans on gurneys in the anatomy room, embalmed bodies on shelves in the cavernous, brooding cadaver storage room beyond, and the recently deceased in one of my two morgue coolers, like the woman I’d just decapitated.


Body part removal bothered me the most. That, plus having to make the decision whether to embalm or dismember bodies for research. Doing the work solo had already given me sweaty nightmares of dead customers sitting upright to tell me off mid-procedure. Thankfully, they never actually talked back when I worked with them, but given my enforced solitude, there were times when I almost wished they would.


Back in my office, I slumped into my chair wondering how much longer I could handle this job. Twenty-four hundred bucks a month was a veritable fortune compared to my previous job as lab assistant, where I fashioned rat chow menus. I really wanted to quit but wasn’t sure I could throw away the extra three hundred dollars a month this gig promised. The evidence was incontrovertible: I had landed myself in a true dead-end job.


At age thirty-three, I was destitute, on welfare and food stamps––a single mother of two toddler girls focused on survival. How was it already 1994? I’d been living in the States for ten years and never imagined it would come to this. Many moons back, I’d held on to a much rosier future. Leaning back in the chair, I stared at the speckles on the ugly gray ceiling, closed my eyes, and exhaled.


It had all started with that darn prophecy the year I was born.


It was May 1961. A lone crow cawed, perched on the highest branch of a flamboyant tree, as Vel hurried to his taxi. He glanced back to wave goodbye to Ranee, whose lustrous ebony braids fell well past her shoulders. The pendant of her twenty-four-karat gold necklace glinted as she clutched me, her sleeping three-month-old. Vel choked up at the sight of the precious bundle, his first-born daughter.


I picture him examining the white holy ash marks on his forehead in the passenger side mirror and yet again running his hand over the sealed envelope in his inside pocket. Exhorting the driver to speed up along the country lane, he became airborne over large potholes, each landing rattling his bones.


Disembarking at the temple gates in Vaddukoddai, Sri Lanka, his heart galloped. Dozens of worshippers formed a slow-moving column that jammed the entrance. Some wore only colorful ankle-length sarongs, with white markings on their bare chests. Others were decked out in ivory embroidered silk tops with matching vertis falling loosely to their ankles. Dense green foliage draped the white temple walls, mixing with clusters of scarlet bougainvillea and white jasmine. Through wide-open ornately carved doors, the cool interior beckoned, a respite from the harsh sun, already showing its might. Dozens of neatly arranged dusty sandals lay to the side of the main entryway, and Vel shook his off.


Inside were two engraved silver cups on a brass tray, one holding white holy ash, the other a fragrant yellow sandalwood paste. Vel’s fingers trembled as he dipped them, sequentially, into the containers, adding white and yellow markings to his forehead. The attendant accepted his envelope and stowed it in a tall bronze urn brimming with more of the same.


In the main temple, Vel sat cross-legged on the floor behind several rows of worshippers and bowed his head in prayer. Muffled whispers, murmured prayers, and the sound of shuffling feet were the only sounds. The cloying scent of jasmine hung heavy in the air. When he looked up, an effigy of Lord Shiva stared down at him from his perch in a raised alcove. Vel dropped his eyes hurriedly.


After an interminable ten minutes, the attendant closed the doors, and a gong sounded. Floor space had run out. The last worshippers were propped against the rear wall. A hush of expectation fell over the crowd as even whispered conversations ceased.


The priest was on his annual visit from Northern India. A fortune teller of great repute, a reincarnation of Lord Shiva, creator of the universe, he had once made a prediction that a Jaffna couple’s only son would die of drowning. The panicked parents sold their house by the sea and moved inland. As legend has it, one year later the little boy’s ball fell into a tall rain barrel, and he tried to retrieve it. His stricken parents discovered him face down in the barrel, drowned. Reports of the fortune teller’s prowess spread like lightning.


All stood when the holy man emerged from the back of the temple and glided up the central aisle as if on a conveyor belt. Vel snuck a sideways glance. His long graying hair was fastened into a bun, and his naked chest was adorned with white markings and a thin gold chain. His ribs were prominent. A knee-length, saffron-colored silk verti completed his outfit. He stepped onto the dusty wooden platform.


The congregation repeated the priest’s softly uttered chants. After ten minutes of prayer, he gestured for them to be seated, summoning his attendant to fetch the urn containing envelopes. Placing both hands on the brim, he blessed the container. Beads of sweat clung to his forehead.


“Fellow believers, thank you for inviting me to your Jaffna Ayanur temple. Today I will pick ten envelopes and give you my predictions for your children. I will do this daily for the next seven days, so if your name is not called today, please try again. I pray for Lord Shiva to hold my hand during this process. Time is of the essence. Let us begin.” He put his hand into the urn and pulled out the first envelope.


“Velayuthampillai Mahadevan, come forward,” he announced. Vel stared, dumbfounded, with a roaring in his head. The holy priest was calling his name? First? What an honor! Disbelief rooted him in place.


“Velayuthampillai! Are you present?” The priest spoke louder now. He held up the card that Vel knew listed his daughter Lally’s name, her date of birth, and his and Ranee’s names. He raised a shaky right hand, then rose stiffly, hoping no one could tell that his knees were knocking together under his verti. The priest gestured for him to approach. Vel’s heart pounded like the thundering of a hundred stampeding elephants as he stood, head bowed, in front of the priest.


“Welcome, Velayuthampillai, welcome,” the priest offered in a soft, hissing voice, inclining his head.


Vel’s eyes met those of the priest. A warm glow enveloped his body as the temple and audience melted away. He was floating in the clouds now, his soul laid bare to a compassionate, piercing black stare. In recollecting this tale in exquisite detail for dozens of years to come, Vel would say that the roaring in his ears obscured any memories of what transpired after the priest’s words––words that became sealed into his heart.


“Take good care of her. Your daughter will become a doctor of doctors.”
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“Telex, Lally! Lally, there’s a telegram from your parents!” Gisela Opoku’s heavy German accent hailed me, muffled by the bedroom door. I leapt out of bed in my pajamas and raced to the door, reaching for the thin, creased strip of gray paper she held out with her elegantly manicured fingers. As I read and reread the short, heart-stopping typed sentences, it occurred to me that each word had likely cost my parents dearly.


“DON’T WAIT. PICK UP VISA AND COME TO CALIFORNIA NOW. FINISH UNIVERSITY HERE. LOVE AMMAH AND APPAH,” it announced in faded black capitals.


“Well, Lally, what do you think?” Gisela smiled. “No need to rush away, you know. We love having you in our house.” The warmth in her smile and concern in her eyes made me swallow. She walked up behind me and laid a warm hand on my shoulder. Her floral perfume soothed my frazzled nerves. I looked up at her over my shoulder. Sunlight lit up her halo of short golden-brown hair and the dainty freckles spattered on her cheeks. She was an angel. I covered her hand with mine for a moment.


“I don’t know, I don’t know what to do.” I reread the words on the telex.


“I understand, Lally, you don’t want to give up on med school.”


I shook my head, unable to speak, and blinked furiously.


“Lally, you are strong, strong girl. After the coup, you waited . . . let me see . . . almost two months for classes to start . . . two months.” She squeezed my shoulder gently. “Yes, it’s hard to not be with family, but you are tough girl, Lally. You start again in States, no? Your parents are telling you, come. It will be new road for you, no?”


I gave a slight nod, still not trusting my voice. She didn’t get it. Without the degree I’d stayed behind to complete, I couldn’t even apply to med school in America. They had a different system out there. I needed that degree. I’d be throwing three years away. An errant tear trickled down my cheek. I gripped the telex tightly.


“Give it some time. Think about it, okay? Let us know what you decide, Lally. Remember, if you want to wait longer, you have a home with us, right? Right? We promised your parents that we would take care of you till you left. We are here for you, okay? It’s no trouble.”


I nodded again, and the scrap of paper in my hand wavered. The pressure eased from my shoulder, and she walked out quietly, leaving a delicately scented void in her wake. The Opokus were like my second family, but they’d thought they would host me for a few weeks, not months. As far as I knew, my parents had made no financial arrangements for my extended stay here. The huge hibiscus flowers outside my window blurred into crimson splotches of blood. A huge ache of homesickness churned in my stomach for my own family, now over seven thousand miles away.


When the door clicked shut, I tossed the telex on my desk and let the tears flow freely. The dirty white cast on my left forearm clattered on the surface of the desk—the fractured middle finger extending obscenely—a reminder of my predicament. I’d been goofing off to get a laugh, fallen on the finger, and broken a bone. Now my friends’ artwork and signatures extended all the way from my left middle finger to my elbow. They often joked, “Put that gun away, Lally,” when I came toward them.


Last week, I’d had a close shave. I was walking back home, close to the deadline of an imposed military curfew, when the dark, stooped figure of a man approached a block away. He was across the street, but my pulse skittered when he crossed to my side for no reason I could fathom and continued to head toward me. I crossed the street, but he followed suit. Now he was about twenty feet away and still advancing. With the gloom of twilight closing in on him, I instinctively snatched up my gleaming white cast, postured it at chest level, and aimed it at the man. To my profound relief he ducked, turned around, and ran the way he’d come. I ran for my life, slammed the gates shut and latched them, then hunched over a rose bush, taking multiple deep breaths of air. Thank God for my “gun.”


When my family left Ghana for California with our dog, Rocky, in April 1983, I was halfway through medical school at the University of Science and Technology in Kumasi. The Opokus brushed off offers of financial remuneration from my parents and generously opened up their home for the few extra weeks it was supposed to take me to complete final exams for a bachelor of science in human biology.


I’d worked out what I thought was the perfect plan. With my undergraduate degree in hand, I’d join the family and apply to med school in California. I’d maybe have to wait a year or so for the application process to go forward because of the switch in countries and regulations, but I planned to use the delay to acculturate to living in America. Perhaps I’d look for a job while I waited.


Little did anyone know that fate had another plan up its sleeve. Mere weeks away from my finals, a deluge of cow dung descended from the heavens. On May 16, 1983, a military coup was imposed on the country, and the army commander, Jerry John Rawlings, announced the indefinite closure of all the country’s universities. The army then announced that students should form “task forces” to mobilize in agricultural areas where they could help farmers increase production. As a foreigner, I was exempt, but not my unfortunate Ghanaian medical student colleagues.


As each day of unrest and dusk-to-dawn curfews dragged by, I prayed that this military coup would be like all the others, with a quick return to normal in a few days. Summer was fast approaching with no indication that any universities would reopen. I feverishly read the daily morning papers, only to learn that the student dormitories had been evacuated. Despite all indications that this might lead to protracted unrest, I stubbornly refused to believe that the awful timing of the coup could suck away my dream of earning my first undergraduate degree. After a full two months, my optimism withered, and panic set in.


I glanced at that creased telegram, now burning a hole into the desk. If I actually took my parents’ advice and flew to California now, I’d have to repeat undergraduate training in America. What if the medical school reopened just after I left the country? On the other hand, if I stayed longer with the Opokus, I’d place a financial hardship on their generosity. They never let me feel anything but a part of their family, but as each day dragged by with no classes, I felt like a burden, imposing on the rhythm of their lives.


“I’ll go,” I whispered out loud. Doubts flooded back in as I reflected on twenty-two years in a country I was now poised to leave.


I was barely six months old when my parents moved to Ghana from Sri Lanka, shortly after they were married. My dad was a Hindu Tamil and my mother a Christian Tamil, but they’d decided to break the mold and step aside from a traditional parent-orchestrated arranged marriage, opting instead for a love marriage. They were engaged but separated in different continents for seven years while my dad studied architecture at Nottingham University in England. My mom worked as a grade school teacher and sent her entire salary to help with my dad’s expenses in England.


Tamils made up only 10 percent of the island’s population, so married life gradually became a struggle when the Sinhalese, free of British rule, appeared intent on obliterating any privileges afforded to Tamils by the British occupiers. By 1958, there’d been anti-Tamil pogroms and riots, where murders of Tamils were estimated in the hundreds. Tamils fled the country any way they could. My dad jumped at the option to work for the Public Works Department in Ghana, after his sister and brother-in-law had moved there and touted the relative safety and prosperity of the country. His architectural training was apparently highly sought after in Ghana, a country that had gained its independence from Britain in 1957, only four years before they landed there—the first African country to do so.


A prominent British flavor lingered when my parents arrived in Kumasi in 1961. The stores were packed with all manner of European delights—assortments of Smarties, Cadbury English biscuits, and giant Swiss Easter eggs packed with toys and miniature chocolates that delighted me as a child.


My parents set up our first home in Kumasi, the “garden city” in central Ghana. Even though they were firmly middle-class, expatriates were provided housing that “came with the job.” I spent my first ten years in a spacious colonial building with a private drive. Our home was set on about an acre of land with paved roads leading to the front and back of the home. We also had a paved badminton court by our back veranda. During holidays, my parents frequently invited friends over for dinner.


“Doctor of doctors!” my dad exclaimed one night, his voice warmed by his after-dinner Remy Martin cognac at one such Christmas party. “That’s what he said. He said, one day Lally will become a doctor of doctors.” His loud proclamation boomed out through the open glass door leading to the veranda. I sat perched on a chair with my two younger sisters and about a half dozen friends. A delicious cool breeze ruffled the leaves of the plants on the veranda. I’d heard my dad’s tale from the moment I understood the spoken word and could have repeated every word that would follow. In fact, if I shut my eyes, I could even smell the jasmine in the temple and visualize the sweat on the priest’s forehead.


I was ten years old and had been enjoying the balmy evening till I heard what my dad said. My sister Viji grimaced and shrugged at the misery on my face. My friends had heard my dad’s rambling story a hundred million times, and I wanted to vanish out of sheer embarrassment. My friend Sanju shot me a knowing wink from the far side of the veranda.


“Doctor of doctors,” he mouthed.


I stuck my tongue out at him, ran to the glass door, and shut it, but this only muffled my dad’s loud voice.


It had been such a wonderful evening. I’d stuffed myself silly on crispy meat patties, rice, my mom’s delicious Sri Lankan savory chicken curry that made our eyes water, dhal, and assorted vegetables like the grated carrot and the coconut sambal I loved. Then came dessert. My mom’s specialty was tapioca and raisin pudding, made with coconut milk, cashews, and flavored with cardamom, but I’d also grabbed a couple of syrupy gulab jamun balls that Mithu’s mother had made—my favorite. My belly was warm and full, and I’d been rolling around laughing as we went around the circle telling jokes, but during a lull in the conversation my dad had spoiled everything.


“Let’s play a word game,” I announced loudly to the other children. “I’ll get paper and pencils.” Anything to escape the knowing smirks.


Once inside the living room, I grabbed pencils and paper from the “Big Thing”—the armoire where we kept stationery. The room, packed with grown-ups sitting in a circle, reeked of alcohol and was hazy with cigarette smoke. The eyes of the grown-ups were fastened on my dad. I’d been told many times that a party was never a real party without my dad’s stories. He delivered them in such a charismatic fashion, especially after his tongue had been lubricated by brandy. Under our golden chandelier he sat, his golden brandy glass half full, bathed in the light, with a big smile on his face. His cigarette was brandished at a characteristic angle, pointing to the ceiling, and I saw a tiny cylinder of ash that hovered, about to drop on his black dress trousers. From the gleam in his eye, I could tell that he was excited to launch into the tale yet again. My mom sat next to him with an averted head and rolled eyes. Like me, she thought it was a little ridiculous to put so much weight on a prediction made so many years back by a Hindu priest.


Government workers like my dad were provided paid trips back to Sri Lanka every eighteen months, so we were regularly immersed in our Sri Lankan roots. As ethnic trouble escalated in Sri Lanka, large numbers of our relatives fled to Australia, England, and America. A few aunts, uncles, and cousins on my mom’s side remained in Jaffna, a Tamil stronghold in the north of the country.


There was often tension during summer visits to Sri Lanka. My cousin told us never to speak Tamil on the local buses. Apparently, our accents were so bad that other bus travelers might think we were Sinhalese. My poor cousin worried that this could enrage Tamils around us, and we might be attacked.


When I was eleven, we took a train ride from Colombo to Jaffna on a train packed with mostly Tamils. A young boy outside the train threw a rock at the train through my open window, and it hit my neck. I guess he was Sinhalese and had been taught to hate Tamils. I didn’t bleed, but it bruised my neck. For some perverse reason, I couldn’t bring myself to throw that rock away. It was a symbol of hatred. I carefully wrapped it up in aluminum foil and stored it with my treasured belongings.


Ghana had a bustling, supportive, you-can-do-anything-here atmosphere in the early sixties. As a young child, I felt very safe cycling or walking around our beautiful tree-lined neighborhood. In Sri Lanka, the hired help typically lived in the home, but in Ghana, foreigners like my parents had attached servants’ quarters. Servants’ jobs were highly sought after by Ghanaian villagers in outlying areas because they were relatively well paid. The “servant” typically became a close, trusted family member.


Our first hired helper, Assibi, lived with us for ten years. He played games and helped with meals and chores. He babysat when my parents left in the evenings and was the older brother I’d always wanted. It was a huge betrayal when my younger sister Viji, who could barely put words together, pointed out to our parents that she’d seen Assibi sneaking out of the house with stolen items. My dad walked to his quarters for the first time ever and discovered our prized Swiss alarm clock boldly housed on Assibi’s nightstand. In plain view were numerous other purloined items.


My mother called him into our living room to confront him. Assibi sidled in, dragging his feet, and he wouldn’t look up. She had the clock in one hand and a long finger pointing at him.


“Assibi,” she said, shaking her head, “how could you do this to us, how?” Her voice was all shaky, and I saw tears in her eyes.


“Madam, I . . . I . . .”


“We trusted you, Assibi, we treated you like another son. A son! We have never gone into your quarters till today. How could you do this, Assibi?”


“Madam, please, please!” To my horror he flung himself down on the floor in front of her, grabbed her ankle, and curled up as if she were his only anchor in the world. “Please, one chance. Please, madam, sorry, sorry. I won’t do it again.” His short black Afro curls had picked up a ball of dog hair dust from the floor. I wanted to run over and brush it off, but my legs wouldn’t work.


My mom backed off and tried to pull her ankle out of his grasp, but he wouldn’t let go.


“No, Assibi, no more chances.” She shook her head. “Maybe I would have given you a chance if you only took our food and our things.” She dashed away tears from the side of her face. “But what about Polly, Assibi? Polly?”


My ears perked up. Polly was our beloved African gray parrot. We’d had her for years. She talked nonstop and would perch on my shoulder, gently pecking at my earrings or nuzzling her head against my neck so I could ruffle her silky soft head feathers. A month back, we returned from a weekend visit, shocked to find her cage empty. Assibi told us she had flown off because the latch got loose.


“Polly?” He raised his head and let go of her ankle, sitting upright. To my disgust, I saw a glimmer of fear in his face mixed with a shuttered look I’d never seen before.


“Yes, Polly. Polly would never have flown away, Assibi. We know and you know that. When I let her out into the garden every evening she always came back. Always. I can’t prove it, Assibi, but I know . . .” she tapped her chest, “I know you took her.”


Assibi looked down and shook his head but didn’t say a word.


“What did you do to her, Assibi? Sell her? Kill her? My next-door neighbor said some Ghanaians sacrifice parrots so they can use their red tail feathers for . . . for black magic. Is that what you did, Assibi? Is that . . .?” She stumbled on the words, sobbing, and held a wall fixture for support. I wanted to hold her but was frozen on my chair like a statue. Our beloved, beautiful Polly. I’d had no idea he might have done something so awful to her. Tears slid silently down my cheeks.


Assibi vacated his quarters the next day. I cried all night for my beloved parrot—and my lost brother.


The neighbors in our quiet subdivision, all expatriates like us, formed our support community. At my international school, I befriended children from all over the globe. Like us, they’d been uprooted from their countries of origin to settle in Kumasi. They also returned to their mother countries in the summer, and we shared experiences. The alliance helped us bond, but unfortunately it also prevented true integration into the Ghanaian culture. Less than 5 percent of my elementary school classmates were Ghanaian.


Expatriates were always treated preferentially in Kumasi. In stores, hospitals, and other official gatherings, we were afforded more privileges. In addition, my mother was a teacher, and teachers were highly respected. Despite the cultural divide, I was immersed and cocooned in a warm cloak of Ghanaian hospitality. If our car broke down, it was never just our problem but a problem for anyone in the vicinity. Strangers raced up to provide help, no matter how busy they were. Someone would hail a taxi. Others would gather to push the car along and off the road. Ghana really showed me the true meaning of community.


Multiple military coups to overthrow various civilian and military governments had become a way of life. We’d had no less than four this past year since Jerry Rawlings, a lieutenant from the Ghana Air Force, had deposed President Limann at the end of 1981. For some reason, control of radio broadcasts was the first target of the army. Military marches blared out on all the radio stations for days on end. On my sixteenth birthday, a dusk-to-dawn curfew was in place, so we started the party early, and my friends crashed on couches or the floor till they could safely leave the next morning.


During my primary school years, much of the country’s prosperity was snatched away by a succession of greedy rulers, and the economy slumped into steady decline. My three younger siblings were all born in Kumasi. Viji was closest to me in age, Nimi was six years younger, and my brother Vimalan (Vim), the baby of the family, was a full ten years younger than I was.


By the time I turned seventeen, most of my friends and their families had left Kumasi. Basic food supplies like flour, butter, and sugar were gone from the store shelves. Life would have been even more intolerable for us were it not for the close-knit community we had built up. Much of the time during my high school years, our eggs came from neighbors who owned hens. If my mom had waited in line to get butter, often there’d be a simple exchange of butter for flour, or something else the friend or neighbor had in excess. It was a bartering system, and it drew our community together.


Faced with the ever-present instability, danger, empty shelves, and the lack of job opportunities for four growing children, my dad applied for immigration visas for the United States. The bulk of his family had successfully moved to California and blossomed, becoming engineers, doctors, and other highly trained professionals. For years, his family urged us to leave Ghana to move to “the land of opportunity.” My uncle Pathmarajah, a gastroenterologist in California, said he would act as the financial sponsor for our green card application. Apparently it could take five years to get green cards approved so we could join my dad’s sister and mother in California.


Given the severe deterioration in the country and widespread food shortages, my parents, now in their late forties, decided it was time to seek new horizons, even though this was a tough decision. My dad had designed many beautiful buildings in Kumasi, and he was hailed for his attempts to use natural materials when possible. My mom’s big heart earned her hundreds of friends, and she was highly respected as a teacher at Ridge School, my old elementary school. She also taught piano and music and was an accomplished badminton player. Leaving would mean starting up all over again for both of them, with virtually no cushion of savings.


Returning to Sri Lanka was out of the question because the Tamil-Sinhalese situation we’d left behind there had further deteriorated into the start of an all-out bloody civil war. The Tamil Tigers were fighting for a separate state in the north of the country, while Sinhalese government forces were trying hard to rout them from their hideout in dense jungles, heedless of the cost to civilians caught in the crossfire. My mom opened each blue aerogram from Sri Lanka with shaking fingers, fearful for the plight of our cousins, uncles, and aunts still living in Vaddukoddai, which was in the Jaffna area.


After a four-year wait, our American green cards were finally issued in January 1983. By that time, even basics like toilet paper and toothpaste were scarce. Matters escalated on January 17, 1983, when one million undocumented Ghanaian immigrants were expelled from Nigeria, putting a further strain on Ghana’s resources.


“We’ll be the last Sri Lankans to leave,” my dad proclaimed at breakfast, two weeks before the family prepared their move to California. “Do you know that when we first came here in the sixties, there were forty Sri Lankan families here?”


“Yes, Appah,” I groaned, and my sister Viji snickered at the expression on my face—this was something he’d repeated dozens of times. I watched the smile that played around his lips as he sipped his tea. He was so proud that we had stuck it out so long, while other close friends succumbed.


With green cards in hand, plans moved with lightning speed. They would all leave in March 1983. I would stay behind another two months with family friends to get my bachelor’s degree in human biology, which was awarded halfway through medical school. I’d then fly out to America and apply to medical school out there, since I’d already have an undergraduate degree.


“I wish I was going with you guys,” I grumbled at breakfast, a week before they left. I was stretched out under the stairs with my face lodged in our German shepherd’s soft neck. He sighed and stretched out, as if he wished I were too. Half-open suitcases cluttered the usually pristine space under the stairway.


“You’ll be there with us soon, Lally.” My mom inclined her head at me, her slice of marmalade-laden toast in the air. “Two months will go by so fast, girl. By the time you join us, you’ll be our first child with a degree.”


On March 6, 1983, the family packed two decades of Kumasi into ten suitcases. A deep emptiness weighted my chest like an iron blanket when our servant solemnly wheeled the bags outside. Two cars had their engines running, ready to transport the five of them and the dog to the airport. I dragged my feet as I followed, well aware that I would miss their reaction as they embarked upon the biggest adventure to date—the move to America.


Rocky had his snout out of the car, and I stroked him goodbye gently, not trusting myself to look at or speak to my siblings or parents. He put his head to one side, as if puzzled that I wasn’t going. I leaned forward to inhale his delicious doggy smell one last time. Tears poured down my cheeks as they shouted out final goodbyes, and the desolation and abandonment fully hit. My mother looked away down the drive, and I knew from the angle of her head that she was crying. Then gravel crunched under the car wheels as they vanished from sight. My chest was so tight with sadness that I felt I’d been stabbed.


“Sixty days,” I whispered as I drove my dad’s red Ford to the Opokus’ house. “I’ll be with you guys in about sixty days. Soon . . . very soon,” I said aloud to nobody.


Back in my room at the Opokus’ house, I placed the telex from my parents in my diary and headed to the living room to inform Gisela that I had decided to take my parents’ advice and leave Kumasi for California. A week later, I packed my meager belongings into a small gray hard-shell Samsonite suitcase, invigorated that I was actually doing something for a change, instead of sitting around waiting for the country to come to its senses. At the same time, I wondered if it was a terrible mistake to jump ship. Maybe I should have waited a few weeks longer for the medical school to reopen.


Bidding a tearful farewell to the Opokus, with bone-crushing hugs all around, I made the four-hour trip to Accra with Reverend Mills, a pastor and family friend. He told me I could stay there with his family until I picked up my green card from the American Embassy in Accra and flew to California at the end of the week.


I cried the entire drive from Kumasi. Hot, silent tears squeezed out through clenched eyelids and drenched my T-shirt, as the blurry, dense green foliage and red laterite soil whizzed past for the last time on the long, bumpy drive. Reverend Mills gave me space to grieve without filling the space with needless chatter. Multiple images cascaded through my head. All the friends who’d departed to other countries, the overflowing warmth of the Ghanaian people, my schools, my wonderful family life despite many hardships. I also reflected on the uncertainty I would face in a strange country where I’d have to start undergraduate studies all over again, because I’d been stymied from getting my degree. Thankfully, the family had already blazed the path to California, which would undoubtedly cushion my landing.


I tried to think of bad experiences to stem the tears. I remembered the overpowering, headache-inducing, scorching heat and my three bouts with malaria. However, each time I shut my eyes, I saw instead a sea of warm, smiling Ghanaian faces filled with that overwhelming sense of can-do I’d grown to love. Rather than the terrifying chills and drenching sweats of malaria, I thought about the doctor’s home visit and his smile when he assured my parents that my fevers would subside. I saw the proud smile on my math teacher’s face after my perfect test result, our wacky badminton gang of teenagers, hilarious games nights with my friends, and our wild adventures on safari in northern Ghana.


Gone. All gone.


With my friends now scattered to the far corners of the globe, this was a true end to childhood. It was devastating to admit that I could never bring those days back. The daily diary entries I’d kept since I was fifteen were now the only chronicles of my life in this country. The prevailing culture of warmth, community, and regard for others would always be a part of my own character. My tears escalated to racking sobs. Reverend Mills shot me a quick sideways glance. The car hit a huge pothole, rendering my body briefly airborne, and my head bumped into the roof of the car.


“Sorry,” he exclaimed. A trickle of sweat slipped down from his graying hair into his beard.


The jolt knocked me out of my self-absorption. Here I was, wallowing in my own misfortunes but lucky to have an escape route—the privilege of starting life over in America in less than one week. From all my siblings’ letters, Davis, California, was a great place to live. My poor classmates, on the other hand, didn’t have the luxury of jumping into an airplane to seek new horizons. Some had to do farm work in outlying areas and deal with the whimsical fantasies of the military while they prayed for classes to resume.


With my green card in hand, I’d leave behind all the disappointment, uncertainty, and stress. This would be an exciting chapter, a new start. Life couldn’t possibly get any worse.
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From the Millses’ house in Accra, I made an appointment to pick up my green card from the American Embassy and confirmed my flights to California. They had a beautiful African gray parrot, so much like our lost Polly that tears pricked my eyes. I taught her to whistle the theme song from Bridge on the River Kwai. Two days later, Reverend Mills dropped me outside the American Embassy gates.


“It’s just a formality, but the waiting around can take several hours. Stand by that tree over there when you’re done,” he said, and pointed to a shady tree just outside the entrance. “I’ll be back around noon, okay?”


I nodded and smoothed out the creases in the best dress I owned—navy blue with tiny silver pinstripes—squared my shoulders, and headed to the entrance of the well-maintained white three-story building. The grounds held a sparse accumulation of green shrubs and palm trees, but the armed American guards and security fencing made my throat tighten. The huge American flag outside waved lazily in the breeze. The biggest gateway in the world and my final stop as I prepared to abandon Ghana in four short days.


My heart beat like a metronome set to presto. Although this was an uncomplicated visit, I pictured myself in the final act of A Tale of Two Cities, walking to the guillotine. Once inside, with the harsh sunlight shut behind me, the first thing I noticed was the clockwork precision. The marines walked stiffly, like robots. They had buzz cuts and crisp uniforms, flat lines for mouths, and expressionless eyes that either bored into the back of my head or avoided my gaze completely. I sat with the sinking feeling I have when a cop is in my rearview mirror. I’m doing something wrong. If not, I will do so eventually.


After twenty minutes in line, I made it to the check-in window. The attendant stared suspiciously at my driver’s license.


“Reason for your visit today?”


“Er . . . I’m here to pick up my green card. I’m flying out to California Friday.”


“Please take a seat and someone will call you,” he said in a mechanical voice that probably repeated those same words all day long. I wondered if he needed to be wound up. Perched on the edge of a seat, I waited two hours. It was disturbing to see desperate families dressed in their Sunday best, clutching squalling babies, all grasping at a chance for a new life across the Atlantic. Thankfully, my green card had been issued already. I was here just to pick it up.


The cold silences, hushed conversations, clicking heels of interviewees as they made their way to interview rooms, and the parade of uniformed marines with polished boots ratcheted up my anxiety. Each time a door opened, scores of eyes looked up in anticipation, then were lowered—mine included. I watched the faces of the returning interviewees, trying to predict how it had gone. A few tight smiles emerged. Most appeared tense. A distraught Indian woman in a sari came out blinded with tears, and she almost stepped on me. Her husband placed an arm around her as she sobbed. Another rejection. My bladder was near max capacity, but I was afraid they’d relegate me to the bottom of the list if I took off. Couldn’t chance it, so I decided to hold on.


A uniformed marine finally approached and told me to follow him. He opened a door to a small blindingly white room outfitted with a table and two chairs. Gesturing toward a chair, he told me someone would be there soon and left. No swinging light bulb, but I idly wondered if people were tortured in there. A surveillance video camera mounted on a corner of the ceiling intimidated me at first, but as time wore on, I had to clamp down on the strong urge to make a wacky face, to see if it angered an official enough that someone might come in running.


I needed to pee badly.


Another fifteen minutes dragged on before a very serious-faced man in full uniform walked in. He had graying hair at the temples that matched his gray uniform, but most notable was that he lacked a smile. Without greeting me, he sat across the table from me and laid down a manila file. I saw my full name typed in large black letters. He opened it, cleared his throat, then sat back facing me, drumming his fingers on the table. I stared back at his blue-gray eyes.


My gut told me something was way wrong, and this sent shivers down the back of my neck. I couldn’t imagine how there could be a problem. We’d all been issued green cards just a few months back, and my parents and siblings were settled in California. Today, I’d simply come to pick up my green card before I joined them there.


“Is something wrong?” My voice quavered and I tried to inject confidence, but it came out tremulous and feeble. “I’ve been waiting almost three hours.” To my utter disgust, a tear slid down one side of my face. I angrily brushed it away.


He looked at me as if he was trying to compose a response, then he cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “We’ve got a problem, ma’am. I’m sorry.”


“A problem,” I repeated tonelessly. I opened and shut my mouth like a goldfish. My heart fell into my shoe. I remained silent, feeling a vice clamping down on my stomach. “What kind of a problem?”


“We can’t issue your green card today. I’m sorry.” He blinked several times but maintained eye contact.


“You can’t give me the . . . what? There’s a delay? I’m flying to California Friday! What are you talking about?” I was utterly terrified at the finality in his voice.


“When your father applied for a green card for the family, ma’am, I’m afraid we . . . we gave you the wrong green card. I’m sorry.”


“What?” The fear began to coalesce.


“We gave you a card for a dependent. Since you’re twenty-two now, you’ll need an adult green card. You were a minor when your dad applied. That was four years back, ma’am.”


I opened and shut my mouth. Words failed me.


“I’m sorry, ma’am . . . we’re very sorry this happened, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”


If he said he was sorry once more, I’d throw up. I wondered what would happen if I barfed all over his shiny medals. My brain hummed with clashing and confused thoughts that spun like goldfish on meth.


“You’re telling me that when the family left, you had a valid green card for me, but you gave me the wrong card?” I repeated stupidly. Clashing, discordant cymbals replaced the goldfish.


“Yes, ma’am. That’s correct. You have the wrong green card. We made a mistake when we told your father you could pick it up. I’m sorry.” He opened the file. “Your parents have to apply for a new green card—for you as an adult.” There was dead silence while I tried to make sense of what he was saying. He flipped pages, making a sharp rustling sound, probably to avoid my eyes. The clock mocked me, ticking relentlessly. Murmured voices sounded from the nearby rooms.


“But . . . if you made the mistake, please, please, can you fix this? This was your mistake. They’re all in California. I can’t believe this is happening. I’m flying out Friday. I don’t have anywhere to stay in Ghana any longer. They shut down my med school.” Tears poured down my face, and his face wavered in and out of focus. I felt a huge weight settling on my shoulders, and inside was a hollow, cold feeling of dread. I was a cornered rat, and this was too much to process. Surely I would wake up soon.


“I’m sorry, ma’am, there’s nothing we can do about it.” He closed my folder, indicating the discussion was over. I didn’t budge. He reached into a cupboard in the desk and handed me a box of tissues. I grabbed several and blew my nose loudly. He simply stared at me with those penetrating eyes.


“How long will it take to get another green card?” I finally got out tonelessly. My hands shook, and I placed them under the table, trapping them under my thighs. My bladder was bursting. I couldn’t look at his eyes, so I focused on his chin.


“Can’t say, one or two years—if you’re lucky.”


“What?” I couldn’t for the life of me digest this. “What did you say?”


“One or two years, ma’am. It depends on how many people apply each year and how many are accepted. We have quotas, you know, for each country.”


“Up to two years?” I whispered brokenly. To a twenty-two-year-old, it was a lifetime. “I can stay in California while I’m waiting, right? I’m flying Friday. I’ve nowhere to stay here. My university is closed. Friends put me up in Accra for a few days . . .” I stammered incoherently till my voice petered out.


“I’m sorry, ma’am. The rules are very strict. You’re not allowed to visit while your green card is being processed.” Through my tears I watched him squeeze his eyes together with his fingers.


“Let me get this straight,” I said, with all the confidence I could muster, trying to steady my quavering voice, “you gave me the wrong green card—and now you’re telling me I can’t see my family? For up to two years?” My brain shut down completely, and all I could hear were all the instruments in an orchestra blaring out a single high-pitched note. I clutched my knees, desperately seeking a solution.


Oh, dear God, where am I going to wait for two years?


“That’s our best approximation. It may take less time. Tell your parents to start up a new application as soon as possible.”


“But I have nowhere to stay here in Ghana, no money, no nothing,” I repeated helplessly, stupidly. His face swam in and out of focus.


“How about Sri Lanka—can you wait it out there? Family members there, maybe?” he asked gently.


“Sri Lanka?” I said incredulously. An image inserted itself into my mind of the gallant lion on the Sri Lankan flag soaked in the blood of all the Tamils who were being slaughtered. “No way. There’s a civil war going on. It’s not safe to travel. They’re massacring Tamils—I’m Tamil. It won’t work.” I took a deep, shaky breath. My fear ratcheted up another step.


“Any other friends you could stay with? Perhaps you have friends in another country?”


I thought furiously, picking up and discarding fragmentary ideas. I had already overstayed my time with my Kumasi friends and couldn’t bring myself to burden them again. When John and Judy Clayden hosted me in Scotland when I was eighteen, they’d said I was welcome to visit again—but for up to two years? What a huge imposition! I didn’t know if I could ask. There was Uncle Nava, a close family friend in North Wales. It would be a tight squeeze. He had a wife, two kids, and a nephew in their tiny house.


“I have friends in Scotland, but I don’t know.. . .” My voice petered out.


“Good, good.” He sounded relieved and embarrassed all at once and busied himself by straightening the paperwork. My stomach lurched as my precious forms disappeared into the envelope. “I’m glad you have at least one option, ma’am. The airlines should help you to switch your California ticket to one for England. I’m really sorry about all this, ma’am.”


At least he wasn’t a robotic bureaucrat. Sounded like he had a heart. But . . .


He walked me to the door. I barely made it to the bathroom in time. When I stumbled out of the embassy into the bright, blinding sunlight, it was as if a giant spatula had scooped out the remnants of my brain, leaving me with a jarring hole in my head.


I stood in the shade of a tree outside the gate to wait for Reverend Mills. Endless minutes stretched out. My sobs were now dry heaves because my tear ducts had run dry. I missed my family with a visceral, wrenching, stabbing pain in my chest, yearning for the hustle-bustle and all the laughs. I wanted my parents’ arms around me and their reassurance that everything would be okay. Even if I found a place to stay, it would never be home.


I had no job, no money, no school, no family, no home, and now no country to call my own. Like a plastic ball repeatedly swatted into the air, I faced a sea of people who rejected me. A headache raged, clouding my vision. The intense noon heat made it worse. I dimly registered traffic whizzing by. People were living their lives, doing normal predictable things while I lived this nightmare. I could barely swallow. Sweat dripped down my back, the heat so intense it suffocated me like a thick blanket. Dizzy, I rested my back against the tree. A high-pitched siren sounded inside my head.


A blaring honking from down the road distracted me. A bus whizzed down the main road, headed my way. A crazy thought took hold for a second. A horrible, random thought. A thought I’d never entertained before. It consumed me, like a flashing, enticing neon light that intensified as the bus approached.


If I just took two steps into the road, that bus would hit me. It was going fast. All my problems would go away forever. No more pain, no hurt, no thinking. It would be quick. I moved from the support of the tree in a trance and took a half step toward the ragged edge of the road. There was a large pothole a few feet away. Heck, I was in a pothole. A huge, gaping pothole. I couldn’t for the life of me look away.


The family will be fine. They’ll be fine. They’ll miss me, but they’ll get over it. Can’t handle this.


Nothing’s real anymore. Imagine the peace if I let go?


The bus continued to hurtle toward me. Now it was so close that I noticed it was packed. I focused on the driver’s patterned, circular cloth hat, unable to look away.


Just a couple of steps. Do it and be done with it.


I closed my eyes to shut out the roaring exhortation. Suddenly, the cacophony went silent. The bus whizzed by in a blur. I was close enough to feel the suction of the air as it passed me. The crazy thoughts vanished, just as the bus had done. I opened my eyes and took deep, gulping breaths of redemption as I watched the bus retreat. Sunshine scorched my face, but this time I welcomed its unrelenting assault.
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After the disastrous embassy meeting, time froze at the Millses’ home. I rushed for the sanctity of my bedroom and shut the door behind me, then traipsed around like a wraith to diminish the roar still echoing in my head. Ten minutes later, I went downstairs and asked to place a call.


It was seven in the morning California time, but my mother picked up after the first ring. After I explained my predicament, there was a long silence. I felt the shock of my mom’s disbelief as she handed me off to my dad.


“Not to worry, it’s just paperwork,” my dad said, finally. “It’s their mistake, not ours, Lally. They said it could take a year to get here? Rubbish—”


“Two years, Appah, they said up to two—”


“Nonsense. We’ll fix it up soon, don’t worry, Lally, don’t worry.” I heard the quaver at the end of his sentence. I wondered if he actually had a plan or was simply blustering so I’d feel better.


My mom’s high-pitched voice broke into the conversation. She spoke haltingly instead of her usual hundred miles an hour. I could tell that she was crying. “Don’t worry, girl, you’ll be here soon. We’ll call the immigration office tomorrow. They’ll get you out here in no time at all. You’ll just have to be patient, girl. A few weeks, maybe a month at the most. Don’t worry.”


Rocky barked excitedly in the background. I imagined his beautiful, wise German shepherd face, with his head tilted to one side. He’d probably picked up on the tension. I wanted to hug Rocky tight around his huge neck, push my face into his warm doggy smell, and have him lick my face to assure me that everything was going to turn out just fine. I wanted to sit around the dining table with all of them in a tight haven of togetherness, to withdraw from the storm of nastiness howling around. I couldn’t bring myself to say anything, and the long-distance static extended uncomfortably. I didn’t know how much this international call was running and had no money to settle it anyway.


“Lally? Lally? Are you there?” The quaver in my mom’s voice told me she was still in shock.


“I’m here.”


“So you’ll wait in Accra with the Millses?” she asked anxiously.


“Oh no, I can’t. They have a full house, Ammah.” I looked around the living room to make sure no one could hear me and dropped my voice. “I’d never dream of imposing anyway. I’m sharing Judith’s bedroom. I think I’ll ask the Claydens—see if they’ll keep me for a bit.”


“John and Judy? They’re so nice. Wasn’t it last summer that you stayed with them in Scotland?”


“Two years ago, Ammah. Yes, they paid for all my expenses. Before all the rubbish at the embassy today, they arranged to meet me during my layover at Schiphol airport next weekend. Can you believe that? They were going to drive to Amsterdam from Glasgow just to see me. I told them no, that was crazy, but John insisted. He said they’d turn it into a mini holiday. I’ll have to tell them about the change of plan.”


“Um.. . .” She cleared her throat and sounded uncomfortable. “About the money situation, Lally . . . unfortunately we don’t have extra money for your expenses . . . not yet. You see, I’m working part-time at the tomato cannery and substitute teaching. Appah still hasn’t found a job.” I imagined her rubbing her nose in embarrassment. “If it won’t work for you to be with the Claydens, don’t worry. There are other friends you can stay with, so don’t worry, girl. There’s Uncle Nava in North Wales. Something will work out, so don’t worry.”


The more she told me not to worry, the more anxious I became. My next call was to the Claydens. My heart hammered when Judy picked up. I quickly explained the situation and asked if I could stay with them for a little while. Despite zero preparation, Judy sounded really enthusiastic. She handed the phone to John.


“Good heavens, that’s a fine pickle you’ve got yourself into, Lally.” John gave a short, humorless laugh. “There you go, that’s American incompetence for you. You’d think they’d fix it up quickly because it was their fault. Hah!” he snorted. I imagined him running a hand through his jet-black hair. “And you thought Ghanaian bureaucracy was bad. Listen, Lally, don’t worry about a thing. Once you change your flights, just call us with your flight details. We’ll pick you up from Heathrow, and you’re welcome to stay with us as long as it takes. We’ll cover your expenses. Yes, really. We’d love to see you. It’s no problem at all. And now we don’t have to drive all the way to Amsterdam to see her, do we, Judy?” He chuckled. “Hold on, Lally, here’s Judy again.”


“Lally,” Judy said breathlessly, “this is actually great timing for us. Right now we’re packing up our home in Glasgow. John’s just been offered a senior lecturer job at Swansea University. We’ve bought an old inn in a little town called Parkmill in South Wales.”


“South Wales?” My heart pounded. I’d never been to South Wales.


“Yes, the Gower Peninsula is really spectacular. You’re going to love it.”


I wanted to cry with relief. “I really hate to impose on you when you’re moving. Are you sure it’s not a problem? There are other family friends I can ask.”


“It’s no problem, Lally. The inn has lots of spare rooms. Hold on, Lally, John has a question.”


“Lally, when were you hoping to head out?” I imagined John indenting his chin with his index finger, his eyes scrunched up in thought.


“This Friday. Is that too soon?”


“Not at all. It’s perfect. We’ll be all packed up by then. Just call us with your travel details when they’re finalized. We’ll see you soon.” His voice was tinged with excitement.


Excitement, not exasperation.


I shivered with excitement, then placed the phone on its cradle. The Claydens! They’d given me a dream holiday in Scotland two summers back. My med school wanted all first-year students to gain experience working as a nurse, so the Claydens arranged for me to volunteer at Stobhill Hospital in Glasgow. After that, we’d taken ferries to remote destinations in the Inner and Outer Hebrides and camped in places of indescribable beauty. I’d practiced my Scottish dancing skills at a ceilidh. We’d driven past countless peacock-blue lochs nestled in the beautiful rosebay willow herb–encrusted mountains. We’d even driven to Loch Ness. Once, we’d taken the ferry to Galway in Ireland. Another time we drove into Belfast when there was still a risk that the IRA might set off bombs. Thrilling times.


For months I’d felt like unwanted baggage—a burden to so many different people. Yet, John and Judy were telling me they wanted to see me again. They hadn’t balked at making the six-hour trip from Glasgow to Heathrow to pick me up. My incomparable friends had come through just when I was in dire need of support.


Four days later, I was on a seven-hour British Airways flight to London. As the wheels left Ghana soil, the liftoff reminded me of the childhood I’d left behind. Tears rolled down my cheeks as I wondered if I’d ever come back. Not wanting to miss a second of the rolling browns and greens rapidly switching to blue ocean, I pressed my face against the window, making out the curved margin of the West Coast of Africa as we headed over the Atlantic. Finally there was turbulence, and then cotton-ball clouds obscured my view of Ghana completely.


It was probably my imagination, but when there was a break in the clouds, I thought I glimpsed land that could be America. While it was sad to leave Ghana, I couldn’t hide a little stir of excitement at the mysterious, beckoning United States. I prayed that my parents were right and they’d fix up my green card soon.


In America there’d probably be huge roads and cars everywhere, and loud, brash people like the tourists who came to Ghana. They’d have rules for everything, and NO TRESPASSING signs dotting the landscape. It wasn’t England, where you could just climb over gates on walks. In fact, from what I’d learned, I’d probably get shot, because most of the land belonged to people, not the government. I’d also heard they had more guns than people but figured someone just made that up.


From the recent call with my parents, it saddened me that my dad hadn’t found a job as an architect yet and that my creative mother, who’d taught all her life, was now checking tomatoes in a cannery to make ends meet. It didn’t help that they’d switched continents when they were both over fifty. I was dying to hear how my three younger siblings were doing. Davis, California, was a hundred light-years away, separated from me by this blooming, endless ocean. Given this huge setback, all thoughts of becoming a doctor were a lost dream now. So much for the fortune teller’s prophecy. To think I’d actually begun to believe that tale when I made it into med school in Kumasi.
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