ROSEMARY
THE BEGINNING OF THE END
If anyone asks when I first saw her, I would have no answer. The sun was not particularly hot, nor was the sky that brilliant blue poets like to wax on about. There was no jarring encounter to imprint her on my brain. Yet I found myself looking out for her every day, both in the morning and coming back home.
The mornings I spotted her in the throng trying to catch the ferry were my favourites. Her face set in that determined scowl, her body coiled tight to fit into whatever space there was, and to protect her from all the jostling around her; I would smile, certain it was going to be a good day. And I was never wrong. 
Sometimes fate smiled on me twice in a day; I would see her strolling at sunset. Gone was the scowl and the tension in her body. She seemed to glide as she took each step, even when her arms were laden with foodstuffs. The remarkable difference always put an even bigger smile on my face. If you asked my houseboy and cook, they would tell you that I found little to bark at those evenings. But what do those 2 know anyway, aside dreaming up new ways to frustrate me?

THE BEST OF TIMES
I never dreamt of joining the United Nations. As a teenager, my future plans included dancing, playing football and finally being able to put my hands under Hadiza’s shirt. 
We had both seen Ataa Ayi’s hands roam under Deede’s shirt a few times. If their combined excited moans were anything to go by, there were pleasures untold underneath that shirt. Often, they would then disappear under Deede’s mother’s old blanket and their moans would get louder. I too wanted to be as happy as Ataa Ayi seemed to be whenever he left Deede’s room. He would not even yell at me when he tripped over my football cleats, left in the middle of the compound, like he often did. But Hadiza was adamant that we had to be older or else she would have something called a miscarriage and bleed to death, or so her mother said. I loved her too much and so I waited, hoped and prayed.
But I digress.
I did not have lofty dreams. My neighbourhood was not one to produce the cognoscenti. Indeed, the only person who had employment outside the neighbourhood was my mother’s uncle, Nii Odai, who was a senior clerk at the Ministry of Fisheries. He was the only person I knew who owned a suit, and a pair of brogues he polished with zeal and vigor every Sunday night. I certainly did not aspire to be like him. He often seemed weary of the world, and never beamed like Ataa Ayi. To be fair Ataa Ayi’s unshakeable joy was only after he spent time with Deede. But nothing seemed to bring Nii Odai joy. Me, I only wanted to be happy. In my dreams I had a little house next to mother’s, and the orbs underneath Hadiza’s shirt would keep a smile on my face. Simple life, easy life.
THE WORST OF TIMES
My mother died. A simply terrible sentence that changed my life forever. No one had told me that young people died too. I knew old people did, because I had won more than one dancing competition at their funerals. Like many others, I would simply show up because that meant that I would not only have a full meal, but also a take-away pack for my mum. When I won dancing competitions, I would even have enough for Hadiza and her sister. But my mother died. 
No one told me that she had been diagnosed of breast cancer. No one had asked me when they decided to have the prophet who lived on the next street pray for her, instead of the surgery and chemotherapy the doctor had recommended. If they had asked me, I would have told them that I was the one who broke his nose that time, and he certainly did not fall under the power of the Holy Ghost. I would have told them that he had grabbed Hadiza by her shirt like he had many other girls, and I certainly was not going to let him get away with sullying what I was growing up for. No one told me that I would feel pain so deep my chest hurt to touch. No one taught me how to live without her.
I never knew my father. The sorry excuse for a man had denied responsibility when I was conceived, and went to sea soon afterwards. My mother, my heartbeat, who was an orphan, had been thrown out by her adopted family. Nii Odai had helped her find a small house in La, and she built a life with me. I was all she had. She was all I had. 
I have no recollection of burying her. But there is a grave with a gorgeous marble headstone. And there are photos of me wearing black, speaking in church, holding a shovelful of dirt, and even dancing in tears at the gbonyo party. I had danced at many gbonyo parties but had never cried. I look at the photos and wonder who that was.
What I do remember is the conversation I had with Nii Odai a month after she was laid to rest. He was curt. He could not afford to send me to the university. Sure, I had passed the entrance examination, which I had sat early for. Yes, he agreed it was not a mean feat, because he himself had not done so. However, he simply had too many mouths to feed. He said I needed to find a job to take care of myself. Mercifully, the house was paid for, and he could afford a meagre stipend. If wanted more, I would have to earn it somehow. My aspirations had to change.


THE DARKNESSS AND THE LIGHT
There were many stints: I was a cobbler; I was a lesson teacher; I was a refuse collector; I was a masseur (now that was glorious, I cannot lie); I was a trader. For 3 years I did whatever I could to keep myself alive and sane. Sometimes I would work 3 jobs in a day. Being busy also meant that I was not mourning my loss. The chasm was there, but I could ignore it. Just keep going.
Hadiza left me. I cannot blame her because I was no longer the boy she loved. I could not have been even if I tried. There was no time to grieve that loss either. Just keep going.
Then I met Edward, a retired officer, and grandfather of one of the children I tutored. he sat in the lesson and asked if I had attended the Abetifi teacher’s training college. I did not even know that it existed. He asked why I did not pursue higher education after secondary school and I told him. He paused, and asked me to come back the next day. I was irritated, but showed up anyway. 
Edward turned my benefactor. He enrolled me in the University of Ghana, and paid every expense. When I was shortlisted for a Masters programme in the same university, again he took care of it. I was often confused by his interest in me and his generosity; genuinely confused but eternally grateful. When he heard of a vacancy in the United Nations as a P1 level officer, he oversaw my application, and wrote the most glowing recommendation. When we received my offer letter, we both wept. 

THE NOTHING BETWEEN
I had moved out of my mother’s house and rented it to Ataa Ayi, once I gained admission into the university. No one had seemed particularly sad to see me go; it seemed that all my friendships had fizzled out whilst I hustled. There was no ceremony, there was no fuss. Only a “see you later” here, and a “God be with you” there. I felt nothing. And thus, my life of solitude began.
My first appointment meant was in the Democratic Republic of Congo. It did not matter to me that there were cliques that were not eager to welcome me. And it made no difference to me that there seemed to be a plethora of locals who sought to get a foot in through me. I remained closed off to everyone. What was the point? All I had was me. I was the Iceman; always cool. Nothing fazed me and nothing hurt me. 
My stint in Kinshasa lasted 15 months. And then Freetown happened.


THE BEGINNING ENDS
If you ask me when I first saw her, I would draw a blank. Somehow, she imprinted herself on my mind and heart. I did not know her name.  I did not know her voice.
But if you had asked me about her smile, I would have told you how it crinkled her nose when she haggled with the lady with the fair lady who sold the cassava leaves close to the footbridge. If you had asked me about her legs, I would have described how the sunshine through the few trees painted a different mosaic on them every evening I saw her. 
I cannot say when she did, nor even tell you how she did it. She became a part of me.
Ask me about the first time I spoke to her. Go on.
It was at the 3rd of June and at 1854 GMT. My driver was playing Bob Marley’s Zimbabwe to placate me. I already told you already that he dreamt up new ways to frustrate me. And so, he played one of my favourites and tried in vain to draw me into conversation. I was even more mad because I knew I would not see her.
Perhaps he prayed for the encounter because he wanted my anger to lift. I certainly did! I wished and hoped that by some means she too would be going home late. But it started to rain. And I now prayed that she was home safe, wherever home was.
But there she was! A lone figure running in the torrential downpour. Her clothes clinging to her body and revealing highs and dips that I had clearly missed all this time. 
“Stop!”, I screamed. 
My driver did but she did not. And so, I jumped out and yelled even louder. This time she stopped. I offered a ride. She got in. she thanked me. I only nodded. Someone had ripped out my tongue.
For weeks thoughts of her had filled my head. Here she was next to me and I could not speak. No be juju be that? 
And so that dastardly man asked her for directions to her home. She thanked us profusely and said goodbye. Then I saw her son.
He had been waiting for her. The worry on his face turned to the most joyous grin when he saw his mother. She asked him to thank us. 
Suddenly I could speak again. 



THE BEGINNING ENDS
[bookmark: _GoBack]I stayed for dinner. I know that crazy driver must have been there too but who knows and who cares?
After weeks I learnt so much. They were the only survivors of their family from the war. They were not certain if everyone had indeed died or had just scattered. But she was all he had. He was all she had. 
And so, our story began. 
Before her I had had no life outside work. Suddenly, I too sought permission to go out. Whenever I could I would spend time with them. My heart threatened to explode with joy whenever she was elated by my tiny gesture: providing fuel for her tiny generator; bringing that brand of milk only UN workers could get their hands on; teaching her son how to drive. Little things, but they brought her so much joy, and brought me even greater joy. I had something else to live for. 
The first time we tangoed with no pants is etched in my memory forever. Uncharacteristically, we were all alone. Whether by accident or design, I am unsure, but I’m definitely grateful. We had had a meal. My lady decided to shower because she was hot and sticky from cooking. And she proceeded to do so in my full view outside the window. I can still see every fluid motion: rubbing her body with leaves, rinsing soap suds off, lifting her legs to shave, sitting on the window sill. With every move she slew me dead! And when she came in and took my hand, I was a goner.
Our first public date was unforgettable. The Force Commander turned 60 and threw a gala. I had been put in charge of the drinks so she had to meet me there. Maybe I imagined it, but there was a hush as she entered. There were many others walking in but all eyes were on her. She wore an electric blue dress that paid homage to her. Men watched in awe and women sought to capture her essence, as she made her way to the one whom she sought: Me. 
We wed. it was a simple ceremony on the ferry I had seen her on many times before. The Force Commander officiated. 
By fate or by chance we received closing orders of the mission soon after. After the long, dreary task of shutting down operations, all staff were granted 3 months leave.
The lone wolf returned to Ghana with a wife and a nearly full-grown son. We dropped our bags and son at the flat I had not seen in over a year. I had one singular mission: to introduce her.
As we stood in front of the marble headstone, I said to her, “Rosemary, meet my Rosemary too”.

