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“You have a pet spider, and it lives on the ceiling,” Yaw wanted 

to confirm. And, as insane as he sounded, he was perfectly right. 

“Yep,” I confirmed. 

“And her name is Charlotte.” 

“Also true.” 

He was merely repeating the facts I’d just told him back to me. 

Apparently, this is a thing people do when they’re struggling to grasp 

something: repeating things that are somewhat impossible to believe 

the first time you hear them. Maybe saying them out loud, from your 

own lips, makes them more mentally digestible. The conversation was 

going very slowly thanks to this, but I decided to be patient with Yaw 

because honestly, I’d done this too, a few months ago, to my father, 

when I’d found out the thing I was now preparing to tell Yaw. 

Truth be told, I didn’t know how to handle the situation, or how 

to explain, or where to begin. So, instead, I started rambling: “Charlotte 

is a golden silk orb weaver. It’s one of the most common kinds of 

spiders, really, and the reason it’s called that is because of the circular 

shape of the finished web – you know, like an orb. And golden because 

the webs glint golden in the sunlight. Of course, you can’t see it 

glittering right now, because we’re inside, but if we weren’t…” 

“Kuukua,” Yaw interrupted. 

“Yes?” 

“Shut up.” 

“Okay.” 

“How and why the hell do you have a pet spider? I’m very sure 

you hate spiders.” 
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That was kind of true. Spiders had always made me 

uncomfortable, and I preferred to stay away from them. When I’d 

woken up one day, a couple of weeks ago, to find this huge orb on one 

corner of my bedroom ceiling, I’d been alarmed. I’d gone right 

downstairs to get a cobweb brush to scoop the web up. In the middle of 

this cleaning process, its builder had appeared, and upon seeing her (I 

didn’t know how I knew it was a her, but I did), my heart rate 

accelerated. She wasn’t Aragog kind of huge, but she was way larger 

than any common spider I’d ever seen. All six of her red eyes seemed to 

be staring right at me, her black-and-yellow legs suspiciously still. 

Taking a deep breath, I’d gently swiped her too onto the ceiling brush, 

taken her outside, and let her go off into some garden. By evening, I had 

a new, huge orb web in my room in the exact same place, and its maker 

sat quietly at one of its edges; I was sure it was the same spider. She 

would not be uprooted. 

It had taken me ages to get used to the fact that there was a 

spider living in my room and that there was no way to get rid of it. I’d 

called my father into the matter, and he was the one who’d told me of 

its species, characteristics and so on. He hadn’t been surprised in the 

least. The spider, he said, was mine, that all the Ananses usually had 

one or more of their own “personal spiders” which turned out to be very 

resourceful. “You think we own so much spider-silk thread in our family 

because we buy it?” Daddy had asked. “No. We extract it, from our very 

own spiders’ spinnerets. I’ll be teaching you how to do that soon, now 

that your own spider has appeared.” 



Kuukua and the Haunted Hair 
 

3 
 

I had thought, when I’d been told about this whole Ananse 

business, that there was nothing really supernatural about us; we were 

all just regular humans with above-average gifts. But the part about 

being so specially connected to arachnids? That sounded a lot like a 

superpower to me, and less explainable as “coincidence” than even the 

trend of born-on-Wednesday Annans. 

To help myself get used to it, I’d decided to name “my” spider, 

and, awful as it was, the first name that had come to mind was 

Charlotte. 

“She just appeared,” I told Yaw, truthfully. 

“She just appeared?” 

“Yes.” 

“You know none of this is making sense, right?” 

I sighed. I should just tell him now, I thought. Once and for all. 

“Yaw, there’s something I need to tell you. Like, a lot of things.” 

“Damn right. It looks like there’s been a lot of stuff happening 

with you lately. Nowadays, you’ve just become more…unavailable. I’ve 

been feeling like something is going on, and that if it is, you really 

shouldn’t be afraid to tell me, because you can tell me anything. You 

know that, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“I mean it, oo. Like, anything. You don’t have to keep avoiding 

me.” 

“Avoiding you? You think I’ve been avoiding you?” 
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“That’s the vibe I’ve been getting. And if there’s anything I’ve 

been doing that’s making you feel uncomfortable, you seriously should 

just let me know.” 

“Ah, what are you saying? How can I be uncomfortable around 

you? If anything, I’m more comfortable around you than anyone.” 

“Really?” His facial muscles looked like they couldn’t decide 

whether they wanted to break into a smile or scrunch up in anxiety.  

“Yes. Ah. Are you okay? I’m starting to get worried.” 

“Erm. Well…” And then, strangely enough, he suddenly became 

unable to properly meet my gaze. His eyes began roaming all over the 

place, and in a few seconds, they landed once more on the spider web. 

“Aha, the spider!” he exclaimed, like he’d only, right that 

second, remembered it. Is that not what we’d been talking about this 

whole time? “Why do you have a pet spider? I still don’t have an 

explanation.”  

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about what’s on your 

mind?” 

“What’s on my mind right now is the spider. I need 

explanations.” 

 

It had been a long day, and both of us were a bit drained. I don’t 

think any human beings need ever be put through the torture of seven 

near-straight hours of back-to-back examinations, which is exactly 

what we had gone through earlier today. To a lot of people, this was a 

big deal – it had been the entrance exam to what people thought of as 

the most competitive boarding school in the country. The fact that you 



Kuukua and the Haunted Hair 
 

5 
 

even got the chance to take the exam would make people look at you in 

envious awe when they found out. And there were a lot of us trying to 

get in.  

At least ten people from my class in my current school had been 

in that exam hall, including myself, my two closest friends, Keshawn 

(affectionately known as Kess) and Yaw himself. Then there had also 

been my rival and nemesis of a cousin, Ntiwaa. As for the others, I didn’t 

really care whether or not they passed. We all currently attended a 

private international school, which wasn’t awful – but our parents all 

seemed to want “better opportunities” for us, thinking that we would 

have greater chances of getting into good university programs if we 

switched schools. It was the beginning of May, and we were all in our 

last term of Form 3, about to graduate from Junior High School. And, 

if we passed the exam we’d taken today, we would not be returning here 

for Senior High School, the last four years of our secondary education. 

None of us knew how likely it was that we’d get in, except maybe 

Ntiwaa. Yaw liked to joke that she’d been accepted even before she’d 

taken the tests, and maybe he was right. Ntiwaa was the “smartest” girl 

in our class, and nearly always had been. She’d been first in class nearly 

every exam since she’d come to the school. As for Yaw and I, we were 

fairly good in nearly all subjects, but my specialties were math and 

physics. They were usually the only things I gave Ntiwaa any real 

competition for. As for Kess, both Yaw and I were doubtful about the 

likelihood of his acceptance, but too polite to ever say that out loud. I 

mean, we both considered my older brother, Kwamz, to be academically 
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smarter than Kess, and Kwamz had failed, and had to continue into SHS 

in our current school. 

Anyway, as the school we’d taken the exam at was a 

considerable distance away, and Yaw’s parents were out of town most 

of the day, they had asked my father to kindly pick him up after it was 

over, promising to come for him from our house later. Of course, my 

father had readily agreed. 

 

My father was a bigger fan of Yaw than he’d ever been of any of 

my friends, and I’d never been able to figure out exactly what about him 

made him receive such special treatment. Even my usually uptight 

mother was softer on Yaw than anyone else. I assumed there was a role 

familiarity was playing in this; Yaw had been around longer than any 

friend I’d ever had, and the fact that he’d grown into my best friend a 

few years ago meant that he was around more often than anyone else, 

too. Yet, a few days ago, I’d been shocked to see evidence that the trust 

my father placed in my best friend went a lot deeper than I’d previously 

thought. He’d asked me to do something I didn’t think he ever would 

have: to disclose the biggest secret I’d ever kept to my best friend. 

It had come up some time during training. These days, we had 

rather a lot of time to talk to each other during training, which wasn’t 

something that had been easy when the training process had first 

begun. My teachers, namely my father and grandfather, had realized 

that what they were trying to do for me – “fix” my moral compass 

somehow – simply wasn’t working. My level of interest in being a 

neighborhood superhero hadn’t increased. I was still getting into the 
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same amount of trouble I’d been getting into before I’d known who or 

what I was. Watching and assisting my elder family members engage in 

their humanitarian/charity/non-profit activities bored me as much as 

it always had, and the two of them could see that clearly. 

That wasn’t to say that I didn’t admire them, of course. They 

were certainly two of the best artisans I knew. My father, a carpenter, 

used his vocation in one of the most unique ways I knew: he designed 

special, individually-tailored furniture for clients, and it wasn’t for 

commercial profit, wasn’t a strategy to “get ahead in the game”; what he 

did was stuff like make life more comfortable for kids with cerebral 

palsy, for whom traditional classroom furniture was uncomfortable. 

He’d found several ways to use carpentry skills to solve problems 

creatively and for the benefit of the less privileged. 

My grandfather, though past his prime, had done a lot of work 

for the homeless in his most active years. Traditionally, my grandfather 

had been raised in the vocation of basket-weaving. He was fantastic at 

it, and could manipulate cane quicker and more skillfully than probably 

anyone on the planet. But the thing that had catapulted him into his 

eventual career in various international textile industries was his 

fascination with dyes and chemicals, which had begun right from the 

village, as he had learned from his elders the ancient skills of dyeing and 

coloring the woven cane of various artefacts. His prominence within 

and access to resources in the textile industry had afforded him several 

opportunities to begin projects that involved providing a lot of homeless 

and poor people on the streets of Accra with clothes to keep them at 
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least partially protected from the harshness of the world’s elements, 

especially during the rainy seasons and Harmattan. 

As for me, I was pretty sure I was going to become a mechanical 

engineer someday. I had my vision of life nearly entirely mapped out in 

that respect. But as for this passion to “make a difference” or “change 

the world in the kind of way only you, Kuukua, can do” (words quoted 

verbatim from my father), I didn’t seem to have developed it yet. I knew 

my individual talent, though, was the manipulation of thread. I used 

thread in the construction of what Yaw called my “engineering tricks” 

to accomplish anything from making markers in the hands of teachers 

levitate, to designing a room-wide system of pulleys and strings that 

could accomplish nearly any mundane task from any part of my 

bedroom. 

I didn’t have any experience that made me particularly 

passionate about any social issues like intellectual disability or 

homelessness; but then again, neither had my father or grandfather. 

But the fact that I thought I had to have one was one of the things 

Grandpa declared was wrong with the world. (My grandfather, Joseph 

Kweku Annan, had a lot of opinions that turned into long tirades about 

what exactly was wrong with the world. These tirades usually began 

with, “And this is the thing I’ve been saying…”) 

“And this is the thing I’ve been saying,” Grandpa ranted to me 

and my father, when once we had been discussing the whole matter of 

how to “fix” me and I’d brought up the fact that I hadn’t had any 

experiences to incentivize me towards social justice, “People are always 

thinking that they have to have some personal experience before they 
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can take action in caring about other people. And this is what is wrong 

with the world. This is why we’re not doing anything or getting 

anywhere as a society. We’re waiting for something to happen to us 

before we care. Do you think everyone who is associated with an anti-

smoking company has had a relative who has died of lung cancer? Are 

we waiting until we are unable to feed ourselves before we start 

worrying about inflation? See, there is no one in our family we know of 

who has been mentally retarded but look at the work Jonathan 

(Jonathan Kweku Annan, by the way, was my father) has been doing! 

I’ve never been without clothes or inadequate shelter in my life! But do 

you think that could stop me? No. This is the crux of the matter, do you 

get me? When you see a way you, and you in particular, can be useful to 

society, you take the opportunity, and you commit to it, you see? 

Commitment. That’s what your generations have been lacking. You 

don’t see anything worthy of committing yourse…” 

And this is where Daddy cut him off. “Papa, we were discussing 

Kuukua and how to move forward with her training.” 

Grandpa always had to be stopped once his arguments 

deteriorated into a series of criticisms of the generations of Ghanaians 

below his own, as they too often tended to do. My father was the most 

skilled and experienced at bringing him back on topic. 

“Hmm,” grunted Grandpa. “Yes. I think the best course of 

action is to proceed with technical improvement. We don’t want to 

waste as much time on her as we wasted on you, and you were even 

worse than her, mmom.” 
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I cut in abruptly. “You, Daddy? Ei, so what kinds of things were 

you doing before?” 

“Nothing,” he responded quickly. 

That elicited a loud guffaw from Grandpa. “When someone 

walks into their bedroom to discover that their wooden wardrobe is 

somehow on the ceiling, is that what you call nothing?” He continued 

to laugh. 

“What?” I exclaimed. “A whole wardrobe on the ceiling?” 

“I don’t think,” Daddy said, “That is in any way worse than 

forcing your cousins and their parents to digest green jollof.” 

“Grandpa, you dyed someone’s jollof green?” I was shocked 

and horrified to my core. 

“Calm down, eh? The dye was not toxic. You could consider it 

food coloring. Anyway, I thought we said we were coming back to the 

matter at hand,” Grandpa said dismissively. 

I was still processing this new information, beginning to come 

to the conclusion that, compared to these guys, I was an angelic 

trickster. I did innocent things like twisting tablecloth – meanwhile, my 

grandfather in his day had been going around making people eat green 

jollof. 

“Green jollof…” I muttered, still in disbelief. 

In spite of my being stuck on what I’d just heard, the 

conversation progressed, and it was observed that morality training 

hadn’t seemed to work with my father anyway; he’d found noble 

purposes in due time, at his own pace. It was difficult to tell how much 

impact the attempts to force morality into him had really had. And so it 
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was concluded that the thing that should be sharpened with regards to 

my development as the future Ananse was my skill and hopefully, my 

cleverness. Now, I was learning very cool Annan artisan family secrets 

like how my grandfather manipulated objects and colors with 

chemicals, and how my father made use of physical concepts like 

centers of gravity and momentum. Playing around with test tubes or 

wood and saws was far more interesting to me than going on charity 

excursions. 

It was during one of these technical training sessions – a one-

on-one lesson with my father in his workshop, which was in reality just 

our house’s second garage, on how to operate hinges – that the topic of 

letting anyone else in on our secret came up. During casual 

conversation, I had been telling my father about what had happened 

that week at school or something similarly mundane, and he had gotten 

an expression on his face that was relatively new to me but which I was 

beginning to realize he only wore when he had Ananse-related things 

on his mind.  

“Kuukua, has Yaw begun to realize that anything strange has 

been happening between you…I mean, with you?” he asked in an 

uncharacteristically strained vocal tone. 

“No, oo. Ah, I know how to keep a secret, even from my best 

friend. I don’t think he suspects anything.” 

“I think you should tell him.” 

My jaw would have dropped open if I had been prone to such 

theatrics. Instead, I just said, quite bluntly, “Ehn?” 
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“You should tell him. About being the Ananse. The sooner he 

knows, the better. I think your grandfather and I have agreed, from our 

own past experiences that it will be good for you, easier for you in 

future, if Yaw knows. He’s the only person who can know.” 

I blinked several times. “You are asking me to tell someone else 

about this fairytale?” 

“How can it be a fairytale if it’s true? Kuukua, just tell him, 

whenever you get the chance.” 

It was an incredibly strange thing my father was asking me to 

do, but no matter how hard I pushed, he didn’t seem inclined to explain 

further the reason for his suggestion. So, I let it go. As for the matter of 

“whenever I got the chance,” well, our lives had pretty much been taken 

over by the balancing act of trying to keep up with school while trying 

to prepare adequately for that entrance exam, and only now, back in my 

room after hours and hours of brain-wracking speed-writing did we 

really have a moment to breathe. And this was probably the perfect 

chance to explain, as we were already on the subject of the spider on my 

ceiling whose name was Charlotte. 

 

I sighed again. “The explanation of the spider’s presence is way 

weirder than the spider’s actual presence. But, chale, if you insist. I was 

planning on telling you about this sometime soon, anyway. But you 

have to agree not to interrupt, otherwise I’ll lose my flow. Are you 

ready?” 

“Hit me.” 
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“Okay. So Kwaku Ananse is real. Except, he’s not, actually. He’s 

based on real people, though. People, plural – he’s not just one person. 

All the stories are truth-based, twisted fantasy versions of the feats of 

real people. All these real people have been my ancestors. The Ananns. 

Yeah. All the Kwaku Ananses have been Annans. Not all the Annans 

have been Ananse, though; only one in every generation, usually the 

first-born, necessarily born on Wednesday – you know, because all of 

the Ananses have been a kind of Kwaku – usually male. I am the 

exception, for some inexplicable reason. Kwamz was supposed to be a 

Kweku. But he wasn’t. The Wednesday-born of the family ended up 

being me: Kuukua. And so I’m the Ananse. Or, actually, the next 

Ananse. It’s still my father right now. Oh God. I still haven’t explained 

what the Ananse is, ehn? Okay. Well, I have the definition memorized. 

It goes like this: ‘The Ananse is a person endowed with above-average 

wisdom and creativity, who must use his or her role to defend those that 

need defending, and build up, wherever necessary, any aspect of society 

that would facilitate the cultivation of wisdom and creativity, in 

whichever community one finds oneself, be it interpersonal or 

systemic.’ So, like, that’s the official definition. In case you’re not sure 

what that means, well, neither am I. I assume it means we’re all 

supposed to be fighting for some noble cause or something. But yeah, 

you know how Kwaku Ananse is really a spider in most stories, and 

Ananse actually means spider in Twi? And all the Ananse’s have an 

Ananse Ntontan-shaped birthmark somewhere on their bodies, and 

mine is on top of my left eyebrow. And we all apparently have some 
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crazy connection to real life spiders, which explains the presence of 

Charlotte, and that’s why I have a pet spider in my room.” 

I took a breath. Yaw hadn’t interrupted once, but I’d watched 

his face move swiftly and comically through a plethora of emotions, and 

seen him clearly trying to force himself to keep up with my rambling. 

Now that I was done, he had the look on his face he often had when he 

was calculating something. For a few moments, everything was silent. 

“What you’re telling me,” he began slowly, “is that there’s some 

hereditary title of Ananse that runs through your Annan family, that 

everyone who holds it is automatically the real-life form of the 

legendary folklore character, Kwaku Ananse?” 

“Yes. Kind of.” 

“And this title is currently held by your father?” 

“True.” 

“And will soon be held by you, Kuukua Annan.” 

“Also true.” 

“And you’re not entirely sure what it means, other than that 

there’s some form of social heroism involved?” 

“Oh, you barb the thing! Nice!” I was delighted. 

“Shush, Kuukua,” he admonished. I was interrupting his 

mental process. “You’re telling me you’re supposed to have some 

supernatural connection with spiders?” 

“Yes. Hence Charlotte.” 

“I’m trying to understand this thing.” 

“You’re doing great. What again don’t you understand?” 
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“Nothing. Everything. Wait, wait. Aren’t you Fante? I thought 

if anything, an Ananse would be proper Asante.” 

“There’s a mixture of so many kinds of Akan in my lineage, 

chale. I’m definitely not a hundred percent Fante, though. There are a 

lot of ethnicities in my family, but as far as I know, everyone I’ve come 

from has been Akan.” 

“I see.” 

There were a few moments of silence. I saw his eyes briefly flit 

up to my birthmark. His brain registered and confirmed the shape of 

the Adinkra symbol.  

“You know that all this is absolutely ridiculous, right?” he said 

eventually. “No one in their right mind should believe this crap.” 

“But you believe it, don’t you?’ 

“Kuukua, you have a pet spider on your ceiling! How could I not 

believe it?” 

“Yeah, that spider is freaking me out.” 

Out of the blue, Yaw began to laugh. 

“What?” I wanted to know. 

“Of all the things, Kuuks, of absolutely all the things I’ve just 

found out about you, the one that’s freaking you out is the spider?” 

Then I started laughing too. We continued laughing for such a 

long time that once it began to subside, I could barely breathe. 

“Ah but Kuukua, you be some yawa girl, oo.” 

“What have I done?” 

“You named your spider Charlotte.” 

“Ehehn?” 
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“So that you can say you have Charlotte’s Web in your room or 

what?” 

“Exactly!” 

“I’m ashamed to be friends with you.” 

We both dissolved into laughter once again. 

“Your room makes so much sense now. In fact, your whole life 

makes so much more sense now! The spider-silk thread and everything. 

Oh my God.” 

“Oh yes. Speaking of which, Daddy is going to teach me how to 

extract spider-silk from Charlotte soon.” 

“That’s kind of disgusting.” 

“It is, isn’t it?” 

 

Now that the matter of explaining Charlotte’s presence was 

done, I decided to go back to my latest project; one that involved 

figuring out how to shoot thread from a distance. It was a problem that 

had been plaguing me since my last really major engineering stunt with 

Yaw, which had involved a very tedious process of trying to throw 

thread as far as our arms could manage, hoping it hooked around a 

desired object (i.e. tree branch) and then hoping to somehow catch the 

end of the invisible thread on the other side. All this was very 

unnecessary stress, in my opinion, problems that were easily solved by 

propulsion and adhesion. And so if I could figure out a way to shoot 

thread and/or make it stick, there would be brilliant opportunities in 

my future. 
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As I worked on the design of my prototype, I was being 

bombarded with questions from Yaw, who seemed to be having the time 

of his life trying to make as much sense of the Ananse thing as he could. 

He was asking me about how I’d felt since childhood, if I’d ever 

experienced anything like Spidey senses (nope), what I’d made of my 

thread obsession before I’d known why I had it, what my training 

consisted of, how I was coping with sharing a room with such a huge 

spider… It was keeping both my mouth and hands busy as I answered 

him, drew and measured at the same time. Eventually, his questions 

slowed down and he elicited a wistful sigh.  

“I wish I could say my heritage was this cool. Yours is 

so…culturally relevant. Meanwhile, mine is so foreign and obscure.” 

Yaw had a few qualms with his heritage; he knew he was Fante, 

yet it looked like there was something else. He just didn’t know what 

that “something else” was. Yaw’s hair had a kind of Ethiopian texture; 

it was curly without explanation. And there was something about his 

facial features, perhaps the relative thinness of his nose and lips, 

perhaps something else. Whatever it was that made him look just a bit 

different was difficult to zone in on.  On top of that, every time he 

mentioned his full name, Eugene Yaw Connor, he almost certainly 

received a response like, “Connor? What kind of name is that, for a 

Ghanaian boy?”  It was most infuriating to him because he didn’t know 

how to answer it. Records of his ancestry were basically nonexistent 

from the last couple of decades before Ghana’s independence. As far as 

he knew and anyone in his family could tell him, his great-grandparents 

had also been Connors, and the name’s origins were unknown. The best 
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hypothesis he’d been able to come up with was that it was some sort of 

Anglicized “Akonnor,” but the catch was, the name Akonnor, although 

Akan, wasn’t exactly Fante. The explanation he usually brushed off the 

matter of his name with was that, chale, Fantes had a lot of foreign-

sounding names, and so he didn’t see why people should make a big 

deal of his. In reality, though, all these were such troubling matters to 

him, and Yaw had said several times that he wished people would just 

leave him alone and let his name be his name.  

As for me, I had a completely opposite problem with my name 

and heritage. 

“I actually don’t like it,” I told him. “Now that you’ve brought it 

up. I feel I’m like the worst possible choice of human being for an 

Ananse. It’s like the world just likes irony. I’m not local. Obviously 

‘dadabee’, not particularly culturally rooted, not to mention how much 

I hate Kwaku Ananse stories more than anyone in the world. It just 

doesn’t make sense that I should be the bearer of one of the most 

culturally relevant names in the whole country. Me that I’m not even 

connected to anything culturally relevant? It’s like the gods made a 

mistake. If you ask me to speak Twi right now saf, you’re just asking me 

to embarrass myself.” 

“I promise you, your Twi is not worse than mine,” he assured 

me. “Kai. One time, I tried to say some sentence bi – I don’t remember 

what it was, kraa – only for Ntiwaa to come and ask me if I was speaking 

Japanese.” 

I guffawed. “That one dier, you have to let it go. You know 

Ntiwaa is the biggest Twi snob ever.” 
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“Accurate.” 

Ntiwaa, my cousin, had spent a significant amount of her 

childhood being raised in Kumasi, the Asante capital of Ghana. She 

spoke Twi and English equally well; both were her first languages. And 

really, good for her for having this coveted characteristic, but it would 

be great if she didn’t seem to feel the need to shove it down people’s 

throats all the time and continuously harp on their comparative 

inadequacy. 

As for me, I wasn’t completely incompetent; I was just 

confused. My parents had raised me while speaking to me in three 

languages, and English was the common factor. When it came to 

Ghanaian languages, my mother spoke strictly Akuapem Twi, my father 

spoke strictly Fante, and they both understood each other perfectly 

without compromising the tongues they themselves spoke. I 

understood them both perfectly too, but my own tongue had never been 

able to obey either one language or the other at once. Of course, my 

parents hadn’t minded at all when I called food “edziban” on one day 

and “aduane” on the other…But outside the walls of my home? I had 

learnt that anything beyond “Me ho yɛ, na wo nso eh?” would only earn 

me derisive laughter or rude criticism, be it for my awful toning, or just 

generally mixing both languages way too much. And, since I would 

always rather avoid than endure my ego being brutally bashed, I 

decided to just stick to English. 

While I was lost in my own web of thoughts, Yaw began to laugh 

and refused to stop. He explained, “I just remembered the credit 

woman!” 
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The credit woman! One of the most jolting experiences I’d ever 

had with a complete stranger. I recalled, Yaw and I had gone to visit 

Kess at his new house when he’d moved, but we had gotten lost, 

although we vaguely knew we were in the correct general area. We’d 

gotten down from the taxi because the longer we made the driver roam 

about in our helpless search, the more he would have charged us. When 

we were on the streets, though, it should have been easy enough to call 

Kess for directions, but incidentally, neither Yaw nor I had any credit 

for calling, texting, or even flashing. Literally zero. So, we’d gone over 

to the nearest roadside kiosk we could find in this unfamiliar area of 

Adjiringanor, and all I said to the woman in the kiosk was a simple 

“Good morning.” 

Imagine my surprise when she blew up in what seemed like 

unwarranted rage, one of the longest “mmmmmtcheeeewwwww”s I’d 

ever heard, followed by “Ɛdeɛbɛn ‘good morning’? Maakye na gyae saa 

abrɔfosɛm. Me mpɛ saa. Wo dwen sɛ wo yɛ obroni? Mtchew. Ɛdeɛn na 

wo pɛ?” 

All I’d said was “good morning,” and it had earned me a tirade 

about my English-ness and how apparently, I thought I was white, and 

that I should have wished her a good morning in her familiar “maakye” 

instead. 

I’d been left speechless after her flare-up, too shocked to 

remember why I’d come. Fortunately for me, Yaw took charge of the 

situation calmly, bought the credit, and steered me away by the waist. 

He’d tried to make a joke about the woman’s husband having caused 
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her an unpleasant sexual experience the previous night, but I wasn’t 

listening well and didn’t laugh; I’d been too dumbfounded. 

I hadn’t wanted to remember that.  

“Ew,” I complained. “Why did you bring that up?”  

“I’m sorry,” he laughed. “That woman really had problems 

though, Awurade.” 

“Then she really shouldn’t have taken it out on me. Ah.” 

Noticing that I was upset, Yaw artfully changed the subject until 

we were once again talking about harmless things, like why orb weaver 

spider legs were such strange colors. 

 

The next afternoon, about the same time, I was sitting in an 

uncomfortable chair, feeling helplessly trapped, and undergoing 

torture. Torture, in this case, was getting my hair done. 

I hated this place, and I hated these people. I knew for a fact 

that my natural hair was not as impossible as they made it seem. I’d had 

three different people ask me if I was here to relax my hair, as I’d waited 

for a hairdresser to be free enough to attend to me on this busy Sunday 

afternoon. Now that I was actually being minded, the lady behind me 

appeared to be making a huge show of laboriously dragging a comb 

through my freshly-washed hair – as if, perhaps, this would convince 

me to perm it. I managed to hold my peace for the duration of the blow-

drying, but when the actual braiding started, and my head was being 

pushed and shoved like I was a lifeless Black Barbie, I couldn’t keep 

silent. 
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Lowkey, I blamed Ntiwaa, a bit irrationally, for my pain. 

Truthfully, nothing about this was her fault. Yesterday, after Yaw had 

gone home, my mother had come to my room to tell me that 

unfortunately, a fire had broken out at my regular place – something 

about a blow-drier or some other appliance going rogue or exploding, 

and now nearly the whole building was charred. Thankfully, nobody 

had been injured, though. My mother had quickly called her cousin – 

who happened to be Ntiwaa’s mother – who had come to the rescue by 

recommending the salon that Ntiwaa regularly went to; my mother had 

jumped on it and dropped me off this afternoon, since she hadn’t been 

prepared to attempt cornrowing my hair herself. So here I was, and 

hating every second. And because it was Ntiwaa’s salon, I blamed her. 

Each time the woman attending to me pulled a clump of my 

hair, she would roughly jerk my head to the side so that I was beginning 

to be scared my neck would just snap and my head would roll off. To 

distract myself from the pain, I had attempted to read a storybook I’d 

brought with me, but reading was impossible to do when my very head 

changed positions rather forcefully every fifteen seconds. Finally, I 

decided to speak out. 

“Aunty, please, you’re pulling my head too hard,” I ventured. 

The woman behind me tutted, “Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry, ehn,” 

and then she continued with absolutely no change in her technique. I 

was baffled. 

A moment later, the woman attending to the customer next to 

me said, in Akuapem Twi, “What did that one say?” As if she had not 

heard me clearly herself. 
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“Hmm, she said it’s paining her,” my hairdresser replied in the 

same language. “As if it’s my fault. You that you want to keep hair that’s 

difficult to maintain, you’re complaining to me. Hoh.” 

“Oh, you know these people, the way these children are. Every 

day, reading books, then they’ll come and be disrespecting you that 

you’re pulling their hair hard.” 

I was incensed. All I had done was complain once about my 

head being pulled too hard, because it was being pulled too hard. 

Disrespect, where? And imagine, how quickly, silently and easily they 

had concluded that I couldn’t possibly understand Twi, talking rudely 

about me right beside me. If there was anything my ego couldn’t 

handle, it was this kind of disrespect. Mtchew. And this woman, only a 

few seconds ago, had had the audacity to call me “sweetie.” I vowed 

there and then never to come back to this salon again. 

A second later, while staring at the ceiling, I changed my mind. 

 

When I got home, in spite of the headache I could feel 

blossoming, thanks to the torture, I stayed up and worked on my new 

design until I was confident I could build a working machine out of it. 

And, over the next few days, build a prototype I did. 

 

To my intense annoyance, my cornrows lasted way longer than 

most cornrows I’d ever had, while still staying neat, and I received 

multiple compliments about how nice my hair looked when I went back 

to school that week. It would have been clearer on my conscience if my 

newest nemeses weren’t so obviously good at what they did. I decided, 
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then, to go a bit easier on them than I’d originally intended to. 

Nevertheless, every single day for the next couple of weeks, I put myself 

through “target practice,” working with my new makeshift tools: a tiny, 

plastic water0gun that I’d tricked out to hold tiny spools of invisible 

spider-silk thread, and Play-Doh. I worked and worked tirelessly until I 

was ninety-eight percent confident in my abilities as a markswoman. 

Once I put my mind to something, I could learn any skill I wanted. 

 

 

The term had nearly ended, and Form 3 graduation was 

approaching. More and more, you could tell that my classmates were 

beginning to soften into blatant disregard of school rules and hairstyle 

regulations; some girls began to come to school with dyed hair, or hair 

simply not in the required low-cut or cornrows; boys began to grow 

small Afros or get fades, and the teachers could do nothing much to stop 

it. Everyone was slowly preparing themselves to make sure that they 

slayed on graduation, whether or not they would be returning here for 

Senior High School. 

As for me, I had decided to get braids, because they would last 

long after graduation, and I didn’t want to have to bother myself with 

what to do with my hair while on long vac. My mother had informed me 

that my regular hairdressers now had their building renovated to a 

functional degree, and I could go there if I wanted – but I surprised her 

by insisting that it was Ntiwaa’s salon I wanted to go to, to get my braids 

done. She didn’t question me too much about it, just commented 
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triumphantly, “You see, now? When I told you that place was good, you 

didn’t believe me.” 

 

It just so happened that on the day I was getting my braids, 

right as I was settling in after washing, Ntiwaa walked in to get her hair 

braided too. She seemed to have an uncanny ability to simply be present 

whenever I was about to do something major. I decided not to let her 

presence get to me, though; I’d carry on as planned. 

I sat still in my chair as my hairdresser, incidentally the one 

who had made the unpleasant comments about me the previous time, 

combed and parted the hair extensions she was about to use for me. 

There was a rather fancy light with an 

intriguing design hanging from the ceiling, of which 

I had a clear view from where I sat. The lightshade itself 

hung from a thin, metal pole which was completely straight 

except for a decorative loop in the middle of the pole, which 

looked much like the eye of a needle, but obviously larger. 

I fumbled around inside the tote bag on my lap, 

and my right hand closed around my toy water gun. I then 

rolled up a wad of Play-Doh and stuck it to the gun’s 

mouth. Then, my hand moving invisibly underneath the 

cover of the bag, I aimed, right for the small hole…and I fired. No one 

noticed the minimal wobbling of the ceiling light, or the teeny-tiny red 

blob now hanging a few inches from the lamp itself. It was nearly 

impossible to see unless you knew it was there. I smiled internally, 

immensely proud of myself for getting it right on the first try. 
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“Oh, Aunty,” I said abruptly, with mild surprise and distress in 

my tone, “I think I left my phone near the sink. Can I go and get it?” 

“Okay, sweetie-pie, hurry up and come back,” she told me. 

There was no rush. I’d be here for the next five hours at least, I 

knew. 

Everyone was so busy minding their own business, or their 

customers’ hair, or engrossed in the senseless telenovela that was 

showing, to pay attention to the strange, meandering route I was taking 

to get to the sink, pick up my phone and come back, or how I was lightly 

brushing some of the wigs on some of the plastic busts on display 

around the salon counters as I walked. I was back in my own seat before 

my hairdresser looked up, and to her, nothing was obviously amiss. 

I held the water gun in my bag and put on my best, non-

complaining behavior until, several hours and at least three different 

people having braided a portion of my hair later, the original 

hairdresser told me they were “coming to finish just now.” Well, then it 

was time. 

My left hand was placed demurely in plain sight on my thigh, 

but inside my bag, the fingers of my right hand began to twirl, roll and 

pull. 

The first exclamation of “Ei!” came when one plastic Caucasian 

bust toppled over without warning or cause. Heads turned, questions of 

concern began to flow. There was no time to answer; bust after bust 

began to topple, some onto the table, some onto the ground. Literally, 

heads were rolling. Heads, that is, without their hair. 
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Nobody was braiding, combing or washing anything anymore. 

For a moment, all was silent, with the exception of the awful-sounding 

English voiceovers of the Mexican soap opera from the TV’s speakers. 

Only when the wigs previously attached to the heads began to 

float off the tables did the screaming begin. 

The loudest initial scream, predictably, came from Ntiwaa. My 

cousin was unfortunately more prone to going berserk from anything 

without apparent, explanatory cause; everyone blamed her Kumawood 

movie-filled childhood for her excessive belief in the supernatural. It 

was why most people had been calling her Nti-Kumawood since we had 

been young. No doubt she believed the salon was currently being 

haunted by a ghost or something. 

And then the light in the center of the room began to swing, 

progressing quickly from slightly and inconspicuously to obvious, 

creaking, haphazard motion. The wigs continued to rise and rise, and 

as they did, they all moved closer together until in a matter of moments, 

there were eight different wigs bunched together in the middle of the 

room, hanging from, apparently, nothing. It looked like there was a 

collection of witches right in the middle of the room every inch of their 

bodies invisible with the exception of their hair. 

By now, the entire salon had turned into a church service; folks 

were speaking in loud tongues, calling on the Holy Spirit, some making 

repeated cross motions with their hands between their foreheads and 

shoulders. 

My right hand was getting tired quickly; this was hard, and the 

hair was heavy. Once I was satisfied that everyone’s heart rates were 
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sufficiently raised, I used my sharp nails and the last strength in my 

fingers to begin snapping the threads one by one. The wigs all started 

to return to the ground gracelessly, their thumps drowned out by the 

vocal cacophony of hairdressers and customers alike. 

A decent amount of damage was done, and I was the only calm 

soul in the room. Customers, even those with hair only half-done, 

quickly paid hairdressers and left immediately. The hairdressers 

themselves were confused, or frozen, or were too busy trying to gather 

themselves together to bother with trying to comfort or retain 

customers whose business they were helplessly losing. 

As for me, I got up, stretched, and told my hairdresser, in 

intelligible Twi albeit with slightly-off toning, “It’s left with only one, 

pɛ? You dier, don’t worry, I can do it myself. The money is here. Thank 

you very much.” 

I put the money I owed on the chair I’d just vacated and, leaving 

them bewildered and terrified, walked out of the salon without 

bothering to ask for a receipt, hailed a roadside taxi, and went back 

home. 

 

“KUUKUA ANNAN!” 

My mother’s signature yell penetrated my foggy thoughts, 

rousing me from the deep nap I’d taken nearly the second I’d gotten 

back home. It took me a while to register that I wasn’t dreaming the yell. 

“KUUKUA ANNAN!” 

I sat up abruptly. Crap. That particular yell was always a sure 

sign I was in trouble. 
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“KUUKUA ANNAN! If I have to call your name one more time, 

you won’t like what will happen!” 

“Mummy, I’m coming!” 

I sat up, but I did it too quickly, and my fresh braids made it 

feel like my scalp was screaming in agony, like there were needles in my 

skull. Trying to ignore the pain, I ran downstairs. 

My mother began talking in such rapid-fire speed that I 

struggled to keep up: “And what is this I hear from Ntiwaa’s mother 

about paranormal things happening while you were there? If something 

happened, why haven’t you told me? What is this I’m hearing about 

witchcraft and spirits coming to life? Why is Ntiwaa saying you’ve cast 

some spell? Eh?” 

“I really don’t know what is happening here, Mummy. Some 

juju or something? What are you saying?” 

“Wo bisa me? Was I there at the salon with you? Isn’t it your 

cousin that is telling me strange things happened and you had 

something to do with it?” 

“If strange things happened, I had nothing to do with it.” 

“Then why did your cousin’s mother call me to complain that 

her daughter was in hysterics?” 

“Mummy, I don’t know. I went there, I did my hair, I came back, 

oo. Maybe something happened after I left.” 

My father walked in right after I said this, inquiring, “What’s 

the problem here?” 

My mother told him about her alarming phone conversation. 

My father spent several minutes trying to assure her that if I said I was 
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not involved, and I should not be brought into the matter of whatever 

was happening with my cousin. The whole time, he was casting glances 

at me that clearly said, “We will talk right after this.” 

When I heard, several days later, that rumors about Ntiwaa’s 

salon being haunted had spread wildly, that some staff had left, that 

business there had significantly decreased, and Ntiwaa herself was 

explicitly refusing to ever go there again, only then did I become 

alarmed that perhaps what I’d thought was a mild and unimpressive 

trick had had greater consequences than I’d imagined it would. And in 

the midst of my guilt, largely thanks to Ntiwaa herself, the story of the 

haunted hair continued to spread.  
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