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            4 BROWN GIRLS WHO WRITE are a poetry collective and sisterhood made up of Roshni Goyate, Sharan Hunjan, Sheena Patel and Sunnah Khan.

            The collective was born on the waters of the Thames in 2017 where Sheena gathered friends on a boat to share in creativity and vulnerability. The four found resonance in each other’s voices and formed a WhatsApp group that became a safe place to share and receive each other’s writing.

            Their first collection of poetry was published in 2018 by Fem Press and recommended by Forward Prize shortlisted poet Shivanee Ramlochan. They went on to open for T.S. Eliot prize winner Roger Robinson at the 2019 Stoke Newington Literary Festival and took a 5 star sell-out show to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival that same year where they also showcased other Black and Brown artists—upholding their principle of creating circles not pyramids in dismantling the exclusionary nature of artistic space.

            They are a harbour and a sisterhood—each other’s biggest fans and fairest critics.

            This is their first collective offering of solo works.
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               We Now Have Air-Conditioned Supermarkets!

            

            
               
                  The year is 2015.

                  My cousin Roshan tells me,

                  ‘We now have air-conditioned supermarkets!’

                  In his eyes, this is the shining epitome

                  of global civilisation.

                  A proud shift

                  from aspiration to participation.

                  From jungle and dust to highways,

                  to WhatsApp, to Snapchat, to TikTok,

                  to air-conditioned supermarkets.

                  ‘We now have pomegranate,

                  look, pomegranate,

                  OUT OF SEASON.’

                  The single fruit in his palm glistens

                  in a shrink-wrapped plastic skin.

                  I’ve never before seen a pomegranate

                  resemble a ticking time bomb.

                  I ask him, ‘Where has it come from?’

                  He cannot say.

                  I want to warn him to throw it, destroy it, devour it.
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               Methi and Me

            

            
               
                  It creeps in, unnoticed,

                  guerilla fenugreek.

                  Later, I ask Mum, ‘did you put methi?’

                  She pretends she’s sorry,

                  that it slipped in by accident

                  but we all know what tastes better:

                  methi by the fistful.

                  Bhajias, bhakris, dhebras, puris.

                  It’s just that three days later,

                  when I’m at a music festival

                  not having washed

                  in over a hundred hours

                  it’s the fenugreek—

                  that curry smelling bitch—

                  who pushes through the crowds

                  and says her Jai Shree Krishnas.
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               A Brief Return

            

            
               
                  As the time comes to step over the threshold

                  to a place unknown, to the other side,

                  where quite suddenly a small human

                  will depend on your body for life,

                  everyone (everyone!) will tell you

                  there is nothing like it, and it is true.

                  No prayer no prophecy

                  can prepare you for what’s to come.

                  And when it does, in the days and weeks that follow,

                  these words I’m about to tell you will seem

                  like the cruel punchline of a stand-up routine

                  But let me promise you, there will come a time

                  even though it feels as otherworldly

                  as a lost language cast in ancient hieroglyphs,

                  like a cold wind slapping you across the cheek

                  for daring to even imagine something so brazen.

                  But let me promise you, though it will be as fleeting

                  as the flash of a dead loved one’s face on a passing stranger,

                  there will come an afternoon

                  where you find yourself once again,

                  on the one-seven-six bus

                  riding south along Waterloo Bridge

                  watching from the top deck as

                  the river cross-sects the traffic under you,

                  or you’ll greet yourself like a long lost friend,

                  staring at rows of Pret sandwiches

                  knowing you’ll pick up

                  the posh cheddar and pickle baguette

                  but wondering if you’ll be drawn

                  to the pointlessness

                  of the jambon beurre.

                  You will step into the mundanity

                  of headphones-in, oyster-out,7

                  tap through tap through

                  bustle hustle kerfuffle and yet.

                  Something about the everydayness

                  of it will make you feel alive again,

                  yourself again, immense again.

                  You might realise there is no rush out there like the rush

                  of running for the bus

                  and making it.

               

               
                  Yes, you were not too long ago plucked out of real-life

                  and set on a space-bound travelator

                  where the air is so pure, the lightheadedness is permanent.

                  And yes another human that once lived in your body

                  now lives outside of it and still depends on your body.

                  But that travelator? It has a return path.

                  You will come back to the Earth

                  one day I promise you.

                  You will take a bite out of that

                  posh cheddar baguette, while you stomp down Farringdon Road

                  between meetings. And for just a split second,

                  swimming in the indistinct familiarity of it, will wonder

                  if it really happened.
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               My Flame

            

            
               
                  In failing to face up to your fears

                  you have rendered me a collection

                  of small, neatly contained stereotypes.

                  I am an assemblage of matches

                  moving through the world

                  silent with the potential

                  of being rubbed up the wrong way,

                  or the right way even.

                  Us both going up in flames.
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               Jiva / In time

            

            
               
                  Everything starts and ends at zero,

                  then comes a string of firsts.

                  First breath, first cry, first meal, first shit,

                  first hiccup, first sneeze, first bubble, first burp.

               

               
                  What you don’t know yet is you’ve done this before,

                  more times than anybody can count.

                  That’s the power of the life you’re born into.

                  N to the power of infinity.

               

               
                  My mum taught me you’ll have your hair razored away

                  to cleanse yourself of the sins of your past life.

                  I sin through your strands, dear child,

                  your scalp holds wrong-doings of lifetimes gone.

               

               
                  Keep them and be wise for a while—

                  a universe worth of old soul in a brand new body.

                  Then brace yourself, for as soon as you realise

                  your wisdom will be chopped from you.

               

               
                  Cleansed of me, you’ll go on, innocent,

                  the weight lifted from your tiny head.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      10
    

         
            
               The Officer Tells a Joke

               (after Johannes Vermeer’s ‘Officer and Laughing Girl’)

            

            
               
                  The girl’s laughing at the officer.

                  It’s that unexpected laughter

                  the kind that she didn’t see

                  rising from her inside

                  to reveal the pink of her mouth

                  to this man.

                  It caught her off guard.

                  And he keeps watch.

                  Meanwhile, outside the window,

                  the light looks for a way in

                  and a way around.

                  It competes with these melodies of the diaphragm.

               

               
                  If Vermeer can make light a metaphor for time

                  then what you make of me is timeless.

                  You, sorcerer of unintention,

                  you, mesh of golden moments,

                  your eyes bleed your making,

                  from your black pupils

                  to the shock-fire melting

                  into the grey-blue of what sits

                  heavy, lazy, between us.

                  There’s no beam bright enough to

                  leave me blinded of that startling combination.

                  Now you melt into me, out of my control.

               

               
                  He must have said something about his hat;

                  the jaunt of it riffs off his cockiness.

                  But he must be kind because it tickles her.

                  Maybe she’s the one who told the joke.11

                  Your kindness made this inevitable consequence.

                  This departure gate, lined with chairs and people

                  is now hostile.

                  Every moment before I met you

                  is now hostile.

               

               
                  Maybe the joke is that the flight’s cancelled.

                  All flights are grounded.

                  There’s a world-ash-cloud and

                  Vermeer painted it onto the walls,

                  knowing I’d see it centuries later,

                  knowing I’d be weighed down by longing,

                  knowing I’d want to stay on the ground

                  on the same land mass as you,

                  where the officer makes a joke of it all.

                  Where the girl laughs.
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               Mara Carlyle

            

            
               
                  We were in love and we watched Mara Carlyle

                  in her fur coat, apologising for looking like a Russian hooker,

                  when actually she looked like a supercool porcelain angel

                  armed with a ukelele and dirty-heavenly voice.

                  A voice that glided between our fingers, interlocked,

                  as the February sun nudged its way through stained glass windows.
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               Colour-Blind

            

            
               
                  Oh, tall, blonde-haired Scandinavian super-model-looking woman,

                  you were doing so well.

                  You told me about your work,

                  your move to London,

                  how you found your way around the new, big city.

                  Living in Paddington. Maida Vale. Holland Park.

                  What a life. What an adventure.

                  You told me about your kids.

                  So cool, so cool, so knowledgeable,

                  so much more knowledgeable than we ever will be.

                  So cool and with-it.

               

               
                  I asked questions because I like to.

                  Not to catch you out, though I should have known

                  you were a beautiful, slippery blonde-haired fish

                  swimming upstream, silver-white scales

                  catching the sunlight in delectable flashes,

                  destined to leap straight into my net.

                  I asked questions because it’s a nice thing to do.

                  ‘How old are your kids?’

                  ‘Oh that’s nice that you all eat dinner together.’

                  They know so much, teenagers these days,

                  they teach you so much,

                  they know so much growing up in London,

                  your blonde-haired kids, they’re so lucky

                  they don’t see colour, your blonde-haired fish-spawn,14

                  ‘Oh do they not see colour?

                  Lucky them, because I do’ is what I should have said.

                  Instead, I let it sit in my throat. A fish bone stuck.

                  Jagged. Too small to extract

                  without turning my insides totally out.

                  A dull ache signalled in my hips

                  from standing wrong, from power-posing,

                  from puppeteering my body language

                  to be more open,

                  the way the TED talks taught me.
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