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    Dedication

 

For the women who were told to hush—whose stories were buried beneath shame,whose names were never spoken aloud,whose fire was mistaken for danger.

You were never lost.You were waiting.And now—we remember.

This is for you.And for the daughters who will not forget.
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	The Woman in the Red Earth
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	Her Name Was Not in Any Book

	What the Trees Wouldn’t Forget

	The Night the Ancestors Wept

	The Ritual They Buried

	The Story Hidden in My Skin

	What My Grandmother Didn’t Say

	Becoming the Voice That Broke the Curse

	The Fire That Set Us Free
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Prologue

The Ones Who Remembered
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Long before I had a name, I had a memory.

It came to me not in words, but in scent—smoke, sweat, and the sharp sweetness of burning leaves. I was five years old the first time I dreamed it: a woman wrapped in red cloth, kneeling in the dark, whispering to something buried in the ground. Her hands were black with ash. Her mouth moved like a song, but no sound came out. And behind her, a forest burned—but did not fall.

When I woke, I tasted salt on my lips. My pillow was wet with tears I couldn’t explain. I told no one. Even at five, I knew there were some dreams that did not belong to children.

It was the first of many.

As I grew older, the visions grew sharper. I’d be walking home from school and see shadows of people I didn’t know, standing at the edges of buildings. I’d hear drums where there were none, voices speaking in a language my ears had never learned—but my body somehow understood. My mother said it was stress. My father called it imagination. But my grandmother, the quiet woman who lit incense before sunrise and slept with the windows open no matter the season, only watched me with eyes that had seen too much.

“You’re remembering,” she said once, not looking up from her sewing. “Some of us are born into remembering. It’s not always a blessing.”

I asked her what she meant. She never answered.

She died six months later, and with her went the only silence that ever made sense to me.

I tried to bury the dreams after that. I filled my life with noise—city lights, fast work, faster friends. I wore ambition like a shield. But the fire always found me. In the pause between meetings. In the static between songs. In the way a stranger’s face would flicker into something ancient just before I looked away. I became good at pretending. But my bones knew the truth. They carried the ache of something old, something broken, something burning.

And then came the night everything changed.

It was just after midnight. The city was asleep, but I was wide awake, sweating in a room that had gone suddenly cold. I sat up, throat dry, the dream still clinging to me like smoke.

In it, I had been standing in a circle of women. Their faces were veiled, their feet bare. Each held a stone in her left hand and a flame in her right. One by one, they placed their stones in a pit at the center, then turned to face me. They said nothing. But I heard it all.

“The story lives in you.”

“The silence ends with you.”

“The fire remembers.”

When I opened my eyes, there was red dust on my hands. Real. Gritty. Impossible.

I didn’t know it then, but the remembering had begun again. This time, it would not let me go.

And so I returned—to the village my grandmother once fled, to the house that still held her breath in its walls, to the land that had been waiting for someone to ask the right question.

I came for peace.

I came to forget.

But the fire had other plans.

Because some stories are not told.

They are awakened.

And I—I was the match they left behind.
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Chapter 1: The Bones Remember Fire
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The night before I left the city, I dreamed of fire again.

Not the kind that consumes. The kind that remembers.

I was standing barefoot in red earth, the sky above me pulsing with smoke. Around me, a circle of women with faces I couldn't see. Their mouths did not move, but they sang. Their voices came from the ground, the trees, the space between my ribs. One of them reached out and touched my chest with an ember. It didn’t burn. It opened.

I woke with a gasp, heart thudding, palms slick with sweat. The apartment around me was quiet—too quiet. My roommate was gone for the weekend, and the silence pressed against me like a presence. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood. My bare feet felt heavy, like I was still carrying something from the dream.

When I turned on the light, I saw the ash.

It was there—fine, gray powder, smudged across my collarbone, my forearm, the curve of my throat. I ran to the mirror. My reflection looked back, wide-eyed and trembling. I rubbed at the dust. It didn’t smear. It disappeared, as if it had never been.

But I knew better.

This had happened before.

It had started with the dreams.

Then came the whispers.

Then the shadows in the corner of my eye that looked too much like someone I should remember.

I told no one.

The world I lived in didn’t have space for women who heard things, who woke with markings that had no source, who spoke of memory as something that lived in blood rather than books. My mother would have sent me to a doctor. My friends would have sent me to therapy. And maybe both were valid.

But there was only one person I wanted to ask.

And she was dead.

My grandmother had died five years earlier.

She’d passed quietly, without drama, in her sleep—just as she’d said she would. I hadn’t seen her in the last year of her life, too wrapped up in university, ambition, city things. But when I was a child, I spent entire summers at her feet—watching her pour libations, whisper to old bones, place red thread around our door.

She never explained herself.

And I never asked. Not directly.

But I remembered the way her eyes would go far away sometimes, like she was listening to something I couldn’t hear. I remembered her hands, always warm. I remembered how she never lied to me, not even when it would’ve been easier.

When she died, we buried her back in the village. No one asked if I wanted to go. The city had already swallowed me by then. Or maybe I had let it.

But now... now the city felt too small. The noise couldn’t drown the dreams anymore. The buildings couldn’t block the pull.

And when I woke with ash on my skin for the third time that week, I knew: it was time to return.

The next morning, I packed a bag with clothes, my journal, and the only photo I had of her—wrinkled at the edges, her face half-turned toward the wind. There was a kind of defiance in her smile. Like she knew the fire would come one day, and when it did, we would need proof that we’d survived before.

I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.

Not because I was ashamed.

Because I didn’t know how to explain it.

How do you tell someone you’re going back to a place you never truly left?

How do you say: my bones are remembering things my mind was told to forget?

The bus ride out of the city was long and uneven. I sat by the window and watched the concrete dissolve into soil. My body relaxed in stages. As if with every passing mile, something inside me was loosening, uncoiling, releasing the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding for years.

The air smelled different the moment we passed the last petrol station. The sky stretched wider. The trees stood taller. And somewhere beneath all that—beneath the road, the grass, the hills—I could feel it again.

That humming.

That ancient thing beneath my skin.

Like the ground itself knew I was coming back.

The village wasn’t marked on most maps.

But my feet remembered.

The driver dropped me at a faded junction with no signs. Just dust, two goats, and a boy playing with a tire rim. I slung my bag over my shoulder and began the walk, the heat curling like a shawl around my neck.

The trees looked older.

Or maybe I was seeing them clearly for the first time.

The path was the same—a narrow trail that curved through tall grass and up toward the ridge where the sky kissed the earth. At the top of the rise, I paused.

And there it was.

The house.

Still standing.

Still waiting.

Its tin roof rusted, its walls weathered, but intact. A red cloth still hung above the door—faded but unmistakable.

A boundary.

A memory.

A promise.

I stepped forward.

My hands trembled.

Not from fear.

From recognition.

The house didn’t just look like her.

It felt like her.

As if every stone, every timber, every thread in the curtain remembered her breath, her laugh, her silences.

And as I crossed the threshold, a gust of wind pushed past me.

Not cold.

Not warm.

Just... knowing.

Like the house had been holding its breath, too.

Waiting for the one who still carried fire in her bones.

The hinges didn’t creak.

That was the first thing I noticed. After years of disuse, the door opened like it had been expecting me. Not in a rush, not in silence—just gently. As though it recognized my hand before it touched the handle. My grandmother used to say that doors remember, especially the ones made with old wood and prayers. I never understood her then.

Now I wasn’t sure I’d ever understood anything at all.

The air inside was warm and still. It smelled like she used to—smoke, lemongrass, the faint copper tang of dried herbs. Dust danced in the shafts of light that slipped between the shutters. A table stood where it had always stood, draped in a cloth the color of blood. On it, a clay pot of water, a bowl of white stones, and three candles that had burned down to ash.

Nothing in the room moved.

But I felt watched.

Not in a menacing way. Not like fear.

Like reverence.

Like someone had been holding vigil here long after the last breath was taken.

I stepped fully inside. My sandals scuffed the floor—rough, cracked, and swept clean. A broom leaned in the corner. Her stool was still beside it. My heart caught when I saw the cushion worn in the middle where her body had bent the fibers into memory.

“Obaa,” I whispered.

Not as a question. Not as a prayer.

Just as a greeting.

Obaa. Grandmother. The one who saw through smoke. The one who spoke in riddles and silences. The one who left without leaving.

I didn’t expect a response. But the flame in the oil lamp to my left flickered once—though the air was still.

I moved through the house slowly. Each step carried a story.

The wall where we marked our heights as children—scratched lines and smudged pencil. Still there.

The curtain made from old fabric and blessings. Still there.

Her room. Door half-open. Inside: the bed with its low headboard, her rosary hanging beside her ancestral beads. On the wall, a photo of my mother as a girl, and beside it, one of me at six, cheeks round, eyes already asking questions I was too young to form.

In the corner of the room sat the chest.

I knew the chest.

She had told me stories about it when I was little—how her own grandmother brought it when she married into the family, how it was lined with the bones of memory. Literal bones, she’d said once, laughing too hard for me to know if she meant it.

I had never been allowed to open it.

But I wasn’t a child now.

And she wasn’t here to stop me.

My fingers hesitated on the latch. It wasn’t locked, just sealed with a strip of red cloth knotted three times.

I remembered her telling me: “Three knots means it’s waiting. Not closed. Not cursed. Just waiting.”

I untied them slowly, with breath held like ceremony.

Inside, the smell hit me first—aged wood, oil, something dry and spiced, something that lived longer than memory. The contents were wrapped in faded cloth: a comb carved from bone, a small gourd sealed with wax, folded paper that had yellowed into the color of old teeth.

And at the very bottom, a bundle tied in kente.

I lifted it with both hands. It was heavier than it looked. When I laid it out on the floor and opened it, I found journals. Five of them. Bound in leather, worn at the edges. I reached for the top one and opened to the first page.

In the corner, a name I’d never heard before.

Not hers.

But it looked like her handwriting.

Adisa.

And beneath it: Let the fire remember what the mouth could not say.

I didn’t know what it meant.

Not yet.

But my hands were shaking.

Because the words weren’t written in ink.

They were written in ash.

Outside, the wind picked up. I heard the trees whispering in their long, dry language. A bird called once, then went silent. Somewhere in the walls, something clicked.

The house was listening.

Not just to me. To the book. To the past coming back to itself.

I took the journal, sat cross-legged on the floor, and read.

The first entry was dated long before I was born.

The dreams come with fire. They come when the moon is heavy and my body aches. My mother says it is only a woman’s curse. But I know it is not. The voices speak to me in the dirt, in the blood, in the river. I do not tell anyone. I know what happened to the last girl who told.

I froze.

This wasn’t my grandmother’s voice.

This was older.

One of the dream-women.

The ones who knelt in circles and sang without sound.

My skin prickled.

And for the first time in years, I didn’t feel crazy.

I felt called.

There was more in the journal.

But I stopped reading then.

Not because I couldn’t handle it.

Because I knew I needed to read it like she would have wanted—slowly, with candles lit, with offerings made, with my bare feet touching earth.

This wasn’t a story to rush.

This was a remembering.

And the fire inside me—the one I had spent years trying to drown—was just beginning to rise.

That night, I lit three candles.

Not because I believed in ritual.

But because something inside me remembered how.

I placed them in a triangle around the journal—small wax pillars in jars my grandmother had once used for pickled mango. The scent of the wax was faintly floral, as if even the flame still held memory. I opened all the windows and let the night air pour in, thick with the scent of woodsmoke and hibiscus, and I sat cross-legged on the mat beneath the window, the journal resting on my thighs like something sacred.

It felt wrong to read it beneath electric light. Too modern. Too sterile. The pages belonged to a time when fire was the only witness.

So I read by candlelight.

And the shadows on the walls leaned in, like they too had been waiting to remember.

The handwriting was deliberate, the ink faded, the words precise. The writer, Adisa, spoke as one half-afraid of what she carried and half-afraid of losing it. There was a kind of trembling in the language—elegant but urgent.

They told me never to write it down, she had scrawled in the second entry. That memory carried in the mouth is safer than memory carried in the hand. But what if our mouths are silenced? What then? What if no one survives to speak the remembering?

I touched the page.

My fingers came away dusty—not from the page itself, but from something older, something that felt like it had crept up through the floorboards to sit with me.

I read on.

My dreams are full of women I have never met. They sing in circles. They carry flames in their hands and grief in their spines. Sometimes they speak in riddles. Other times they only look at me, and I know. I know what they want. I know what I carry. But I do not know how to bear it.

The hair on my arms stood.

It was the same dream.

Word for word.

The circle of women. The flames. The silence.

My body rocked slightly on its own, a rhythm moving through me that I hadn’t started. My breath changed. Deeper. Slower. As if I were syncing with something ancient. Something true.

I turned the page.

I once asked my grandmother why she always swept the earth before sunrise. She said the night leaves messages in the dust, and you must greet them before the sun burns them away. “If the ancestors leave you something, child,” she said, “you don’t want to miss it.”

I closed the journal.

Slowly.

The candles flickered but did not go out.

And in the silence that followed, I finally let the tears come.

Not from fear.

From recognition.

From grief.

From the terrifying, holy feeling of being seen—not just by a page, but by a lineage that had waited in the dark until someone opened the right door.

I lay down on the mat and stared at the ceiling. I remembered the way my grandmother used to hum while she cooked, the way she spoke to the fire like it was a guest. I used to think it was strange—childlike, superstitious. But now I understood: she wasn’t playing. She was remembering. Holding communion with the things no one dared say out loud.

The night outside thickened.

And the air shifted again.

Soft at first. Then pressing.

A presence filled the room—not cold, not malevolent.

Just vast.

As if something old had been summoned by the ink, the firelight, the breath in my chest.

I sat up slowly.

The candles leaned in different directions. No breeze. Just pull.

I wasn’t alone.

I didn’t speak. I didn’t scream. I didn’t run.

I simply whispered:

“I hear you.”

Because I did.

Not in sound.

In blood.

In the ache behind my eyes.

In the tightness of my throat where silence used to live.

The presence didn’t move. It didn’t need to. It was the house. The walls. The floor. The air. And somewhere in the stillness, I felt it nod.

And then it was gone.

Just like that.

Leaving behind a chill. A blessing. A question.

I blew out the candles one by one.

Then I stood and walked barefoot to the old kitchen, where she used to boil herbs in a rusted pot on the stove that never quite lit right.

I opened the tin drawer where she kept her old tools.

The bundle of dried bay leaves. The cracked calabash. The jar of black chalk. And tucked behind them all, a small cloth pouch tied with string.

I opened it.

Inside was a single match.

I smiled, tears still fresh on my cheeks.

The fire remembers.

I walked outside and knelt in the dirt beside the tree she planted the year I was born.

I struck the match.

And I whispered to the earth the first true thing I’d said aloud in years:

“I’m ready.”

The flame flickered once, kissed the leaves I had gathered, and began to grow.

The fire did not roar. It crackled like a whisper learning to speak. Low, steady, and sure of itself. I fed it slowly—leaves, petals, dry strips of bark I found by the roots of the tree. My knees pressed into the earth as I knelt, the red soil cool against my skin. Smoke curled upward in slow spirals, not rushing to escape, as if it, too, wanted to stay awhile and witness.

I didn’t know why I was doing it.

Only that I had to.

The match, the journal, the dreams, the ash—all of it was pointing me here, to this quiet offering beneath the moon. Not for spectacle. Not for anyone to see. Just a conversation between me and whatever had been waiting in the ground since before I was born.

My grandmother had once said the land listens best at night. “Because the stars are like old eyes,” she told me, “and everything old loves to be seen.”

Now I looked up.

The stars blinked in silence.

And the land listened.

I sat cross-legged and pulled the journal into my lap, letting the fire warm my fingers as I turned the pages. The third entry was shorter.

The fire comes even when I do not call it. Last night, I dreamed it walked into my room on two legs, wearing my mother’s voice and my sister’s face. I tried to speak. It hushed me. ‘The remembering must be slow,’ it said. ‘If you rush it, you will shatter.’

My hands tightened around the leather binding. The words felt like they’d been stitched into my skin long ago, and now they were loosening, unspooling. All my life, I’d felt the rush—the pressure to know, to understand, to explain the ache inside me.

But now I was being told: slow down.

Let the remembering come on its own terms.

I looked into the fire, and it blinked back.

I’d forgotten what real night felt like.

In the city, even the dark buzzes—neon, screens, traffic, distraction masquerading as peace. But here, the dark was full. Thick. Holy. It wrapped around me like a cloak, not to suffocate but to shield. Everything felt alive. The insects in the brush. The frogs calling low. The hush of wind in the mango trees behind the house. Nothing here was quiet.

And yet, I had never felt so much silence.

The kind that opens something.

The kind that makes you brave enough to ask questions you’ve buried in the bones of your own name.

The fire popped. A coal dropped. The embers curled inward.

I whispered without thinking, “Who was she, Adisa?”

The question floated up with the smoke, and in its place came a feeling—warmth in my chest, like a hand pressed there, not to hold me down, but to hold me still.

Another memory surfaced—one I hadn’t thought of in years.

I was ten. It was the middle of the night, and I had come out crying, teeth aching from a bad dream. My grandmother had been sitting right here, under the tree, alone with a clay bowl in her lap. She didn’t speak when I approached. She just opened her arms.

I crawled into her lap.

She said, “The dreams are loud now, hmm?”

I nodded, too afraid to ask what she meant.

“They get loud when the blood starts waking up. Don’t be afraid. It’s just your bones remembering what your tongue can’t say yet.”

I didn’t understand then.

But I do now.

She had been waiting for this.

So had I.

I returned to the journal.

Another entry:

My mother tells me not to write things down. But my hands ache with words I cannot say. So I carve them here. Let the next one find them. Let her know she is not the first to burn and rise. Let her know the silence has a lineage. Let her know she is not alone.

I swallowed hard.

She was writing to me.

Through time. Through blood. Through the sacred thread of memory that refuses to die even when every story is buried.

I looked up again at the stars.

“I hear you,” I whispered.

And the wind stirred the flame.

Something rustled in the brush.

I turned, alert.

But it wasn’t fear.

Not anymore.

A small figure stood at the edge of the trees—barefoot, wrapped in a cloth the color of dusk. She looked about seven or eight, hair in thick plaits, eyes too wise for her face. She didn’t speak. She just stood there, head tilted slightly, watching.

My throat tightened.

Not from alarm.

From recognition.

It was the girl from my dreams.

The one who always stood just beyond the circle, never joining, never fleeing. Always watching.

Now she was here.

Real.

Or real enough.

I didn’t move.

I didn’t speak.

And still, somehow, I knew.

She was not a warning.

She was a guide.

She lifted her hand and pointed—toward the house.

Then she turned and vanished into the night, her feet making no sound.

I waited, heart hammering, the fire crackling softly beside me.

Then I stood, gathered the journal, and walked slowly back to the house.

The door opened before I touched it.

And in the darkness, something old waited.

Something I had come to remember.

The door opened without a sound. Just like the first one. As though it, too, remembered me—not as I had been, but as I had finally become. The hallway smelled of clay, eucalyptus, and something faintly metallic, like blood diluted in water. The kind of scent you don’t notice with your nose, but with your gut.

I stepped inside.

The house was darker than before. The moonlight had faded behind clouds, and the fire behind me had burned low. But this wasn’t the kind of dark that hid things. It was the kind that revealed them. Shadows moved like water along the walls—gentle, deliberate, ancestral.

I walked slowly, barefoot now, letting the coolness of the tile steady me. Each step felt guided. I wasn’t searching. I was being led.

There was only one door in the house that had always been closed.

Not locked.

Just... closed.

My grandmother’s back room. Not the bedroom where she slept. The other one.

The one no one was allowed to enter.

Not even my mother.

I reached it and paused.

The wooden door was marked with white chalk, though faint—four parallel lines at the center, and a symbol I didn’t recognize at the top corner. It looked like an eye, drawn with quick strokes, as if it had been made with urgency. A ward. A boundary. A memory.

She hadn’t been trying to keep people out.

She’d been keeping something in.

And now I was the one at the threshold.

My hand hovered over the door for a long moment. I remembered the time I’d asked her what was in that room. I was twelve, defiant, always asking questions with too much sharpness.

She’d looked up from peeling oranges and said, “Things that remember more than we do.”

I’d laughed, rolled my eyes.

But I hadn’t opened the door.

Not until now.

I pressed it open slowly.

The air inside was thick and warm, like a mouth that had just exhaled after a long silence. There were no windows. No electricity. Only shelves—dozens of them—lined with bowls, bundles of herbs, bones, feathers, stones, teeth. A single chair stood in the center of the room. And above it, hanging from the ceiling, a ring of iron keys suspended on a wire that turned slowly, though no breeze touched it.

In the corner, a table. Upon it, a cracked mirror, a stone basin filled with red dust, and a book bound in bark.

I stepped inside.

The moment I did, the door eased shut behind me with a sigh.

It didn’t feel like a trap.

It felt like a ritual.

A threshold crossed.

And I, the one who crossed it.

I moved to the table.

The mirror was old—its surface clouded, edges chipped. I leaned in slowly.

And for a moment, I didn’t see my own reflection.

I saw hers.

Not young.

Not old.

Just present.

Eyes steady. Lips parted. A woman who had seen more than she’d ever said.

And then she was gone, and it was only me.

Trembling. Awake.

The book was heavier than it looked. Its cover pulsed faintly beneath my hand, like breath. I opened it and found drawings, glyphs, half-legible notes written in three languages. One of them I didn’t recognize. The second was English. The third was Twi—my grandmother’s first tongue. My mother had never taught me more than prayers and names. I read slowly, decoding, translating, absorbing.

The ones who carry the fire must never forget where it began.

The body is the last altar.

Memory does not live in the mind. It lives in the marrow.

I turned the page.

There was a sketch. A tree, split down the middle by lightning, its roots curled around a human skull. Beneath it, scrawled in ink faded to brown:

When the bones remember, the blood will answer.

I sat down in the chair, too dizzy to remain standing.

The words vibrated in my chest.

Something in me was shifting.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

The room began to hum.

Low at first, then deeper. I could feel it in my teeth, in my belly, in the soles of my feet. The kind of hum you feel in dream-music, the kind you wake from and spend the rest of your life chasing.

The air thickened again, and the keys above my head turned faster.

I closed my eyes.

I didn’t try to stop it.

I just let the remembering come.

And it did.

In a rush.

Flashes of fire. A woman wrapped in blue, screaming beneath the moon. A hand clutching a necklace of teeth. Blood spilled into a circle of ash. A voice—not hers, not mine—whispering in my right ear: You are the door now. Open.

My eyes flew open.

The room was silent.

The keys had stopped spinning.

I stood, legs shaky but rooted.

And in that moment, I understood:

This was not madness.

This was inheritance.

This was not a haunting.

This was a handing down.

I left the room slowly, closing the door behind me—not to seal it, but to honor it.

And as I walked back into the hall, a single phrase echoed in my mind like song:

“You are the fire that remembers.”

I didn’t sleep that night.

I lay on the floor in the front room, wrapped in one of my grandmother’s old shawls that still smelled like charcoal and lemongrass. The air was thick, not with heat, but with something unnameable. The kind of stillness that follows a revelation. The kind of stillness that waits to see what you’ll do with it.

My eyes stayed open, fixed on the ceiling beams, worn smooth by time and smoke. I thought of the fire. The journal. The room behind the closed door. The spinning keys. The tree with roots wrapped around bone.

And I thought of the voice that had whispered in my dream, that had circled my name without touching it. You are the door now.

Not a metaphor.

A mantle.

I didn’t ask for it. But it was mine now.

Just before dawn, I rose and opened the shutters. The first light of morning crept across the floor like a blessing, illuminating dust like it was gold. The birds had begun their song—soft, low, full of questions. I listened, letting their music braid itself into my breath.

The kettle still worked. I made tea the way she used to—strong, without sugar, a single bay leaf floating like a message in the cup. I sat on the porch, hands wrapped around the warmth, eyes on the horizon.

The trees in the distance looked like they were waiting.

And maybe they were.

I didn’t know where the journal had gone.

When I woke, it wasn’t beside me.

I searched the room, then the kitchen, then the table near the fire pit.

Nothing.

I didn’t panic.

It didn’t feel stolen.

It felt... claimed. As if the house had taken it back for now, needing to hold it while I held something else.

Instead, I found a different object in its place: a small calabash bowl, filled with red clay and water, with my name scratched faintly into its rim.

It hadn’t been there before.

At least, not where I could see it.

I didn’t touch it.

I just sat in front of it, palms resting on my thighs, heart beating like a drum I didn’t remember learning to play.

The water inside the bowl rippled once.

And I heard it.

The voice.

Not with my ears.

With my bones.

With that deep place just behind the ribs, where language has not yet formed but meaning is already alive.

It didn’t use words.

It used memory.

And in a flash, I saw her—my grandmother, younger than I’d ever known her, kneeling by the same fire pit, singing with her mouth closed, tears streaming down her face. Behind her stood a woman with skin the color of soil and eyes like stone. She placed both hands on my grandmother’s head and whispered something into her hair.

Then I saw a river.

A baby floating in a reed basket.

A fire lit at the edge of a forest, drawing moths that turned to ash midair.

And then, me.

Standing in the middle of it all.

Mouth closed.

Eyes wide.

Hands outstretched.

The vision passed.

The bowl was still in front of me.

The water was still.

But I was not.

I was shaking, quietly, in that way you do when the body has caught up to a truth the mind is still trying to translate.

Something inside me had opened.

Not like a wound.

Like a door.

I carried the bowl to the tree.

The same one she’d planted. The same one I’d knelt beside the night before.

I dug into the earth with my hands, carved a small hollow, and poured the water into it slowly, like an offering.

Not to ask.

To thank.

Then I whispered, “I remember.”

Not all of it.

But enough.

And the wind answered—just once. Just enough to rustle the leaves.

Just enough to say: Then let the others remember too.

That day, I didn’t write.

I walked.

Through the old paths behind the house.

Past the mango grove.

To the well we were told not to drink from.

The one no one had touched in decades.

The one rumored to be cursed.

But I wasn’t afraid of curses anymore.

I knew now that curses are just truths that were silenced too long.

When I reached it, the well was still intact—stones thick with moss, the rope frayed, the bucket half-swallowed by time.

I knelt and pressed my palm to the rim.

The stone was warm.

Alive.

The voice came again—not loud, not startling.

But deep.

And this time, it spoke.

This is where the forgetting began.

I leaned over the edge, expecting darkness.

But instead, I saw a flicker.

A reflection.

A face.

Not mine.

But like mine.

Eyes darker. Mouth fuller. A scar along her left brow.

She didn’t blink.

She didn’t move.

She just waited.

Until I understood.

She was one of them.

The dream-women.

The ones who came before.

I closed my eyes and whispered, “What do you want from me?”

The answer came not in words.

But in heat.

In light.

In fire that rose behind my eyes until I could see her again—arms raised, face wet with rain, voice rising into the sky like a song too old for language.

We want you to remember us.

We want you to become us.

We want you to burn.

I opened my eyes.

The well was still.

Empty.

But the air had changed.

And the fire inside me was no longer afraid.

It was waiting to be fed.

When I returned from the well, the house felt heavier.

Not in the way of burden, but in the way of presence—like someone had entered while I was gone and filled the space with their breath. The walls pulsed faintly with heat, and every creak beneath my feet sounded intentional, as if each board was whispering: Now.

I went to the basin to wash my hands, but when I looked down, I froze.

There was something on my palm.

Not dirt. Not clay.

A symbol.

Thin, curved lines drawn in what looked like charcoal, though I hadn’t touched any. It spiraled out from the center of my palm like a sun, but broken—its rays fractured, interrupted by sharp cuts.

I didn’t feel pain.

But I felt known.

Like something inside me had finally made its way to the surface.

I ran my finger over it. The skin tingled—not raw, but awake.

The mark did not smear.

It did not wipe away.

It had not been placed on me.

It had risen.

I sat on the mat in the middle of the room and opened the book bound in bark I had found in the ritual room. This time, I flipped past the sketches and the chants. Past the list of herbs and their uses. Past the entries written in trembling, hurried ink.

Until I found the page I hadn’t known I was looking for.

A diagram.

A woman’s hand.

Marked with the same symbol.

Below it: a single sentence in Twi.

“When the body remembers, the fire begins.”

I didn’t understand it yet.

Not fully.

But the mark didn’t scare me.

It felt like a beginning. Like a story that had been waiting inside me, etched into my skin like scripture, like a map. Not made for others to read.

Made for me to follow.

I ran my fingertips across the page and felt the pulse of recognition between what had been drawn and what had been born.

And then I heard it.

Footsteps.

Bare, soft, slow.

From behind the closed bedroom door.

I rose, heart steady but fast.

The house was empty. I had been alone for days. No one had come. I had not sent word. I had not needed to.

But the steps came again—five, maybe six, and then silence.

Not ghost-silence.

Not warning.

Invitation.

I moved toward the door. Slowly. Every step felt like a decision. Every breath carried weight.

When I opened the door, the room was empty.

But something was different.

The bed was made.

The curtains had been drawn back, and the air smelled like frankincense and eucalyptus. The kind of scent my grandmother used when she was preparing for ritual.

On the pillow lay a folded cloth.

I picked it up and unwrapped it.

Inside: a needle. A bowl of white ash. A small jar of oil.

And a note, written in her hand:

“Mark the place where the story begins. Let the fire speak.”

I sat on the bed, the cloth in my lap, and stared at the items.

I had no teacher.

No instructions.

No elder beside me to chant or bless or guide.

But I had the dream.

The circle of women.

The burning trees.

The voices in the river.

And the fire that had followed me here.

I dipped the needle in the oil. Then in the ash.

And pressed it gently to the skin just above my heart.

There was no pain.

Just heat.

Just memory.

Just the quiet knowing that I was no longer a visitor in my own blood.

When I was finished, the mark was small—barely visible.

But I could feel it burning, soft and sure, beneath the surface.

Like a name being whispered into me from below.

I lay back on the bed and closed my eyes.

And I dreamed again.

But this time, I was not watching.

I was there.

Standing in the circle.

Holding flame in one hand, stone in the other.

And this time, the women were not veiled.

They had my face.

My hands.

My scars.

My story.

One of them stepped forward and spoke aloud.

Her voice was my own.

But older.

Stronger.

Woven with all the voices I had forgotten how to carry.

She said:

“You are the fire that walks. The silence that remembers. The mouth that was closed but not gone. Let the story live.”

And when I woke, the air in the room was still glowing.

The house breathed.

The trees outside wept morning light.

And the mark on my chest hummed.

Not with pain.

With promise.

I stepped outside just before dawn.

The sky was still grey, not yet blue, and the stars clung faintly to the edge of the world like they weren’t quite ready to go. The soil was damp with night-sweat, and the trees stood still—not in silence, but in anticipation.

I breathed in deeply, bare feet in the red earth, fingers trailing along the rim of my shawl. My chest still tingled where I’d made the mark. It wasn’t pain. It was pressure. Like something behind my ribs had been sleeping and was now pushing to wake.

I walked down the path past the mango trees toward the clearing where my grandmother used to pray. As a girl, I thought it was strange, the way she knelt and talked to the wind. But now I understood—she hadn’t been speaking to nothing. She’d been answering what most of us had forgotten how to hear.

I reached the clearing and stood still.

And that’s when I heard it again.

Not in my ears.

In the wind.

It spoke her name.

Adisa.

Soft at first. Almost imagined.

Then again, louder. Certain.

Adisa.

It moved through the trees like it had been trapped for generations and finally found breath. It rustled the leaves and circled my ankles and pressed against my skin like water, like memory, like warning.

I closed my eyes and listened.

And the wind spoke more than her name.

It spoke mine.

Not the name I had been given at birth.

The older one.

The one I had never spoken aloud but had felt curl in my mouth during dreams.

Ama Serwaa.

My eyes snapped open.

I had never heard that name before.

Not in this life.

Not from any mouth I knew.

But when the wind said it, my body answered.

A shiver ran from my spine to the soles of my feet.

It was me.

The name was me.

From somewhere before memory.

Before forgetting.

Before fire.

I knelt slowly and touched the earth.

It was soft beneath my fingers, and warm. My grandmother once said that names are seeds. That they remember what they were meant to grow into, even when buried in silence.

Now, I whispered mine back into the soil.

“Ama Serwaa.”

And the earth pulsed.

A slow, steady thrum beneath my palm.

Alive.

Listening.

Beckoning.

That was when I heard the crying.

Not distant. Not ghostly.

Real.

Human.

A child.

Somewhere near the grove.

I stood quickly, heart pounding. The sound came again—low, rhythmic, like the kind of crying that’s been going on for hours. Worn out. Bruised.

I followed it, ducking under branches, leaves scraping against my skin like old fingers trying to recognize me.

And then I saw her.

The girl.

The same one.

Small. Barefoot. Wrapped in a cloth too thin for morning cold. Her face turned toward the tree trunk, shoulders shaking. Her braids had come loose. Her toes were bleeding. But she made no sound when I approached.

Just that same weeping, deep and wordless.

I knelt beside her.

She didn’t look at me.

I whispered, “I see you.”

She flinched.

I tried again, quieter. “You don’t have to hide. I came back.”

She turned slowly. Her eyes were wide—too wide—and full of something ancient.

Recognition.

Grief.

Fire.

“You left me,” she said.

Not in accusation.

In fact.

“You locked the room. You walked away. You stopped listening.”

Tears welled up in my own eyes before I could stop them.

Because I knew what she meant.

She wasn’t just a dream.

She wasn’t just a symbol.

She was the part of me I’d abandoned.

The remembering child.

The one who saw too much, felt too deeply, and was told to shut it all down.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was afraid.”

She nodded.

“I was, too.”

She reached out and touched the mark on my chest.

Her fingers were cold, but the mark burned brighter beneath her touch.

Then she smiled.

And her face shifted.

For a breath, she looked like me.

Then like my mother.

Then like the woman from the dream.

Then like someone I’d never met but somehow knew in the marrow.

She stepped back into the trees and vanished.

I stood in the clearing for a long time after that, the air still electric with her presence.

Something in me had closed that should’ve stayed open.

And now it had been opened again.

Not by force.

But by fire.

When I returned to the house, the bowl with my name carved into it was gone.

In its place was the journal.

Adisa’s journal.

Opened to a page I hadn’t yet read.

“To remember is not to relive.

To remember is to rejoin.

We are not meant to escape the fire.

We are meant to walk through it—

with our names on our tongues

and our stories in our blood.”

I sat with the journal open and pressed my hand to my heart.

And for the first time, I whispered the name the wind had given me:

“Ama Serwaa.”

And the walls did not echo.

They answered.

I spent the rest of the morning cleaning the house, not out of obligation, but out of reverence. Dust had settled into the corners like memory—soft, stubborn, and layered. My grandmother had taught me that sweeping wasn’t just about tidiness. It was ritual. A way to move stagnant energy. To wake the sleeping things that still had something to say.

She used to sweep before the sun rose. Said the night left behind messages that could only be read in footprints and ash. Said if you weren’t careful, you’d sweep away what the ancestors were trying to tell you. So you had to listen with your feet.
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