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For Tyrell


. . . finally!














Se wo were fi na wosan kofa a yennkyi


Sankofa, Adinkra symbol of the Asante


Return and retrieve! It is not taboo


To return for what has been forgotten.


Learn from your past.
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Ada


Totope, March 1459


During the longest night of the year, blood clung to my forehead and my baby died. Finally. He had whimpered in his final moments, and Naa Lamiley had caressed his cheek. How lovely, I had thought, that this would be his final memory. She lay just beside him, the child between us, and her head resting next to mine. Naa Lamiley’s eyes shimmered as she assured me it would not be much longer now, “God willing”. She whispered because all of our mothers were sleeping on the other side of the room, but Naa Lamiley’s voice would have given out at any moment anyway. Together, we had cried and prayed at my baby’s side the last three nights. I could barely hear her, and I understood her even less. While she caressed him, she had stared at me, as if surprised by my confusion – though the words How would you know? never left my lips. In an already unbearable situation, this moment was particularly absurd. Naa Lamiley always knew. But in that moment – it was quite literally a matter of my own flesh and blood – I did not want to seem clueless to her. To distract myself, I scratched my forehead. I scratched and forgot I had blood under my nails.


The few candles Naa Lamiley had gathered and placed before the doorway flickered.


“It was this way with Kofi, too,” she breathed softly, as if she did not wish to disturb my son while he was dying. Shame on me. This was not so long ago. The ensuing silence resulting from my shame and her sympathy accompanied us through the final, tortured breaths. The candles wept.


Outside, Naa Lamiley had prepared a tiny pad of palm leaves to lay him out in the moonlit courtyard. She spread a white cloth over it. There would be no grave. The boy did not even have a name; he was only five days old. And yet he had still tarried longer than my first child. Also, a boy. He had opened his eyes immediately after birth, looked around, and evidently, not liked what he had seen. That little one had left us before I could even take him in my arms.


Naa Lamiley squeezed my hand once, briefly, then shifted to her knees and stood. I wanted to, as well, but with great effort I only managed to make it halfway – a squat. It was about time to carry out his body – I remained on the floor. She bent over one of the flames – I remained on the floor. She blew one candle out, then the next, and then another. Finally, she lifted the baby’s body and carried him from our room. I remained on the floor. The darkness comforted me.


Through the open doorway, I watched how Naa Lamiley weighed my baby in her arms, how she lay his body gently down onto the palm leaves, how she adjusted his head lovingly, pressing his lips together. How she blinked her tears away. I leaned back against the wall, closed my own eyes, and dozed off.


By sunrise – his body was still warm – the older women, toothless and spitting, had assured one another that I had best forget about it all as quickly as possible. They sat together on the bench directly in front of our hut, watching the morning unfold. The one whose eyesight was poorest nodded emphatically in Naa Lamiley’s direction as she pronounced that I was still young and could, God willing, bear at least three more healthy children one after another.


“Or,” Mami Ashitey cackled, shaking her broom, “perhaps all three at once!” And as if this were the best joke of all time, they began to laugh in unison. Their ribcages shook, and their eyes wept tears of laughter. I bit my lip. Did they not know the prophesy had foretold that I – the woman they all called Ada – would accompany only one child into adulthood?


Naa Odarkor, who was frying up the masses of shrimp which would later be brought to market, threw her fan to the ground and leaped over the coal stove. She had to prop up the toothless one whose hearing was poorest, as she began to laugh so mightily, she almost fell from her bench.


Forget it all as soon as possible? I fought to hold on to every memory I had of him! I clung with all my strength to the sour scent of my son. His murmuring still resounded in my ears, as though he had only just stopped nursing. And I longed for this again, o! My swollen breast all but robbed me of my breath. As chapped and tender as my nipples were, I wished for nothing more than to exchange the agony in my engorged breasts for the torture of nursing. Naa Lamiley shook her head and chewed at her cracked thumbnail, while the toothless ones began to laugh at me once more. But it was really true that I could still feel how he had gazed at me as I had held him in my arms. Like a promise he would stay with me for ever. Or perhaps, a promise that I had never really lived without him.


“Eh-eh!”


“He’s not your HUSBAND, o!”


I turned away. So, then I should only mourn someone with whom I once had lain? Pfft!


I did not want a grave. There should not be another forgotten, overgrown place for which no-one would care after we had departed – and that would be soon, after all: We were only waiting for a sign. No grave. But there should be a ritual, Naa Lamiley knew which one.


Not until early evening, after the hearth fire had been fanned, the soup cooked, and the yams mashed – not until all of us had eaten, only then would one of my mothers “take care of the baby”. Unless I could steal away with him while the toothless ones – surrounded by plucked feathers and slaughtered hens – continued to chatter on excitedly. I would walk to the great water, approach its edge, and permit the tiny, peaceful body to glide out upon the waves. This was my wish.


Because I did not yet want to show myself at market – it was still too soon – I sent Naa Lamiley instead to collect the two or three yams we needed for the ritual. She nodded, first in exhaustion, then in determination – disappearing with a basket of smoked fish. I also threatened to disappear. Before my eyes an all-encompassing blackness spread. A hole. Were I to fall into it, there would be no escape.


The toothless ones calmed themselves, and the hens, too, ceased their clucking and flapping. Mami Ashitey cackled on, hobbling about and fluttering her arms in the air.


“Naa?” she cried, her right eye tearing.


Naa Odarkor shook her head. Seconds before, she had watched as Mami Ashitey rubbed her face with her dusty hand. I should have removed whatever it was that ended up in her eye – it would have been better, for Naa Odarkor’s fingers shook – but it was still too soon. I could not tolerate Naa Odarkor’s loving gaze upon her wife, the tenderness of her touch, the pettiness of Mami Ashitey’s pain. By the time I had turned away, it was already over.


Gradually, they all resumed their activities – the sweeping of the yard, the fanning of the flames, or the chewing of kotsa. That the toothless ones still used kotsa at all! Even I only used the chewing sponge after meals or occasionally to remove a particularly foul taste from my mouth. But these elders? If they had had one single tooth to share amongst them, it would have been a lot! And yet they chewed day in and day out, as if they were trying in vain to grind down a piece of gristle.


My baby was covered with a white cloth and was safe from both the swirling dust and their flying spit. I just should have waited for Naa Lamiley. Even centuries later, I still will not know what I was thinking. In any case, the bracelet was already untied. I held it in my right hand and counted the golden beads with my thumb.


Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two . . . thirty-three moon phases ago, when I had noticed that the line below my belly button was beginning to darken again, I had left no stone unturned. At first, I had prayed to Jehovah, the God of the whites, for I had been told that he was a jealous God, and thought He might appreciate that I had turned to Him first in my hour of need. And so, I had closed my eyes, folded my hands together, and moved my lips zealously. Still kneeling, the thought came to me that it would be prudent to next venerate the coastal deity, Ataa Naa Nyɔŋmɔ, because the combination of the masculine “Ataa” and the feminine “Naa” were surely more powerful than Jehovah’s one-sided masculinity. In the end, I could merely offer Ataa Naa Nyɔŋmɔ one song in Ga. My voice could not quite reach the high notes, but at least I had known the words. Then I had put on the bracelet, hoping this time that the golden beads might convince the dead to protect my unborn child. That, at least, was the subject of another hasty prayer in Arabic, which my first mother had taught me a long, long time ago. In the quiet after the duʿāʾ, I poked my distended belly button, and I was confident that my efforts could also please Allah. But all these efforts were in vain. My baby died anyway.


What was so wrong with me that my children did not come to stay? I saw nothing, for my lashes were too heavy with tears and pain, but at least I could still pray softly with my fingers and lips. And then, as I began to count the beads of the bracelet once more, it dawned on me: My son did not have to return naked to Asamando, like his brother before him. The golden beads, which by no means belonged to me alone, should adorn his waist. And the thought that in this way, the bracelet would finally return to my foremothers, comforted me a little. I sat beside him. The bracelet was not quite long enough, and so I carefully removed three threads from the seam of my cloth. With the tips of my fingernails, I bound them to the wire. The white cloth rustled in the light breeze. It had only a slight bulge beneath it, looking almost innocent. I touched this tiny mound. How hard it was. Like a stone, it was.


“Oh!” I moaned, as I retracted my hand. My left hand again. The toothless ones were furious. In two strides, Mami Ashitey was at my side. She struck at me mightily, instantly disappointed that the fibres of her broom were too weak for this application. Then she cursed, turning the broom in the palm of her right hand and striking at me again with the wooden handle. Her movements were quick and precise, as though she had been practising for this all her life.


“O Mami!” My hands encircled my head. “Please stop, o! Please STOP!”


Of course, she heard me, but she acted as though the cries of the other toothless ones drowned out my own. Naa Odarkor nodded at each blow and made no effort to restrain her wife from punishing me.


Then Mami Ashitey struck me on the knee on a particularly tender spot, so that my leg gave out. It simply happened: Strike. Kick. Suddenly the white cloth under which – until that moment – my son had rested peacefully, lay beside a stiff, baby corpse. Astaghfirullah.


A few excited hens.


Four toothless elders, one with broom.


A young woman with a bleeding forehead.


A recently deceased child.


This is how he likely first came upon us, the white man from the sea—


Stratford-le-Bow, March 1848


I glanced back at him.


While he dressed. First the stockings, then the trousers. Never the other way around. Then his undershirt, shaken out two times. He worried, otherwise, that his overshirt would not sit properly. The tips of his elegant fingers encircled the buttons, one after the other. And he quivered with rage. Cher Charles.


I could have avoided this argument if I had merely conceded to agree with him unconditionally. And often I did, especially in those days, because it had become exceedingly exhausting to quarrel with men like Charles. Men who actually considered themselves to be “the good ones”, and yet – between the Africans on one side and the women on the other – never knew where to expect the next challenge to their God-given authority, and therefore fought pre-emptively on every front at once. The confidence with which he had presumed to tell me something of probability theory was actually quite comical. It would seem the constricting impact of a corset affected both men and women alike. I kept my internal commentary – “Darling, what actually goes on in that little head of yours?” – to myself, and counted silently to ten.


He held one of my calculations for the Analytical Engine in his hand, reading glasses balanced on the tip of his nose.


“Hmm.”


He tapped on one of the lines with his index finger. Perhaps it had been rather unconscionable of me not to acknowledge him at once.


“You’ve made an error here,” he said. “There’s a comma missing.”


I examined the spot without turning my head, then returned my gaze to him. I decided on the response:


“Thank you, my dear.”


I sat at my writing desk, quill pen in hand, and dipped the nib into my inkwell. I appended the missing comma to the sentence: “As soon as an Analytical Engine exists it will necessarily guide the future course of the science.”


He had nodded, removing his reading glasses and cleaning them with his cotton handkerchief.


“And what, precisely, does analytical signify in this context?”


I remember looking up at him, misinterpreting his earnest stare. Admittedly, my subsequent lecture was a bit longwinded.


His eyes had glazed over by the time I arrived at my conclusion: “One day, we will even be able to compose music with it!” I had raved. “The applications are limitless!”


What had prevented him from simply delighting in this with me? What a pitiful little man, I had thought. How he toyed sulkily with his goatee as he countered:


“If what you are describing were possible, a real scientist would have developed it!”


If I had merely kept my peace, we could have continued lying together side by side in the warmth of my bed. But after a certain point, even the last spark of artificial humility fizzles out.


“Yes,” I had nodded. “You’re quite right. I am that scientist.”


His cheeks had flushed. In answer to his question, as to what I meant by this, I could only look away, lowering my gaze. And of course that had not sufficed as an apology for Charles. I rose from my writing desk as he turned away and began to pull on his trousers with great, theatrical gesticulations.


I know I should have said something. I struggled to find the proper words. But I did not want to show how much his outburst had amused me. My forehead began to itch, precisely at that moment when his faith in me began to erode away once more. It was, for the umpteenth time, the beginning of the end.


In silence, I watched the conflicting voices struggle for dominance inside his head. Some roared, emitting withering tones. They harshly condemned his “special friendship” with me. Others – admittedly the quieter ones – spoke conciliatorily, attempting to excuse away the incident, bemoaning the overpowering allure of unrequited love. But the most powerful voices belonged unambiguously to his lower lip. They concentrated on my cantankerous insistence on being right: “Insolent!” and “Impudent!” and “Ignoble!” were only the first denouncements beginning with “I”.


“Ach, Charles . . .”


He loved the way I pronounced his name: Charles. Between my lips, with the French accent I reserved solely for his name, it sounded like a poem. A song of praise. There was a time when Charles had referred to me as “Notre Dame”. His eyes were closed, he had caressed my forearm, leaning his head upon my shoulder. I cleared my throat – just once – immediately and definitively assuring that he would refrain from ever calling me by that name again.


“. . . Let us not concern ourselves with such trivial matters as mathematics.”


I stood behind him, my breath tickling the place on his neck between his collar and hairline where his pale skin was exposed. “Tell me rather of David.” My lips brushed against the nape of his neck. “What is he doing? And his new father, Mr Murd . . . ?”


Of course, I already knew his name. Charles read to me from his most recent manuscripts at each of our rendezvous. And thus, he forced the reality of the London streets time and again into the privacy of my bed chamber. In those moments, I was wont to close my eyes. I allowed his stories to swirl about me – carried by his visions, through his voice, beyond my comprehension, deep into my heart. In this way, I came to appreciate all of his literary figures – more, even, than I appreciated my own family. I would have adopted the darling David in a heartbeat, who certainly did not deserve Murdstone as a stepfather. The fact that England possessed innumerable real-life orphans was something I could block from my mind with ease. We rarely spoke of my birth family. Or his seven children. Or my own three. We spoke only of those peculiar figures to whom we ourselves were married when it was positively unavoidable.


“Edward Murdstone.”


“Murdstone.” I nodded, kissing him again on the same spot. “Why must he be so awful, so dreadful?”


I felt how his heart threatened to burst. I perceived the sweat gathering above his upper lip. Charles, I thought, come back and lie with me. We could have pondered over literature and poetry and other immaterial things. We could have laughed while caressing each other. We could have fallen silent while missing each other. So long as we discussed nothing of the fundamentals of our “special friendship”, these rare, early-morning hours were healing for him. Beside me. Where he belonged. Of course, he underestimated how much energy this dance around uncomfortable subjects cost him, cher Charles. He circled them in ever-smaller orbits, drawing ever closer in recent days, until he got burned. The comforting security he felt with me was, unfortunately for him, the most dangerous part of the whole affair.


And yet, before this conciliatory side of my mind could take hold, the defiant thought arose: Why should I grant Charles my attention anyway? Simply because he always felt the need to share his feelings with me? He was a storyteller, after all! It was his calling to seduce and to confound. What did I stand to gain from such a person who spent his days manipulating people to acquire his wealth? To bring untruths and exaggerations into the world and, of all things, to be rewarded for these efforts? Not to mention his obsession with the poor.


My arms brushed gently against his hips. There was no need to hurry. Who would miss me? My lady friends? Perhaps. But only if they knew how I was spending my time. My mother? Hardly. She no doubt was enjoying her time in Ockham with her grandchildren, precisely because I was not there. William? Well. Since he had decamped to France two months before, I had only infrequently received word from my husband, and never with a mention of an impending return. I had no idea what he was doing there. Perhaps Lizzie would miss me. The dear thing. She had already made herself scarce yesterday morning, without my so much as asking her. Astonishingly, she often seemed to recognise what I needed, even before I did so myself. My mother was right: I would never find a better chambermaid.


“I’m off to see my brother,” she had winked with a little too much familiarity for my taste. “I’ll be back promptly for luncheon tomorrow.” There were a good nine hours in between, and I had some indecent notions of how Charles and I might spend them together. Patient and expectant, I played with his shirt buttons. My fingers tugged at them, I had almost opened the first and then – poof!


He freed himself quickly from my embrace, his necktie still open. The way I knew him, he would declare this to be the last meeting between us and I would finally experience – for God’s sake, just this once – his resolve. As he opened the door, his eyes fell upon my desktop. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared, he cursed me in colourful terms. I did not listen, and I understood him even less. His voice faded away behind my mental calculation:


[image: image]


(Or, how long it would take before a book landed on the street, if Charles were to throw one from the window, ignoring the current wind resistance, his left hand at shoulder height: 5.75 metres above the level of the footpath below.)


He stomped down the stairs, and I rushed to the window. A few moments later, I watched as he crossed the street, disappearing in the silence of the breaking dawn. I did not mourn his departure. I already knew my way around Charles’s attempts at determination, and I remained, as yet, unconvinced. He was an artist, after all.


The flame from the candle on the windowsill danced on, utterly indifferent to the recent goings-on. My reflection appeared like a spectre in the windowpane. Naked branches drifted through my hair; the faint glow of street-lights shone through my dressing gown. I had to laugh. I, who neither believed in ghosts nor religion, priests nor clairvoyants. I believe only in numbers, for those never lie. The spectre smiled back—


Kohnstein bei Nordhausen, March 1945


and then it vanished.


I don’t even know what pain is anymore. A bruised elbow. A broken heart. A burning sensation in the anus. All that would suggest this body still belonged to me. What a strange notion! I don’t even know where to begin. All the signs that I could bring life into this world are gone. It’s like a scolding from my uterus: “Yee ne’er pay the slightest heed, yee’ve loost yer past, they thieved yer present – Ah cannae bide it, Ah’m fer away an’ takin’ yer future wae me!” Even my mother’s bracelet is gone. “Property of the German Reich.” Like me. Nothing belongs to me anymore.


In this collection of moments that are not my own, I mostly flee into a floating, crimson room behind my eyelids. From there, I can observe the situation from something like an objective distance. I can. But I don’t want to. I never will.


If it happens at night and I can turn – head to the window – I often make it to the moon. I linger there, hopping about nimbly and licking the ground in curiosity. It would taste like powdered sugar. Lovely. If it happens in the early morning and I can wear the hair down, I shake – the head – imagining infinitely long and ashy blond hair. It would smell like cherry blossoms and lavender. Dreamy. In the afternoons, I’d be a track and field star, running faster than the speed of light! “Übermensch!” they would cry joyfully if I were Aryan. “Just like a man!” They would scream furiously if I were African. During the evenings, when the sessions are organised into fifteen-minute segments and should take no longer than two hours in total, I think up recipes. Culinary creations with asparagus in summer, or with chanterelles when the weather starts to shift towards fall. I’ll tell this one to Cuddle Bear, I think: Linde and I love to exchange recipes. Even though we hardly gain any weight, she calls me Fatty and I call her Cuddle Bear. I allow myself to develop feelings for her, because without her, I wouldn’t survive another day in Thirty-Seven. Besides that, I don’t have emotions.


And that’s why it’s possible for another stripe to be standing in my room without me even wondering for how long. Or even wondering how. It’s miraculous. They come – every fifteen minutes – and I don’t even notice. This one doesn’t look older than sixteen. He’s even scrawnier than I am – and it makes me think:




See him flying through the room, a footprint on his ass—


a fist would shatter his already crooked nose—


fingernails would be painted red by it


the cracked lips would slowly


spread over the face while


the hands would wind around his neck. Tighter. He’d look


at the lips while he gasped for air. Finally, he’d


hear endless, shrill laughter—


I’d watch everything from close by—


I’d wish longingly that


I could regain the sense of touch


for this beautiful execution . . .





I sit on the edge of the bed. I observe that he can still feel pain. And that’s the only reason I talk to him.


“We have names for you,” I whisper, as he undoes his pants. Hastily. He only has fifteen minutes, after all – at this point, probably less than thirteen. “We have names for all of you. That might surprise you. But we can count, too.”


Now his penis hangs between his legs, awkward and full of sadness. I wonder what it’s doing there. It’s supposed to be between these legs. I make the appropriate preparations and spread the respective body parts. His penis remains limp, and the fifteen minutes are almost up. The stripe descends into a cycle of victim or perpetrator? Perpetrator? But I’m way more of a victim than she is. Right? I know the look. Well, well, I think. You can’t be that much of a victim if your dick still belongs to you. And since I don’t have any possessions, I can’t really have an opinion. I just look on: a neither-victim-nor-perpetrator, a neither-good-nor-evil, a neither-man-nor-child, a nothing.


A pupil appears – encircled in grey-blue – in the hole in the door which provides the illusion of privacy to my visitors and me. I see the black pupil shortly before someone hammers on the door. I hear it, and I understand. I already know that they have their fun watching from out there, but the boy stares back wide-eyed at the jet-black pupil. Cute. He pulls his trousers up around his hips and ties them so tightly around the waist it seems like he’ll never take them off again. He disappears before I can even fully memorise his number. The first digits: nine, zero, eight.


The next one enters. What a red face! He’s dripping with sweat and smells like a dead fish. I barely take note of him, I just keep sitting on the edge of the bed. Because of Nine-Zero-Eight’s lack of action, I have no reason to wash or disinfect anything, freshen up, or set anything straight.


“Dzień dobry,” the next one says, closing the door behind him. It’s strange. Even though I have no past, a surprising number of people recognise a faded connection to Poland hanging over me. I’m not sure where it comes from. But it happens so often, it can’t be a coincidence. I don’t answer. There’s nothing “good” in this collection of moments, and I don’t think in units as big as a “day”.


The Pole sits next to me on the bed. He’s bigger and older than the scrawny one. I notice that he lays his hand on the leg and strokes the thigh. His palm is sticky. He clears his throat, kisses me on the cheek, and asks what he should call me. I hear moaning and creaking from next door. I understand everything.


“Jak masz na imię?” he asks again. That damn jet-black pupil appears at the hole again. This next one is lucky. I’m not going to try to hurt him. I just lie back and fixate on that goddamn jet-black pupil. I don’t blink.


“Będę cię nazywał Ada,” he whispers, as he lies down beside me. He licks the earlobe with the tip of his tongue. Call me whatever you want, I think. Yes, do with the body what you will.


This candle burns on.









Among the Toothless


Totope, March 1459


No matter how tightly Mami Ashitey held me in her hand, no matter how quickly she swung her arm or how often she spun me about, she did not succeed in hurting Ada with her blows. Which, of course, gave me a certain pleasure.


In 1459, I was – as yet – unable to choose which object I would become, but as a brushwood broom, I still possessed a bit of leeway. At that time, at that place, my role was utterly uncomplicated. Most of the time, I lay about outside in a shady corner beside four or five clay pots and several piles of charcoal. I was put to use at least several times per day, but the space between the three small houses on the property was quite manageable. Even those who made the utmost effort to shirk from further household chores could sweep the dust, the chicken shit, and the fish scales together and haul them to the waste heap in no more than the span of two work songs. Naa Lamiley usually managed it in only a few breaths. And since it was typically her task to keep things clean around the yard, I had a lot of time on my twigs.


It was in just such a quiet hour, as I lay sun-drunk and dreaming, that Mami Ashitey put me to use. She swept and laughed and swept-laughed more, and I suspected no ill will. I remember that my twigs were all quite stiff and orderly – this was something in which I took particular pride. The toothless ones liked to tell one another that I looked so good because I was made of palm fronds while all the other brooms had been made of coconut leaves. And until that morning, I had had no cause to convince the women of anything to the contrary.


Mami Ashitey paused. I noticed that she was growing angry, as her grip around me tightened. A low rumble issued from her lips. And in the next moment, I flew through the air towards Ada’s shoulder.


“What is wrong with you?!” I heard Mami Ashitey cry. Her eyes squinting as her mouth twisted in rage.


“For! The! Last! Time! Use! The! Right!” Each word was emphasised with another whack.


Naa Odarkor nodded to her wife, her otherwise placid forehead distorted by her narrowed brow. Although she was typically considered the more lenient of the two, it had grown customary for even Naa Odarkor to smack Ada on the upper arm with her stick rather than remind her at every opportunity – whether eating, cooking, or in greeting – to use only her right hand.


“Be quiet!” she would threaten. “Otherwise, I’ll give you a real reason to cry, o!”


The women of Totope treated Ada as though she had emerged from Mami Ashitey’s own loins. In their eyes, her daily floggings were glowing proof of familiarity and love.


I was not pleased to be misused for such purposes, and so I always slowed my flight just before I was to strike Ada. And while Mami Ashitey continued demonstrating her love for Ada with ever-growing eloquence, a stranger was approaching the compound.


*


Guilherme Fernandes Zarco, an ill-tempered (and now for more than two years, insolvent) Portuguese merchant, had clambered down that very morning from the deck of the São Cristóvão and swum with great effort to the mainland. (How I knew of this, I will explain to you all in good time. I beg for your patience here: But let’s stay with Guilherme for the moment.) As he stood upon the edge of the sea and glanced back at his ship, it seemed as though the freshly mended topsail rose directly from the depths of the blue water. Except for the fluttering sails, there was nothing but a great emptiness, a rustling and swirling, a spiral of blue and dazzling green, and sunlight gleaming like scattered diamonds on the surface of the waves. An endless shhhhh . . . it could all have seemed so peaceful – but for his suffering.


A few short days earlier, Guilherme had gambled away his every possession – lost everything but the clothes upon his back and the black sword at his side. He had tinkered his last shirt into a poor excuse for a sunhat to shield his bald head, his ears and even the tip of his disproportionally long nose. Everything else – especially his shoulders, chest, underarms and legs – had been surrendered to the merciless heat. As the São Cristóvão had approached the Costa do Ouro, his skin had smouldered as if in warning to the other so-called explorers: “Do not tarry here on pain of death!”


Guilherme’s every unnecessary movement resulted in a harsh punishment for whomsoever caused it, or if the culprit were not at hand, for whomever came within his reach. He had become a wandering pillar of pain, and why oh why oh why had he not remained lying aboard the ship? Why had he agreed in the first place to embark upon this journey? Africa? A second voyage? He gnashed his teeth as he thought about his creditors. Guilherme suppressed all too gladly any reminder that he had been forced back upon the high seas to escape his many debts.


The village in which Ada lived lay less than half an hour by foot through the rainforest from the coast. Of course, Guilherme could not have known this. But he supposed that the people who had laid their fishing nets upon the beach could not live far away. He kneeled down and rubbed one corner of a net between his fingers. It was stiff and warm, and obviously well maintained. Here and there, a few patches glittered a vigorous green from freshly woven strips of tree fibre. But where were their boats? He shielded his eyes and frowned. There was nothing to be seen to his left; to his right, only a single, sun-bleached canoe. From a distance it looked like nothing more than an odd piece of firewood.


Guilherme would have preferred to leave for the settlement at once. He was not sure how long it would take for his remaining colleagues – at least those who still had the strength to swim ashore – to reach the beach. Their heads bobbed up and down on the surface of the water, their arms straining against the distance. And where was Afonso? Had he leaped from the São Cristóvão at all? As soon as he had identified the tiny figure among the struggling swimmers, Guilherme turned away from the commotion, stabbing with his sword into the sand. If they were all so useless as to drown immediately, he at least did not wish to observe the spectacle.


But there was no reason for Guilherme to maintain such thoughts. The sailors were all especially motivated – believing, as they did, that their mission was all but complete. They had set out in search of a certain Mansa Uli II and were of the opinion they were mere hours from their goal. Early that morning they had all already congratulated one another on their success. Everyone but Guilherme. He had folded his arms across his chest and scowled tight-lipped at his comrades – the paupers could not be dissuaded from this abstruse idea.


Their obsession was the direct result of the persuasive power of Diogo Gomes de Sintra, “Navigator, Explorer and Writer”. This recently disgraced customs official had convinced them all to come along on the journey to Africa in the first place, promising that they would return with unimaginable quantities of gold. His claim – that this Mansa ruled over the entire continent – was an inauspicious embellishment of an otherwise carefully constructed lie which danced along in parallel to the truth of things. According to Gomes, Mansa Uli II was nearly as fabulously wealthy as the esteemed Mansa Musa, well known to be the richest person of all time.


And so, the men who were now labouring to drag themselves one by one onto the beach could not be convinced otherwise that – even if Africa were, in fact, simply one kingdom – its king would not necessarily condescend to trade with a simple captain like Gomes. And even if this could, against all odds, be achieved – for after all, nothing is quite so consistent as constant change – it remained unthinkable that this Mansa would be found on a measly island or an impoverished coastal strip on the far margins of his empire.


Months later, Gomes would grind his teeth in recognition that Guilherme had been right. Years later, in the closing hours of his life, Gomes would cast the entirety of his career as an explorer in a favourable light in his memoirs. And decades after that, it would be forgotten entirely that Diogo Gomes de Sintra, “Navigator, Explorer and Writer”, would never have given up his search along the coast and set out on his march into the interior of the continent, had it not been for Guilherme and his distinctive obstinacy.


Nevertheless, the incorrigible captain had cried “Lançar âncora!” on that fateful morning. And so they had dropped anchor a third time, at random, in the Gulf of Guinea.


The first sailor reached land as Guilherme’s sword gleamed dry as a bone. But it still took several more minutes before all the men had assembled before him – Afonso hung back at the rear of the group. Only then was it conveyed to Guilherme that Gomes, due to “health complications”, had remained onboard the ship. Guilherme suppressed a disparaging snort, for it was no secret that Gomes – in frustration – had emptied the final keg of wine during the night.


Guilherme did an about turn and began his march. He carried himself as though he were the rightful owner of the entire land. The remaining sailors, all on the continent for the first time, struggled to keep up with his unyielding pace. They would first need to acquire something of his conduct: He soon left them behind, and that was fine with him. Guilherme slogged his way alone through the humming underbrush. Battered shrubs and mangled trees crashed to the earth behind him. Distraught parrots lamented in shrill tones as they took shelter in the crowns of neighbouring trees.


When he reached the dusty path which led from the jungle to the village, Guilherme’s laboured breathing calmed. Pearls of sweat cooled his brow and glittered on his chest. He had left the others far in his wake, and he could no longer hear their voices. He continued along in the direction of the settlement and remained standing when he reached the edge of the first plot. He watched as Mami Ashitey punished Ada with the help of the broom. He shaded his eyes with his right hand, grateful for the distraction – the screeching and chattering. His gaze swept over the oddly familiar terrain.


Three tiny houses arranged about a round plot of land. Rounded cob walls, garments spread out to dry on the thatched roofs, and a freshly swept courtyard. The light – peaceful and clear – was unperturbed by the wisps of smoke rising from the coal stove. Strains of sound, rhythmic and shrill; a quiet breeze which caressed and embraced Guilherme where he stood. And untold quantities of fish. Smoked herring, dried sardines and fried shrimp: gleaming and aromatic, ready for the market stands.


He had only wanted to whisper “articulately”, but as he turned, seeking, at the very least, for Afonso, he found himself unable to keep his voice under control. He felt the hunger in his belly all too persistently, was too tormented by the waves of heat upon his face; it had been much too long since he had issued a command in anything resembling a normal tone of voice: “AFOONSOOO!” he cried.


About time! I thought. It was important that Ada and Guilherme met before the storm broke.


And so, the toothless ones became aware of his presence. They stared at Guilherme with huge eyes and open mouths. Mami Ashitey held me in mid-swing, high above her head, her gaze fixed upon the white man. Ada fell silent.


Guilherme removed his provisional headdress and glanced down at the dirt. In doing so, he caught a glimpse of the beads on the bracelet Ada still held in her hand. Perfect, I thought. Now it shall begin at last! The golden hue of the beads did not shine with their usual splendour and pretence: They glowed, rather, with the humility of moonlight. Guilherme had never seen such quality, not even in the mines of Obuasi. He took a step forward.


“Eh-eh!”


He understood nothing else.


Mami Ashitey raised her eyebrows.


This he understood at once.


Guilherme glanced about himself once more to be certain that his boys had not yet caught up with him – of course not, where were they anyhow? – then he began. Somewhat half-heartedly, he pointed with his right index finger at his chest:


“Guilherme Fernandes Zarco.”


Nothing happened. He coughed. Still nothing. He pointed to himself once more:


“Eu – Guilherme Fernandes Zarco – GIL-YER-ME.”


The jaw muscles of the toothless ones moved up and down; Naa Odarkor, squatting beside the fish, clutched her knife more tightly in her fist. Guilherme exhaled through pursed lips. Although this was certainly not the first time that men like himself had come ashore on the Costa do Ouro, these women still had not learned to speak properly.


As Guilherme drew his breath to begin anew, a flood of sounds streamed forth from Mami Ashitey. She gesticulated, rhythmic and frantic, as if to ask him why he had not brought someone with him who had mastered both his own vernacular, as well as hers. He had decided, at least, to interpret her many hand and finger movements so.


Guilherme sought after Afonso one final time in vain. (But actually, it was not ordained for him to appear on this page of the book.) Guilherme’s movements pleased Mami Ashitey even less than before. Her tone became more forceful, the individual syllables shot forth staccato from her mouth. The other toothless ones agreed. Guilherme’s gaze swept from one elder to the next. He watched as their thin eyebrows danced up and down across their foreheads, how their grey heads turned to and fro, their fine lips barely keeping time with the unrelenting pace of their words. Most of all, he observed that they were not truly angry, but seemed, rather, motivated by some exaggerated anxiety. Some kind of threat.


The baby, now uncovered, was attracting all manner of flies which danced around his nose. Mami Ashitey struck Ada one final blow to bring the matter to a decisive end, and placed me back in my corner. Ada rubbed her head discreetly as Mami Ashitey bent over the body, swatting at flies and reaching for the white cloth once again.


It was shaken vigorously, this cloth. And he was inspected thoroughly, this Guilherme. A wad of spit flew conspicuously from her mouth and landed a few inches from his feet. It frothed boldly on the red dirt floor before disappearing, bubble by bubble, in the dust. Guilherme acted as though he had not noticed. However, the baby’s corpse received a bit of the spit as well. Mami Ashitey bent down once more, this time to envelop Ada’s child in the cloth. As she rose, Guilherme saw tears in her eyes. At first, they were only a few drops which vanished swiftly against the heat of the ground. Or perhaps he was mistaken? The heavy sky seemed poised to release an impressive display, of this he could be certain. Behind the delicate blue, coal-black strands of gossamer were gathering.


And then the rain broke loose with such fury that Guilherme could hardly make out his own outstretched hand. Water ran frantic red around the coal stove, between the stones, over the ants, pooling in puddles. He had not caught the swift transition from a reluctant “What was that?” to a rash “Let’s go, o!” The hens, the goats, the lizards had all vanished in an instant. The toothless ones had made their way at once into the shelter of one of the small houses, salvaging nearly all the food along the way – a single fish head failed to make the exodus from the courtyard to the cover of the buildings and sulked alone, forgotten in the mud.


Ada had not stirred from her seat. The storm rain pelted against her eyes, her chin, her cheeks, but she remained seated next to her son. Soon he will be completely free, she thought. The beads of her bracelet would protect him on his final journey. Yet she laboured to tie it around him, the cloth clinging to his body like a second skin. And as Guilherme – hope in his heart – signalled to her with a few hand gestures that he could lift the child in order to ease her task, she nodded. And as Guilherme – corpse in his arms – signalled to her with a few movements of his head and shoulders that he knew a good final resting place, she nodded again, grateful that Ataa Naa Nyɔŋmɔ – or whosoever – had sent Guilherme to her. Perhaps it was relief I felt as Ada struggled to her feet: relief because my work for this part of the story had been done. Ada stumbled along behind Guilherme, and he carried her treasured belongings away from the hut.


And the toothless ones were not alone among the living to observe this strange scenario from a rain-sheltered hiding place.


Stratford-le-Bow, March 1848


Incarnating the head of a lion was no easy feat for me, for I had never been a living being. It neither helped that I was cast in brass nor that I bore a heavy ring in my proud jaws. I had never wanted to be an animal, much less approximate the appearance of one.


In 1848, the shape of a lion’s head had been selected to adorn the doorknocker at 37 Elm Road. It was meant to exude certain attributes like fortitude, protection and strength. Things I knew nothing about. Once again, the object I became had been determined without my consent. I had not yet begun to question this customary procedure.


My opportunities for influencing events were limited to daily contact with refined houseguests. Those with riding gloves often had no chance at all and thought I was defective. Those with fingerless, embroidered gloves of silk had to knock many times before attracting the attention of the exhausted chambermaid. This was amusing, but also trying over time, and I longed to be an ineloquent brushwood broom once more.


From my perch at the entryway, I commanded an admirable view of Charles’s angry departure. And not I alone. It may have appeared so to outsiders, but it was no coincidence that Ada’s husband had arrived mere seconds before on Elm Road. He tarried a few moments by the corner of Number 37, long after his rival had vanished in the fog – and presently he no longer felt weary. His hunger had evaporated, too, along with his heretofore urgent need to locate the next gutter or tree. The recent chain of events had gone too far: He had seen Dickens!


Naturally, scuttling after the scoundrel would have been below the bearing of Lord William King. He would not confront him; no, the time for friendly exchange had passed. He would not imprecate him. It was even too late to slap him across the face with a glove – a lovely fantasy which, for a moment, brought a smile to William’s lips. He fingered the pistol in his coat pocket.


Communications concerning his wife’s behaviour had reached him in Paris, including word that she was entertaining an “unconscionable friendship” with a novelist. Had this remained at just one or two whispered commentaries, he could have dismissed it as simply more Ada hearsay. He could – at his next convenience – have taken the knave aside and advised him to take care that no further rumours of the kind proliferated. But it was clearly too late for a civilised solution. Now he had seen the rascal with his own eyes.


Ten times it was that William chafed for not being able to bring his reason better under control; ten times more he felt the same sharp twinge in the pit of his stomach. At the eleventh, he slammed his right fist against the wall and managed not to cry out. The skin over his knuckles split, and he welcomed the external pain. How ironic that he had returned unscathed from the catastrophe known as France only to be wounded in slumbering England. The whitewashed façade had seen a rude, red awakening. He examined his bleeding fist and snorted. He would tend to Mr Charles Dickens in good time. First things first. Where was Ada?


William assumed she would already be sitting at her writing desk at this intolerably early hour, obsessed as she was with her mathematics. Secretly, he suspected that she was not so much a countess, but rather some kind of counting machine in human form. He almost wanted to see this woman – his wife, the mother of his children – run weeping, perhaps even pleading, from the house after Dickens. To see that the unscrupulous rogue meant something to her at least. That she maintained the ability to feel deep-seated emotions like desire, ardour, or even hatred for another human being. That she possessed a heart of flesh and blood at all.
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