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            your old anthem burns a hole in stomach

            i am the daughter of immigrants

            my home is a home of longing

            i am swollen with language i cannot afford to forget

            i am homesick for a home i have never lived in

            last night i dreamt of you

            your warm mouth on the soles of my feet

            you were humid

            your palms flat on my bare shoulders

            you carried me home

            my mothers village

            my fathers first kiss

            dear god,

            was this what belonging felt like

            my god,

            i’d never wanted anything so bad.

            
                

            

                          dear Mogadishu, warsan shire
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         THE CUTTER CAME LAST NIGHT. I recognised her: her black clothes, her narrow face and the yellow whites of her eyes.

         The first time I met her, I was five years old. The summer before we came to England.

         Mum had scrubbed us and dressed us in our best clothes. We were prancing around the courtyard when we heard the drummers, and the sounds of the women singing and the stamp of their dancing. The three of us ran out to join them, holding hands, and I was happy because I was in the middle of the big girls. You, Rahma on one side and your friend Yasmin on the other.

         There was a crowd of women. Their scarves and dresses ballooned as they swayed. Yellow. Red. Pink. Blue. Green. All the beautiful colours. We stopped just short of them.

         I have been through this so many times in my head. They were clapping their hands. They made space for us in the circle and we joined in the dance.

         I can see the dust we scuffed up; Yasmin’s hair bouncing as she kicked her legs high and skipped to the words of the songs. I can see the blue of your dress, Rahma, as it floated around you. I can see the shine of your eyes and your big new teeth which looked too large for your mouth and stuck out when you laughed.

         We were hot and sweaty when Yasmin’s mother came over and whispered something to Yasmin. She took her by the hand and led her away. I was afraid we were in trouble, but Yasmin looked back over her shoulder and smiled. I kicked the dust and stamped my hardest. We sang at the top of our voices, warbling like little birds, as high and loud as we could.

         I have often tried to imagine what could have happened if we had stopped singing then and listened. Would we have heard her? Could we have stopped it?

         We heard nothing but the singing and the drumming and then Mum came and took your hand.

         “Wait here,” she told me, her breath in my ear. “I will come back for you in a minute.” I couldn’t wait. I was dancing faster and faster and longing for it to be my turn.

         So I was on my own when I heard the screaming. The voices of the singers dipped and I heard your voice, Rahma, piercing the air, flying above my head.

         I broke away.

         I broke away and the further I got from the singers, the easier it was to hear that the screams were coming from our house. Grandma was standing in the doorway.

         “Go back!” she hissed at me, twisting her hands, “Go back to the dancing!”

         I could still hear you, Rahma; I could hear you, though your screams were getting quieter, spreading and fading.

         “What’s happened?” I thought there must have been an accident.

         
             

         

         “None of your business. Go back!” Grandma glared at me, jutting her jaw towards the dancers. Her stuck-out tooth biting down on her lower lip, “Go!”

         I ran back a short distance and crouched down to watch the house. I could hear the rhythm of the drums, the wails of the singing. There was no more screaming. I shrank into the narrow shade of a date tree, my back squashed against its rough prickly trunk. Slowly the shade spread in front of me until I could stretch out my legs. A woman came out of our doorway. I had never seen her before. She was all in black, like a poor woman. She spoke to Grandma, something long and difficult. Her hands chopped the air. I couldn’t hear what she was saying.

         Then Grandma went inside. I took my chance and ran for it, trying to reach the doorway before Grandma came back out.

         The woman in black was walking away, but she heard me. She stopped and waited. She stretched out her thin hand and grabbed my arm. She squeezed it tightly and fixed me with her marble eyes.

         “Are you the sister?” Her voice was croaky.

         I nodded. I was staring at the ground; her black dress was streaked with brown dust around the bottom. I glanced up quickly to see if I could see whether she had long ears under her head scarf. Mum always told us stories about the long-eared witch who would catch us and eat us if we were naughty.

         “You will have to wait now until next year.” She leant down towards me, her sick sweet breath on my face. I stopped breathing, I closed my eyes and suddenly she let go.

         I ran to the house. I don’t know what I was expecting. As I went through the door, I was hit by the smell of frankincense. You, Rahma, were lying on our mattress, with a blood stained sheet across your legs. Your eyes were open but you didn’t look at me. Mum was wiping your forehead with a cloth; she didn’t look at me either. Two ladies I didn’t know, fat ladies, were squatting down, scrubbing at a great dark stain on the floor. It made no sense.

         Mum looked up. Her hair had fallen out of her scarf.

         “Out!” she yelled. “Mother, get Zahra out of here!”

         Grandma picked me up from under the arms and carried me out.

         It was evening when they let me in. I held your hand, Rahma. I stroked your hand and gave you all the love I had to give you. I hope you know that.

         It was a long time before I understood what had happened.

         I watched Mum and Grandma wash you and wrap you in cloths. I watched Dad lift you. Your heavy head and your long legs hung down on either side of his outstretched arms. I was not allowed to go with you.

         The house was full of women. The sweat and colour of the dancers. They were quieter now, murmuring.

         After you’d gone, after Dad had taken you away, Mum crouched down and covered her face with her hands. I stood behind her and stroked her back as she rocked on her heels.

         That night Yasmin’s mother took me home with her and fed me dates and rice and goat’s meat. The left-overs from the celebration. She gave me water, and held the cup as if I were a baby. Then she put me down to sleep beside Yasmin.

         Yasmin was groaning. I didn’t recognise the shadows of the room.
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         I DON’T KNOW why Somalis love the snow, but most of us who fled the civil war have been drawn to somewhere cold. Minnesota, for example, is our most popular destination in the US. If you search on the Internet for the climate in Minnesota you will see a picture from 1881 of a train stuck in snow drifts which tower above it. There are many more Somalis in the cold northern European countries than the warm south. Lots of us are in freezing Canada. And even in Australia, we have gravitated to a region called Victoria, famed for its snow ski slopes.

         Of course there is very little snow in Somalia. Dad always told us that if we climbed to the top of the highest mountain in the country we would see it. I’ve realised since that he was exaggerating. It only occasionally snows on the top of Mount Shimbiri. Certainly on the day that they photographed there for Google Earth there was no snow at all - only dark trees and swirly slopes making amazing patterns – like psychedelic flowers or marbled fingers – but no frost. I’ve zoomed right in on the palest bits which could almost be white at a distance, but they look pretty sandy up close.

         When we arrived in England I thought it was snowing. I followed Mum out on to the airplane steps and felt this freezing raw wetness on my face like little knives jabbing my face. That first feeling of England hollowed me out. We didn’t know what cold was. It can carve right through you and skin your bones.

         At night in Mogadishu we used to lie on our mattress and listen to the grown-ups talking. I never understood what they were saying, but you would explain the strange words to me: America, Europe, passport, dollars. These were the words that we used when we made our city of twigs and stones in the yard. If one of us needed to pee, and didn’t want to spoil the game, we’d say, “Give me my passport. I need to go to America to fetch some dollars.” Or, if you were bored and wanted to stop playing, and perhaps go and see what Yasmin and Jimcaale were up to, you’d say, “Snow! Snow! Everyone indoors!” and that would signal the end of the game and you would wave your fingers in the air and send down an invisible snowfall. We were fascinated by snow. The idea that refreshing flakes of cool soft ice could fall from the sky seemed impossibly exciting. We imagined ourselves in a snow storm, faces tilted upwards, tongues sticking out. But we also knew it could be deadly. Yas told us that her dad’s uncle had died walking home in the snow in Minnesota. He got dazed by the whiteness and died of cold.

         Recently on YouTube I watched a film about a woman who escaped the war in Somalia and ended up in America. Ohio. She had never been cold before. She didn’t know what it was. Her teeth were chattering and her body was shivering and she thought she was going to die. In fact, she nearly did die. She ended up in intensive care with severe dehydration. She didn’t know what it felt like to be thirsty without being hot. She didn’t realise that humans always need to drink. They put her on drips and gave her blankets and she was fine.

         It wasn’t snowing, but sleeting when we got off the plane. I had never heard of sleet. There’d never been any sleet in our yard city. I stepped out of the plane and this icy wet wind came at me and whipped at my skirts. I thought the stewardess should have warned us. Just a moment beforehand, she’d given me her big lipstick smile, and wished me ‘a good onward journey’ as her eyes passed on to the person behind me, and she didn’t say a thing like: ‘Watch out! You’re about to be sliced in two by an ice blast!’

         I’ve sort of got used to the cold climate here. I’ve got a warm coat and thick tights and furry boots for the winter. But it’s now, when the weather’s meant to be warmer, that it bothers me the most. I hate the grey skies. And even more I hate the weak sun which shines so pale and ducks behind clouds and can’t even drum up the energy to warm the air. I hate the disappointment of a sunny day. I long for the dark blue sky of Africa and the pounding warmth.
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         WHEN I FIRST woke up that next morning, I thought I was snuggled up with you, Rahma, as usual. But even before I opened my eyes, I realised the light was wrong. It was blue, shining through a cloth in the window. Then I remembered the dancing, and stroking your hand, and your body in Dad’s arms.

         Yasmin was looking at me. Lying flat. Her hair was all matted; her face screwed thin. The corners of her lips were cracked and sore.

         “Tell Mum that I need to pee.” Even her voice had shrunk.

         “What?”

         “I can’t move. Look – ” She tried to push down the sheet covering her. She couldn’t reach very far. I lifted it. Her long thin legs were tied together at the ankles. We were lying on dried blood.

         “What happened?”

         She shook her head. “It hurts. I can’t…”

         Her eyes were leaking tears. I ran fast.

         Aunty Noor was in the yard leaning over a small fire, cooking breakfast. Her back to me.

         “Aunty Noor,” she wasn’t really my aunt, it was just out of politeness, “Aunty Noor, Yasmin needs you quickly.”

         Jimcaale was crouched by the fire, waiting for a pancake. Immediately he uncoiled and leapt up.

         “Come back,” Aunty Noor shouted. She lifted the pan off the fire. “It’s not you she needs. Stay here.”

         He dropped back down and poked a twig into the flames. Then he looked at me and stretched his lips sideways into a smile that was also a frown.

         “You know the lady in black?” I said.

         He nodded.

         “Is she the long-eared witch?”

         He laughed and shook his head. “Don’t be stupid!”

         Then he held out a closed fist and let five little stones fall to the ground.

         “Do you know how to play?” he asked. “You can go first.”
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         MUM HASN’T WARNED us that they’re coming. She never tells us anything. We get in from school and the kitchen is full of the smell of smoke and burnt meat. Mum’s standing over a pan frying chicken, flattening it with a wooden spatula, pressing it into the sizzling oil. The worktop’s covered with cling-filmed dishes – salad, rice, little meat pies. Samsam drops her bag and runs straight over to start picking.

         “Hands off! You girls need to go and change out of your uniforms. I’ve put your best clothes on your beds for you. Be quick now. We are having visitors. From Somalia. My cousins’ cousins. You’ve met them, Zahra, but you were probably too young to remember.”

         As we run upstairs, she shouts after us: “You can do your homework in the morning!”

         We’re still upstairs when the doorbell rings. Sam’s in her knickers, waving her scarf in the air and dancing round the bedroom like Lady Gaga. She’s six now. She was born here, in the living-room, not long after we moved in. Before we had a sofa or even a carpet. You should have heard Mum yell. Maybe you did, when I was born.

         The doorbell rings and I look out of the bedroom window and see a line of women coming up the garden path. Sam’s scrambling into her dress, flinging her scarf around her head.

         I’m halfway down the stairs when I realise. I stop dead. I stick out an arm to stop Samsam running past me. She’s standing there, thin as a cane, all in black like before, staring at us with her marble eyes, leaning on the pull-out handle of a small black suitcase.

         “Zahra!” Mum’s behind her, holding open the front door. Beyond her there are two more women: fat ladies in bright pink and orange gowns and behind them I can see Aunty Noor, tall and upright. “Zahra! Come and welcome our guests.”

         It’s like a film. I can see what’s going on right now but I can’t change it. I carry on down the stairs, taking Samsam’s hand.

         The woman in black lets go of her bag and moves towards me. She squeezes my arm with her skeletal fingers. I remember the feeling. “How you have grown,” she says quietly. She bends down to Samsam, “Hello, little girl.”

         Her words are cut off by a cough. She straightens up and twists her mouth to the side, lifting her scarf to cover her face. Her eyes fill with water. Her cough is rough and low and it goes on and on. The fat ladies are packed into the hall behind her. Aunty Noor is in the doorway. “Zahra,” says Mum, “Get a glass of water. Samsam, take our guests into the living-room.”

         I go through to the kitchen and turn the tap on full blast and I hold my hands under it as it runs cold. I wonder what’s in the suitcase. Knives? Razors? Rope? Herbs?

         I fill up a jug and put it on a tray with some glasses. In the sitting-room the fat ladies are whooping over Samsam. I put the tray down the coffee table and pour the cutter a glass of water. She has stopped coughing. She is standing by the window looking out at the street. Her bag is at her feet. She nods and lifts the glass to her mouth. She takes tiny sips.

         The orange lady grabs my shoulders. She swivels me round and looks me in the eyes and chuckles with laughter. She squashes me into her huge soft bosom, pushing my nose into a mist of frankincense and sweat.

         “Hello girls, hello girls! Goodness me, Fadumo! What fine daughters you have! Noor was telling us how beautiful they are but really, I never imagined! You will have to take good care of these two!”

         She drops down, giggling, and the two of them stuff themselves into the sofa, rearranging their scarves.

         “What a nice house. Haven’t you done well! What lovely girls! Ha ha ha!” Aunty Noor offers the cutter Dad’s armchair and then perches beside her.

         “Zahra,” says Mum. “Offer our guests tea or coffee.”

         “Tea or coffee?” I say, flatly. Mum glares at me.

         “I’m fine,” says the cutter.

         “Are we talking Somali tea, or English?” asks pink lady.

         I hesitate.

         “She can make either, can’t you, Zahra. Which would you prefer?”

         “I’d love a nice cup of Somali tea.”

         “Me too,” says the orange lady, beaming brightly.

         “Can you make me a coffee?” Aunty Noor smiles. It’s not a real question so I don’t answer.

         “Just an English tea for me,” says Mum.

         “Two Somali teas, one English tea, one coffee,” I repeat.

         “How well brought up your daughters are!” The pink lady burbles. “And so grown up! Mind you, never too late! Did you make these outfits? They’re so beautiful. Come here, darling. Let me feel the fabric.” She stretches out a hand and rubs her fingers on Samsam’s dress.

         “Come and give me a hand, Sam,” I say. She’s doing a little twirl. “Come on. I need your help in the kitchen.”
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         I LOVE THE SOUND of the language of Somali. It is a whole-mouthed language. It bubbles like spring water on the tongue, but then there’s a pause and the sound is flung to the back of the throat. It growls. It calls up pain from the deep. It is the language of the desert. The language of nomads. The language of sailors and traders. It is a language which moves across the mouth as its people move across the world. A whole-mouthed language of a brave people.

         I love the sound of English. It is easy, light fluid. Tip of the tongue. Hand up, busy and keen. It can rise into the nose, straight through to the brain. It is good for thinking in. It is the language of promise and future, a language which is easy to pick up, but you cannot howl in it. It will never go that low.
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