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To Mum, Dad, Amen, Ota and Iredia, thank you for blazing brightly.


Big love always.


To communities of women who create necessary trouble making their art.
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One


Gethsemane, Cabo Verde, West Africa, seventeenth century


All pregnant, five of us glimmer on the snaky path towards the low cacophony of the humming creek. Dusky goddesses breached through buried carcasses. We hear gifts turning in the ground’s crevices. Barefoot, we sing to Oni, clutching one bone each. Lengthy red beads knock against our chests, the insides of rounded stomachs jostle with the rhythm of parched entities. White markings on our foreheads fade to confuse the forest’s traffic. Inky trickles slither from our braided crowns down craned necks. Our nipples are pert against the morning. Behind us, the mountains of Gethsemane loom. A slow mist unfurls to reveal crooked homesteads in its folds, waiting to be shed in a purging between orbs of fire and a fog that will blind the fishermen, that will catch them in their own nets while the sea’s creatures buck against the holes in the boats, sharing one eye, as their wives lose their bottom halves in fevered dreams. We sing. The mountains, bruised and magisterial in their morning stupor, absorb our voices, sprawling peaks and troughs dimpled with dew. White cloths wrapped around our waists feel loose on sweat-glazed skin, rustling against our thighs. The hems trailing behind us are pale, movable dawns. We ask our reflections to wait patiently for us in the water, tell floating lilies to be soft landing pads for a small reckoning. We ask the light bending to allow our internal bleeding to leak through our nipples into its axis points. We call Oni to build the golden arch marked with her fingerprints so traces of peyote beneath our tongues will know their inheritance. We dance. We chant, hollering abandons our mouths to chase a fleet-footed spirit marking areas for reinventions between trembling trees. At the bank, we scoop translucent sap from conspiratorial trees. The sky is starting to blush blue. The creek’s seductive language threatens to break liquid confines. We call Oni by her name, walk into the water. Form a ring. The water rises, its cold temperature cocooning weeds grazing our feet in the murky depths below. We raise our heads to the heavens as the sky rattles, just as one of us confesses to carrying a foetus that fell from a mountain.


One by one we speak. One of us proclaims she has been plagued by locusts wielding a strain of fever, scuttling through her bloodstream. Hundreds of them gathering in her stomach, digging thin, sharp legs into the lining. Their fluttering ringing so loudly she can hear it while she breathes, as they scale her insides desperate for an exit. Another has had a stained black burial lace dress curling and twitching on a bough, trying to claim her organs to build its own body. Causing her to wake some mornings seeing her gauzy organs inching their way towards the dawn: a retracting lung following a misshapen heart trailing a shrunken kidney, while the dress creases in anticipation, her stomach full of a winding lace horizon.


Another is pregnant with a mermaid’s bright orange tail; flapping, bending, pulsing in her womb, scattering shimmering scales until her tongue is stained silver.


I do not confess. The amalgamation of a hundred hatchings ring in my bloodstream as it heats. Spots of gold appear in my peripheral vision. An echo with the stealth of smoke passes through my eardrums. The gaps between the trees have cloud instruments fragmenting. The volume of our voices increases. Our reflections lose their fingers in branches. Clusters of purple geraniums sprout on their backs from a future spring. We hold our bones up to the sky. Grooves appear on the bank. A gutting of earth as the forest’s creatures quiver, while the golden arch appears.


Oni has kept her promise. We emerge from the water, dripping rivulets onto the bank. My nipples leak blood. There is a deafening sound in my ears, a roar of such magnitude, I wonder if the others are experiencing it too.


We circle the arch; lie in birthing positions raising our knees up. We give birth.


The others place their birthed offerings to Oni in the arch. I do not.


Confused, the women turn away from me to watch the offerings rupture.


I hold Oni’s gift to me tenderly. It is another face like mine. Baby.


I turn my back, drunk with this knowledge, as though I found a silver coin in a dragon fruit. I do not ask Oni how a woman can give birth to herself.


The face begins to flicker, Baby’s limbs seem fragile in my grasp. Her small perfect fist grips mine in an unspoken promise. Letting go, I pick up my bone; white and hollowed.


I break free from the pack.


The sound of a newborn thunders in my ears.


I leave my baby behind.


Her piercing scream rings through the air like a thousand clarion calls losing their heads in a treacherous womb. My puckered, bloodied nipple turns towards her waiting new mouth, slick and shrill in its sweetness, its divinity. Born in love, stamped as weapon by a mother’s disappearing shadow. Already commanding the heavens to change fates, we are bound by this second joining then separated. Bone, dense and changeable in my hand, acting as a compass. Pain emanates from my core. There will be punishments to come. I stifle the screaming inside me that is my child’s voice infiltrating my tongue.


Running, I press the bone against a shard of light.


Existing since the dawn of time, Oni the shaman god wielded her influence over shamanic disciples through the ages. She was omnipotent and deity, spirit, all-encompassing oracle who beat in the blood of those she revealed herself to. A jealous force that could be both loving and vengeful. After all, what is a god without its devil side? What of a force that possessed the strengths of religious figureheads? One which man had chosen to worship only multiplied in power and depth. Oni instructed the seas and the heavens from her spiritual realm. She disrupted the gods that mere mortals had created with a brutal hand and fiendish inclinations, creating portals for her shamanic travellers of all forms to move through time. Therefore, dog heart could masquerade as a rare plant growing in the wild grounds of an ancient Iranian palace garden, keeping an eye on proceedings, dismantling coups. Bird beak could double as blade for a Japanese samurai to end his life honourably to stop two warring regions in the north. Those who touched a statue of Mary in a Roman square absorbed a rare fungal bacterium which closed their throats, cutting off their breathing. When a man set himself on fire outside the Egyptian embassy in protest at the government’s stance on prisoners of war, it was Oni who gathered his ashes, giving him a new existence as a teacher in a floating monastery in the Himalayas. Oni could turn sins into acts of love, make deep betrayal seem like a mercy. She could extend the possibilities of our wildest imaginings, bridging the intersections of science and spirituality. Her power was to be embraced, revered, feared. Time could stretch, warp and bend in her hands. She could place a shaman in one era and its shadow in another, its tongue as messenger mimicking a goshawk’s flight, scaling tumultuous skies. Nightmarish visions morphed into companions. A birth became a passage through orbits and multiverses. And so shamanic disciples were spawned, tumbling through ripples in time with secret instructions, existing under the guise of ordinary lives.









Chapter 1


London, 18 November 2012


Therese had experimented with peyote in several ways through the group’s shamanic practices. In ancient and more modern times, shamans had used peyote to create gateways to move through dimensions. And so like true intergalactic vagabonds, they had finessed this mode of travelling from various iterations through Therese’s keen fingers. She’d cooked it in bouillon soup, stirring till you couldn’t taste a trace. She’d steamed it, scattering handfuls in deep glass bowls of water around the house, watching the leaves settling at the bottom curl, placing her head inside to absorb it into her skin, its sharp scent and steam opening her pores, her breathing passages. She’d extracted it from the stem; tiny, glistening droplets rubbed on both sides of her tongue, underneath it then finally on top, like a sign of the cross. She’d eaten it in bed, as though a small sprig had sprouted from the lines of her palm. As if she was a woman with a goat’s mouth for the night, chewing ravenously, her eyes bloodshot, pulse speeding, ready to leave her body to convene in wounds hovering over the city to find resting points.


She’d hunted rare forms of peyote on Appalachian trails, plucking it from the ragged breaths of rocks, off their weathered cracks, while her guide, an old man with white hair brushing both shoulders, informed her of its ancient benefits; how it could open up channels and frequencies the body never knew it had, ease pain, take the spirit from the flesh. He’d spoken in a low, measured tone but his voice had a gravitas about it. As if it had flown beyond his tongue, a winged saliva-lined entity colliding against night traffic. His brown eyes had twinkled. He smelled of exotic, natural scents mingled with sweat. Every wrinkle and line on his face was a small trail of its own, secretive markings caressed by the cool evening air. She missed the guys during this trip, pangs rippling through her body as sharp reminders of their bond. She lay in a collapsible blue tent that felt like a vehicle of time, imagining the vast night sky with constellations like small missiles as a temporary companion. She thought about how each one of them had revealed a dark secret to her, that perhaps she in return had given some of herself to hold the weight of their secrets successfully, to carry them as transmutational matter with hints of a slippery salvation. If you watched your best friends die then be reborn at the hands of a high priestess prophet named Oni, if you knew the corners of their pain before you even met them, tasted the elements of their birth like an indescribable wine under their tongues as a current, it bonded you through infinity because what did forever mean within the wild vanguards of their untamed bodies.


The old man often waited for her outside her tent, the night sky folding above them. They stood between those rocks, he slightly stooped over his walking stick, she ignoring the burning fatigue shooting through her limbs. He informed her that before her arrival, he’d had a vision of a woman whose hands could reach into bodies and disappear, who could heal, take sickness from the blood by pressing her fingertips there, then withdraw them quietly, as if nothing had happened. She wept silently; tears ran down her cheeks thinking of Azacca, Finn and Emilien, of how she’d secretly looked into each of their bodies to see what Oni had left there for her to collect.


Back in London, she found the photograph slipped beneath a plump maroon-coloured pillow on her bed. Prior to that, it had been a herd of stained origami silhouettes, arms raised, poised in the doorway between the kitchen and the garden. Before that, it was a veined brahmi leaf left in the middle shelf of the fridge, gathering beads of water below the temperature dial. Predating that was the male goshawk left on the wooden kitchen worktop, a wing shorn, one eye still filmy. She’d blown a warm breath on that powder-blue wing, the kitchen air thick with the scent of blended rosemary and cayenne. The weight she’d felt was an exchange of silences between herself and the goshawk while the fridge hummed. She’d pressed a finger gently against its iris, wondering what the last image it saw was, where it had gone, if it would be covered in the same thin discharge on her finger. She’d wanted to reach through its deadened gaze to hold that image, press it against her heart to steady herself. Before the goshawk, was the matador costume, bleeding from its pockets as if they were gateways for injuries to pass through. The costume had been bundled into the washing machine, one pocket pressed against the door, a tryst at daylight, a red horizon spilling from the pocket, a head waiting to be reared to smash through the glass. Her breath had caught; she’d pulled the costume out slowly, admiring the intricacy of the emblem on the chest area, the padded, embellished shoulders as though brushed against a shower of golden sequins. Before the costume, she’d found an old battery-run tape recorder in the bathtub one evening, playing a tape of barking into the hollow room. She’d climbed into the tub fully clothed, still in her blue kimono dressing gown, flapping open at the thigh. Playing the tape several times, she listened for something travelling through the grainy sound, a tension in her back, a ripple, a humming in her temples, her throat a thirsty, inadequate instrument, her feet hovering over a withered night trapped in the plughole. The recorder was Finn’s, the tape inside it Emilien’s. Sometimes Azacca borrowed it to record himself playing, ‘a low-fi way of doing things’, he said. Somehow, they all had a hand in it.


In the end, she’d left the brahmi leaf to completely erode before getting rid of it.


The goshawk she’d placed in a hedge on their street for a fox to find late at night. But she’d kept one bone from its wing, wrapped in clingfilm at the bottom of the freezer compartment, occasionally fishing it out, sitting cross-legged in the garden, looking up at the sky’s blanket of stars while the bone defrosted in her hand, numbing her fingers, breathing again. Sometimes, she wore the matador costume at breakfast, which amused the guys. Other times, she left it on their beds, nestled into the duvet while they were out, hoping it would bleed again. The recording of the barking she kept too, playing it now and again, wondering which of them had left it for her to find. She knew that each time, something was taking shape, trying to make its way to her; gathering speed, density, mass.


She never panicked about these offerings around the house. They were a kind of warped requiem, ways to solidify their bond, prompts she couldn’t quite figure out – part puzzle and part fractured memories – with each offering being a piece of a larger picture. Once, she’d lain on the kitchen floor in the matador costume holding the brahmi leaf, light from the fridge door falling on her face. Her braids pooled under her head, an alien longing in her hands, fingers curling over the faded leaf. She’d considered putting a stop to it, but the truth was she enjoyed the offerings. And she knew it was a kind of release for whoever left them.


She leaned back against the pillow holding the photograph, running a finger over it as though it was an expanded artery, searching for clues that could tell her which one of the guys was leaving her odd gifts. The photo captured the four of them at Xamsara Festival, covered in mud; she, Azacca, Finn and Emilien, listless creatures smeared red by an invisible hand that dropped them in undulating greens with trees doubling as watchmen. Each person’s body language and expression encapsulated an element of their personality: Azacca was grimacing, his twists speckled with red spots, his nostrils a little flared, his ruggedly handsome features pronounced beneath the layer of mud, bearing an air of electricity about him that was even more intense in real life. Doe-eyed and elegant, Emilien was slighter in build than the other two men. He had that faraway look in his eyes which indicated while he was present physically, he was somewhere else mentally, always travelling internally to another location, another crossing in his life, his body ready to half-turn away from you before you registered it, with the quiet command of an illusionist who could extrapolate himself from tricky situations. And Finn was Finn: rakish, restless, green eyed, unruly dark hair scraped back, temporarily reigned in. Tall and strapping, his expression bordered on a scowl, the slight dent in his broken nose, masked by the mud, was the result of a fight with Azacca earlier, warring over who would scout for the perfect location at the festival to continue the secret task Oni had given them. The strain in their expressions indicated there was still a tension in the air. More feral in environments like that, Finn behaved himself later that afternoon, not completely abandoning the needs of the group for his own inclinations. Before the camera flashed, he’d shot an irritated look at Azacca who reciprocated with a hostile expression of his own, mouth swollen and bloody, while Emilien ignored both of them, sliding his arm around Therese’s waist, whose lips curved upwards, shoulders relaxed releasing a hint of anxiety, a piece of barbed wire tucked between the group’s kinetic energy.


Oni had instructed them to attend the festival. The plan was to take a sacrificial offering for her, their shaman god, to be made into a different entity in the other plane. She had come to each of them in their tents at night, under the veneer of the festival’s celebratory activities, whispering in their ears like a disembodied force, planting flickering images of that second world, ripe, slick with fresh dew and two suns orbiting.


Over the course of Xamsara Festival, it rained two days in a row. Oil spillage in the sea meant swarms of gulls migrated in various directions, wings coated with coppery coloured grease, flocking to the festival grounds. Some landed in the muddy swamp on the outskirts, dyeing the surface an earthy copper tone. Just before the storm arrived on the second evening, the group threaded their way through crowds towards the swamp, the occasional sound of a whistle or horn punctuating their footsteps. The evening air caressed their bodies, lights dotted around twinkling. At the swamp, they undressed, left their clothes by the trees: short cloth mounds waiting to be disrupted. The breeze rustled the branches. Scavenging from hidden creatures ebbed away into the skyline. Heartbeats pulsed between their fingertips as the swamp was peppered with distressed gulls squawking so loudly they created a wall of sound around them. They sank their limbs in, covered by nature’s cauldron-tinged red. Gulls lay dead on their backs, others limped pathetically in a doomed forward motion. Still more jerked at the edges until they were spent.


The group smeared their bodies, the dense paste forming a crust around their lips. Low murmurings of the swamp seeped into their chests. They began to chant their shamanic ritual, the mantra loaded with a choppy static trying to pull them through. Failing on that occasion, they left the swamp clutching the necks of dead gulls they had set on the stacks of their clothing. As if they’d flutter to life, reconstructed and twisted on beds of false comfort. Spots of blood dribbled from Emilien’s nose. Azacca’s chest began to cave in. A shark-like mouth was inching its way across Finn’s back, waiting to break through skin. They searched for collapsed folds of earth, axis points to land in, circumferences around trees a body could leap through. Then, the storm arrived, scuppering their plans. They returned to the camp like painted gods amid a sea of chaos. More stained-red gulls shrieking, stealing bits of bread, sausages, half-eaten pies. Tents were flattened. People took shelter under plastic sheets, tossed prams. Children screamed. Spilled condiments looked like clots spat from their containers. Car boots were popped open for frantic grabs of survival kits. Vehicles shuddered on the roads. They helped people take shelter, working together as they often instinctively did despite their conflicts. Azacca led several women and children into a white caravan shaking at the right-side edge of the festival. Emilien took a group of children playing on a trampoline to safety in a treehouse in the children’s play area. Finn gathered a family foolishly trying to make a getaway in the middle of the storm. Therese helped some of the stallholders, yelling at the guys to assist her with one thing or the other whenever she spotted any of them free. Items from the stalls such as moon worshipping stones, jewellery, wildly designed colourful clothes haemorrhaged in her hold like the storm’s iridescent creatures. The group knew the raging of the storm was punishment from Oni for failing their task.


Later, bone-tired after things had settled somewhat, the group risked falling asleep in their mangled tent. Therese woke early, crusted lines of mud on her eyelids, to discover that Finn had disappeared. He returned at dawn, walking amid the stretches of rubble naked, his left knuckle bruised, blood on one side of his head, the cuts on his right hand speaking a muted language. His wounds screaming inside him, Finn had taken the sacrificial offering to Oni himself, selfishly to please her. He did not consult with the group. The friction from this spilled over on the ride home in the car when Azacca leaned forward from the passenger seat at the back, grabbed Finn in a headlock, eyes bloodshot, a vein in his neck throbbing, Emilien and Therese shouting at him to stop. The traffic surrounding them flashed like mutated accidents. And Finn desperately grabbing at the wheel, almost swerving off the road.


She placed the photo on her dresser by a short, rosewood-scented mauve candle, flicked on a lamp as the flame bent and curled, signalling the goshawk bone in the freezer, surrounded by cuts of lamb, kidney, tripe, oxtail, chopped aubergine mixed with chilli. Opening the window, she sat on the bed and slipped on some clothes: black boot-cut jeans, an old Harlem Globetrotters T-shirt, a loose navy cardigan. She arranged her braids into a bun, a few stray strands grazing her neck. She pulled on a pair of black Converse, moved to stand at the large double window. Their house was located in the leafy part of Dulwich, a more residential area in the south London suburbs. It boasted the feel of a little village, peppered with boutiques, colourful offbeat shops and bars. Her room overlooked the back end of a Turkish restaurant on the opposite side of the street. She saw guests laughing at the tables. The pudgy owner and a few waiters delivered small baskets of bread rolls, meze platters, light starters on elaborate beds of salads. A white van pulled up to make a delivery. The glow of the restaurant was warm, inviting, communal. She saw spots of dew on the restaurant’s glass doors, a liquid night gushing from the neck of an elegant bottle of Anfora Trio, sticks of lamb kebab bleeding on white plates, an injury on a woman’s thigh puckering against her silk black petticoat, a tiny piece of yellow cloth fraying in a man’s lung, teeth marks on the skin of well-fed guests rising to meet a mouth emerging from the corner of her vision. These infiltrations planted a hunger in her. She was curious if Azacca, Finn and Emilien experienced them too. She breathed through them, slowly getting to know their outlines, running her fingers over their serrated edges.


She heard the turning of a key in the front-door lock; a click, the letterbox flapping back like a nervous tic as the door opened, then shut. She left her room to stand at the banister, listening to the soft padding of footsteps on the cherry-coloured welcome matt. Unopened letters she’d ignored earlier were on the floor, waiting to flitter onto the wooden staircase. A bunch of keys was placed on the hallway table; the soft gathering of the letters pricked her ears. She knew it was Azacca without looking down. She could tell by the loitering, the languid movements near the table. Emilien would have moved with more urgency, slammed the door, the wind crying in protest at his emergence from it, rushed into the kitchen to grab something from the fridge – whatever snack he’d half eaten the night before – or to rustle up an omelette, sandwiched between pieces of bread. Finn would have cared less about checking the bills. She often had to slide them under his door, into the glow of light pooling there like a third portal.


Azacca still wrote handwritten letters to his mother in Haiti. Every month, he eagerly leafed through stashes of envelopes spooling onto their hallway floor, searching for a white envelope with a cluster of foreign stamps. Now she heard him remove the guitar strapped to his back, the jangle of coins in his jacket from an evening of busking at the tube. The locations all over London varied each time: Waterloo, London Bridge, Earls Court, sometimes Embankment because he liked to walk along the bridge over the water. He enjoyed the inky hue of it at night, the way the slow ripples masked small transformations, he said; you’d see the unseen, while the traffic of people rushed past, oblivious to miracles limping towards sets of traffic lights, becoming invisible again as the lights shrieked, vanishing into the blind spots of vehicles.


Therese leaned over the banister, cardigan billowing. ‘Did you get my text about our low supply of peyote?’ she asked, trying to keep the longing from her voice, controlling the tremble of her hands with a deep breath.


He slid off his coat, slung it over the railing. ‘My battery died. We can pick this up when the others get here,’ he offered; a hint of his Haitian accent still lingered. He climbed the stairs, rubbing his eyes wearily. A tiny origami figure of a woman with no lower body fell out of his pocket and landed on the staircase like a slip of quiet thunder.


Taking off his boots, smiling affectionately, he said, ‘Talk later.’ Passing her and the overflowing laundry basket resting against the railings beside a coiled green water hose poised to strike like a python. Azacca’s room was last on the floor. He fished out his key, unlocked it, nudging open the stiff wooden door with his shoulder before disappearing into his cave.


Therese, glued to the landing, mulled over whether he could be the secret gift giver. The throbbing in her temple increased like a wingless bat seeking other modes of transport through her body. A splintered memory crept in from her peripheral vision, reminding her of their secret pact in the beginning.


That first time they met, she’d seen him playing guitar at the edge of the National Gallery, his fingers strumming the guitar, singing Chris Isaacs’ ‘Wicked Game’. The pale building loomed; a Mecca on a concrete dune, bodies spilling. The croon of his voice was raw, imperfect, melancholy and vulnerable. It stopped her dead in her tracks, the folded copy of Time Out she’d been flicking through stuffed into her handbag dismissively as she moved towards the group of people around him. His handsome face was pulled into a pained expression, the chasm he’d opened bending, his fingers poised over the guitar strings. Therese’s heart rate increased. Among the coins in his open guitar case on the ground were crinkled gold Werther’s Original sweet wrappers. His jeans, ripped at the knee, revealed a crossing of scars there, hand-drawn by a faint hallucinatory needle. There were sweat stains at the armpits of his Nina Simone T-shirt.


Therese closed her eyes. The blustery evening air blew her half-unbuttoned bomber coat open. She waited patiently till most of the crowd had dispersed before approaching. He drank from a small bottle of Evian water, zeroing in on her. His twists brushed his forehead, his smooth butterscotch-brown skin glowed. She could tell he was a man used to the admiration of women but not particularly vain, as indicated by his scruffy clothing. She needed to make it clear she wasn’t trying to pick him up because she wasn’t. Her reaction to him had been instinctive; a feeling of recognition. What interested her was the chasm he’d created, the pain, his ability to unlock the parts of a person from a pure, distilled place. A spark of electricity flickered between them she couldn’t pinpoint as sexual, nor could she dismiss it as not being that either. It seemed beyond clear definitions, a sense of connection that was instant. He screwed the lid back on the bottle, set it down, adjusting the mic, golden brown eyes flicking back to her casually, but she could feel his curiosity, his survival mechanism of appearing distant, unfazed. The elements of their surroundings shifted; headless shapes in the chasm searched for new body language, the Werther’s sweet wrappers ready to flutter to the mic like artificial butterflies. A stream of passers-by pinned and distorted against the street’s backdrop were like captive apostles.


‘I think I know you from a birth,’ she said, without preamble, fuss or fear of judgement. He stopped dead in his tracks. Everything else faded away.


Afterwards, they searched the streets for somewhere to settle, the guitar packed away, bobbing on his back, the microphone though temporarily sheathed still rebelliously picking up sounds and frictions, a puddle of black water with sinister silhouettes spraying on rushing figures, a scrawny bald man minding an Evening Standard stand calling out. She spoke to him about rare orchids and flowers that grew in the Amazon, the Rafflesia flower specifically, how it looked like a giant mushroom with spotted red petals, or slices of salami stuck together, that it was other worldly, how something about him made her think of it and how strange that must all sound to him. He nodded, hands in his pockets, she practically running in her velvet red Converse to keep up with him as the city unfurled into a playground.


They walked to Waterloo, took refuge at Scootercaffe, which was tiny and full. The barman looked surly. The jukebox was playing Fats Domino’s ‘Ain’t That a Shame’. They ordered two Moroccan teas and squeezed themselves onto a small table at the back. The heat was almost suffocating, the din steadily rising. She stirred two cubes of demerara sugar into her cup, asked him where he was living. ‘Couch surfing,’ he said nonchalantly, taking a sip of hot calming tea, a man used to the nature of transient living. Bright eyed, Therese looked at the bottom of her cup, watching the demerara granules melt, the sweet handful of a vanishing beginning that would find its teeth later. She offered him a place to stay if he told her his darkest secret. And so he did, physically trembling while he recounted the tale from a past life. Therese collected it like an injured wing, spotting the small half-crescent-moon-shaped birth mark on the left side of his neck. The sweetness of sugar melted into its dark lines; the mark of kin, one of Oni’s disciples. Just like her. She looked deep inside him then and saw a memento from an old world: pink marrow shaped like octopuses limping towards the blind spot of a lush mountain’s peak.


She made her way to a monthly Somali women’s wellbeing project she volunteered for in Forest Gate, east London. The community centre where the project was situated was a nondescript grey building tucked behind a row of council houses, flanked on one side by a basketball court. A shop sat on the road opposite, its black shutters down mid-blink. A yellow-eyed ginger cat skulked, an unofficial guard waiting to elope with a stray shadow. The streetlamp illuminated shards of broken glass, a stubbed cigarette, a wedding veil in the bin. Inside the centre, the two main rooms were hives of activity peppered with a few stalls, gatherings of women sharing recipes, stories of their migration, goals they looked forward to fulfilling. The smell of Bur Shubaal lingered in the air. On the snack and beverage tables were flasks of Maraq soup, cups of spiced black tea, saucers of sweet fried bread. Shushumow crystallised pastry shells lay on folded red napkins. There were handfuls of groundnut in bright plastic bowls and trays of Macsharo mini rice and coconut cakes. Quaint piping bags containing Berbere spice to take away and small gift bags of black soap, handmade chocolates, truffles, and colourful compact notebooks beckoned at the corner of one table. At the far end of that room was the Mogadishu Archive on the wall, where the ladies pinned snaps of Somali women in daily life, both past and present. Therese sat at the back of the other room before her table of tiny, bottled ointments, a pale blue exercise mat on the floor behind her.


A woman arrived at her stall, hovering. Her hair was in disarray, black handbag unzipped, a stained baby’s bib poking out. She complained of achy limbs. Some days ago, she’d burned herself at the stove boiling eggs, her baby tied to her back crying, curling and uncurling his small fists. She’d accidentally knocked the pot off the stove searching for qorfo dhegeyere, the water scalding her left leg and thigh, just missing the baby. Therese gave the woman Oregon grape root and lavender ointment for the burns, asked her to remove the top half of her clothes, then lie down on the mat, back exposed. She oiled her hands, trying not to reveal her hunger. Only a hint of tightness in her face indicated she was trying to keep her urges under control. A body laid out before her vulnerably even amid other people set her teeth on edge. Beads of sweat appeared on her forehead. She ran her hands over the woman’s back, a map of skin marked with permanent symbols: a mole on the right side, a wrinkling on the left, fine hairs at the base, a Sahara rippling beneath her fingers while the woman sighed in relief. She kneaded gently, then applied more pressure, fingers working all the way down, across to the sides where stretchmarks crawling up were the indelible signatures of a woman who had given birth, splayed out in the blue. The other women flattened to a line on the periphery. The Sahara undulated. Therese used her thumbs on specific points. She felt the heat they generated increase, the rhythm of the woman’s body beneath her hands, the mutter of her heart against her fingers. She closed her eyes as if in prayer. She couldn’t stop the currents of excitement rushing through her.


As she ran her fingers greedily along the reddened blotches on the woman’s leg, kneading into the muscle, a man’s body was pulled from the darkened waters of the Thames. There were rips in his black raincoat, several buttons missing from his red checked shirt. A postcard of Bournemouth was tucked in the inside pocket of his jacket which choppy, cold waters had eroded somewhat, an impression from an absent ring on a finger on his left hand. He spilled from the perilous night, dead damp weight on concrete, his expression almost peaceful, his mouth a thin blue line. His skin pallid. An excavation had occurred. A lymph gland removed from his neck was a gutted last memory, fading in the distant murmur of his final heartbeat.









Two


I run until my limbs ache, and the murmurings of my kind, those women who will be pregnant with half futures again, are reduced to shrunken tremors in my chest. I run till the burn from my body reaches the pinnacle, the epicentre of Oni’s molten wanderings, like a series of blood vessels colouring a trail. I run till kin’s glassy curved hand in the restless sky reaches through several winters to hold me by the throat, steady me at intervals, mark my gaze with the splintered imprints of rebellious small clouds blooming in the blood, causing a series of organs to take flight while the body rests. I run till the bone in my pocket chaffs my skin through the thin cloth, in search of a soft, moist, pink marrow which has long disintegrated in me. I run all the way, through spiky scratches of nettles, the loosened weight of rocks crumbling, tethered by the dampened ground. The lines of past nights darting through the mountains are parched, blackened veins. Moss crawling from several angles is new growth kissed by cold breath, the warm air on my skin stirring a distant, fangled thing making its way to me.


I run towards the sea’s embrace, glinting like a scowling blue jewel, liquefied in its undoing. It is dotted with boats boasting fishermen casting wide nets out to snag silvery fish they can eat raw. I pause on the shore, watching the boats. Salty sea air fills my nostrils. The boats rock gently on undulating waters.


The boats are filled with weeping, hollowed bones.


And then they are not.


The boats are loaded with scores of locusts shaped like women’s silhouettes.


And then they are not.


The boats are refuges for bloody lace dresses fluttering against the wood, like a final request, a last interruption.


And then they are not.


A man is making his way towards me. The right side of his face is scarred like a prophet born from a searing flame, his gait sure, steady, fingers curling into the net. His haul dripping onto the shore. The catch in his net is rapidly becoming more visible. His breath is a signal born from a slackened morning’s mouth waiting for the day’s language.


The waters become rough. The boats are unsteady instruments gods deposited in bouts of kindness to men of the land, who used their bare hands to build them in the quiet hours of the day. They rock, fragile fruit spawned from flesh. Men call out to each other, steadily steering them while the water’s shadows cling to their undersides one last time. The sprawling, choppy jewel’s water folds, flattens, sways then flattens again in gulps of breathing. The boats are moored. The line of the shore pinned beneath them. The men hop out; push their boats further up the shore; arms straining in the light, their bodies covered in salty sea dew, shirts filled with damp patches. They grab their nets; hauls of fish bucking against various endings, loosened, bright scales like small, coloured seasons waiting to expand. The men convene briefly, the waters lapping at their feet. Gazes of fish abandon the nets. I inhale. A wind whips stray twigs searching for roots in the wrong land. The men scatter. I get down on my knees. The sand is cold. Grainy bits of stone press against the bone. I push my tongue into the spot, inside the sand, into the small, malleable gap. I taste tears from a great loss, bleeding from an ankle wound, the collapse of a trap unsure of what it was supposed to catch. I look up, the tip of my tongue covered in sand a pink newborn yet to decide its outer layer. The man born from fire is closer now. I stand, a dusting of sand covering my knees. His legs are bowed. His skin is dark; his wavy black hair curls away from his neck. His fish haul dribbles watery silver light from the corners of their mouths.


He raises his hand, indicating I should wait. I close my mouth, fresh saliva removing grainy particles from my tongue. A fluttering inside me builds into a tension. The clipped wing of a smoke-shrouded gull and a dying fish’s fin become one. The man drops the net between us. A duplicitous trail of smoke speaks into my lungs. His loose brown shirt is rolled up at the sleeves. His hair, somewhat unkempt, is streaked with gold from being out in the sun often. The right side of his face, scarred from fire, has tight, shinier skin. The left side is still handsome. A shadow of bristle is on his chin. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down as though waiting to be plucked. He is of considerable height, looming, looking down at me with a curious expression. His emerald-coloured eyes rest on my dusky skin. He smells of sweat and the sea. This is a man with the ocean’s waters pumping through his veins in an act of deliberate misdirection, the curl of white waves tempering his heartbeats, dampening the ferocity of flame-singed secrets. Tiny beads of sweat coat the tips of visible chest hair, a red patch on his neck staggers upwards in a buoyant attempt to reach a dissipated curl of smoke between us. His chest heaves. I close my eyes hearing it’s fluttering beneath the cloth, a soft point for the water’s creatures leaping off it in an act of faith, losing themselves in the conspiratorial morning air. Fish wriggle in their sandy nets as if infected with the rhythms of bodies in close proximity. We are shrouded in the early light of the day now: bright, blooming, full of possibilities. Above us, the birds cry out, the flapping of their wings catching stunted bait.


The man raises his broad, weathered hands again as if I am skittish, alarmed. I look him in the eye without fear. In a way that a man of such physical presence is not used to from a stranger, a woman. His breath is warm on my skin when he asks if I am lost. He has not seen me in these parts before. I say I am not lost; the land has ways of showing you things when you are not expecting to see them. He tells me his name is Domingos. I say I am Zulmira. Zulmira, he repeats slowly with the gentleness of a prayer, as though attempting to know the corners of a name. Our exchange of names has the weight of small currencies in disguise. The other men come closer, their footsteps a restless audience marking the sand. The sea air has dented the lines of their bodies like a lover’s caress. Their backs are taut with small tensions, their expressions curious. Wet shirts cling to their skin. Nets are thrown over their backs, fingers curled into pinched tips. Fish eyes cry at the loss of an underwater world. White fists of seawater crash against the whispers of the misshapen shoreline, rebellious as an accomplice in its own slow erosion. The men gather around us. Some watch me openly, others more discreetly. A stranger in their midst is cause for some excitement, some discussion. Domingos is a leader of sorts to them. I sense this from the way they seek his opinion, his reassurance.


He tells them I am a woman from an accident on the sea who fell off a boat passing through then slept in the crook of one mountain to recover. He lies on my behalf.


He does not know why. The men exchange concerns. A woman who belongs to no one will cause talk in Gethsemane, a foreigner no less. Can she stay with the outcasts on the edges of the town? Has she any gold coins or silver to show she is a woman of standing, of means? Perhaps Rowena, a stall owner who sells spices and items from different corners of the world as well as being one of the town’s most knowledgeable residents, will know where she can go. As the men chatter, I look to the horizon beyond them. There is a blue tent folding, collapsing then swelling into its shape again. It belongs to Oni, filled with offerings. The entrance flutters open. I cannot see what is inside; only hear a jostling followed by stillness. I close my eyes briefly, blinking it away temporarily.


A decision is made. Domingos leads the way. The men talk among themselves as we wind through a crooked path heading east. Sun rays are a splintered compass. The murmurings of tiny creatures in shrubs are barely discernible. The hollows of warmly coloured shells are a haven for lost wings, the occasional ascension of blind snails feeding from fading footsteps, their translucent trails catching a copper coin, a soiled string, scales, a sweaty pip. I listen for my kind. A throbbing in my head begins. The scent of the sea is still strong. I will cough up something from its murky bottom which will find its half-eaten heart on the land. I know my kind are gone for now, their hungry mouths pressed against a restless root, the shapes of their pregnancies tumbling away, fading like a mist leaving a tense shoulder. Baby’s cries still ring in my ears, promising more hauntings. I wonder who will feed her now that my bloody nipples have temporarily retreated into themselves. I linger beside Domingos.


He is thoughtful, silent, mouth pursed in contemplation. He shoots me a glance, as if I am a rough stone he has stumbled upon, a nuisance he has to contend with. I am tempted to reach for his scarred face, see if it will change beneath my fingers or if the growth of a singed sprig will break through with its own story to tell. One of the men, thin and sickly looking, offers me red berries from his pocket. I nod in thanks. I am no longer pregnant with the version of myself Oni showed me but I am still hungry enough for two. I eat the berries. The burst of sweet flavour is a welcome relief. Domingos marches forward, bowlegs quick, his gaze focused ahead. A bald goshawk bearing a scar in its centre emerges from the blue tent, circles the group, releasing a sharp cry, like a creature escaped from a trap. The scar leaves its body, curling in the sky. The goshawk flies away, shrinking into the map of clouds yet leaving a thrumming sensation of recognition in me. I ask about this Rowena the men mentioned. I wonder if she is a mother; does she know the pain of a severed bond between mother and child? Domingos refers to her as a clever, well-intentioned busybody. The blue tent attempts to break the fold, greedily opening its flap.


We walk on. One by one, men leave the procession snaking through the mountains, heading for their homes. The mountains’ peaks and crevices are buoyant from the rays of the morning. The sand below flattens while the hands of my kind sprout through, curled and bleeding from Baby’s umbilical cord, till they merge into one injury feeding the shore. Domingos is still silent beside me, the muscles of his arm strained from holding his leaking bounty. The rhythm of his gait slips into my chest. We cross a pale path which leads to a homestead. A wonky, stone house christened with blooms of moss, shrubs growing on both sides, a bramble patch at the left side. Thorns stretch, entwined, leaning into the lines of the house in an unplanned invasion. Scattered sticks lie gnarled, twisted, like a dormant army waiting for the grip, the smoke, a charred disintegration on the fold. At the door, before Domingos pushes it open, I see a cold hollow with a crying eye, a daughter, a sick wife, a house that needs a woman’s touch, my finger pressed into the centre. Baby shrieking rings loudly into the crevices.


The daughter holds a club. A stain sullies her brown dress. Before he enters, I know the house has a hearth, a clay heart, one window which crumbles at its edges, a lilac cloth blushing in a corner of light stained by blood from a woman’s womb. I know there are three separate rooms that have survived turbulent seasons, logs propped up against holes in the walls, the clay heart buried beneath the house beating, a wooden mallet beside a copper bowl of plums. There is movement behind him. The daughter clutches a pip. Domingos leaves the door open. I see the mallet smashing the pip, plum skin bruised and pulled from the walls’ holes, winter fractured in the copper bowl, in the limping clay heart, freezing its wandering beat, a mortar full with grains of an eroded window. The daughter moves behind him again, the smashed pip in her mouth. She rubs the club against the stain on her dress, startled, curious. Domingos beckons me to follow. The bone in my pocket aches with longing. The house breathes and I with it. They open the door.


They let me in.
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