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CONTENT WARNING


Many of the contributors talk about challenging experiences in their lives. Some readers might find the content of some of these accounts triggering, so we have added a symbol to the more detailed accounts to allow anyone who may find reading about sensitive content difficult the opportunity to pause.









For those past and present who were not able to tell their stories. For those who told their stories but were not heard. For those who are steeling themselves, waiting for their moment to speak.











‘The most important voices to influence the improvement of our mental health services are those that live the experience of mental health challenges. The “Patient and Carer Race Equality Framework (PCREF)” enables service users, carers and community members to be involved in the re-imagination of services to respond to our needs in ways which are anti-racist, anti-discriminatory and anti-oppressive and support us to flourish. This book, which shares the poignant lived voices of the racialised experience, is a welcome contribution to that endeavour. We can draw strength from our stories and know that we are not alone in our struggles as we face relentless systemic racism. Indeed the sharing of our stories is purposeful in the mission to heal and positively transform our mental health, physical health and wellbeing.’


Dr Jacqui Dyer, Lived Expert by Experience, Chair Advancing Mental Health Equalities Taskforce and PCREF Steering Group (NHSEI), Black Thrive Global Director
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Editor’s Introduction


Dr Rianna Walcott


To our new readers, welcome, we are so glad to have you here! And to our returnees, welcome back, and thank you for your continued support.


Writing this again is bittersweet. Bitter, because the circumstances surrounding the recall of the original text are less than pleasant, and, in fact, reflect the worst of a struggle with white supremacy and the exploitation of people of colour that is endemic to the United Kingdom. Sweet, because it is a privilege to have the opportunity to give the collection new life in a moment when it is so dearly needed.


This isn’t a revision in the exact sense of the word – we didn’t get it wrong the first time around, and that edition remains one of our proudest accomplishments. Instead, we consider this a refinement. We have offered our contributors the opportunity to revise their contributions, to add to them, to reflect with postscripts, because the past four years have wrought changes that we could not have imagined when we first conceptualised The Colour of Madness.


A second chance


First, to address the elephant in the room. You may be aware already that this opportunity to republish comes at a heavy cost. The first edition was originally published in September 2018, and by March 2021 we had recovered the publishing rights. That first edition was a passion project, supported by an apparently benevolent and well-meaning indie publisher, Stirling Publishing Limited. Being passionate and optimistic twenty-three-year-olds who were new to the industry, Samara and I leapt at the opportunity that publishing director Tabatha Stirling presented, and brought together fifty-eight incredible artists, writers, and poets in the original collection. Looking back, I remain proud of all of us for the honesty, courage, and love that was poured into that first edition, and only regret that we did not understand our own power and value, or recognise the warning signs of a publisher who did not really know what they were doing.


Stirling Publishing Limited did not invest in marketing, press, or a book launch – we were even informed on the day of the launch that there were no copies of the book available. Based on these experiences we knew our publisher was incompetent, but at that time we thought it was their only sin, and Samara and I were nothing but efficient, picking up the slack. Still, we countered this incompetence with fierce determination, because this book was good; it was necessary; it was worth it.


We never dreamed that behind this lack of support something more sinister was lurking.


Finding out that our publisher was ‘allegedly’ a white supremacist was a blow. The news came to us from a Glasgow-based anti-fascist group, who had infiltrated the white ethno-nationalist group ‘Patriotic Alternative’ and found who they presumed to be our publisher writing hateful propaganda under the pseudonym Miss Britannia. They sought us out, asking for a positive identification. Given our extensive communication with Tabatha, I knew from the first few seconds of her tearful voice in a leaked WhatsApp voice note that it was her. She went on to identify Stirling Publishing by name, as well as The Colour of Madness, dismissing us as a trendy way to make money, regretting publishing our beautiful book, claiming she had only sought us out because we were her ticket to BAME book awards.


Beyond the natural hurt and disgust that came with hearing her tearfully denounce people of multiple ethnicities, religions, and LGBTQ status, we were overcome by fear. Fear that her actions would taint the work, that the edition that she had almost ruined by her incompetence as a publisher would finally be killed in the cradle by her incompetence as a secret white supremacist.


Above all, we were horrified that this could impact our dear contributors, who had put their faith in us to find them a safe place for their stories. We were so vulnerable following this news, and it sickly paralleled the very vulnerability that the book was born out of – the struggle of existing and caring for your wellbeing in a country where white supremacy can fester under its skin.


And yet – here we are, again, back and better than ever! Thanks to the kindness and generosity of countless good people we were able to turn tragedy into success, reverting the rights to their work back to our contributors, and signing with Bluebird publishing. We lost some of our contributors along the way who, having made themselves vulnerable in print – some for the first time – were naturally wary of being betrayed a second time, but for the most part we are able to present you with the revised work of most of those original creators, and also have the privilege of including some new voices.


The continued importance of our stories being told by us, for us


This incident, to us, only reinforced the need for an outlet for our stories, and the importance of having control over the ways they were told. Part of that commitment led us to our change in subtitle, which was initially ‘exploring BAME mental health in the UK’, and is now ‘65 writers reflect on race and mental health’. The reason for the change is that we wanted to reflect something beyond the limitations of ‘Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic’ (BAME), and we didn’t want to prescribe how our contributors define themselves.


The value and beauty of this book is in its specificity, the fact that we are able to define our own experiences in and on our own terms. There is not always an overlap between those experiences, besides the shared narrative of being systemically disprivileged by the UK healthcare system. By using the more general umbrella of ‘race’, we invite our contributors to share the specifics with you in the way of their choosing. We also acknowledge the challenges around the term ‘BAME’, and the evolving conversation around self-definition as racialised people in this country.


We would be remiss to not mention the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the nation’s health collectively, but also the specific impact it has had on racialised communities, in terms of both physical and mental health. The isolation of multiple lockdowns, disruption of communities and their networks of support, and the demonisation of people of colour globally as carriers of the virus would be bad enough. But the prevailing narrative of non-white communities in the UK as vaccine-hesitant and disinformation-rife, with little regard for histories of medical racism that contribute to this hesitancy, is still doing damage.


The public conversation around mental health has increased since our original publication in 2018, but in a way that is worryingly shallow. There is cause for celebration in seeing more writers like David Harewood1 and Nadiya Hussain2 speaking up in the public sphere about how racism has impacted their mental health. While social media is an important vessel for making these conversations public and accessible, platitudes such as #bekind do little in terms of structural impacts.


Despite the government’s commissioned report from 2021 on Race and Ethnic Disparities denying the existence of systemic or institutional racism in the UK,3 ethnic inequalities across society persist, and mental health is no exception.


At present, Black people are over four times more likely to be detained under the Mental Health Act than white people, and eight times more likely to be subject to a Community Treatment Order (CTO) – a legal order which allows you to be treated outside of hospital, in the community, but under strict conditions, like continuing treatment and living in a certain area.4 Following an independent review of the Act in 2018, the government has proposed changes which would promote choice and reduce compulsion, but, notably, CTOs will still exist.5


We have also seen the expansion of the Serenity Integrated Mentoring (SIM) scheme, which brings in the police to reduce the demand on community mental health services by ‘high intensity users’.6 So, vulnerable people in distress are met by law enforcement rather than mental health professionals. The StopSIM Coalition, as well as professional bodies like the Royal College of Nurses, the Royal College of Psychiatrists, and the National Survivor User Network, have raised concerns about lack of consent, the sharing of clinical information with the police, and the criminalisation of distress, which many fear will only worsen racial inequalities.7 While NHS England has agreed to review the scheme,8 it is clear that the work to protect people of colour within the mental health services is far from over.*


Doing the work


We have committed to being part of that reform work. It has been our privilege to witness the life the publication has had beyond its written form. Since the first edition, we have consistently been featured in outreach work across the UK, including multiple invited talks and workshops from academic conferences to grassroots organisations, and seen the book be added to NHS libraries, university syllabi, and placed on NHS mental health wards.


Following the anthology publication, we have been closely involved with multiple organisations devoted to improving mental health research and access to mental health support, particularly those that prioritise lived experience as a research method and in outcomes. This includes close work with organisations including the Wellcome Collection; the McPin Foundation; the Healthy Brains Global Initiative; the British Association for Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapies BAME counsellors working group; Southwark Council’s Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services; and as two of the thirteen collaborators on the Cactus Foundation Researcher Mental Health survey report,9 the largest global survey on researcher mental health and wellbeing with more than 13,000 participants globally.


We are also working with the Institute of Mental Health on their NEON (Narrative Experiences Online) study.10 The study looks at how personal recovery stories may help those with psychosis and improve the way mental health workers support them. In particular, we are supporting their aim to ‘focus on stories from people whose voices are seldom heard by mainstream cultures, and gathering them together to form the largest and most diverse online repository of mental health recovery stories in the world.’11 We are delighted that some of the stories and experiences featured in The Colour of Madness have been an integral part of the study.


Structuring The Colour of Madness


In terms of the contents of this edition, the overall structure remains the same as in the first edition. Each colour chapter represents a different facet of mental health, guiding you through a kaleidoscopic collection of narratives, from passionate, rage-filled and resilient red; to orange, with racing, overwhelming thoughts to represent anxiety and mania; yellow to hold all the complexities and contradictions of hope. Green holds those pieces that focus on familial, and particularly filial, relationships; blue for our engagements with institutions, from clinical relationships in mental health institutions, to wider institutions such as the Home Office, immigration and refugee narratives, and academia. Indigo remains about depression and melancholy; violet is about experiences that are outside what we would traditionally think of as reality, and the polychrome chapter at the centre of the book draws this collection of narratives together with our contributors’ artworks.


We encourage you to walk through The Colour of Madness at your own pace, taking the time to engage with each piece in whichever order you choose, remembering there is a whole person, an individual, behind each one. There is no single story of mental health, and here we present a kaleidoscope of experiences, for there are some who see the world in red, some who see the world in violet, and others who see the world somewhere in between these two ends of the spectrum.


Since its first publication, The Colour of Madness did exactly what we dreamed it would, reached the people it was meant to, and bolstered the work we anticipated it would. We hope that with the new life being given to it now, it will continue to touch people, and be part of the building of a more just world.


I return to my closing words from the original anthology, which remain as true now as the first time round: ‘for all of us represented in this book, this cannot be a conclusion. It is closer to a beginning.’










Red


Sometimes, we see in red. We see through rage, we see through defiance.










He Was Red That Day


Andrés N. Ordorica


This is a story about Ismael and his great big adventure. Currently, he is sitting on an empty bench while the world gets on with its day. For whatever reason, he cannot. He has been this way for two months now.


No, he isn’t dying, and no, he doesn’t have cancer or anything like that. Quite frankly, Ismael is depressed, and he is not handling it well.


Self-imposed isolation has been his modus operandi these past few weeks, but Ismael realises how this could be exacerbating his sadness. He needs human contact, but in a controlled environment, among people who do not know him, or won’t ask too many questions. Hence the whole sitting alone on a bench along the crowded River Thames. Near people, but invisible.


This plan was formulated by a mix of Reddit threads, his therapist’s advice, and a few bottles of red wine. At some point last night, he reached a moment of clarity, turned to himself in the mirror and said, ‘Fuck this recluse bullshit, Ismael. You need to get out of the flat tomorrow or else.’ He wasn’t prepared for the ‘or else’ and so here he is, outside his flat.


The truth is this unravelling has been a long time coming. In London, Ismael has rarely felt at ease. Cramped buses make his neck go red and hot. His collar will tighten around his throat whenever he rides the Underground – almost as if to kill him. The large crowds on the street give him headaches. The noise of the traffic makes sleep impossible. Everywhere pains him. This is not what he signed up for when he moved here a year ago for his postgrad degree.


He was used to a far simpler life, having grown up on his family’s ranch in south Texas. But now, he is an urban cowboy battling the wild, wild metropolis. In a city where he assumed happiness would grow in abundance, but really is a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow he’ll never find. So, Ismael has decided to spend the day alone, away from flatmates, co-workers, fellow students.


Ismael skipped work, took the Piccadilly line to Leicester Square and walked down to the river. He crossed over the Golden Jubilee bridge and clambered down the stairs towards the National Theatre. He looked upon the riverfront, long and wide, full of tourists and locals, and the thought of crowds overwhelmed him with exhaustion.


So, he is seeking refuge on his favourite bench. The bench he comes to whenever he is stressed, sad or angry, which seems to be more and more lately. One day, it will be dedicated posthumously to him with a little brass sign:


this bench serves as a memory of the sanity that was lost by ismael escobedo – a millennial who could no longer cope with this garbage-heap of a planet.


Sometimes, Ismael’s anxiety comes on like some wave ready to wash over him and pin him to the ocean floor. Letting him slowly drown in painful death. Sometimes, he can see the anxiety edging closer to him, and sometimes, it just appears out of nowhere, ready to ruin everything like an uninvited party guest.


He closes his eyes and wonders whether he is just another ‘snowflake’ having a mental breakdown or if something deeper is at play. Something that he should really be worried about. The city is doing this, he tells himself. It’s you, London, not me.


As the clouds move out of the way and the sun heats up his skin, Ismael is reminded how not all is terrible. Sometimes, urban life can be beautiful, and London a place worth living in. Even the dirty Thames has its moments.


Water has always transfixed Ismael. He spent his childhood in the water, constantly diving and splashing about. Whether in the pond on his family ranch, the municipal pool, or summer holidays by the Gulf of Mexico. The brown and green water of his youth was both disgusting and alluring, like the Thames. But no matter the colour of the water, there was sunshine and freedom, at least in those memories. That is what he needs, freedom, an escape of some sort. But to where?


‘Ahem.’


God, is that you?


‘Ahhheeeemmm.’


No, not God. But it is someone. Someone who is clearing their throat. Someone who is trying to tell him something. Ismael opens his eyes to see who it is – an older woman, fifty plus, weighed down by numerous bags. There are literally two open benches in his direct line of vision, but she continues to shuffle closer.


‘This here is my seat. Move!’ she instructs him – a slight accent to her accent mapping out a history far larger than this city, this country even.


He is taken aback by her abrupt and curt tone. He has always thought of old women as warm and kind. But she is brash and forthright.


‘Ahem, I said; move.’


He sits up and moves over. The old lady whacks him with her shopping trolley by accident, or she plays it off that way. She sits down and starts digging through one of her many bags. His peaceful aura is gone, and so is his solitude. She retrieves a can of Jamaican ginger beer, opens it, and takes a big gulp, and some of it trickles down her chin. She lets out a burp and then begins searching her things once more. She finds an emery board and files down one of her nails. They are long and shellacked, decorated with rhinestones and painted with what he gathers to be a tropical design. She lets out another loud burp. He cannot help but laugh, but she pays him no mind.


‘Can I ask you a question?’ he is surprised by himself. He hates talking to strangers, but he knows he must speak to her.


‘What the hell are you bugging me for?’


‘Ugh, rude!’


She just stares at him, dumbfounded that he is still trying to talk to her. Her face is uninviting, but he persists.


‘How do you get the world to just do what you want?’


‘What?’


‘There are literally two free benches next to us, yet you got even me to move.’


She rolls her eyes, desperate for Ismael to shut the hell up.


‘Hello? I asked you a question – and politely, I might add.’


‘Man, you’re annoying as fuck.’


‘Probably,’ he concedes.


‘My method, if you must know . . . is I simply don’t give two shits what anyone thinks of me. Understand?’


People pass them by in twos and threes, deep in their own conversations.


‘This is my bench, by the way. That’s why you moved.’


In this moment, those passing by know nothing of their struggle to claim ownership of this city property.


‘It’s mine. But, whatever,’ Ismael offers.


She tuts, a slight smirk appearing on her face. She then starts filing her nails again. A good minute or so passes before she stops and looks up at Ismael, deep into his eyes.


‘You can’t let anyone drag you down, do you get me?’


Is it possible she is reading his mind?


‘You’re too cute, baby boy, to look that sad and pathetic.’


She holds her stare, and he can’t help but be drawn to her honey-gold eyes.


‘Thank you . . .’


‘Candace.’


‘Ismael.’


‘You’re welcome, Ismael. Now, please shut up and let me have some bloody peace and quiet!’


Ismael does just that. He gathers his things and scurries away. Cantankerous Candace is now responsible for keeping watch of their bench and Ismael, well, he is tasked with continuing today’s journey.


He should be at work but is taking a ‘mental health day’. At least that’s how he’ll explain it when he turns his phone back on. How many messages will there be? How many missed calls and urgent emails exist in the ether right now, waiting for him to press the power button? He has all the power and not an ounce of desire to find out. So, he heads for the Tate Modern. Home to such pretty and strange-looking works of art.


He enters via the long ramp and chooses to run down it. A group of six-year-old school children follow his lead, breaking into a stampede and screaming at the tops of their lungs. Their teachers and chaperones desperately struggle to wrangle up the class. He high-fives a few of them before walking away. A cloud of happiness and serotonin hangs above the mayhem. He then takes the lift to the top of the museum, where there is a cafe overlooking the riverbank. He decides to treat himself to a glass of wine. The art can wait.


‘A Merlot, please,’ he says to the cute cafe worker.


He is handed a plastic cup and bottle, which he pours out before recycling. He takes a giant gulp of wine, and it burns his throat. Slow down, Ismael, he warns himself.


He notices a free table outside and beats two yummy mummies to it. The mums give him evil eyes as they stroll off in defeat. He lights a cigarette and takes in the view. The dome of St Paul’s looks beautiful even with all those ugly buildings crowding it. Its holiness is evident in its careful design.


He remembers going there for evensong after his grandmother passed away a few months ago. He’d lit a candle and mumbled some words and a prayer from childhood. She’d have appreciated the candle and the ‘Hail Mary’. He’d closed his eyes, taken in the choir music, and silently cried that day. Ismael opens his eyes to his present, but a pain still lingers inside no matter how much time has passed.


‘It’s getting a bit cold, no?’ he observes to no one in particular.


He downs his wine and begins his search for the painting at the centre of today’s adventure. One by Rothko, part of his ‘Red’ series for the Four Seasons. It was a painting that had moved him as a child. He needs to be moved once more. To prove to himself that he can feel more than just anger and sadness. When he was a child, Ismael wanted to paint his room red, but his parents chose blue, and blue he became. Nevertheless, a red ember burnt inside him like a pilot light waiting to explode.


Ismael mindlessly walks down the stairs to the fifth floor before remembering that his painting is somewhere on the second floor. He heads to the escalators, going down three storeys, not aiding his search with a map but his deep intuition. This painting is his kindred spirit calling him home. He will find it.


The Tate is much busier than he anticipated for a weekday. Far busier than he remembers when entering, before drinking his red wine, before being so lost.


‘Live and learn,’ he mutters to himself.


He could make this all easier by just asking a gallery attendant for directions. But he no longer has the energy to interact with other people. There’s a free bench, his second of the day, so he decides to rest for a moment and gather his thoughts.


Galleries and museums allow for a certain level of anonymity. People don’t come to talk, people don’t come to be seen; they come for the art. The mesmerising, confusing, and sometimes pretentious, art. There is a code of ethics one undertakes when visiting a gallery. He enjoys the safety of being near people but free of the weight of conversation.


He closes his eyes to concentrate on his breathing. Just his breathing. He scans his body to get a sense of his nostrils, lungs, feet pressing on the ground. His therapist told him that mindfulness works that way. Like a dialogue with the body.


‘Excuse me,’ says a squeaky little voice.


A small hand nudges his kneecap, forcing his eyes open. There is a cute little girl, no more than eight, standing in front of him.


He takes a deep breath, readying himself for whatever drama he is about to get into, ‘Yes? Can I help you?’


‘Umm . . . I’m lost.’


‘Sorry. Did you say you’re “lost”?’


She pauses nervously, ‘Yes. I need help.’


Her lips start quivering, and he notices how puffy her face looks. Snot runs down her nose. He realises that she has been crying. He looks around for other adults, but no one pays either of them any attention.


‘Are you here with your mom or dad?’


‘No.’


‘Who are you with?’


‘My grandpa. But I don’t know where he is. He went to the toilet, but I can’t find him.’


‘Okay, okay. It will be fine,’ he says, hoping to reassure them both.


She wipes her nose with the sleeve of her coat.


‘Thank you.’


‘My name is Ismael.’


‘Feather. My name is Feather,’ she says, extending her hand like a little grown-up.


‘It’s nice to meet you, Feather. Okay, let’s see if we can go find a nice gallery worker to help us find your grandad.’


They head to an exhibition entry to speak to one of the attendants; a young-looking art student, probably hoping to run the gallery one day.


‘Tickets, please!’


‘Oh, no. We aren’t here to see the exhibition.’


‘Okay, well this queue is for ticket holders or those who wish to purchase tickets, only.’


Ismael tries to not wear his annoyance so obviously on his face.


‘Well, yes, but you see, my little friend here is l-o-s-t.’


‘Lost! But isn’t she with you?’


Ismael takes in a deep breath and counts to five.


‘Well, actually my friend, Feather, is visiting the gallery with her grandfather, and they seem to have broken away from each other by accident.’


‘I see now. Well, not to worry, we can definitely help you, Feather.’


‘Thank you, miss.’


‘You’re welcome. Now, what’s your grandad’s name?’


‘Kwesi Richardson.’


‘Very good. Now, where was the last place you saw Mr Richardson? I mean, your grandad?’


‘He went to the toilet and asked me to wait for him outside in the hallway.’


‘Can you remember what floor that was on?’


‘The top floor,’ she says, smiling like she has won a quiz.


‘Great, Feather, that’s really helpful. I just need to make a few calls to some of my colleagues now. I won’t be more than a few minutes.’


Ismael wonders how often the staff get trained on helping lost people – lost children – find their family members. Might she be able to help his lost soul, too?


‘I hope that he isn’t angry,’ Feather says out of nowhere, guilt in her voice.


‘Your grandad? No, he is probably just a bit worried.’


‘I shouldn’t have wandered off.’


‘No, but it happens sometimes.’


‘Still, I shouldn’t have,’ she says, looking up. He smiles faintly and pats her on the head.


Ismael has never been good with kids. At least, he has never had ample opportunity to improve upon his skills. None of his siblings or friends have kids. His interaction with children has been minimal up until this point. Paternal warmth does not come easy to him.


‘Everything will be fine,’ he says, unsure who needs to hear it.


He watches as the attendant speaks quickly into her walkie, looking over at them every few words. Her face is painted with worry, and he knows something is up. Dear God, please don’t let anything be wrong.


She walks towards them at a brisk pace.


‘Feather, do you mind helping me out for a minute?’ asks the attendant.


‘No, I don’t mind.’


‘Do you think you can sit at this desk here with my friend Betty? She could use your help checking the tickets while I speak to your new friend.’


‘Okay, that sounds fun,’ she looks up to Ismael for his approval. He nods.


‘Betty, this is Feather. Feather, Betty.’


‘Nice to meet you, Feather,’ says a woman nearer to Ismael’s age. Her accent broad and Scottish.


‘Nice to meet you, Miss.’


‘Betty, me and this gentleman will only be a minute.’


She forcefully grabs Ismael by the hand and drags him about ten feet away from the exhibition entry. He knows something must be wrong by how erratically she is behaving. She takes in a deep breath. This can’t be good.


‘It seems Mr Richardson has had a heart attack.’


‘Holy shit. What do you mean?’ he asks in a low but urgent voice.


‘That’s why Feather couldn’t find him. That’s why he never came out of the toilet. She must have been waiting for a long time.’


‘I’m so confused.’


‘Well, apparently one of my colleagues called emergency services over two hours ago to help a man that had taken ill in the disabled toilet on the sixth floor.’


‘Oh, my God, and you’re certain it’s him?’


‘Yes, we’re confident. Feather’s mother is on her way now.’


‘This poor girl,’ he says while watching her from afar.


‘Feather’s parents were notified that Mr Richardson was taken to St Thomas’, and it was only when they showed up that they realised their daughter was missing. My colleagues were trying to locate her around the same time she found you.’


‘Is he going to be okay?’


‘I don’t have any information. Just that her mother is on her way.’


He stops paying attention to her and looks over at Feather, who seems to be having the time of her life working the ticket counter. Feather and Betty are like two peas in a pod. Betty handles the ticket purchases, and Feather scans the visitors in. The scanning device looks comically huge in her childish hands.


‘What are we going to tell Feather?’


‘Simply that her mum is on the way to get her and that her grandad was feeling a bit unwell, but that her parents will take her to see him as soon as they can.’


‘Okay; I don’t know if I will be of any more use.’


‘You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.’


‘I just don’t want to complicate the situation.’


‘You’ve been great. Honestly, God knows what could have happened had you not found her.’


‘Thanks. I mean, it was her. She found me. I didn’t do anything special.’


He doesn’t want to agitate Feather by saying goodbye, and so he just disappears into the crowd. He feels a bit strange, but still needs to see that Rothko painting. He continues deep into the galleries of the second floor. It is nearby; he can feel it.


It was during his sixth-grade art class when he first saw it. He would have been a few years older than Feather. Probably around eleven. He remembers how awesome it looked on the projector screen. It was as if some giant red wave was going to wash over his class at any moment. He got close, dangerously close to the screen. His teacher thought Ismael was just being disruptive, but he wasn’t, honestly. He just wanted to see as much red as possible. He still needs to.


***


Each room is full of other artists: Hockney, Rauschenberg. He can tell his Manet from his Monet, but his Rothko eludes him. He passes the melting clocks of Dalí and Tracey Emin’s self-portraits, but none of them contain the red he needs. There are sculptures and installations, which are impressive, but irrelevant. They are not the things that could bring him the joy he longs for.


Where is it? Has it left him? Like his grandmother, like past boyfriends, like how he left his life in the United States? Boarded a plane, changed address, and started over.


‘Please, please, come back!’ he begs it.


Does anyone understand how much he needs this red?


He walks a bit more, but it is starting to all feel pointless. He can’t fix everything with silence and distance. He can’t put a Band-Aid over his heart and expect all to be fine. He lets his mind switch on to autopilot, lets his leg muscles direct his feet, and pushes on despite the sense of purposelessness hanging above him.


The crowds move like a wave, pulling in and out. Children giggle in groups while older kids take pictures on their phones for Instagram, TikTok, Twitter. All these selfies being uploaded for likes and shares and comments. They’re like a school of fish swimming from one side of the room to the other, depending on who has the funniest photos. But eventually, they part like the Red Sea as their teacher ushers them along. Finally, some room to breathe.


The gallery is too huge, too overwhelming, too bloody full of art. Maybe the painting really has moved. A piece of art as transient as Ismael, always moving, always occupying new and unfamiliar spaces. On loan, gifted, purchased . . . always by the generous donation, endowment, inheritance, betrothal of some dead aristocrat. But, what about the common man who cannot gift anything? What can he leave behind? These thoughts soon sadden him further.


Ismael is just going through the motions at this point. The day has been long, a waste even. He won’t find it. Instead, he turns his phone back on. He should have been at work three hours ago. Fifteen missed calls, twenty emails, eleven text messages.


Where are you? Getting kind of late! The boss is freaking out and I don’t know what to say? Are you dead?


Hope you’re excited for your birthday dinner! Hey, we still on for tonight?


¡Feliz cumpleaños, mijo! Dad and I hope you can FaceTime soon.


Hey, I thought we were meeting a half-hour ago? Where you at . . . did I do something wrong?


No, it was him. It was Ismael that did the wrong thing. He is sorry for being a bad friend, selfish son, distant colleague, and neglectful lover. He puts the phone back in his pocket. He wants to leave. He needs to find the exit. He wants to disappear. The exit sign finally is there in front of him. Illuminating. Green. Just a sign. Not an art piece. Nothing ironic here. Just a sign to tell him where to go, what to do, how to escape.


‘You need to calm down, Ismael.’


His head starts to spin, or is it the room? He struggles toward another bench and sits himself down, his third one today.


‘Close your eyes, breathe; don’t have a panic attack.’


1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10.


‘Take in a deep breath. Exhale using your mouth.’


1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10.


He repeats until he is ready to open his eyes and . . . there it is . . . now breathe in . . . but it’s standing right in front of him. And breathe out . . . well, not standing but hanging . . . and breathe in once more . . . that’s what paintings do.


‘Hello, old friend. It’s me. I’ve missed you.’


Ismael stands up and inches closer to the painting – dangerously close. He lets the red wash over him like he always wanted. How beautiful it looks in the dimly lit room free from others. How cleansing the burgundies are for his soul, like warm blood pumping through his body, keeping him alive – ‘sanguine’, he will name it, that elusive shade.


As he takes it in, Ismael remembers what it is to not be sad all the time. There is much more to life than sadness; there is joy and love, which he deserves, and can give to others. This painting is a reminder of how much he appreciates his life: the green of the sea, the blue of the sky, the yellow of a daisy’s centre. But right now, he sees red and is red. To Ismael, red is happiness, and happiness is exactly what it’s like to be standing in a quiet gallery in a city of millions of people just trying to get on with their day.










Resolute


Nisha Damji


I’m not resilient, I’m told.


Because it hurts me when they tear me down


With their eyes, words


And bitter judgement.


I am at fault, I’m told,


because I am not like them.


My hurt and my pain is pathologised


because I am other,


because I am a stranger,


because I am Brown,


And I won’t bend.
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Needle Reclamations


Tajah Hamilton


When I looked at my body, all I saw were the multitude of phantom hands laid on me.


With every prick of the tattoo needle, I crafted my rebirth, dextrous hands smoothing and raising my clay form.


Every tattoo was a reclamation.


Every glance in the mirror from that first smooth line onwards was silent protest.


A protest against a body that, still, at times feels those phantom hands and shudders, disgust fused into my veins.
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