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The Wild Ones

Their magic will not be vanguished.

A Novel by Nafiza Azad






PRAISE FOR The Wild Ones



“Utterly unique storytelling. The Wild Ones is just as magical as the girls and cities found within its pages, weaving together a tale that refuses to flinch.”

—CHLOE GONG, New York Times bestselling author of These Violent Delights

“The Wild Ones is a breathtakingly unique story of empowerment, perseverance, and the magic of sisterhood. Azad’s exquisite prose and captivating voice will enchant readers for years to come. An astonishing literary jewel not to be missed!”

—JULIAN WINTERS, award-winning author of Running with Lions

“Prose as lush and as beautiful as the world of the In Between, it’s easy to get lost in Azad’s feminist fantasy The Wild Ones, where diamonds exist as magic and every doorway leads to the oldest cities in the world.”

—ROSELLE LIM, author of Natalie Tan’s Book of Luck and Fortune and Vanessa Yu’s Magical Paris Tea Shop

“The Wild Ones is a stunning tale of resilience, tenderness, and fierce wildness, all rendered in Azad’s exquisite prose—a symphony of a novel.”

—AXIE OH, author of Rebel Seoul

“Tragic and triumphant, lush and lyrical, The Wild Ones will linger with readers long after the last page has been read.”

—NATASHA DEEN, award-winning author of In the Key of Nira Ghani

“Unapologetically brown and fiercely feminist, The Wild Ones is a fantasy with teeth. Readers will find their own hearts aching and enchanted with every single page turn. This is an incredible addition to the modern young adult canon, and once again marks Nafiza Azad as a storyteller to recognize and respect.”

—KARUNA RIAZI, author of The Gauntlet

“Absolutely gorgeous from the inside out. With lyrical prose that left me in awe and characters that I adored from the very first page.”

—MASON DEAVER, author of The Ghosts We Keep and I Wish You All the Best

“The Wild Ones will take you on a journey of staunch sisterhood that unapologetically tackles societies’ ugliest flaws with resilience and a fierce feminism. Azad’s lyrical prose as well as her enchanting and frequently mouthwatering imagery will stay with you long after you are done.”

—SABINA KHAN, author of Zara Hossain Is Here

“A stunning addition to the world’s greatest feminist power novels, The Wild Ones delivers a careful, heart-heavy tale about the myriad meanings of sisterhood.”

—CAM MONTGOMERY, author of By Any Means Necessary
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Four more minutes and I would have been lost.

My sorrow

would have consumed me entirely.

As it is, I realized upon a blink

before the credits rolled.

This is not how I want my story to end.

—PAHELI, The Book of Memories
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Once upon a midday marked by the blooms of pink and purple bougainvillea, she was born.

They named her Paheli. A riddle.

And she was.

And she is.

And may she always be.



A few words of caution before Paheli tells us her story. We would have you know that the tale she weaves may be true or it may be a lie. Or it may be a khatta meetha, sweet and sour, mixture of both.

We don’t know.

What we do know is that every story has a beginning. And this is ours.






The Beginning, or How Paheli Became the First Wild One; With a Cameo by Taraana, the Boy Made of Stars.
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I lived a life of spark and charm (false, of course) and (manufactured) wit and splendor. I lived my life on my toes, on a precipice, poised to fall. And fall I did.

But let me begin at the beginning.

My mother was a whore. Not a tawaif as she aspired to be, but a whore. Men visited my mother’s body as though it was a city they were supposed to conquer. I don’t know what circumstances led her to this profession, and she never volunteered the information.

She named me Paheli because she said I was a mystery. Whether I was a result of a yearning or a moment of weakness, she wouldn’t say, and over time I learned not to ask.

I know nothing of my father. No… that is not quite true. My eyes are the blue of Afghani skies like his must be. My skin is a deep brown like the earth after its first sip of rain. My mother’s skin is the color of day-old dough.

We lived in the City of Nawabs in India. Now Lucknow, back then it was known as Awadh. It wasn’t just the city of nawabs, however; it was also the city of tawaifs. What my mother wasn’t but what she wanted to be so desperately.

I remember the smells of the kotha. The first floor was rank with the smell of cheap perfume the first-floor whores applied liberally. The aroma of food emanating from the kitchens vied with the stench of the refuse that waited for attention right outside the back doors. Below all this was another scent, one that I now associate with despair.

The second, third, and fourth floors of the kotha were the domain of the tawaifs. The air in those rooms was infused with fragrances created exclusively for them.

What is a tawaif if not a whore? A tawaif, sisters, is a courtesan. She is well versed in the arts of conversation and seduction. She is schooled in music and dance, particularly the mujra. She sings ghazals and plays instruments. Her intellect is formidable and her beauty so divine that the moneyed nawabs paid fortunes to partake of it.

Not for her a dingy, dark room in a row of dingy, dark rooms on the first floor at the back of the kotha. She has a scented boudoir, decorated in silk and satin. Men seek pleasure from her; they do not simply satiate their lusts. Grace, elegance, and choice: a tawaif has them all.

I grew up learning to keep my eyes cast down lest I be the recipient of unsavory notice from my mother’s clients. I never left the kotha; I wasn’t allowed to. Girl children are tender morsels to those whose hunting grounds are the city’s pavements. There were other children in the kotha—some were even my friends—but our first loyalty was to our mothers, and our mothers were often embroiled in complicated feuds with each other. Though the kotha was always full of people, I sometimes went days without speaking to a single person.

My mother’s face had been disfigured by a childhood illness, which made her dream of being a tawaif precisely that: a dream. Still, the sisterhood in the kotha was not exclusive, and the women would have enfolded her within its arms had my mother been a nicer person. She wasn’t, though. She wasn’t nice at all. So, she was reviled around the kotha, and the only reason the Malkin, the owner of the kotha, tolerated my mother was because she liked me.

I grew up on scraps of attention thrown my way by the various whores on the first floor. The second, third, and fourth levels of the kotha were forbidden to us children unless we were sent on errands. My mother mostly kept me in that windowless room that served as home, apart from the time she worked. Those hours, from five in the afternoon to two in the morning, I was left to my own devices. When I was young, my mother paid a kitchen maid to take care of me, but after I turned five, I was deemed old enough to look after myself.

What do I tell you of the evenings at the kotha, sisters? I used to slip under a table set on the side in the central courtyard and peek out from behind the overhanging tablecloth at the spectacles that unfolded there every evening. The evening gatherings, the mehfils, were filled with color; each tawaif was dressed in bejeweled finery, and glowing with life and laughter. The sweetness of the ghazals they sang enraptured me. I was too young to appreciate the sly wit in the banter the tawaifs and the nawabs shared; too young, at first, to understand the incomprehensible whispering between two hearts that people fancifully called romance. The nawabs who frequented the kotha were peacocks; knowing that their money alone wasn’t enough to attract attention, they seduced as much as they were seduced.

I would fall asleep under the table and wake only when I could no longer hear the bells of the ghungroo the tawaifs wore to dance.

The city outside the walls of the kotha was unknown to me and would remain so until the year I turned sixteen. My mother had been trying to get the Malkin to take me on as a tawaif-in-training but to no avail. My skin wasn’t fair enough, the Malkin said. I was fiercely glad. My mother’s ambitions for me aside, I had no plans on whoring myself. I didn’t know what I planned to do with my life, but I knew with a certainty that my mother’s trade was not for me.

Not that my desires meant much to my mother. My blue eyes were a ticket she meant to use to elevate her status. So, she sent me, ostensibly on errands, to the tawaifs’ domain, hoping I would run into a nawab and gain his interest. But I subverted her commands at each point. If I couldn’t avoid being in the presence of the nawabs, I would wear my most mulish expression and keep my eyes cast down. Would you look at a dandelion in a field of orchids? They didn’t either.

I only let my guard down once and only for half a second. I thought I was safe; I thought that no one was around. I should have been safe.

It was early in the morning when the denizens of the kotha were all asleep. I had spent the night under a table again, though at sixteen I was a bit too large to properly fit under there. The courtyard was lit dimly by a few glass lamps scattered here and there. I walked, rubbing my eyes, not seeing where I was going, and kicked a ghungroo that had been lying on the floor. I picked it up and shook it, smiling at the sound it made.

When did I realize I wasn’t alone? A sense of danger ran a shiver down my spine, and I looked up at the stairs that led to the second floor. A man, still wearing the effects of the sleepless night on his face and his clothes, stood there. His eyes met mine and widened in surprise. He smiled. Startled, I dropped the ghungroo and ran. I should have known to be afraid.

Days passed and I made another unforgivable mistake. I forgot about the encounter in the dark; I forgot about the man. The Malkin told me about a tawaif who had retired and needed a girl to work in her home. I wanted to be that girl. I was full of dreams of escape. Perhaps my mother noticed.

That day, sisters, dawned red. Not that the day has any business with the work of the whores, but nevertheless, the day dawned red. My mother was uncharacteristically kind that day. She told me it was my birthday, and as I didn’t know any better, I believed her. She fed me halwa puri, combed my hair, and embraced me for the first time in a long while. Later, she made me dress in a gharara she had borrowed from an acquaintance. Then, when the first stars of the night were dotting the horizon, she took me to a party on the rich side of the city.

I should have questioned her then, but I didn’t. I should have known to be suspicious, but I was bedazzled by the attention she was giving me. So, I followed her to that party. She was my mother. I thought she would never do anything that would harm me.

He was there, that man who had been on the stairs that morning in the kotha. The man about whom I had forgotten. He was there.

You all have known a similar flavor of pain, sisters. Even if I don’t put it into words, you know what happens next. The same old tale of the lamb and the wolf. You have heard it before. You have lived it before.

I escaped too late, running out of the nawab’s haveli on bare feet. I was bleeding from the gash on my arm, from the scratches on my face, from between my legs. It hurt to run, but it would have destroyed me to stay.

The night was alive and the city streets blurred as I ran without direction, without thought, without reason. I ran and ran and ran and would have run farther still had I not turned a corner and bumped into that boy. We both fell from the impact. His lips were split, and he coughed up a mouthful of blood. He looked as shattered as I felt.

We stared at each other under the pale light of the half-moon. He had a five-pointed star in the pupil of each eye, and his skin glowed gold like he was made of stardust. My reality receded slightly when I looked at him glowing like a desert in the afternoon sun. The boy got to his feet and made to go. Then he stopped and turned back to me. Without warning he tossed me a box. I barely got my hands up in time to catch it. I blinked and he was gone. I was left with the night, left with the pain; left alone, scared, and shattered.

My reality reasserted itself. At that moment, the shadows provided an illusion of safety, but where would I go next? I couldn’t go back to the kotha. I definitely wouldn’t go back to that woman who no longer deserved the title of my mother.

I looked down at the box in my hands. It was plain brown wood. I opened it and took a deep breath. On a square piece of black silk was a collection of stars. The stars in the box were identical to the stars in the eyes of the boy I had bumped into. I picked one up and placed it on the palm of my hand.

The sound of voices coming from behind me made me tense, and I clenched my hands into fists without realizing. The star dug into my hand, and all of a sudden, a fire flamed in my veins. I squeezed my eyes shut, intensely aware of my ravaged body, the road underneath my bare feet, my torn clothes, and the pain. Always the pain. The skin on my palm stung, and when I looked at it, I saw that the star I had been holding was now embedded there, like a badge or a medal.

I looked up and the world was different. I managed to get to my feet, though my knees buckled once or twice. I put a hand, palm flat, against a wall for support. A door appeared in the wall I was touching. Golden light glimmered from underneath the door.

I didn’t question it, sisters. I pulled the door open, and stepped through.





An Introduction; Hold On to Your Hats.



 We are the Wild Ones. We are made of whimsy and lemon.

 We have the temerity to be not just women, but women of color. Women with melanin in our skin and voices in our throats. Voices that will not be vanquished. Not now, not ever. We will not be silenced.

 Just in case it needs to be said, all you need to be a girl, to be a woman, is to decide you are one. Your gender is your decision.

 There have been many of us over time and between time. We write glimpses of our stories, of the lives we led before we became wild, in a Book of Memories. We share some of our stories, some of its pages, interspersed within Paheli’s story.

 Our lingua franca? Why, darlings, we speak all dialects of pain.

 Paheli’s story is our story. We will give it shape, allow it reason, fashion it wings, and watch it fly.

 Now. Are you ready? Take a deep breath. Let’s be wild.






The Sweetness in the Sugarcane, or The Impractical Nature of Immortality
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The air inside the Between smells very much like the air inside very posh hotels: expensive with hints of nature. Ligaya, with hair as dark as an evil witch’s heart, walks to a patch of wall and carefully pulls out a plump diamond embedded in it. She places it gently in a small sack that contains other Between diamonds, each one as exquisite as the other.

We don’t take many diamonds out of the Between. Just enough to keep us sparkly and satiated. The stars embedded in the palms of our right hands qualify us as the Wild Ones, and, as the Wild Ones, our needs are numerous.

At this moment, we are traipsing silently down the Between. It would be easiest if you thought of the Between as a corridor snaking throughout the world, invisible to human sensibilities and precious to magical ones. The walls of the Between are made of stone, like a medieval castle corridor flanked on either side by closed doors. If you turn the knob on a particular door, it will open to a city. Each door in the Between leads to a different city in the world. This corridor is always illuminated by a golden light, which, if you believe Paheli, is magic. We can feel this light soaking through our skin and filling us up.

It is never silent in the Between. You can always hear voices talking, laughing, screaming, or crying. There are murmured conversations between lovers, confrontations between enemies, mundane exchanges, and illicit whispers that tease your ears. The worst moment is when you hear a voice you think you recognize. The best is when you hear one you wish you did. So, we are silent in the Between because all of us have some voices we wish to hear and others we never want to hear again.

Once in a while, we pass a middle worlder. None of them stop to talk to us or pay us any attention apart from a furtive glance or two. You see, in the Between, we are invincible and middle worlders know it.

Paheli leads us, as she always does. Her steps are soundless, but the skirt of her dress susurrates as she walks. Widad is wearing belled anklets that chime sweetly with each step, and Daraja’s yellow bangles make their own music. We need no words to announce our presence.

We come to a stop in front of a pale orange door. Every door in the Between is a different color. Paheli’s eyes have a familiar caution in them. A caution that simmers in the depths of all our eyes. We know exactly what kind of monsters hide in dark places and the kind that walk, without fear, out in the open.

Paheli opens the door and steps through. We follow her. The heat greets us like a lover, enveloping us in a tight embrace. Talei beams, luxuriating in the familiar feel of what was once her home. Areum and Etsuko, though, groan their displeasure.

Thus, we arrive in Lautoka, Fiji. You may have heard of Fiji. People speak of it fondly as a holiday destination. Couples who want something more exotic than Hawaii often name it as the place they will honeymoon. Safe in a resort, where the locals are trotted out to perform so their culture becomes a spectacle for those who have money and are willing to part with it.

After all, everyone has to eat.

We are standing in a small alley beside a rather run-down apartment building on the outskirts of Lautoka City. The apartment on the second floor is ours; we bought it through an intermediary ten years ago. The apartment is dusty, and the mismatched furniture looks particularly forlorn. A withered hibiscus plant stands in a sunny corner. The stuffiness in the air tells tales of our neglect.

Areum turns on the air conditioner at the highest setting while Daraja gives her a look and turns it off. She opens the large windows instead, letting the air in.

“There’s no breeze, Dara!” Areum whines, flopping down. Her long hair, currently an electric blue, sticks to her skin, and she picks up a lock, giving it a sinister look. “I think it’s time for a haircut.”

Kamboja, splendidly ignoring her, settles down on the tiled floor. Her hair is shorn short. “I feel every minute of my seventy-five years today.”

“You’re actually seventy-six,” Valentina says, giving her a sweet smile. Kamboja’s glare amuses her, and she giggles merrily.

To be a Wild One means to exist partially in the human world and partially in the middle world while not belonging to either of them. Why? Because we belong wholly to the Between, which is not a world but a pathway.

Though the worlds we partially inhabit are anchored in time, we aren’t. Time moves forward for these worlds, but we remain stranded at the age we were when we accepted the stars we wear on the palms of our hands. In other words, our bodies do not age, though our minds do. If you want to call this immortality, you are welcome to.

Talei ignores everyone in the cramped living room and opens up all the windows Daraja hasn’t gotten to. The noon song of the city pours in, and for a minute, we sit quietly and listen.

Cities have souls, you know. They are alive and sometimes they die. They grow old either gracefully or shamefully. They shrink and they expand. They grieve and celebrate. We have been to many cities in the world. We have learned the languages they speak, and though we cannot speak these languages, we have learned to listen and understand.

Lautoka City, or as it is known among the locals, Sugar City, is full of verve. Not the verve you’ll find in, say, New York, but an island excitement. A molasses-slow excitement. The air is heavy with the smell of, yes, exhaust, but also sugar. The sugar mills are hard at work on one end of the city. The magic here is thin and patchy, though. Bigger cities, older cities, have stronger magic.

We breathe deep of the sweet air and let the excitement in it infect us. We are here for the festival after all.

“Mangoes,” Paheli announces suddenly. “I must have mangoes.”

“I’m sorry to break it to you”—though by the sharp grin on Talei’s face, she’s really not—“it’s not mango season.”

“Well.” Paheli illustrates her disappointment by sitting down on the floor beside Kamboja.

“Get up.” Valentina nudges her with her foot. “We have to go get some money.”

“Oh. I suppose I can find ice cream along the way.” Paheli perks up and gets to her feet. Her cloud of light pink hair is tied up tightly in a bun. “Who is coming with us?”

Daraja and Talei elect to accompany her while the rest of us pick up the supplies from under the sink and give the apartment the cleaning it desperately needs.

We have been to Lautoka City enough times that her streets are, if not home, then familiar to us. It is late afternoon, and the city is gaining an emptiness that is normal for her. Soon, stores will start closing up, and the night will find the city ready to sleep. Of course, not all stores close. Some, especially those that serve food and offer other entertainment, remain open till late. The only bus station in the city is open for service until six p.m. You are on your own after that.

Not that we are going anywhere outside the city. We couldn’t even if we wanted to. We can travel between cities in the Between but not out in the world. Our footsteps can only go as far as the city boundaries. Beyond that is an invisible wall that separates the wild and the city. We can bang into the barrier, but we cannot get through it—not unless we take off our stars.

After ten minutes of walking, we reach a rather shabby store located between a clothing boutique called Makanjee’s and a place selling silver pots and pans. The windows of our intended destination are entirely opaque, as if the products inside are too precious to be viewed by the passing riffraff.

A bell rings when we push the door open and pile in; it is a sonorous sound that echoes in the dark interior of the store.

Large canisters full of colored sugar make up the entire inventory of the store. But see, this isn’t the sugar you will find in a grocery store frequented by humans. No, the sugar crystals offered by this store have rather esoteric qualities that customers would do well to be aware of. We have, on occasion, sampled some of the sugar from this place. It caused us to stumble into dreams where flowers bled crimson and the sun was a threat in the sky. Another time the sugar gave us wings, and for thirty minutes we flew. Yet another time, the sugar turned us all into stone, and we learned the true meaning of stillness. The effect wore off, but we have a newfound sympathy for statues.

We haven’t been to this store in years, but nothing seems to have changed in the time we were away. We wait at the counter, and a minute later the proprietor emerges from the back room with a wary look in his eyes and a weapon in his hands. We look at the staff he is holding with great interest.

Valentina gives Paheli a look, and Paheli looks wounded. “I haven’t done anything to him. I swear!”

The not-human man’s name is Josefa, and he has always been friendly to us, so the hostility we see on his face is unexpected.

The staff, made of some kind of wood, is hooked at the top and has a vaguely menacing aura. It is a magician’s staff; that much we know. We also know that it is used to direct magic to or at anyone the wielder desires. We are of the Between, however, and untouchable, at least by magic.

Josefa relaxes infinitesimally when he recognizes us, and his expression reorganizes itself into something friendlier. He lowers the staff and places it out of sight.

“So, you are not going to try to kill us?” Paheli asks. Valentina pinches her. “I’m just asking!”

“I’m sorry. There have been upheavals recently,” Josefa says shortly. He is a tall man with dark skin and amber eyes. His age is indeterminable. Middle worlders, not-human men and women, live longer lives than their human counterparts, but they, too, cannot evade death. Every city we have traveled to has a store run by a not-human person with whom we can exchange the Between diamonds for money that we use in the human world.

“What kind of upheavals?” Paheli asks, the usual joviality absent from her face. What she means is, How will this affect us?

Josefa gives us a considering look. He knows that we are of the Between.

“Power has changed hands. That which was imprisoned was set free. The streets have, once again, become hunting grounds. Those without magic are becoming reacquainted with their vulnerability. You…” Josefa looks at each of us in turn. “You ought to be careful. He has designs on the Between, and you who walk it freely are most in danger.” Josefa doesn’t specify who this he is. Instead, he holds out his hand, and Paheli drops three diamonds into it.

The Between is made entirely of magic. Sometimes excess magic is expressed as diamonds, hard gems made of solid magic rather than the usual carbon. If no one picks them, they are reabsorbed by the Between. And no one can pick them apart from us.

You see, middle worlders have to pay a measure of magic to traverse the Between. The amount of magic required is calculated by the distance traveled and paid when they touch the door leading to the city they want to enter. While magic is not exactly sentient, it is particular about certain things.

“This is the amount you’ll get in return.” Josefa names an amount, and our eyebrows rise. The amount is a lot more than we expected. He looks at our expressions and makes a face in return. “Magic levels are decreasing around the world, so the price for it has gone up.”

In the middle world, magic is both energy and currency. Middle worlders cannot function without magic, which also buys services and items. Magic has two states of existence: one is force, and the other is diamonds.

Every middle worlder is born with a level of innate magic. As they spend time in magic-rich places, the level of magic they contain rises until they are carrying the maximum magic they are able to. This is not always pure magic but a sort of abbreviated magic. A filtered magic of a quality somewhat higher than unrefined oil but barely.

Josefa hands over a large wad of local currency in exchange and cautions us to be careful once again. Immediately after, he returns to the back room, leaving us standing in the dimly lit store.

Daraja and Talei move closer to Valentina and Paheli as Josefa’s warnings linger, unsweetened by the sugar in the store. Paheli pockets the money, meets our eyes, and breathes out.






Paheli: The Vagrant Experiences of a Mango Addict
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Sometimes I like to stand with my feet pressed to the pavement of a city and feel it breathe. And sometimes I wait till midnight to eat mangoes because mangoes taste the freshest then. Valentina refuses to indulge in my profundities, but she, whom I found on a bridge in Paris, is a star that commands its own planets and disdains mere immortals like me.

I have been a Wild One for a very long time. Too long, my bones grumble, and sometimes there’s an ache in me for green things. Not that I would know what to do with a forest if I found myself inside one, but still, I like dreaming.

I look at the faces of my sisters when we leave the sugar shop, and they look as jittery as I feel. The unnamed he has struck a chord of familiar terror in all of us. This certainly won’t do. We cannot afford fear; we have paid far too much to it already. So, I lead them back to the apartment where we pick up the rest of our mismatched crew, and we make our way to Marine Drive.

I insist on buying ice blocks from a corner store and make short work of the sweet, milky treats that taste a little like heaven if the place was a flavor. Not that I have any hope of gaining entrance there. I lick my fingers when I am done until Daraja stuffs a wet wipe in my hands. We walk, unseen by humans and ignored by the infrequent middle worlders, through the city toward Marine Drive.

Like everything else that doesn’t fit within their boundaries of normal, we, too, are naturally invisible to human beings. To become visible, we have to bring together intention and energy. This is not difficult, usually, but it does get annoying, so mostly we don’t bother. Everything we touch becomes invisible as well. We pretend it’s a superpower, and in some ways, it might as well be.

Ghufran walks next to me, her footsteps still uncertain, as if she’s unsure of her right to the ground upon which she walks. She has been with us for a while now, but fear still sets daily in her eyes like the sunset we have come to see. We sit in a line on the seawall, legs dangling on the seaside. The sky is readying itself to perform for us and we, well, we have always been willing spectators.

You would think, considering the transient nature of a Wild One, I would grow inured to the comings and goings of those I call my sisters, but, and you can ask Valentina this, they all leave a bit of themselves within me. Right now, there are eleven of us: Ligaya, Kamboja, Daraja, Widad, Talei, Sevda, Areum, Ghufran, Etsuko, Valentina, and me. Five years ago, there were twenty.

The sky is soon painted in the crimson shades of a broken heart; it demands all our attention. Sunsets and sunrises are perhaps the only things that still command our reverence. One announces an end to pain and the other indicates a new beginning: two things that are invaluable to us.

“What Josefa said…,” Valentina says suddenly, and I look at her. She catches my eyes and becomes quiet. But of course, it’s far too late.

“What did Josefa say?” Areum asks.

“He warned us of a new danger,” Daraja replies, shivering even though it’s a hot day.

Now everyone is looking at me. I glare at Valentina and pretend I have all the answers. I am really good at pretending, in case you’re wondering.

“We have no information yet, so there’s no use panicking. There’ll be plenty of time for that once we know exactly what shape this monster takes,” I say. I understand why the girls are spooked. Thus far, we have lived, skirting the peripheries of the human world and the middle world, slipping under the radar of the magical heavyweights. We don’t like the idea of having targets painted on us.

“Let’s go back to the apartment. We still have a festival to go to! We’ll find out more about this person later. All right?” stinky Valentina says, trying to make up for placing her foot in everyone’s mouth earlier.

I jump off the wall and wobble. Ghufran steadies me without a word. I beam at her before I start walking. I wonder if they will have mangoes at the festival.

“Are you really not worried about this new threat?” Valentina says in my ear.

“I’ll worry about it after the festival,” I tell her, and walk faster.






Cotton Candy Sugar Screams

[image: ]

The Sugar Festival is an annual celebration in Lautoka City. There is a parade, but we are more interested in the festival grounds located in Churchill Park, not far from the city center. The festival grounds boast fair rides, food vendors, game kiosks, and a stage upon which musical performances, both traditional and modern, are held.

We emerge from our apartment two hours after the night swoops down, spilling darkness all over surfaces and shielding the cracks in the pavement from further censure.

The chaos of the coming night is all but shimmering in the air. The evening is full of possibilities, and, despite the warning from the storekeeper, we are eager to realize them. Not many middle worlders make their homes in Lautoka City; the magic here is too thin to sustain them. Middle worlders run on magic created by human lives. Therefore, the more populous a place, the more magic it contains. The middle worlders who do live here, like Josefa, are powerful beings boasting a greater ability to soak up loose magic from the surroundings compared to others.

You might be curious about what draws us back to this humble place, to this humble festival. Is it the scent of sugar in the air that persists no matter how many other smells try to drown it? Or is it the way the lights of the city and the festival push at the darkness that frames heavens heavy with stars?

Yes and no. You see, one of us, Talei, is from Fiji, and Lautoka is the closest she will allow herself to get to home. Her city is on the other side of the island, but she is not yet ready to return to it. So, we come to Lautoka City once in a while so she can taste home in the air, in the night, and in the sense of the wild waiting at the edges of the lights. For now, this is enough for her.

We walk slowly as the island night demands. Humans avoid us without realizing they are doing so. We hear the music long before we see the lights of the festival. The din of excited voices adds to the soundtrack of the night. The smell of meat sizzling on the barbecue grills is acknowledged by the growls in our stomachs. Truth: We do not eat to live. We are sustained by the magic of the Between. Another truth: What is life without food? Our stomachs remember hunger and we indulge them happily.

We enter the festival grounds unseen before appearing in front of the food sellers. We startle them with both our presence and our voracious appetites. We gleefully patronize little booths selling clouds of cotton candy and snow cones in the colors of the rainbow. We play games and win stuffed animals that we pass on to kids who look at us suspiciously before accepting them.

As the hours slip by, the darkness deepens as does our awareness of shadows.

The festival grounds are getting crowded when we return after watching a meke performance by traditional Fijian dancers. Paheli suddenly stops. We recognize her stillness. We follow her gaze and see three men herding a young girl away from the grounds to the back of a stadium located in a cordoned-off area of the park. Their intentions are as obvious as is her terror.

Other people see the girl’s distress, but not one of them moves to intercede. Funny how often situations like this occur.

Time shifts and the men succeed in isolating the girl. The back of the stadium is deserted. The music from the festival is a distant thump. The girl whimpers.

We follow and we watch, transfixed. Her terror echoes all our pasts.

We do not hate all men. Just most of them. That old adage, you know? Guilty until proven innocent.

When we invited men into our stories, into our bedrooms, under our skin, and close to our hearts, we didn’t expect them to destroy us as a demonstration of their strength, as an expression of their masculinity. But they did. Or at least they tried to.

None of us were saved by any princes. No kind woodcutters passed by when the wolves were making meals of us.

But we survived. If not in entirety, then in fragments.

Paheli moves. We flow behind her, almost as if we are one body, and perhaps in this moment we are.

The men see us too late. They see our bodies, our mouths, our hips, our femininity, and they think us weak.

Paheli steps forward and all attention falls on her. She is like a storm at dusk, our Paheli. Her eyes are the blue of broken hearts and her face is the reason for them. She becomes the only one they can see and the girl is left to flee. She hesitates before some sense of self-preservation pushes her away. The men barely react; it is almost as if they are in thrall to Paheli.

We take a deep breath, and then all of us scream at the same time. The men fall to their knees, their hands around their ears. The lights in the festival flicker twice before returning to their original brightness. The men do not recover. They won’t. They will hear our screams in their dreams. The sound will haunt them. They will lose sleep. Their relationships will suffer. Perhaps they will lose their jobs and livelihoods.

The irony of having screams as weapons is not lost on us. Our screams work differently on humans and middle worlders. For humans, the effect is somewhat akin to having an excess of electricity in their brains. For middle worlders, a Wild One’s scream means being injected with more magic than their bodies can safely contain. The effect is the same.

“Let’s go,” Paheli says, and we heed her. We leave the festival before the Sugar Queen is crowned and the city before the clock strikes midnight.






From the Book of MEMORIES


TALEI

CITY OF ORIGIN: SUVA



Blue. His eyes were blue. Cornflower blue.

Wet leather, carpet stains, corduroy jacket with brown patches at the elbows. Weathered briefcase and creased pants.

Shaggy hair, black sprinkled with gray. Crooked teeth and tanned cheeks. Lean. Thin. Craggy. Complicated.

Love amongst the dusty tomes filled with the words of long-dead poets. Love behind closed doors, locked. Love, extra quiet just in case someone heard. Caresses flavored with guilt. Kisses that felt like despair or maybe desperation. His hands rough on my skin, searching, always searching for the familiar curves of a body that was not mine.

That ring on his finger, damning him, damning me, damning us and what we did. His tears when he thought I was asleep, tired, worn out, exhausted. Love that tasted like helplessness and felt like regret. Love that cursed itself even in the middle of its making.

I saw her once. His wife. Another four-letter word.

She. Blond hair, wide smile, eyes green with laugh lines fanning out. Graceful. Dressed in the soft colors of security. The whole to his half.

I realized it then. I had no part in their equation. I was the artificial construct. The Other. The personification of a youth too soon relinquished to duty and marriage and desiring to, once again, thrill. I was the sin to be confessed on Sunday to a red-cheeked priest.

She would be flowers on afternoons, jewelry just because, and dinner out with decade-long friends. She is what memories are made of, what the subtexts in poetry whisper of.

And he?

Of the cornflower-blue eyes and fumbling hands?

He was lost in his need both for what he couldn’t have and what he already did.








Our lives are never a measure of possibilities. We are always narrated as tragedies waiting to occur. Our mothers didn’t tell us what we could be but expressed once and again what we must not be. We were never told about the roads we could take, but we learned all about the paths we must not wander down. But in the end, their lessons made no difference. Ruin came to us even when we kept to well-lit streets.

Our mothers. Would they love us still now that we have turned into the cautionary tales they used to tell?






“Will You Walk into My Parlor?” Said the Spider to the Fly.

[image: ]

The Japanese have an art of repairing broken things—well, pottery—called Kintsugi. Artists use powdered gold, silver, or platinum to rejoin the broken pieces, making the resulting whole even more beautiful than it originally was. The art celebrates the form as a whole, history and all. Being broken doesn’t mean ceasing to exist or remaining broken forever; it means a chance to recover and reconstruct.

Just like the City of Beirut. Just like us.

We can hear Beirut singing through the open balcony doors on our second-floor apartment. A bathtub full of flowers sits in the middle of the living room, and we are arranged in various poses around it. Paheli is hanging upside down from a chair beside the bathtub, her pale pink hair floating in the water with the blooms.

Just because we talk in one voice doesn’t mean we are of one mind. We are different shades of one color. We do not represent other girls around the world who might be in situations similar to ours. Would you ask a drop of salt water if it represented an entire ocean?

It is ten in the morning and the city outside tempts. Yet we resist, which is unlike us. Whether we admit it or not, Josefa’s warning has spooked us.

The world we live in has three levels. The basic level, the third world, is that of humans who are mostly not aware that they’re not the only sentient beings in existence. The second level, the middle world, belongs to the magical beings that appear only as fancies in the literature and other media of human beings. The third level, the first world, is of the divine, and of that we know nothing. The divine is separated from the human and the middle world by an iron curtain that no one has been able to shift. Not for lack of trying either.

We dip in and out of the human and the middle world without regard for the laws governing either of them. Now that Josefa has alerted us to danger, we are skittery.

Still, we can’t hide forever. After all these years, we have become the kind of people who poke tigers simply to hear them roar.

“I’m hungry,” Sevda announces a little piteously.

Daraja throws a ripe mandarin to her. Kamboja eyes Daraja contemplatively.

“This is the last one and it’s mine,” Daraja says, peeling another mandarin.

“I didn’t say anything,” Kamboja grumbles.

“Your face said it for you,” Daraja replies, stuffing herself with the mandarin. She saves half of it and passes it to Kamboja, who takes it happily. “My heart is so kind, I impress myself at times.”

“Modesty, I remind you of modesty,” Sevda says.

“Let’s go!” Areum says without moving an inch. She’s wearing a bright yellow dress that clashes with her blue hair. It’s a statement we appreciate.

Beirut is one of the oldest cities in the world, so the magic here is thick and strong. She was devastated in the last civil war, but Beirut refused to capitulate to the hate and the violence that emptied her streets and shelled her buildings. She wears her scars proudly and stands strong, blooming with the new buildings that dot her landscape.

Her strength gives us hope. Her beauty lets us dream of a time when we, too, will be more than the hurts that seek to define us.

Our apartment is in Saifi Village, an upscale neighborhood, but we see no reason not to indulge. Following Areum’s words, Valentina stirs. She walks over to Paheli and pulls one lock of her hair. Paheli promptly slides down the chair she was hanging from and onto the floor. She opens her eyes.

“If you have finished being a monkey, we would like to go exchange diamonds for money. Some of us want to do more than just sit in one place letting the moss grow.” Valentina has a bite. The gold tips of her black hair are the exact shade of her eyes. She’s the tallest amongst us. She weaponizes her height against us and looks down her nose at us with a flair none of us have yet been able to match.

Paheli raises a hand and gestures, lazily, to the door. “By all means, go.”

“We won’t go without you,” Valentina replies. “You know that.”

“Why not?” That’s the question, isn’t it? Have you wondered too? Why do we stick to Paheli? To each other? It took us a long time to understand why we insist on a sisterhood when the language we speak most fluently is pain, and pain usually insists on solitude.

The reason is simple. We see ourselves reflected in each other’s eyes, and we are reassured of our existence in worlds that turn unfamiliar with the passing of the years. We anchor each other, if not in time then in existence.

“Because,” Valentina replies evenly, with a steely look. Paheli sighs and gets to her feet. Apparently, that is answer enough.



We take to the streets dressed in colorful outfits. All of us, yes, every single one of us, are devotees to sartorial splendor. We take pleasure in putting together outfits that are bursts of color. Tassels? Oh yes. Sparkles? Of course. We wear glitter on our faces and flowers in our hair. Even bees sometimes look to us for dew.
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