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For anyone who lives with chronic illness and pain.

For the spoonies.

For every woman who has experienced medical misogyny, gaslighting and misdiagnosis.

For those awaiting diagnosis who feel unheard and uncared for.

For the under-medicated.

For the sufferers of side effects from medicines designed to keep them well.

For every single person who has had to shield.

For those still shielding.

For the vulnerable, the CV and the CEV.

This book is for you.






Author’s Note Sycorax the Blue-Eyed Hag


Many years ago, when I was an actor in my twenties getting to grips with Shakespeare’s The Tempest, I became enchanted by the absent, yet ever present force in the play of Sycorax. As a character who is long dead when the action begins, has no voice or physical presence on stage or page, Sycorax, or this ‘blue-eyed hag’ as Prospero describes her, is silenced before she ever has a chance to speak for herself. Yet she remains a major foil for the play, its themes, and for our understanding of Prospero himself. What we do have of her are the magician’s angry (and it could be argued, jealous) rants, and the laments of her son, Caliban, now become Prospero’s slave. From these snippets we get to know her, or at least see a shadow of who she might have been, albeit shot through the prism of Prospero’s prejudices and fears. She was, we are told, a powerful sorceress, a ‘foul witch’, bent of body, ‘grown into a hoop’, who hailed from Algiers, and for ‘sorceries terrible’ was banished to the island where the play is set, only escaping with her life due to ‘one thing she did’. We are never told what that thing was. The other important bit of information we know about her is that when the sailors abandoned her on the island, she was pregnant.

Shakespeare wrote The Tempest in or around 1611. Sometimes believed to have been his final play, we now think this probably isn’t quite true. For me, it’s certainly his most poetically beautiful. Along with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the play delves more into the supernatural, the whimsical and the magical than perhaps any other of his works. With James I of England (James VI of Scotland) on the throne, a king known for his tyrannical pursuit of devilry, witchcraft and witches, the inclusion of a deceased sorceress would indeed have been a thing to whet the appetite of contemporary audiences. There are problems with the play, not least that it’s the story of a colonialist, a white European duke who takes over an island and makes the only inhabitant of the place, Caliban, a North African man, his slave. Caliban’s dead mother, Sycorax, is a mirror to Prospero, yet the language used to describe her is forcefully misogynistic and damning, perpetuating the duke’s patriarchal rule and white privilege. Where we are told her powers were natural and earthy, and as such, base, evil and feminine, his are learned and bookish, equated with higher, good and more masculine things.

Sycorax’s North African heritage has been intelligently written about by writers who have a great understanding of the subject and often lived experience. These commentators have brilliantly highlighted its major importance. With a far deeper knowledge than I could ever hope to gain, they continue to be a source of inspiration. As such, it’s not something my novel focuses on. Where I feel my own experience might do justice to the novel, in the fact she was a woman in a world run by men and her state of being (‘grown into a hoop’) suggests someone in physical, debilitating pain, I’ve used it with care, passion and tenderness.

As is often the case with Shakespeare’s plays, a vague historical context lurks behind the story of The Tempest. Like everyone, William the playwright would have been inspired by the popular stories of his time, along with retellings of news from across the globe. With this in mind, I have used history and the whispers around certain events as a springboard for my own tale. In 1535 the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, invaded and captured Tunis, which had been under the rule of the Ottoman Empire. Due to the success of the campaign, in 1541 he again set out towards the coast of North Africa, taking with him forces from Spain, Genoa and the Holy Roman Empire. This time the target was Algiers. The attempt was a disaster, almost costing Charles his life. His fleet of around 500 vessels and 24,000 soldiers was caught in a severe storm, resulting in an enormous loss of life and ships, many of which slipped their anchors in the violent weather and were simply wrecked on Algerian shores. This defeat was the end of the Empire’s ambitions to take more North African territory. When news of the failed invasion reached England, it did so with a supernatural tale attached. It was said that a witch had predicted the storm, and it was on her advice that the city governor, even though he was aware his own forces were outnumbered and would be butchered in a fight, did not surrender to the invaders when he saw them appear on the horizon. Rather, he waited, and then watched as the enemy perished in the storm before reaching dry land.

This novel is my imagined birth and origin story of that tempest-predicting witch, the mighty sorceress, Sycorax. I admit to deliberately and thoughtfully using artistic licence when it comes to dates and historical characters, to better serve the narrative (if it was good enough for Shakespeare etc.) and therefore any mistakes are my own. My book is a feminist take on her life, and one seen through the twenty-first-century prism of chronic illness and disability, with all the connotations of pain and othering that they bring to her story. Finally, the tale is told in Sycorax’s own voice, which, though absent from The Tempest, I’ve heard calling to me through the years, ringing like the warning bell in a storm. Her voice cannot be silenced. This is her story.






CALIBAN:

All the charms

Of Sycorax – toads, beetles, bats – light on you…

William Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act I, Scene II








Prologue

It is cold. The island hums. It knows I cannot sleep and tries only to soothe me. Moonlight touches my face. I lift my chin a little, bathe in the brightness, and blink. White beams reach like arms into my cave as I crouch on the smooth rock at its mouth. As always, the Moon’s beauty makes me gasp. Hairs rise on the back of my neck. I like the sensation. Resting heavily upon my staff, my trusty aid, still fragrant with the sap of the tree it came from, I enjoy the fresh bite of the cool night air. It will be hot when daytime comes, sweat will cling to us. As I shiver, the song of the waking island risks lulling me back into slumber, even as its scents of hibiscus, mushroom, and mint make me thirst for the day and its heat. How I love the contradiction. I try to stretch, but my limbs are too stiff and ache. In truth, I am racked with pain, but no more nor less than usual. I shrug, and turning towards a snuffling, snoring mound behind me, cannot help but smile. There’s no sadness here.

My son sleeps.

Spindle-limbed and chubby-faced, tucked into his bed of leaves and moss, of spider silk and crow feathers, he is safe. The Moon’s light pools about him while the steady flicker of my everlasting candle, the eternal flame I brought to this place when he was but a fish in my belly, dances beside him. It leaps gently at each outward breath. I see his long hair, lying like a blanket, ink black and thick across his berry-brown back. It is woven through with seashells, mother-of-pearl, shining fish scales, crab claws and fingers of brittle white coral, all manner of things he’s found washed up on the beach of this, his paradise playground. How he loves to adorn his body with the stuff of the island.

His island.

He reminds me of my mother.

I watch him breathe. The gentle ebb and flow of air, in and out, as the cage of his body lifts and falls. I marvel at his eyes flickering behind their lids as he dreams of tomorrow’s adventures. This small stretch of land, this enchanted rock, is all the world to him. Nothing exists beyond it, other than the salty sea and the starry heavens. He belongs here and he knows about belonging. This boy needs no book to tell him which mushroom will cause palsy, which root is a sure and bitter death. Neither is his knowledge spell-gotten; a thing born of magic. It’s learned from a life of running through the forests, from fishing in the brooks and clambering through the rockpools. He understands the nature of this place better even than I who made it. After all, he was born here. Even so, I fret for him.

I sigh and shiver, thinking of how my boy has no power to charm or enchant. Why should I care? I’ve ensured he has all he requires; he doesn’t need to use magic. But my heart hurts when he pretends to be a great magician. Swooping about in his glittering child’s cape woven from beetle wings, all iridescence, like a character from the stories I told him as a babe. And how it pains me when the island’s spirits tease him, knowing only too well he has no magic in him. They laugh openly at his nonsense made-up spells and silly barked incantations. He cannot control the sprites. Often, they’re great friends, but when the pucks are in buoyant mood, they’re like bees around a honey thief, stinging and pinching him. It’s his only torment, but how he suffers for it. I had to teach a certain mischievous fairy a lesson he’ll never forget. It hurt me to do it, for I loved the spirit. But without my gifts or his father’s allure, my son is but a poppet, an amusement for enchanted beings.

But hush. My thoughts make too much noise. See how my boy shifts, suddenly in his sleep. His hands are up now. They flit around his face as if to rid himself of some swirling, buzzing things. I must stop thinking on fear and bad possibilities before they invade his dreams further, and instead send him soothing images of clear streams with frogs, bright golden fishes, and the songs of crickets. There, he settles and grows calm again. My darling Caliban, almost a man yet still very much a child, full of curiosity and play. I wish I didn’t have to leave him alone, but all the charms and spells in the world cannot prevent that now.

I’ve heard the call.

The voices of my ancient desert ancestors are singing me to my rest. They are louder than ever tonight, too much to allow sleep. They’re becoming agitated and won’t be ignored any longer. I am not afraid, for in their song is my mother’s voice, summoning my soul to hers. How sweet that reunion will be, how I have longed for it. Even now as the last of the moonlight brushes the entrance to our cave, I see her, my mother-moon, her long pale fingers beckoning. But oh, my boy. To be torn from him is a misery.

At least my son will be here, the king of all he surveys.

No man can ever touch him, enforce laws upon him, or bind him in chains, hidden as he is on his mother’s island. The sprites can do him no real harm, nor would they want to. He is solid, made from the stuff of this place. They are a bagatelle made of mist and air. The one I punished for bad behaviour will be released from his woody prison once my boy is truly a man. The sprite won’t dare tease him again after such a sentence, even if I’m not here. Poor thing, even now I smile at the thought of that airy spirit and his cheeky ways. But how my head thrums and my mind cannot settle. For the ancient melody is all about me. Discordant notes push through the harmony. Listen, it grows.

The song is loud now.

Its pull so strong it takes my breath away.

Should I make my way to the sea, as my mother did when I was not much older than Cal? But look, my flesh becomes insubstantial. I’ve no time to say goodbye to the spirits. No time even to reach the shore.

I begin to fade.

No matter. For I hear my mother’s voice. There! Among the choir of women.

It grows louder.

I must go.

Wait.

Let me look again at all I have done.

This island is my gift to my son and it’s worth more than any jewel of the earth or gem of the sea. What good work it has been. What joy we have had.

He stirs.

Oh, quiet the thudding of my aching heart! The screaming in my mind! Quiet, you singing voices, you callers to oblivion! Let me watch in peace as he flicks his head again, annoyed by some small beetle scuttling around his thatch, and let me see his slumbering shoulders twitch as he wriggles, burrowing into the softness of his bed. Let me hear him snuffle once more, listen to the air catch in his sleeping throat. Let me linger a while.

See! His breathing is steady, his dreams are soft.

He smiles.

Look!

Must I really go?

My flesh is fading into moonlight. I hear the beat of dark wings and see their distant shadow. Then let me whisper my name one last time for him to hear in his sleep, to remember me by, for in that name lies the story of my life. I would tarry a while, stay until he wakes, tell it all to his face, but the song is stronger than all my powers, and I’m pulled away. My voice joins in with the singing. I’m all but with them. See how I fade with the Moon.

What a life I have made in him!

He is perfect.

Dear wind and stars, look to my child, for I must go.

Let me whisper, then, quickly.

Quick! Now! The Sun rises. Golden.

Like the spirits, I am almost gone into the air.

Let me whisper my name, so he will know.

Sycorax.






ACT I






Scene 1

Although my mother’s name was Atlas, like the mountains, she came from the desert. To prove her origins, when I was small and in a sulking mood, she’d brush mounds of golden dust from the soles of her feet. Then smiling, she’d shake showers of the stuff from her clothes, drop heavy but delicate petals of orange rocks from her seemingly empty pockets, and swear her veins ran not with blood or rubies, but with sand and rubble.

See! she’d cry, full of laughter and mischief, her brows lifted, her eyes glistening and bright. I carry the desert with me, so I can never forget where I’ve come from. And it guides me still, reminding me to rise before the Sun, to cut my stems and roots under the cool light of the Moon, so the work is done before the fierce heat of the day hits.

Then more glittering grains of sand would fall from her long hair as she’d flick her head, and I’d try to catch them, like drops from a raincloud. Of course, I knew it was a trick, or a spell; a glamour to keep me amused. Even so, as a little girl I believed the desert lived within her and that, as strong as she was, my mother’s flesh was made only of sand. Some nights I’d lie awake, scared to open my eyes lest I’d find a heap of golden dust in place of my mother. Even in my sleep I’d try to hold my breath in case, just by breathing, I’d blow her away and she’d be lost to me forever.

Shhhh, my chick, she’d whisper as she rocked me through the gloom. I’m as solid as a fox, as warm and fleshy as the fattest goat. And guiding my hands she’d press them onto her soft, squashy belly. I’d lay my head in that place then, and sleep soundly, my cheek nestled into the cushion of her sturdy body.

Atlas was a great one for stories. She told them with all the drama of a skilled player, like the ones she told me about those who roamed the desert, eating sticks of fire and walking on their hands. I craved to hear about her life before I existed. That she might be in a world without me seemed a strange sort of enchantment. Every day I’d beg her to tell those tales. Like how, sitting on the back of a great black bird, she’d flown over miles of sandy plains, then over verdant forests and rocky mountains, to get to the place where she would meet her love, my father. She’d known the journey would be long, perhaps treacherous, but she’d had to go. Someone’s spirit was calling her with a passion too strong to be ignored. How she’d waited, spurning the caresses of men who’d appealed to her parents for a taste of their daughter (always in return for trinkets, silks and Roman fabrics, and sometimes a donkey or a camel), believing that one day, she’d hear the call. Since her coming of age she’d listened for it every day, but there was only ever silence. So Atlas had set her mind to higher things. She learned the ways of wise and cunning women. After all, with ancestry like hers, it was more than likely she’d have the Gift. To her delight, it proved to be so. All she’d had to do was nurture it. The years rolled on, until, with twenty-nine years behind her, she was a respected community healer. Even elderly widowers had started to think her too old and sagacious a prospect to be their bride. Still, each day she listened for another spirit’s call. When it finally came, her heart fluttered so violently in her chest she thought it might stop and she’d fall down dead before ever meeting the one reaching for her.

Atlas left without a word to anyone. She asked a beautiful dark bird to take her to the one she could hear calling out. It cocked its head to listen. At first my mother wrung her hands with worry, for other than the gentle whoosh of wind, there wasn’t a sound to be heard. The call was something only the soul could discern. Still, the bird gave a nod, shook its feathers, and grew large enough that she could climb upon its back. They flew through many days and nights. When the Sun went down, Atlas did not sleep. The bird took no rest, so neither would she. That’s how she became so well acquainted with the Moon. In truth, she’d always preferred the darkness. As a child, many a time she’d been scolded for playing in the dunes at night, with only the stars for friends and moonlight for company, and then snoring through the day when there was work to be done. Now, racing across the night sky, the heavy wings of the mighty bird thrumming in steady rhythm, the familiar Moon became her guide. Atlas sang her thanks to the pale silver light. In return, moonbeams cloaked and protected her. Soon enough, the Moon too found her voice and sang back, spilling secrets, imbuing my mother with celestial knowledge.

It wasn’t an easy journey. Sometimes, on especially hot days, there’d be sandstorms. Those terrible swarms of dust, so thick they could slice the hide off a bull, would rise high into the sky, so that even up between the wings of her devoted carrier, Atlas’s face was in danger of being slashed to ribbons as if by knives. Each time the storms came my mother thought she might be killed, as the careless bird, used to flying over every terrain and bound to its quest, would never slow its pace. But the atrocious sands were not a match for my mother. Rather than weeping with pain and fear, she covered her head with a heavy calico hood, buried her face in the bird’s cool dark feathers, hiding any bare flesh within the same enormous plumage, and held on. Until, one day, the land was green and at last, they landed beside a town by the sea.

There she met her mountain boy, her husband, her love. Although somewhat out of breath from his own long journey, he quietly waited for her to get down from the big black bird until, finally, they were face to face.

My father’s people were from the mountains. He spent his boyhood roaming forests, climbing rocks and trees. Fleet of foot, sinewy and strong, he was a champion climber, even the tallest cedar, the highest pine, was scaled and conquered in minutes. The air, he told me, was so much cleaner up there, like breathing in pure sunshine, and how he loved those golden rays. He’d soak them up, his skin glistening under their fiery light. When his papa would call to him to take honey from their hives, the old man would shake his head and laugh. For his youngest son’s honey shone so bright, like liquid sunbeams. It was the clearest, the sweetest honey any of the nearby villagers had ever known. Although my father had been given a perfectly good name as a babe, it was soon forgotten. To everyone who knew him, he was simply called Sunny.

Late to develop into a man, when his beard finally started to push through on his chin, Sunny felt his boyhood end. It was sudden and immediate. One day he was scrabbling in the dirt with the younger boys from his village, looking for lizards and beetles to tease and prod with sticks, and the next, his heart began to beat hard in his chest, there was a heavy throbbing between his legs and the longing started. Afraid at first, he ran to the tallest pine in the forest. Once he was up, he sat in the highest branches and waited. Two days and two nights went by, but Sunny would not come down. His brother tried to coax him with food, his friends with games, his mother with her tears, but Sunny would not budge. For he was aching with a love and desire of which he had no understanding. He asked the Sun to help him, to take his cry of passion in its golden rays and to send it to the one he sought, whoever that might be. The Sun answered. It blasted his skin until it was sore and tight, chapping his poor dry lips and pulling the love from this strange and stricken youth. Then, not finding anyone with a heart open enough to take such longing, the Sun passed it over to the Moon, who knew exactly where it needed to go.

More time went by and still Sunny would not come down. Food and water were sent up to him by way of rope and bucket. My father took the water gratefully, for he was burned and blistered, but he could not eat.

A body cannot feed when its heart is filled with yearning, he’d shouted to his worried family as he lowered the food back down to them, as he could not abide the thought of good bread going to waste for his sake.

He waited and waited, his longing pouring from him like the very essence of life, and he wondered if he might die up in that tree. Until one fine afternoon he spotted a large bird on the horizon, beating a straight path, slow and steady. At that moment his heart leapt under his ribs and rattled his bones. Sitting upon the bird was a woman, magnificent and determined, hair flying behind like silken ribbons, and a black muslin shift billowing around her body. The skin on her thighs seemed to shine as they gripped on. When the bird came closer a large shadow passed over Sunny’s head. He bathed in its coolness, and his body began to throb and glow with love. Quickly, he woke from his reverie, for he knew he must not let the bird out of his sight. Down the tree he scampered, never once taking his eyes from the sky, and off he went. With his bare feet smacking the ground and his family shouting ever after, Sunny ran through the forest, over the mountains, through villages and towns until he reached the sea. And there she was, climbing down from her big bird. The woman, come for him, black feathers woven through her ebony hair. He could see at once that she had lived maybe ten years more than him, for he had nineteen and three-quarter years behind him, and she was everything his heart desired.

My mother was of the Moon.

My father was of the Sun.

Together they were night and day.

As they saw each other for the first time, they smiled until their cheeks hurt. Sunny could not help but touch the face of this woman who was instantly everything to him. His hand did not tremble as his fingers lightly brushed her lips. She laughed and he thought the joy would burst from him, making his own laughter ring even louder than hers. After a moment of mirth that left them both breathless, their eyes widened with desire. With their skin covered in sweat and their lungs gasping for air, they gulped for dear life. But try as they might, they could not hold back. They pulled and tore at each other, they licked and stroked and quenched every desire. Their coupling was a moment of completion and as they screamed with the delight of it, the sky went black. It was the day of a total eclipse, that most magical of times when the Sun and Moon stand together, when day becomes night. I was made in that moment.

So, my mother would say as she’d conclude her story and we’d brush small piles of sand out into our little garden, we became the perfect mix of glorious darkness and spectacular light, blessed both by the silver Moon and the golden Sun in that matchless moment of eternal night. Smiling then, she’d take my face in her hands before kissing my cheek, saying, And look! What a prize we got, in you.






Scene 2

Atlas and Sunny wed almost immediately. Their families being far away, it was private, done without ceremony, alone in the sea caves save for an old townswoman chewing on a bone pipe. Never one to hesitate, Atlas had run to the town on the eve of their arrival, searching for someone to befriend who might help with what had to be done. My mother found the elderly widow foraging for sap and stems just beyond the city walls. There was something familiar in the line of her jaw, the shape of her eyes. Atlas bounced on her toes as it hit her. The old beldam was from desert stock. Breathlessly, she begged the wise woman’s assistance. With few words, the small, wrinkled dam nodded and followed Atlas back to the shore where she smilingly oversaw the couple’s union. Sunny offered what he could by way of thanks, to make her a hive so she might keep bees and have honey at her fingertips, but the widow neither took nor asked for payment.

Be happy, she said, still sucking on her pipe. That is recompense enough.

The newlyweds decided to live a little away from the town. Not putting themselves at the heart of the townspeople, nor seeking them out for company or friendship, gave the couple a thrilling sense of liberty. They did not go to daily prayers or ask about council meetings. Neither had been raised for religion or politics. Especially not my mother, whose family were from an ancient desert tradition, with customs and gods and ways of doing things all their own. Nevertheless, from the start, my father worried their way of life might set the local population against them. Atlas described how, soon after their marriage, although he was yet a carefree youth, she’d felt a restlessness in her husband.

My love, he’d said to her one evening as they sat on the rocks, amazed at the waves lapping against their toes, both still newly acquainted with the sea and beguiled by it. Look at how wondrous life is. We have everything before us. I’ve never felt so happy and complete as now, here with you.

But even as Atlas sighed and smiled at his words, her head thrown back to stargaze, the salt water splashing about them as she enjoyed the sensation of his fingers in her hair, she’d felt her new husband hesitate.

Something worries you, she said, turning to face him.

Sunny looked away, and just for a moment, Atlas felt her heart skip in panic.

Have I caused you anxiety in any way? she asked. Please tell me if that’s ever the case. We must be open with each other if we are truly to stay as content as this.

Taking hold of her hands, Sunny gulped down the fear of sharing his soul so intimately with another. He believed in the power of the magnificent woman sitting before him, in her wisdom and love. How keenly she felt his faith in her. It was almost a physical thing, a lifting and holding, a steady grip in that new, strange place, yet he hesitated again before replying.

I fear rejection, here. We are strangers. And probably as curious a man and wife anyone from the town ever saw. On top of that, we’re unworldly people, uncultured, unschooled in the way of towns and commerce. It might serve us better to be at the hub of society, learn how things are done. Then people would get to know us, respect us, and perhaps not find us so unusual after all.

Atlas couldn’t help smiling at her shining, golden husband. Even in the faded gloaming light, with his brows crossed and biting his lip, he was the most alluring, gentle person she’d ever come across.

Dearest Sunny, you must not worry. My brothers guided many travellers through the desert, heard their stories and became educated in the ways of all manner of peoples. And they told me, their poor sister, a mere girl confined to our commune but dying for knowledge, all they’d learned about the world beyond. I may have led a small life, but I saw much through my brothers’ eyes, so that even when I wasn’t present in body, I met people from bustling places and faraway lands through their tales.

My father lifted his chin and kissed his excited wife’s hand as she continued.

A large port town like this is filled with folk from myriad places, and of many races and traditions. We are not so strange.

She laughed to show the foolishness of his concerns, but then stopped and raised a playful eyebrow.

And even if we are, what of it?

Now Sunny was the one to laugh. For surely his wife was right. In that place by the sea, away from the noise and gossip of the town, they could live freely without fear of molestation. He agreed and promised never to question such a wise and carefully thought through choice again.

For those first few weeks Atlas and Sunny sheltered in caves along the sea-edge, waking each morning with salt-encrusted eyes. They made their bed in the sand or on the rocks, took their fill of each other’s bodies, and listened to the echoes of their own delighted laughter ringing around the caves. As thrilled as they were with the sea, its noise, vastness and might, the damp made my mother’s limbs feel heavy and ache. Now Atlas began to worry. Every evening she’d ask her friend the Moon to save her from a family malady, a cruel, painful stiffening she’d watched many women in her family struggle with, even in the dry and heat of the desert. No gift or glamour had ever cured it. Her own grandmother had been left unable to walk due to the pain it ravaged on her, and she was known to be a powerfully magical woman. The last thing Atlas wanted was to encourage the demon disease to take up residence in her own body. After all, she wasn’t getting any younger. And what of the future? Even if her worries about health were unfounded, could they really thrive, living as simple cave-dwellers, foraging for crustaceans and berries? Surely they must set themselves to work, produce their own sustenance, goods to exchange and sell? For although she did not want to live within the bosom of the town, they might easily use the daily market, make their way to and from the place at will. That was the meaning of freedom, after all.

As soon as the couple’s ardour was quenched enough to allow him the time, my father gave his wife the answer. Coming from a long line of mountain beekeepers, it was natural for him to go about making his own hives, fashioning them from mud and straw. He knew well how to coax a queen from a wild nest, how to capture the swarm and set up his own small colony of beehives. When there was enough honey to sell to the townspeople, he made pots from unbaked clay, poured his honey into them and, taking the blanket the old widow had brought to the cave the day after their marriage as a wedding gift, he walked to the town.

After being alone with only Atlas and the elements for company, the market was a shock that first day. A cacophonous, crowded place situated just inside the city wall, my father stared open-mouthed as people jostled and shouted. Donkeys, goats and camels strained and pulled on their ropes, screaming with displeasure. There was a strong stench from the animal dung that sat in heaps on the main dusty road. My father laughed when he saw how women came out from their dwellings with brushes, to push the still steaming parcels to the edge of the track before returning to their houses and closing their doors behind them.

Although small for such a large and busy port town, the daily market was obviously a community hub. It seemed to be a place where the many who gathered there every day had known each other’s families for generations and beyond. Talk of feuds, of loves and reconciliations was overheard in barked conversations across the heads of shoppers. Feeling both elated and lost in it all, Sunny set his blanket on the ground next to the other traders and offered his honey for a fair price. Clutches of townswomen flocked to him when they saw that he was happy to let them taste the glistening drops on their fingers before promising to purchase. Never had the people of the town tasted anything so sweet or seen anything so clear and bright as the honey from my father’s hives. Like little pots of sunshine, they said. Everything was sold in minutes, with women bemoaning how they hadn’t had a chance to buy his sweet pots. He loved to tell me how he was left dumb with astonishment on that first market day. That was when he’d felt something within his breast, a thing he’d never felt before, making him grow taller and wider. It was pride. That’s what he’d say, and when a few of the local men shook his hand and slapped his shoulder, he thought he might burst with the dignity of it all. Sunny knew then that his life was good and, as he’d suspected, there was nothing to regret in community and commerce.

When Atlas started to complain of a little stiffness in her joints, and finally spoke to her husband of her fears, the nights of sleeping in sea caves became a memory, more pleasant in the remembering than in the living. Putting a new dwelling together in much the same way as Sunny had made his hives, my mother and father built themselves a home. They chose a high and dry place, up the slopes and over the dunes. It was simple; one small room with a shutter woven from pine leaves and sea rushes that was both door and window, to keep them from the heat of the day. A pallet for sleeping and fulfilling their still ardent desires took up most of the space in the room, so they built their cooking fire outdoors, where they also kept any stores and provisions. Sunny had found a spring and dug a well when they’d first arrived, so they always had fresh water. Now he wished he’d built their new home a little closer to it. But it was easy enough to go back and forth to fetch what was needed or store extra in large pots under the shade of a tree. The important things were that their house was sturdy, big enough for the two of them, and comfortable.

As Sunny tended his bees, my mother would sit on the ground nearby, singing and weaving baskets the way she’d learned from the women back in the desert. Unfortunately, her baskets were not pretty. She’d hated lessons on household matters and had daydreamed as the other girls in her commune learned all that was a woman’s duty. But at least she worked quickly and prodigiously, and although her baskets were not the finest, and often strangely shaped, her work was strong and robust. My father used some as hives, trying new ways to hone old skills, and still there was an excess. So, keeping enough for themselves, the rest were taken to town to be sold. As my father was now busy making candles from beeswax and spinning comb to make his honey as pure as possible, my mother became the one to take their goods to market. Sunny said her charming face and figure would help sell their produce even though he knew no help was needed to sell his honey. In truth, he wanted to show her off, let the town see what a wife he had.

Who wouldn’t want to buy from someone as magnificent as you? he said as he grabbed her around the waist and kissed her neck. And once again his breast was filled with pride at all he possessed.

Atlas didn’t bother about the giggles of the townswomen when they first perused her baskets, frowning as they looked at them from each possible angle. The sniggers soon stopped when they saw what a good price they could be bought for. In any case, my mother’s artistry lay elsewhere. Soon she became known, not for being the weaver of unfathomably shaped baskets, nor for being the older, strangely garbed, barefooted wife of the beekeeper, nor even as a healer, some-one with poultices and tinctures hidden in her pockets, but as the maker of Dreamstones.

Each day, after foraging leaves and herbs for her remedies, Atlas would walk the sands by the sea, selecting stones and pebbles of all sorts and sizes, filling her basket, singing as she went. She watched the sea closely, learned the way the tides worked with the Moon, discerning the best times to go collecting. When night fell, she’d take her stones outside and work under the moonlight, grinding their surfaces with sand and polishing them with beeswax. Using feathers as brushes, sometimes she’d anoint the pebbles with oil, for extra light and sparkle. Living away from the caves, her fingers were once again supple, her hands strong. Under them, and with her use of the Gift, the stones released their heart colours. Swirls of greens and blues shone through the grey rock. All the colours of sea and sky. Some burned with fierce reds and oranges, betraying a passion deep within the core of the mineral. When her pile of pebbles shone like the most precious jewels of the earth, she’d put them away and wait for the full Moon. When it came, my mother would take her basket of colourful pebbles out into the night, hold each one up to bathe in the gaze of her celestial sister. Then, she’d whisper dream-words over the surface and into the heart of each rock, locking stories and desires deep into the stones, and securing them with the magic of the full Moon’s light.

Anyone who was able to buy one of my mother’s Dreamstones, or were lucky enough to be gifted one, would have its protection and the promise of the dreams held within. Some townsfolk asked Atlas to make a special one, just for them, trusting her with their secrets so their dreams might be secured, bound and always ready for them. Others thought Atlas’s Dreamstones nothing more than pretty adornments, something to make a room shine with colour, while there were those who made their purchase through fear. After all, if Atlas had the power to heal a colic with an infusion of leaves, why would she not charm the very pebbles on the beach? And why would she not put a hex upon their house if, with their eyes to the ground, they scuttled past her in the market without making a purchase? My mother knew how to use all these perceptions to her advantage, and played whatever part was thrust upon her. It was a game, and a fruitful one. She believed being different from others was her strength. Even so, Atlas wasn’t fond of gossip.

Unlike the folk from faraway lands, who came in ships, with their fair skin, odd clothes and purses filled with coin, my mother and father’s differences were too close to home; they were too ragged and poor. Sunny realised his wife had been wrong to say they’d not be seen as strange in a port town. He was soon aware of how the townsfolk looked upon him and his unusual wife. They were outsiders, in every way. As the months went by, whenever he entered the town, he tried his best to be friendly, especially to the menfolk, whom he openly courted with good humour and idle chatter. But town chatter could be vicious. He overheard whispers about his own youthfulness, about Atlas – so wild with feathers in her hair and sand between her toes, selling Dreamstones and telling stories to people who’d gather to listen as if entranced – and how she’d obviously bewitched Sunny. My father accepted the sideways looks and furtive glances with nods and smiles. Even when he strolled with his wife through the town and people openly baulked at Atlas. For she’d sing (old desert songs, full of magic and curses) as if lost in some unreachable world in her head. How could it be, they’d hiss, that she seemed not to have a care in the world when her pockets were empty, her skirts hardly more than layers of sackcloth? Surely there was devilry in her.

None of it mattered.

Sunny had only to look at his wife.

His admiration greatly outweighed any care for nasty talk.

All was fine when it was just the two of them.

But with my arrival things changed.

Sunny began to fret.






Scene 3

My mother gave birth to me in an olive grove. She was taking a batch of oddly shaped baskets to the town when she felt something break and rip apart inside her. She dropped her baskets and looked down as an ocean appeared to gush between her legs. Alone among the ancient trees, my Atlas squatted. Driving her bare feet into the dusty earth, now wet with her waters, my mother pushed and screamed but it took many hours for me to come into the world. As she worked, flocks of birds gathered about her. Crows, rooks and ravens made a circle around my labouring mother. Jackdaws lifted their heads to the parched air to caw and bleat their encouragement. Or maybe their noise was a warning to snakes, scorpions and other scaly beasts, pulled towards the smell of birthing blood, she couldn’t say for sure. But once they’d found her, the birds never left, becoming my mother’s constant companions.

You brought them to me, she told me one day when I was playing in our garden and all their squawking and bluster made me cover my ears, stamp my little feet and shout to shoo them away. The birds were your gift to me and want only our friendship. Be kind to them, chick. For each has a tiny heart beating within its breast, just like you. And she tapped my chest, in time with the thud beneath my bones.

But let us go back to the day of her labour, and of my first breath.

Finally, when the Sun was down and the Moon cast her eye over the land, I was born. I know all about my arrival. Atlas the storyteller, the bender of words and mind-pictures, wouldn’t let such a tale go without many iterations. My birth was her favourite story to tell by the fireside in the deep night when, as a child, as yet unable to control my dreams, she’d wrap me in layers of muslin, her arms fast around my skinny body, and rock me as she spoke. The warmth of her voice was a sleep-song in my ear, giving me the courage to conquer those fearful night thoughts. And her face was soft, brushing against my chops, as she described her hands, moving, as they guided my head out from her own body.

What a head, she’d say, smiling. Covered with thick black feathers, that’s how it looked. I thought I was birthing a crow!

And lifting her chin, she’d laugh at the memory.

Truly, I wondered if that was why the birds had come, to bless me for bringing one of their own into the world! Don’t grimace, my love. Crows are clever beings. Of course, I knew the birds were there to protect us. And to share in my good fortune at having a daughter. For mankind may not value such a thing as highly as it might, but birds know better. All the noise and flapping they made in celebration was such a sight, along with your astonishing head. That’s how I knew what your name should be. Raven! My dear Raven – in honour of the bird that brought me to your father, and it was a fair description of what I could see before me. My own raven-headed moon-child.

Once I was out and plainly a squirming babe with arms and legs rather than a crow with wings and a beak, my mother used her teeth to sever the cord. It was thick and salty and tasted of metal and meat. It took a good while to chomp through the thing. How I chewed you free of your binds, she’d say, laughing and shaking her head, her long dark hair falling like black water streams across her face.

When your eyes opened and you first looked at me, oh, what a gasp came from my throat. Such eyes as I never did see. Violet-blue like the sky when the Sun is low in the early desert mornings. I thought perhaps you were blind. Not even the fair-haired Europeans coming off boats in the harbour had eyes of such a colour. Then I remembered the story of the Desert Queen of the Tents who was divine, and some believe the mother of us all. She was my direct ancestor and as a child myself I was told, like my grandmother, I had something of her power showing in the shape of my nose. Her eyes were said to be violet-blue, like the finest sapphires. You see, the Gift, when powerful enough, shows in the colour of the eyes. How you blinked at me then, how your face acknowledged mine as if we’d known each other for a thousand years. I knew then you could see all right, and the jewels in your head were a great and ancient prize, touched with divinity. As beautiful as they are, I mourned a little, too. For I understood the sorrow they might bring if I didn’t hide them from the gaze of others. People can be jealous and afraid of difference, my raven girl. Especially in women. They’re wrong to be so. When all along they might celebrate and revel in it, as the birds did at your birth, as we have always done. As you must try to do.

When Atlas arrived home so late and still carrying her baskets, her legs and dress soaked in blood, at first my father thought some terrible thing had taken place and his voice howled, full of atrocity. Perhaps it was the townsfolk, and their nasty talk had turned to action of the worst kind. But when he saw me, sucking my fingers in the bottom of a basket, Sunny’s heart soared. Never had he touched the infinite until he looked upon me, that’s what my mother said, and she proclaimed that her young husband, even with a bushy beard upon his chin, only really became a man the second he saw my face.

A few days after my birth, my father agreed we might better thrive with more distance between us and the town. I was tiny and already strange with gems for eyes and hair like ravens’ wings. It was decided there and then, when the time came for me to be seen by the wider world, I would do so with a sheath of muslin around my eyes, to guard me from any cruel or malicious curiosity. Sunny felt a deep need to protect me. He set to work building a new dwelling, one more suitable for his small family, a place of sanctuary. It was hard work; the walls were thicker and sturdier than the last. He chose a spot further down the coast, although not so far that we couldn’t cross the distance to sell our goods, fetch food, and have friendly words with some of the more open townsfolk. For, supposed devilry or not, Atlas’s smile was hearty and kind, and as sure as she could cure a rash or a cough, she was mighty good company.

Our new home was bigger than the first. A large room with a stone hearth, fire-pit and chimney at its centre, a shuttered window in the front wall, and a door at the side. There was space for hives at the back of the dwelling and a garden for planting herbs and vegetables at the front. We were close to the well, so our water would always be fresh. Importantly, the plot was hidden by dense scrub, keeping us safe from the weather and out of sight of those who might want to look if they were passing by. Being unseen became an important factor in our lives. Where once, carefree and happy, Sunny and Atlas rejoiced in their freedom, now my terrible innocence and defencelessness was all-important. No matter what, I needed to be protected. Later, when Atlas told me stories of their early days together, even though she tried to hide it, one thing was sure; with me came change. I was a catalyst.

That was my burden.






Scene 4

My earliest memories are the smells, tastes and feelings of our family life. The fragrant odour of beeswax that lingered on the walls of our dwelling and on our skin from the melting, softening and rolling of candles. Sour sweat mixed with musky earth when collecting honey with my father in the baking heat. Sulphur from the gently burning smoke-pot we’d place in the hives through a small hole in the top. The catch at the back of our throats as we rushed to capture the smoke, quickly closing the hole with twigs and mud, locking everything in, suffocating the bees inside. We’d stand back then, breaths held as we listened to the panic and chaos of the imprisoned insects, waiting for the inevitable stillness, the silence. When it fell, it would be sudden and exciting. But when Sunny smashed the hive, how sad I’d be to see the colony dead. I’d cry out against our easy violence, sob at the sight of hundreds of tiny bee bodies, once so happily humming around outside our home, now lying dead in perfect circles of golden honeycomb. My salty tears soon dried though, when my father allowed me to plunge my hand in and pull out the sweet, sticky liquid sunshine. I’d watch the stuff ooze through my chubby fingers before shoving it all in my mouth, picking out brittle remains of wing and leg as I supped it down. This was my first real lesson in life: sweetness comes at a cost.

Although days were often stifling hot, night-time was always cold. Even so, Atlas craved the company of the Moon. Many times, deep in the night, we’d go for moonlit walks by the sea. Atlas and Sunny carried burning torches as we wandered through the midnight air. For the Moon’s light shone pale and misty in the thick velvet black of night. When the torches moved, they sounded like the beating of great wings, and I’d look within the flames for a fiery bird. Mostly, I’d watch the dark world through sleepy eyes, toddling happily between my mother and father, my giggling protectors. Their voices, always so full of fun, rippled into the night as we tripped along, their torches licking and dancing in the chilly air, sending me into trances. I was told many times to mind the torches, to stay clear of the heat, as I was at home around the hearth fire and the wax pot. But there was something especially dangerous about a torch fire, wild and free with its hidden wings and hungry flames, moving around in the open air. Although my main memory of early childhood is being afraid of that hot, orange danger, I was also fascinated by it. I wanted to touch the fire in the same way I grabbed honey from the hives. I wanted to have it for myself, to own it.

Fire is my first memory of pain.
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