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For Celina, who always knew.


And, of course, for You, who witnessed and endured.









Ella McLeod is a proud South Londoner, Pisces, and daydreamer. She lives in Peckham with her partner, Michael, and their cat HRH, Princess Persephone.









Contents


Part One Seed


The Prophecy


The Seer


THE SALON


Cynthia and Ama


AVOCADO OIL


King Charming


The First Dream


The Ripening


A Little Magic


The King’s Command


BAKER AND THE SECRET


The Strike


Knowledge


I WANT TO BE A MERMAID


After the Strike


Coven


The Weaver’s Son


I WANT TO BE A PRINCESS


The Weaver’s Departure


Power Nap


IN-BETWEEN TROUBLE


The King’s Heir


Fear is Catching


The Changing of the Wind


THE PROTAGONIST


The Poison


FINAL YEAR


The Curse


Stolen Salad Days


Part Two Sprout


Five Years After the Curse


FIFTEEN


LONG SUMMERS


AUGUST


IN THE CHAIR


Two-Faced


The Lost Boy


SEPTEMBER


Kamaka


Persea


Boundaries


OCTOBER


Interloper


NOVEMBER


Cake


Sankofa Sixteen


Coming of Age


PARTY


DECEMBER


The Weaver’s Crossing


CHRISTMAS BREAK


WHAT CAN I GIVE HIM, POOR AS I AM?


JANUARY


One Day My Prince Will Come


FEBRUARY


The Source


MARCH


Part Three Flower


Baker, Banished


Fairy Tales


The Burning


Easter


End of the Rainbow


Testing


Galvanized


Coming Forth to Carry Me Home


What’s in a Name?


Stay a While


Knight in Shining Armour


In-Between Trouble Again


Taming


Freedom Seeker


The End


APRIL


Epilogue: Fruit


Author’s Note


Acknowledgements










Part One


Seed











The Prophecy


In a garden, beneath a tower,


where dwelled witches, robbed of power,


gave breath and life to an avo-pear tree,


all fruit will ripen and set them free.


A son born of witch and might,


a thief who will learn to fear the night,


if witches’ magic he steals and drains,


the King will Persea with darkness stain.


One girl will be more powerful than all the rest;


two girls will in dazzling white be dressed;


three girls will fight, two will stand,


the other of us, and yet not of this land.


Keep them secret, and all will return;


say it’s a story, say it’s a game,


listen to our whispers, the truth you’ll learn.


Do not let him take her name.










The Seer


The Seer from Persea was friends with the trees.


Well, as friendly as one could be with trees. It was this that made her so good at her job. The great stretch of forest at the edge of Kingstown was the same stretch that had lined the horizon, just visible from the King’s palace and its surrounding estate, where she and her coven had worked for many years. She had often stared at that great, dense expanse, leaves stretching towards the sky as though trying to claim some part of it. Had often wished that she too could reach for the clouds, brush her fingertips against the sun and suck in the cool mossy air that surely tasted of freedom.


She had covered her crudely shaven head against the heat of the sun and left her coven that morning, headed deep into the forest looking for the right one. Long had her people known of the wisdom held in that age-old bark. Other plants had their own power, but willow trees were her favorite. The interconnected network of roots growing beneath the damp, fragrant soil had the capacity for far more than mere water absorption. This earth magic was what gave her coven power—power harnessed by the King.


Sneaking away from the palace was never without the quick two-step of anxiety in her breast, but her dreams had never steered her wrong before and it was worth the risk. There was a message for her today. The trees were calling to her. She could feel their whispers prickling along her skin. She walked among the willows, pressing her hand to their barks in a sign of respect and she felt, rather than saw, them bow in response. Eventually, after several minutes of treading carefully over fallen branches, stepping lightly over the sweet-scented mulch of dead leaves and decaying fruit, the Great Forest opened into a wide clearing and a river.


The great River Aphra was the most powerful source of magic in all of Xaymaca, guarded by the River Mumma, a mermaid of terrible wrath and beauty, who protected the river and the land that sourced it. The Seer bent her head as she ducked under the tree branches, before crawling into a cross-legged sitting position at its base. Touching her hands to the place where bark, roots, and earth all meet, she tipped her head upwards. Smiled. Breathed. And began to sing:




There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalala


There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalalala


Brown girl in the ring


Tralalala


She looks like the sugar in the plum





The trees, her friends, sang with her in their soft whispering way. She felt the magic ebb and flow, until she was part of every willow in the land. As they sang, she felt her body thin and dissolve. Become liquid and gas and sparkle as the tree wrapped itself around her, absorbed her until she and the tree were one. And when she opened her eyes, she saw the great truths that the magic would only show to her.


And she was afraid.


Her people had not been free for a long time. They worked in service of the King, within his palace and its grounds. For generations he had bent their backs, bruised their skin, blistered their hands, bled them dry. The Seer was the only one who knew how old the King was, the only one who remembered a time before his darkness, before her sisters had been forced into submission.


Now, though, the Seer, lingering in the half-place between the Great Forest and truths brought to her by the land, could see change on the horizon. She summoned the dregs of her magic—what little had been left to her after the King had stolen the core of Persea all that time ago—and sent a message back through the tree. The willow understood, and as the Seer returned once again to solid flesh and bone, she felt her prophecy zinging through the roots and fibers of every plant and tree and flower around her. Hope and terror combined to hurry her footsteps to the path beyond the pines, which eventually would meet the road to Kingstown, and so she chased her warning, back to her sisters.










THE SALON


The beautiful lady is turning in a circle, slowly, slowly, in the empty window of the empty storefront.


She eyes each exposed brick, touching her fingertips to some. She studies each damp patch as though it is precious, as though she is a queen in her kingdom. She has reddish curling hair, almost as dense as yours, tied up with a colorful scarf, and she is adorned with many glinting gold necklaces. She is goosebumps-excitement, her smile is tired from dreaming, now brightened by the joy of acquisition, the warmth of accomplishment. A boy runs around her feet, enjoying the vast space, cluttered with an assortment of boxes, bags, and various lumpy packages containing mysteries. A kingdom all to himself. A young princeling with broad, bony arms and scuffed swagger.


You recognize him.


Recognize the scrawny limbs and lanky frame of someone riding the high-energy wave of a growth spurt as he mock-boxes an imaginary friend, lighter on his feet than any dancer in your class. He manages to make every swing of his arm look graceful.


Maybe he feels your fascinated gaze on him, maybe hairs go up on the back of his neck, maybe he senses your still shade, your small half-smile, and he turns.


He smiles. There is recognition, there is joy, and with it an unfamiliar swooping inside you.


Like missing an expected step.


Your palms tingle and you bury your face in Mum’s dress, but you’re laughing.


He waves a half-greeting. His mother looks from him to you. You can sense her questions and you see the boy’s mouth form your name through the window.


“You know him from school?” Mum asks, her expression curious. You shake your head. “You’re six years old. You don’t know any other boys.”


You clasp her hand tighter. Her manicured nails graze your skin. “He boxes at the rec center at the same time as ballet. I’ve seen him.”


His is the first smile to outshine your mother’s.


“Well, it looks like his mum is opening a salon there.” Your mum points as movers unload a van, dragging decapitated steam dryers into the room. Amid all the chaos, the queen is unmoved. “Let’s go and help them.”


“What?”


This is too much, really, too much for her to expect of you.


“No, no, we can’t, we should go home, we should . . .”


“Come on, you can talk to your friend and I can find out what her prices are. It’s right around the corner from home, maybe I can finally make it to a hair appointment.”


You squirm, wishing you were loose-tongued and lovely, not sulking, matching sleeping Saffy in her stroller. Mum tugs you with one hand, pushes the stroller with the other. “Don’t be shy!”


The queen is carrying a box of rollers, cradling them like a child, when your mum stops her. They talk and you look at the boy, who looks at you.


“Hi!” he says at last. “I’m Baker, I seen you at the rec center with the dancers.” His accent is a beautiful lilting thing, with strangely curling vowel sounds, partway between sounding like your little patch of city and somewhere else entirely.


“Yeah, I know who you are.” You are rude in your shyness but he smiles anyway.


“These are my girls,” your mum is saying and the queen smiles down at you. She is laugh lines and frown lines in equal measure. She places her hand on your head and gently tugs a pigtail. There is a mild crackling, like an electric shock. Even Mum notices. “Ooh, static! Must be all the packing material!”


“So, little one.” The queen’s eyes hold yours and you don’t know if it’s your childish imagination, but they seem to flash like lightning. “What will it be?” Her accent is soft but stronger than Baker’s.


Mum tuts. “You’re so busy! It doesn’t have to be today; we can book it for when you’re set up?”


But the queen shakes her head, earrings catching the light and sending gold dancing across the walls. “No, please. It would be my pleasure.”


You look up at her and quickly look away, squinting because looking at her is looking at the sun without glasses. You mumble something about just wanting to look like Mummy and both women laugh.


“You can’t relax your hair like mine yet, Mush, you’re too young.”


You wince at the private pet name in public, stare at the pavement.


“Cane row would be nice; all little girls look cute in cane row,” says the queen.


“But they’ll take a long time,” Mum warns. “You’ll have to be a very good girl and sit patiently.”


“I don’t have a book,” you say, horrified.


“You like stories?” Baker says. “Mum tells the best stories!”


Baker is looking at you, but you can’t look back at the son of the sun; his smile is too bright for your mortal eyes.


“Yeah,” you mumble. “I like fairy tales—but the long ones, not the ones with the pictures we read to Saffy before bed.”


You gesture contemptuously to your sister in her stroller, who is clutching a blonde Barbie beauty with a big pink dress.


“Oh, fairy tales, yuh knuh?” The queen’s accent reminds you of your grandma’s. It warms you inside out, and you find the courage to look at her again.


“Yes.” You are eager now. “I like Jack and the Beanstalk best. Or Hansel and Gretel.” And now you’re on your favorite subject, the words come tumbling out. “When me and Saffy play, I’m always the witch because imagine being able to do magic and living in a house of sweets! Those kids should have never just taken them without asking. They deserved what they got. But Saffy likes the ones where the girls just sleep and have shiny gold hair and get kissed.”


Baker ewww’s in agreement and the mothers chuckle again.


“Right,” says the queen. She smiles at you. “No kissing. No sleeping. No girls with shiny gold hair.”


She holds out her hand. You hesitate—a life, a minute, a nanosecond—then take it. She smiles wider.


“I think I have just the thing.”










Cynthia and Ama


The sun was hot where they stood in the soil,


as they labored on in an endless toil.


Cynthia’s sympathy hummed in her voice,


“We don’t have a choice.”


Ama and Cynthia, two witches,


weeding and seeding and


sewing and mowing


while ruled


by a bejeweled tyrant,


an indolent king.


Their rosebush-green fingertips granted life


to his gardens, buds brimming with color everywhere they walked,


they tasted the red and smelled the blue and saw the scent bathe the air


in an arousing rush of synesthesia.


But this was a mere fraction of what they could do—


their creation did not fill them with elation,


instead a frustration,


knowing that they were trapped in so many ways,


but knowing that they had the power to slay.


Out of all the fruit they grew, only one,


a pale green pear,


would not ripen.


They respected its defiance,


its refusal to ripen and grow,


to put on a show


for another’s benefit.


They wondered if they’d made an error


in its planting,


but that was unlikely.


They were rarely wrong when it came to plants.


Cynthia chanted as she worked,


There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalala


There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalalala


Brown girl in the ring


Tralalala


She looks like the sugar in the plum


Ama had been practicing her magic from the time she was born,


magic that defied the royal’s structured norms,


turning herself from “Amos the boy” that they misnamed her,


witchcraft feminine power soon claimed her,


and she found in Cynthia a half of her whole.


They fell in love,


bonded as one soul.


But they did not want to labor


from dawn to the grave,


would cast off their shackles with the hope of the slave.


They worked beneath the shade of the avo-pear tree—


and then, through the roots—a prophecy . . .










AVOCADO OIL


The queen leads you inside, through the maze of boxes and bags and bits and bobs, saying over her shoulder to your mum, “We finally just had the hot water turned on today. It’s been a to-do acually. . . . ”


“You’ve been living upstairs with no hot water?” Mum’s voice is horrified.


“We’ve had to fill the bath using the kettle.” The queen is cheerful enough, but Mum grabs her wrist, her carefully manicured nails a blush pink vice.


“Listen, we’re basically neighbors now! If that ever happens again, you come to me.” Mum is scrawling her phone number on a page torn out of the planner she is never without.


“Ah now.” The queen is bright proud, palms protesting. “We ’uh fine.”


But Mum just kisses her teeth and stalks over to a stack of boxes, officiously imposing her organizational methods on this warm stranger, ordering everything into “zones.”


Baker shows you around.


“And over here is where Mum says the till will be and she says she’ll show me how to use it so I can help, and over there is where all the dryers will go and over here will be a big cupboard and drawers so Mum says I can help her organize all the rollers and oil jars—”


“I’d suggest this for her,” the queen says, holding out a jar.


“Oh, we never normally use avocado oil!” says your mum.


“I don’t use this often; it’s a homemade recipe,” says the queen. She tugs your pigtail again, and again the same jolt of electricity surges through your skin like a current. “Special. But for you I’ll make an exception. My first customer.”


She swoops down on you, her firm hands appearing beneath your arms, and the ground vanishes beneath your feet. You are placed gently into the lone chair in front of the lone sink. She wraps a gown around you with a “Superwoman!” and places a towel round you with a flourish.


You face the ceiling, propped up on a mountain of cushions so that your neck reaches the basin. The queen undoes your pigtails and begins to run the warm water over your hair. You feel your scalp being gently massaged by expert hands, with just the right amount of nail. You are happy like dessert before dinner, like summer playdates, like Mum coming home early from work. The queen pours three different potions into your hair, each smelling more wonderful than the last, until you can feel how shiny your hair must look. She dries it and begins to braid, running each thick curly section through with the avocado oil and your damp scalp is warmed. You feel almost immediately sleepy.


“Stay awake.” Mum gently nudges you. “Val’s going to tell you a story, remember.”


The queen’s name is Val, you realize slowly, ploddingly.


Val is piling up yet more cushions, adjusting the back of the chair so you semi-recline deliciously, saying, “It’s okay, let the chile’ doze off if she wants tuh. Good stories give good dreams.”


“Why don’t you use it often?” you ask. “The avocado oil.”


“Because it’s a magic potion and I don’t want to waste it.”


You giggle. You never forget that.


As your mind stumbles inevitably towards nodding heavy restfulness, you hear her begin,


“There was once a witch,


on the run . . . ”


*


Later, you are woken. Mum pays. You’re hungry, you realize, and still tired, eyelids drooping. Mum and Val talk and talk; they can’t seem to say goodbye. It’s nice. Mum doesn’t usually have time for small talk or friends.


As they chat, Baker says, “Mum said the avocado oil was only for her.” He is puzzled. “She said it was the only thing she had of home and she doesn’t have much of it left. But she gave it to you.” He reaches towards you and then hesitates.


“Can I feel your hair?” The intimacy of the question startles you, but you don’t mind. You nod.


He lightly touches the end of your fresh braid. “You’re special. I can tell.”


“Oh.” You mouth the word.


Baker grins.


It was that night that the dreams started.










King Charming


Once upon a time there was a king.


A king who ruled his land


with a hand tyrannical.


An abundant land of water and wood,


every day the King, he stood,


and asked,


“Mirror, Mirror, on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?”


Mirror, with dark power contaminated,


shudders to life, opens mouth, is animated, says:


“Mate, I won’t lie to you—you are fit. Charming, even.


See your beard and your nose and your ears and your chin,


see your brow, your jaw, your eyes, your skin—


why, you, my old friend, are the ivory tower,


the snow-capped mountain, the alabaster power,


and—quite frankly—I fancy you.


But in your kingdom, you have dissent.


There are women who are not meant


to conform to your way of doing things.


Dark eyes see things that we cannot,


they hear the whispering of the leaves,


the murmuring of the trees.


These women are sorceresses.


On this morn, one of these witches,


called forth a prophecy—


the shadows heard and whispered to me:


“A son born of witch and might,


a thief who will learn to fear the night,


if witches’ magic he steals and drains,


the King will Persea with darkness stain.


One girl will be more powerful than all the rest;


two girls will in dazzling white be dressed;


three girls will fight, two will stand,


the other of us, and yet not of this land.


Keep them secret, and all will return;


say it’s a story, say it’s a game,


listen to our whispers, the truth you’ll learn.


Do not let him take her name.”


“They’re tired of you touching their hair,


they’ll want it back, they’ll feel no fear—


so be afraid, Your Majesty. Of this


Black Girl Magic.


Unlike everything else in your kingdom,


it owes you no pleasure.”


The mirror told the King what the prophecy decreed,


but he did not the warning heed.


Instead, in his hubris, he sought to bend


the prophecy of the witches to his end.


“Stolen Xaymacan magic I will employ


to grant myself a baby boy—


a babe born of magic and might,


my own champion in this fight.


Persea may think this prophecy will save her,


but he’ll turn the tide in my favor.”










The First Dream


You are in a garden, illuminated by the silver-gold electrum of the moon and stars. Neatly ordered flowerbeds, herbs with leaves familiar and strange, tendrils of green climbing the high fences, which dissolve into the dense thicket on either side. It is as though this garden has been carved out of the forest around you. You think of the Eden in the picture book Bible your grandma gave you. Clear, vivid, sharp, sharp cutting colors, like turning the brightness and the saturation up on the TV. The air is pure, the birds are loud, the trees are the greenest green. It is nighttime, you know it is, there is no light—but it isn’t dark. You know this is wrong, wrong, wonderfully wrong.


From somewhere, far away on the horizon, however, there is darkness that is at odds with the bright blue-black of the sky, a pulsating void that consumes even the bright pinpricks of stars. You turn away, back to the garden.


The flowers are pure vermillion, rich cerulean, deep violet, blooming before your eyes, and you can smell the warm salty skin smell of a day in the sun even though there’s no sun anywhere­—


“Where am I?” you ask aloud, not expecting a response.


“In my garden. My garden is in Persea. And Persea is in Xaymaca.”


“Xaymaca?”


“The Land of Wood and Water.”


Two girls are standing behind you, leaning against a broad white swing seat. The girl who spoke could be a night-blooming flower or a comet dashing across the vivid sky. Her eyes are aflame with curiosity, and her night dress is spangled with stars. She is your height but her hair—her magnificent elaborate twisted and wrapped crown—gives her several centimeters’ advantage. She steps towards you and you see round, ripe features on her broad, full face.


The second girl is her opposite but no less striking. Smaller, bonier, darker-skinned, with a face made of straight lines and clean edges. Her hair is shorter but coiled looser and spun into many small braids that hang in neat precision to just below her ears. Her eyes are deep-set and seem to swallow the not-quite light of the garden around them. She is warier than the first girl, hanging back against the swing, twisting her long, thin limbs around it like a tree clinging to a stake for support.


They are simultaneously strange, these children of this night garden, and familiar. You know them, you think. But that is impossible.


“Did you hear us singing?” the first girl asks. “Is that why you came?” Her accent is lilting and musical.


“I don’t know why I’m here. I’m dreaming, I think. What were you singing?”


“It’s the song we have always sung,” she says. “My sister and I.” She gestures to the girl behind her. “We are most powerful when we use our voices.”


“Will you teach me?”


She grins at you, then looks at her sister. “What do you think, Kam?”


The girls eye each other in silent conference. A powerful current seems to pass between them, seems to charge the air around you, and the first girl asks, “Do you mind if Kam touches your hair?”


You are startled. Before Baker, no one had ever asked for permission.


You nod.


Kam reaches towards you and gently touches the end of your braid. Up close you see how kind her eyes are, how her hand shakes slightly. She gives a sharp intake of breath. Releases it. Looks at you. Really looks at you. Sees you.


“Yes. Yes, we will teach you.”


She nods to her sister, waits a beat, and then,




There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalala


There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalalala


Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalala


She looks like the sugar in the plum





Though your bed is far away, this is a homecoming.


The song is like sinking into a perfectly temperate bath, sugared plums and smiling. The charge between you swells in time with the music. You all hold hands, palms warm and smooth beneath your own. When Kam squeezes your fingers, you feel it—something like an electric shock.


You stand with them, pulsating with the life around you. Your feet are bare in the grass, like theirs, fronds settling between your toes, but you feel no cold. You had often wondered why moths, if so attracted to brightness, didn’t simply emerge during the day instead of waiting till night. But you understand now. Understand the magic of a vivid bright spark, shining among the dark.


You feel a low tug inside and the vivid dark night around you begins to blur. You’re waking up, you can feel it.


“What’s your name?” you ask the taller girl, the girl with the hair that seems to breathe all on its own.


“Zella,” she says.


“Will I see you again?” you call out as wakefulness claims you, pulling you towards the surface of your consciousness like a large buoyancy aid.


The other girl, the quiet one called Kam, calls, “Often, I think.”


*


As you linger between the hazy half-wakefulness of morning and the deep pool of sleep, you try to catch it before it escapes you. That sweet dream, those half-forgotten friends. It’s like trying to cling to a melting snowflake. When you strain to remember, it vanishes. They leave something behind, though. A lingering, warm glow.


And then Mum opens the curtain and daylight pours in.










The Ripening


“I won’t live this way any longer!” said Ama, angry and proud.


“Working until we cannot stand,


living every day mouth to hand,


watching the King’s power infect this land,


beat and quell our people into submission.


I’ve not seen my own sister


since the King summoned her


to serve him in the palace.


Twelve moons have yet passed since Yvane did see


the prophecy—


how much longer will it be,


until the pear tree sets us free?”


But soothing Cynthia said, “Sing with me.”


So Ama sat by her woman and


sang the Brown girl song.


And as they felt this internal stirring,


a great warmth came from the avocado tree.


Through the power of this great shift,


Cynthia and Ama felt Xaymaca’s gift,


and when Cynthia plucked, peeled, and tasted,


she knew the prophecy would not be wasted.


For lover, mother, growing babes alike,


knew the time had come for the witches to strike.










A Little Magic


In the years that follow, you visit your friends in the garden often: three or four times a week. Most of the time it is the garden you appear in, sometimes the little side alley of the house or on the street in front of it. Never inside.


Zella always finds you, barefoot in your old pajamas. You never remember to put on something nicer. Sometimes you come in your bonnet too, if it hasn’t slipped off in the night, as it so often does. You think about how embarrassed you used to be, at the thought of people seeing you in your bonnet. You’re never embarrassed in Persea, though.


Returning is safety and comfort and exhilaration. A strangeness that is not truly strange. There is a power to this place. You feel it caress the hairs on your arms and the back of your neck, see it ooze from your friends—out of the tips of Kam’s fingers, electric currents sparking between Zella’s curls.


This power does not frighten you. Quite the opposite. You are at home here. Even the gathering darkness on the horizon doesn’t scare you. After all, it’s just a dream and nothing in a dream can hurt you.


Kam avoids you sometimes.


“Why doesn’t your sister like me?” you ask Zella one night and her eyes widen.


“She does like you! Very much!” Zella insists, reaching out to clasp your hand. “It’s just . . . actually, she is a bit afraid of you.”


“Afraid of me?” You gape. “Why? I don’t have power like you two!”


“Exactly,” says Zella. “You are the first girl we’ve met that is not of magic. And yet here you are. In our garden. Which is strange.” Tact is unnatural to Zella. “But I am not afraid of you!”


The two of you sit together, cross-legged and crinkle-eyed, under a tree at the back of the garden with wide, expansive arms like a roof to a small forest house. From each branch hangs a succulent-looking green fruit with a dimpled surface reminding you of your mother’s thighs as you sit between them while she does your hair.


“Magic?” you say, although of course there must be magic here.


“Our mothers are very powerful witches,” Zella explains. “Which makes us powerful too. Years ago they fled from a terrible king, so you can imagine how strong they are. Kam’s magic means she sees the roots of things. The truth of people, if she can touch their hair.”


“Why does she have to touch hair?”


Zella shrugs. “I am not sure exactly, but we Persean witches . . . our hair is special to us. It is the doorway that lets the magic in. That’s what Mum says.”


This amazes you, and you twist the ends of your skinny, messy braids round your little finger in wonder, thinking of the tender ritual of Val washing, combing, oiling, drying, braiding. Zella notices the wistful expression in your eyes and smiles at you, poor, magicless creature.


“What about your magic?” you ask. “Can you see things too?”


Zella shakes her head. “Oh, no. My magic is different than Kam’s, even though it actually comes from the same place. All of us have magic that comes from the energy of living things. It flows from the source in the River Aphra, through Xaymaca, and into us. But my magic is very special.”


Zella thinks quite a lot of herself, you think. Her eyes glow in the not-black of the bright night. “What can you do with your magic?” you ask.


“I do not know yet,” she says reluctantly. “I am too young. But sometimes I feel it tingle over my body, right up into the roots of my hair. Mum says, Magic isn’t exact, but it’s always intentional. It chooses how and where to come alive. And it has chosen me.”


You think for a bit. “Have you not got a dad?” You don’t have a dad, or at least you haven’t for a long time. There is a girl at school who has two dads.


“What’s a dad?” asks Zella.


“Like a mum that’s a man,” Kam replies, melting into solidity from the lush shadows behind you. “There are dads in some of our stories. There were dads here too once. Remember, Zella? Mama told us. Then they all left. And anyway, our mothers made us.”


“Mum and Mama stole a pear!” Zella says, with wicked delight. “The Seer heard a prophecy, which told them that when the pear tree ripened they would know it was time to strike. When they got belly with us, the tree ripened and they ate from it. They grew strong, stronger than ever, and began feeding their sisters with the pear too, until they were all strong enough to rise up and march for freedom.” Zella’s eyes are shining, her hair crackling from some internal blaze. “The earth helped them escape. Mama says that when they said goodbye to the garden, the pear tree rained fruit down upon them, and it was as though Xaymaca was saying—”


“All fruits ripen,” Kam repeats, finishing her sentence. “That means it is going to be okay.”


“So you don’t know any boys? Any at all?”


“No,” said Zella, rather wistfully. “Maybe we did when we were small. But I cannot remember any now. I have never known anything else.”


You digest this. A world without boys.


You think of Baker.


“Have you . . . have you never ever seen one?”


“No!” Kam’s face is serious.


“What would happen if you did see one?” you ask.


“I’d run, I expect,” says Zella, eyes wide again.


“I wouldn’t run from a boy!” you say scornfully.


“It’s different for you. Boys are dangerous here,” says Kam firmly, “because of the prophecy.”


“I wonder if it would hurt their feelings,” you muse, staring into the rich brown center of the nearest bud. “The boys. Knowing your prophecy is saying bad things about them and making you run away.”


Zella’s eyes fix on you. “You know a boy, then?”


You think of Baker again. His smile and his eyes, the way he can reduce you to helpless laughter or fierce indignation. Baker always listens to you. You think he would be hurt if you ran away from him. “Yes. Well, one. He’s called Baker.”


Kam shushes you dramatically. “We have to be careful when we name things here.”


“Oh, please,” says Zella impatiently. “He is not from here; saying his name does not matter. He does not have magic.”


“Everyone has a little magic,” says Kam. “And boys are dangerous.”


“Well, this boy is nice,” you say stubbornly. You wince internally. Nice is feeble sun after an April shower and Baker is . . . Baker. He is hot sun, ice pops after school on the last day of summer term.


The others just shake their heads at you and you roll your eyes.


“Anyway, I know your names.”


“But not our true names.” Zella laughs. “Our full names.”


“Oh.” You are caught short, you had only ever known honesty from them. “You don’t trust me?”


“No, we do!” Zella insists. She looks at Kam. “It is just that . . . we must be very careful.” The look they exchange is a powerful, tangible thing.


Then Kam slowly nods. Zella turns and, picking up a stick, writes a name in the rich, fragrant soil of the flower bed. Points at herself. Writes another name. Points at Kam. She makes sure you’ve seen, and then scratches over both with the stick, obliterating the letters.


You raise your eyebrows at Zella’s haste. “Do sticks and dirt have magic too?”


She cuts her eye in response.


But maybe fear is catching, because as you feel yourself beginning to rise to the surface of your consciousness, you turn and see the darkness on the horizon and it looks as though it is vibrating. As though whatever lurks there is stirring sleepily.




There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalalala





And you resolve, in that washed-up place between rest and waking, not to mention Baker to Kam and Zella again.










The King’s Command


The King’s breakfast table is laden


with piles of scones and croissants and jams,


eggs and bacons and hams,


and in the center—the King could only stare,


ripe and sliced, an avocado pear.


For almost two years he’d chosen to ignore


the growing power outside his door;


instead he had cracked his whip,


and summoned another bargaining chip.


To his staff he had said, “Send the Weaver to me,”


and threatened to harm one of her sisters


when she begged, when she pleaded,


then he told her what was needed.


He told her what he wanted,


she didn’t have a choice,


a Persean witch without a voice,


and once she’d under duress consented,


the King believed his future cemented.


But now, the hard fruit was ripe—


what did this mean?


Ripe avocados had not been seen


since he’d stolen the Persean witches’


magic.


“Send the Weaver to me,” he cried once more.


“The Persean witches must never be free!”


But the Weaver was gone.


And with her the babe,


And so the King began to rage.


The King did not know


that every tree and flower in the castle


had a message sent through its roots,


that every witch tired of working,


should pack a bag and don their boots.


And now, echoing through the palace halls,


he heard their song rattle the walls,


he tasted change in the air


and for the first time—felt a prickle of fear.


There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalalala


There’s a Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalalala


Brown girl in the ring


Tralalalala


She looks like the sugar in the plum










BAKER AND THE SECRET


As the years pass, Val and Baker become constant fixtures in your life: part of the furniture, as your grandma would say. Mum and Val become best friends.


You like to think of Val as a comfy, if slightly too firm, mattress. The kind that’s good for your back. She is tough, solid, but quick to soften, her hands gentle on your scalp as she tells you and Saffy and Baker a story. Saffy’s favorite is the one about the whispering willow trees with secrets to share. Yours is the one about the good witch who ran away from an evil wizard, that she told you on that first day in the salon.


“There was once a witch,” she would say, drowsy in the half-light, Baker beside you, learning to braid, “on the run.”


If Val is tough support, Baker is light. Sometimes blazing sunlight and sometimes gentle warmth. A bedside table lamp. The one you read by when Mum has said, “Lights out.” A soft glow, burning secretly beside you.


Val’s salon is a second home. But Baker is never a sibling.


You drive each other wild laughing. The teasing, the fighting, the games that made your sides hurt laughing. He is everything. You’re fully comfortable around him, and yet uneasy. You have butterflies in your stomach every time Mum drops you off for Val to mind while she goes to work at the rec center. But not seeing him is worse.


It’s a Friday, about six o’clock. You are ten and Baker is eleven. It is a sweet age, these, your gobstopper days. Childhood looms large initially, almost chokes you in your rush to get through it and then, in no time at all, it will evaporate on your tongue. You don’t know this yet.


Mum is at the salon. Again. Half the time Mum doesn’t actually need her hair done, she just wants to gossip with Val. You once heard Grandma say to Mum that Val was an “expensive friend.” Mum had just laughed and called herself a “patron of small businesses.” You didn’t know what that meant, but liked the way it sounded.


It is July, still warm and sunny. You are in Mrs. Goss’s community garden, opposite the salon, sucking on the bright blue ice pops that Mum doesn’t know Mrs. Goss gives you. The golden joy and additives of the day have melted, faded into something muted, and now you’re in a mood. Today is the last day of school before summer, which means it’s also the last day that you and Baker will walk back to the salon together afterwards. He will be starting secondary school in September. He’s got a place at the all-boys’ high school, the one that only accepts the top students.


He’d gone to an orientation the week before. His new English teacher had given him a piece of summer homework—to write about a childhood memory. He’d been pestering Val ever since, pressing her to fill in details he couldn’t remember, but Val had not been forthcoming.


The grass is scratchy against the backs of your knees; your sticky, cold, ice pop hands are bothering you. You don’t like being sticky. Or dirty. Or messy. You didn’t even like finger-painting as a toddler.


You carefully spread out your cardigan on the grass and lie back. It’s not that comfortable and the ground is dusty. Baker takes the books out of his book bag and hands the empty nylon satchel to you. Now you can prop yourself up on your forearms without them coming into contact with offensive grass and dirt.


“Thanks,” you say.


But Baker is far away and somewhere else, flipping through a notebook, saying for the hundredth time this week, “Mum says we came from Jamaica the summer before I turned seven. So I should remember, right? I remember everything here. I remember the salon and the rec center and boxing.” He glances at you. “I remember seeing you.”


You squint at the serious expression on his face. You wriggle free from his gaze, lying back and trying to ignore the thought of bugs scurrying into your dense mass of dark curls, now in contact with grass and soil and plant life.


“Of course you remember seeing me,” you say. “I’m very memorable.”


He laughs then and pulls off a dandelion stem, blowing its feather-light dustings in your face. You squeal about “bacteria” (your new favorite word) and “allergies,” but you’re laughing too. You always laugh when Baker laughs.


“You can make wishes with those, you know!” Saffy calls from a few paces away, where she is watering flowers with Mrs. Goss’s watering can—a little too enthusiastically. Mrs. Goss herself is sitting on the other side of the flowerbed, lovingly tending to her geraniums and smiling indulgently.


“No, you can’t,” you say with a forced, elder-sisterly calm. You’ve noticed how patient Baker is with your younger sister, and strain for maturity with Saffy when around him.


“Yes, you can!” Saffy insists. “It said so in the books you used to read me at bedtime.”


“Well, those were just fairy tales. They’re not real, Saffy.”


“They are too!” Saffy stamps her foot crossly, the precursor to a temper tantrum.


Baker, noticing the warning signs, takes Saffy’s hand, and says, “I believe in fairy tales, Saffy. And so does your sister, she’s just being silly.”


“Am I?” You’re ten and too old for this childish nonsense.


“Yes.” Baker is calm and unwavering. “You are.”


“Yes, you are,” parrots Saffy. “And it is silly. If you believe in magic, you believe in fairy tales.”


“Who says I believe in magic?” You glare at your sister, imploring her with your eyes that she not embarrass you in front of Baker, but Saffy is too young for such looks and ploughs on determinedly.


“You said you believe in magic! You said!”


“Of course she believes in magic.” It’s Baker’s turn to eyeball you. “She believes in the tooth fairy and Santa’s magic at Christmas—”


“Yes, and she has magic dreams!”


Silence.


You are breathless.


Your dreams are a half-forgotten secret that you’d half-forgotten sharing with Saffy.


“Magic dreams?” Baker asks. He is smiling.


“Saffy,” you hiss. “That was a secret! A special sister secret!”


She claps her hand, still dimpled like a baby’s, to her mouth, her big eyes widening with horror. Her voice muffled by her fingers she says, “Sorry, sorry! But”—looking rapidly from you to Baker and back again—“Baker can keep secrets, can’t he?”


“Yeah, yeah, I definitely can.” He is playing along, his eyes bright with amusement. You’re surprised he can’t see your stomach doing backflips through your shirt.


“See?” says Saffy, eager to undo the damage, and you concede, nodding your forgiveness.


Saffy beams and turns back to Mrs. Goss, who pats her on the head saying, “Very good, Saffy. Why don’t you pull up some dandelions for me? They grow without help and there are far too many.”


“You should keep them, Mrs. Goss. If you have lots of dandelions, you’ll have lots and lots of wishes!” she declares, but does as she’s asked.


“So,” says Baker, grinning, “magic dreams, huh? When did these start?” You study him, contemplate lying, search Baker’s eyes, Baker’s face, Baker’s eyes, Baker’s eyes, Baker’s eyes. “When did these start?” he says again.


Beat. You are held in the pre-truth. You savor the simplicity. Then you say, casually, although your heart is beating a mile a minute, “Just after we met actually. So about five years ago.”


His grin broadens. “You’ve been having magic dreams for five years?”


You don’t smile. “Yeah.”


His eyes change, he can’t tell if this is a game any more. “How do you know they’re magic dreams?”


“Well . . .” You hesitate. “I always go to the same place. A garden, with two girls in it. One has loads of hair. It’s a place that I mostly forget when I’m awake but remember when I’m dreaming. It’s a place that feels like home, but looks nothing like here.”


You don’t remember sitting up but you are. You lie back down again. Gooseflesh raises along your arms and your hair is standing to attention.


“I’ve heard of . . . of people having the same dream over and over,” Baker says hesitantly. “Maybe it’s just something like that?”


“Maybe.” You feel the lie thicken your tongue. The absurdity of it all hangs in the air, the bright sunlight, the honks of horns and revving of motorbikes making it all the more ridiculous. “It’s weird, though, right? You don’t remember anything before about five years ago, don’t even remember coming here. And five years ago, we meet and . . . and I start having these dreams.” You had never given it much thought before. Your hazy memory of your dreamland combined with the bright sparkle of childish obliviousness had prevented you from connecting these dots. Or maybe you simply hadn’t been ready yet.


“You think it has something to do with me? Or me and Mum?”


Something like the truth brushes against you, like a purring cat.


“I dunno. I just think it’s strange.”


“But I don’t have these dreams,” Baker says. “So they can’t be anything to do with me.”


You shrug. “It’s probably nothing. I have weird dreams and I tell my baby sister they’re magic, that’s all.”


Baker frowns into the lap of his favorite football shorts. His fingers work away, braiding a daisy chain, with delicate, agile movements, into a bracelet far neater and prettier than anything you or your friends had ever made on the playground. You wonder at how quickly he’s learned.


You turn and watch Saffy, busy with her bouquet of dandelions.


“Wishes don’t actually come true,” you say meanly. “You know that, right?”


She looks up at you, eyes shining. “Um . . . if you can have magic dreams, then dandelion wishes can come true, I think!”


You roll your eyes and Baker laughs.


His face is lit vividly by the sun as it drifts westward.


“I think it’s the avocado oil, you know.” The words form as if on someone else’s tongue, but you know they are true when you hear them. “That your mum puts on me. I think that’s why I have those dreams.”


The silence is not silent. The birds chirp, Saffy chatters to Mrs. Goss, the cars and their horns rev and blare. But there is silence between you.


He doesn’t say anything, so you go on. “Maybe there’s . . . there’s something in avocados in Jamaica. Like when my mum eats cheese too close to bedtime. It can’t be magic, can it?”


Baker is still frowning at the daisy bracelet in his lap. “Nah. I guess not.” He sighs. “So Mum won’t tell me anything about where we came from and she’s never put the avocado oil on me.” He forces a smile. “Maybe she doesn’t trust me. Maybe you really are special.” He shrugs, then says, “Hey, maybe I should take a bit of this oil. See if I dream too.”


You can’t articulate the feeling of foreboding that the thought of Baker’s presence in the dream world elicits. For some reason—and you can’t quite remember why—you know it’s a bad idea. Forbidden. He sees the expression on your face and you rush in, wanting to make it all better. “Yeah, maybe you should! It’s not stealing, is it, not really? It would be . . . so cool to see you in my dreams!”


It’s the first time you’ve ever lied to him.


“Is it scary, in the garden?”


You think about this. “No. I’m never alone. I don’t think anything could really hurt me. I always know that I’m going to wake up, after all.”


Baker grins. “Maybe I’ll meet you for a midnight feast, then. But don’t tell your dream friends, okay? I don’t want them thinking I’m . . . butting in or something.”


The quiet blooms like the daisies in the grass beside you. The sun-drenched nylon of the book bag is warm against your skin. Baker’s thigh is solid beside yours. He passes you the bracelet. You take it wordlessly, slide it onto your wrist.


You say, “You’re special too, you know.” Your response feels inadequate. He cannot know how much you mean it.










The Strike


The King stood looking down from his window


at the witches before him.


“We’re leaving you,” said Cynthia, her voice deep and unafraid, surrounded by her coven.


“We have eaten the fruit, we are soon to be mothers


and we will not let you steal our babes’ freedom too.”


He roared, “You think you can revolt, with your plant magic and your talking trees?”


“Oh, we have power you’ll never see,”


replied Cynthia. “When we’re united, you don’t stand a chance.”


His response was only a contemptuous glance.


The King rose in a fury, put his hand on the handle—


but the door was locked and he, imprisoned.


His magic suppressed by the witches’ spell,


his gilded palace became a cell.


*


The witches marched to the woods and sheltered within.


The trees shared their magic and knew them as kin,


but one last change must be made before their fresh start—


their men said farewell and prepared to depart.


The prophecy had warned of a son of Persea.


“It could be any of you,” so said the Seer,


“who may help the King return to his might.”


And so the men left in the night.
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