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For Tyrell

. . . finally!







Se wo were fi na wosan kofa a yennkyi

Sankofa, Adinkra symbol of the Asante

Return and retrieve! It is not taboo

To return for what has been forgotten.

Learn from your past.
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Ada

Totope, March 1459

During the longest night of the year, blood clung to my forehead and my baby died. Finally. He had whimpered in his final moments, and Naa Lamiley had caressed his cheek. How lovely, I had thought, that this would be his final memory. She lay just beside him, the child between us, and her head resting next to mine. Naa Lamiley’s eyes shimmered as she assured me it would not be much longer now, “God willing”. She whispered because all of our mothers were sleeping on the other side of the room, but Naa Lamiley’s voice would have given out at any moment anyway. Together, we had cried and prayed at my baby’s side the last three nights. I could barely hear her, and I understood her even less. While she caressed him, she had stared at me, as if surprised by my confusion – though the words How would you know? never left my lips. In an already unbearable situation, this moment was particularly absurd. Naa Lamiley always knew. But in that moment – it was quite literally a matter of my own flesh and blood – I did not want to seem clueless to her. To distract myself, I scratched my forehead. I scratched and forgot I had blood under my nails.

The few candles Naa Lamiley had gathered and placed before the doorway flickered.

“It was this way with Kofi, too,” she breathed softly, as if she did not wish to disturb my son while he was dying. Shame on me. This was not so long ago. The ensuing silence resulting from my shame and her sympathy accompanied us through the final, tortured breaths. The candles wept.

Outside, Naa Lamiley had prepared a tiny pad of palm leaves to lay him out in the moonlit courtyard. She spread a white cloth over it. There would be no grave. The boy did not even have a name; he was only five days old. And yet he had still tarried longer than my first child. Also, a boy. He had opened his eyes immediately after birth, looked around, and evidently, not liked what he had seen. That little one had left us before I could even take him in my arms.

Naa Lamiley squeezed my hand once, briefly, then shifted to her knees and stood. I wanted to, as well, but with great effort I only managed to make it halfway – a squat. It was about time to carry out his body – I remained on the floor. She bent over one of the flames – I remained on the floor. She blew one candle out, then the next, and then another. Finally, she lifted the baby’s body and carried him from our room. I remained on the floor. The darkness comforted me.

Through the open doorway, I watched how Naa Lamiley weighed my baby in her arms, how she lay his body gently down onto the palm leaves, how she adjusted his head lovingly, pressing his lips together. How she blinked her tears away. I leaned back against the wall, closed my own eyes, and dozed off.

By sunrise – his body was still warm – the older women, toothless and spitting, had assured one another that I had best forget about it all as quickly as possible. They sat together on the bench directly in front of our hut, watching the morning unfold. The one whose eyesight was poorest nodded emphatically in Naa Lamiley’s direction as she pronounced that I was still young and could, God willing, bear at least three more healthy children one after another.

“Or,” Mami Ashitey cackled, shaking her broom, “perhaps all three at once!” And as if this were the best joke of all time, they began to laugh in unison. Their ribcages shook, and their eyes wept tears of laughter. I bit my lip. Did they not know the prophesy had foretold that I – the woman they all called Ada – would accompany only one child into adulthood?

Naa Odarkor, who was frying up the masses of shrimp which would later be brought to market, threw her fan to the ground and leaped over the coal stove. She had to prop up the toothless one whose hearing was poorest, as she began to laugh so mightily, she almost fell from her bench.

Forget it all as soon as possible? I fought to hold on to every memory I had of him! I clung with all my strength to the sour scent of my son. His murmuring still resounded in my ears, as though he had only just stopped nursing. And I longed for this again, o! My swollen breast all but robbed me of my breath. As chapped and tender as my nipples were, I wished for nothing more than to exchange the agony in my engorged breasts for the torture of nursing. Naa Lamiley shook her head and chewed at her cracked thumbnail, while the toothless ones began to laugh at me once more. But it was really true that I could still feel how he had gazed at me as I had held him in my arms. Like a promise he would stay with me for ever. Or perhaps, a promise that I had never really lived without him.

“Eh-eh!”

“He’s not your HUSBAND, o!”

I turned away. So, then I should only mourn someone with whom I once had lain? Pfft!

I did not want a grave. There should not be another forgotten, overgrown place for which no-one would care after we had departed – and that would be soon, after all: We were only waiting for a sign. No grave. But there should be a ritual, Naa Lamiley knew which one.

Not until early evening, after the hearth fire had been fanned, the soup cooked, and the yams mashed – not until all of us had eaten, only then would one of my mothers “take care of the baby”. Unless I could steal away with him while the toothless ones – surrounded by plucked feathers and slaughtered hens – continued to chatter on excitedly. I would walk to the great water, approach its edge, and permit the tiny, peaceful body to glide out upon the waves. This was my wish.

Because I did not yet want to show myself at market – it was still too soon – I sent Naa Lamiley instead to collect the two or three yams we needed for the ritual. She nodded, first in exhaustion, then in determination – disappearing with a basket of smoked fish. I also threatened to disappear. Before my eyes an all-encompassing blackness spread. A hole. Were I to fall into it, there would be no escape.

The toothless ones calmed themselves, and the hens, too, ceased their clucking and flapping. Mami Ashitey cackled on, hobbling about and fluttering her arms in the air.

“Naa?” she cried, her right eye tearing.

Naa Odarkor shook her head. Seconds before, she had watched as Mami Ashitey rubbed her face with her dusty hand. I should have removed whatever it was that ended up in her eye – it would have been better, for Naa Odarkor’s fingers shook – but it was still too soon. I could not tolerate Naa Odarkor’s loving gaze upon her wife, the tenderness of her touch, the pettiness of Mami Ashitey’s pain. By the time I had turned away, it was already over.

Gradually, they all resumed their activities – the sweeping of the yard, the fanning of the flames, or the chewing of kotsa. That the toothless ones still used kotsa at all! Even I only used the chewing sponge after meals or occasionally to remove a particularly foul taste from my mouth. But these elders? If they had had one single tooth to share amongst them, it would have been a lot! And yet they chewed day in and day out, as if they were trying in vain to grind down a piece of gristle.

My baby was covered with a white cloth and was safe from both the swirling dust and their flying spit. I just should have waited for Naa Lamiley. Even centuries later, I still will not know what I was thinking. In any case, the bracelet was already untied. I held it in my right hand and counted the golden beads with my thumb.

Thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two . . . thirty-three moon phases ago, when I had noticed that the line below my belly button was beginning to darken again, I had left no stone unturned. At first, I had prayed to Jehovah, the God of the whites, for I had been told that he was a jealous God, and thought He might appreciate that I had turned to Him first in my hour of need. And so, I had closed my eyes, folded my hands together, and moved my lips zealously. Still kneeling, the thought came to me that it would be prudent to next venerate the coastal deity, Ataa Naa Nyɔŋmɔ, because the combination of the masculine “Ataa” and the feminine “Naa” were surely more powerful than Jehovah’s one-sided masculinity. In the end, I could merely offer Ataa Naa Nyɔŋmɔ one song in Ga. My voice could not quite reach the high notes, but at least I had known the words. Then I had put on the bracelet, hoping this time that the golden beads might convince the dead to protect my unborn child. That, at least, was the subject of another hasty prayer in Arabic, which my first mother had taught me a long, long time ago. In the quiet after the duʿāʾ, I poked my distended belly button, and I was confident that my efforts could also please Allah. But all these efforts were in vain. My baby died anyway.

What was so wrong with me that my children did not come to stay? I saw nothing, for my lashes were too heavy with tears and pain, but at least I could still pray softly with my fingers and lips. And then, as I began to count the beads of the bracelet once more, it dawned on me: My son did not have to return naked to Asamando, like his brother before him. The golden beads, which by no means belonged to me alone, should adorn his waist. And the thought that in this way, the bracelet would finally return to my foremothers, comforted me a little. I sat beside him. The bracelet was not quite long enough, and so I carefully removed three threads from the seam of my cloth. With the tips of my fingernails, I bound them to the wire. The white cloth rustled in the light breeze. It had only a slight bulge beneath it, looking almost innocent. I touched this tiny mound. How hard it was. Like a stone, it was.

“Oh!” I moaned, as I retracted my hand. My left hand again. The toothless ones were furious. In two strides, Mami Ashitey was at my side. She struck at me mightily, instantly disappointed that the fibres of her broom were too weak for this application. Then she cursed, turning the broom in the palm of her right hand and striking at me again with the wooden handle. Her movements were quick and precise, as though she had been practising for this all her life.

“O Mami!” My hands encircled my head. “Please stop, o! Please STOP!”

Of course, she heard me, but she acted as though the cries of the other toothless ones drowned out my own. Naa Odarkor nodded at each blow and made no effort to restrain her wife from punishing me.

Then Mami Ashitey struck me on the knee on a particularly tender spot, so that my leg gave out. It simply happened: Strike. Kick. Suddenly the white cloth under which – until that moment – my son had rested peacefully, lay beside a stiff, baby corpse. Astaghfirullah.

A few excited hens.

Four toothless elders, one with broom.

A young woman with a bleeding forehead.

A recently deceased child.

This is how he likely first came upon us, the white man from the sea—

Stratford-le-Bow, March 1848

I glanced back at him.

While he dressed. First the stockings, then the trousers. Never the other way around. Then his undershirt, shaken out two times. He worried, otherwise, that his overshirt would not sit properly. The tips of his elegant fingers encircled the buttons, one after the other. And he quivered with rage. Cher Charles.

I could have avoided this argument if I had merely conceded to agree with him unconditionally. And often I did, especially in those days, because it had become exceedingly exhausting to quarrel with men like Charles. Men who actually considered themselves to be “the good ones”, and yet – between the Africans on one side and the women on the other – never knew where to expect the next challenge to their God-given authority, and therefore fought pre-emptively on every front at once. The confidence with which he had presumed to tell me something of probability theory was actually quite comical. It would seem the constricting impact of a corset affected both men and women alike. I kept my internal commentary – “Darling, what actually goes on in that little head of yours?” – to myself, and counted silently to ten.

He held one of my calculations for the Analytical Engine in his hand, reading glasses balanced on the tip of his nose.

“Hmm.”

He tapped on one of the lines with his index finger. Perhaps it had been rather unconscionable of me not to acknowledge him at once.

“You’ve made an error here,” he said. “There’s a comma missing.”

I examined the spot without turning my head, then returned my gaze to him. I decided on the response:

“Thank you, my dear.”

I sat at my writing desk, quill pen in hand, and dipped the nib into my inkwell. I appended the missing comma to the sentence: “As soon as an Analytical Engine exists it will necessarily guide the future course of the science.”

He had nodded, removing his reading glasses and cleaning them with his cotton handkerchief.

“And what, precisely, does analytical signify in this context?”

I remember looking up at him, misinterpreting his earnest stare. Admittedly, my subsequent lecture was a bit longwinded.

His eyes had glazed over by the time I arrived at my conclusion: “One day, we will even be able to compose music with it!” I had raved. “The applications are limitless!”

What had prevented him from simply delighting in this with me? What a pitiful little man, I had thought. How he toyed sulkily with his goatee as he countered:

“If what you are describing were possible, a real scientist would have developed it!”

If I had merely kept my peace, we could have continued lying together side by side in the warmth of my bed. But after a certain point, even the last spark of artificial humility fizzles out.

“Yes,” I had nodded. “You’re quite right. I am that scientist.”

His cheeks had flushed. In answer to his question, as to what I meant by this, I could only look away, lowering my gaze. And of course that had not sufficed as an apology for Charles. I rose from my writing desk as he turned away and began to pull on his trousers with great, theatrical gesticulations.

I know I should have said something. I struggled to find the proper words. But I did not want to show how much his outburst had amused me. My forehead began to itch, precisely at that moment when his faith in me began to erode away once more. It was, for the umpteenth time, the beginning of the end.

In silence, I watched the conflicting voices struggle for dominance inside his head. Some roared, emitting withering tones. They harshly condemned his “special friendship” with me. Others – admittedly the quieter ones – spoke conciliatorily, attempting to excuse away the incident, bemoaning the overpowering allure of unrequited love. But the most powerful voices belonged unambiguously to his lower lip. They concentrated on my cantankerous insistence on being right: “Insolent!” and “Impudent!” and “Ignoble!” were only the first denouncements beginning with “I”.

“Ach, Charles . . .”

He loved the way I pronounced his name: Charles. Between my lips, with the French accent I reserved solely for his name, it sounded like a poem. A song of praise. There was a time when Charles had referred to me as “Notre Dame”. His eyes were closed, he had caressed my forearm, leaning his head upon my shoulder. I cleared my throat – just once – immediately and definitively assuring that he would refrain from ever calling me by that name again.

“. . . Let us not concern ourselves with such trivial matters as mathematics.”

I stood behind him, my breath tickling the place on his neck between his collar and hairline where his pale skin was exposed. “Tell me rather of David.” My lips brushed against the nape of his neck. “What is he doing? And his new father, Mr Murd . . . ?”

Of course, I already knew his name. Charles read to me from his most recent manuscripts at each of our rendezvous. And thus, he forced the reality of the London streets time and again into the privacy of my bed chamber. In those moments, I was wont to close my eyes. I allowed his stories to swirl about me – carried by his visions, through his voice, beyond my comprehension, deep into my heart. In this way, I came to appreciate all of his literary figures – more, even, than I appreciated my own family. I would have adopted the darling David in a heartbeat, who certainly did not deserve Murdstone as a stepfather. The fact that England possessed innumerable real-life orphans was something I could block from my mind with ease. We rarely spoke of my birth family. Or his seven children. Or my own three. We spoke only of those peculiar figures to whom we ourselves were married when it was positively unavoidable.

“Edward Murdstone.”

“Murdstone.” I nodded, kissing him again on the same spot. “Why must he be so awful, so dreadful?”

I felt how his heart threatened to burst. I perceived the sweat gathering above his upper lip. Charles, I thought, come back and lie with me. We could have pondered over literature and poetry and other immaterial things. We could have laughed while caressing each other. We could have fallen silent while missing each other. So long as we discussed nothing of the fundamentals of our “special friendship”, these rare, early-morning hours were healing for him. Beside me. Where he belonged. Of course, he underestimated how much energy this dance around uncomfortable subjects cost him, cher Charles. He circled them in ever-smaller orbits, drawing ever closer in recent days, until he got burned. The comforting security he felt with me was, unfortunately for him, the most dangerous part of the whole affair.

And yet, before this conciliatory side of my mind could take hold, the defiant thought arose: Why should I grant Charles my attention anyway? Simply because he always felt the need to share his feelings with me? He was a storyteller, after all! It was his calling to seduce and to confound. What did I stand to gain from such a person who spent his days manipulating people to acquire his wealth? To bring untruths and exaggerations into the world and, of all things, to be rewarded for these efforts? Not to mention his obsession with the poor.

My arms brushed gently against his hips. There was no need to hurry. Who would miss me? My lady friends? Perhaps. But only if they knew how I was spending my time. My mother? Hardly. She no doubt was enjoying her time in Ockham with her grandchildren, precisely because I was not there. William? Well. Since he had decamped to France two months before, I had only infrequently received word from my husband, and never with a mention of an impending return. I had no idea what he was doing there. Perhaps Lizzie would miss me. The dear thing. She had already made herself scarce yesterday morning, without my so much as asking her. Astonishingly, she often seemed to recognise what I needed, even before I did so myself. My mother was right: I would never find a better chambermaid.

“I’m off to see my brother,” she had winked with a little too much familiarity for my taste. “I’ll be back promptly for luncheon tomorrow.” There were a good nine hours in between, and I had some indecent notions of how Charles and I might spend them together. Patient and expectant, I played with his shirt buttons. My fingers tugged at them, I had almost opened the first and then – poof!

He freed himself quickly from my embrace, his necktie still open. The way I knew him, he would declare this to be the last meeting between us and I would finally experience – for God’s sake, just this once – his resolve. As he opened the door, his eyes fell upon my desktop. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared, he cursed me in colourful terms. I did not listen, and I understood him even less. His voice faded away behind my mental calculation:

[image: image]
(Or, how long it would take before a book landed on the street, if Charles were to throw one from the window, ignoring the current wind resistance, his left hand at shoulder height: 5.75 metres above the level of the footpath below.)

He stomped down the stairs, and I rushed to the window. A few moments later, I watched as he crossed the street, disappearing in the silence of the breaking dawn. I did not mourn his departure. I already knew my way around Charles’s attempts at determination, and I remained, as yet, unconvinced. He was an artist, after all.

The flame from the candle on the windowsill danced on, utterly indifferent to the recent goings-on. My reflection appeared like a spectre in the windowpane. Naked branches drifted through my hair; the faint glow of street-lights shone through my dressing gown. I had to laugh. I, who neither believed in ghosts nor religion, priests nor clairvoyants. I believe only in numbers, for those never lie. The spectre smiled back—

Kohnstein bei Nordhausen, March 1945

and then it vanished.

I don’t even know what pain is anymore. A bruised elbow. A broken heart. A burning sensation in the anus. All that would suggest this body still belonged to me. What a strange notion! I don’t even know where to begin. All the signs that I could bring life into this world are gone. It’s like a scolding from my uterus: “Yee ne’er pay the slightest heed, yee’ve loost yer past, they thieved yer present – Ah cannae bide it, Ah’m fer away an’ takin’ yer future wae me!” Even my mother’s bracelet is gone. “Property of the German Reich.” Like me. Nothing belongs to me anymore.

In this collection of moments that are not my own, I mostly flee into a floating, crimson room behind my eyelids. From there, I can observe the situation from something like an objective distance. I can. But I don’t want to. I never will.

If it happens at night and I can turn – head to the window – I often make it to the moon. I linger there, hopping about nimbly and licking the ground in curiosity. It would taste like powdered sugar. Lovely. If it happens in the early morning and I can wear the hair down, I shake – the head – imagining infinitely long and ashy blond hair. It would smell like cherry blossoms and lavender. Dreamy. In the afternoons, I’d be a track and field star, running faster than the speed of light! “Übermensch!” they would cry joyfully if I were Aryan. “Just like a man!” They would scream furiously if I were African. During the evenings, when the sessions are organised into fifteen-minute segments and should take no longer than two hours in total, I think up recipes. Culinary creations with asparagus in summer, or with chanterelles when the weather starts to shift towards fall. I’ll tell this one to Cuddle Bear, I think: Linde and I love to exchange recipes. Even though we hardly gain any weight, she calls me Fatty and I call her Cuddle Bear. I allow myself to develop feelings for her, because without her, I wouldn’t survive another day in Thirty-Seven. Besides that, I don’t have emotions.

And that’s why it’s possible for another stripe to be standing in my room without me even wondering for how long. Or even wondering how. It’s miraculous. They come – every fifteen minutes – and I don’t even notice. This one doesn’t look older than sixteen. He’s even scrawnier than I am – and it makes me think:


See him flying through the room, a footprint on his ass—

a fist would shatter his already crooked nose—

fingernails would be painted red by it

the cracked lips would slowly

spread over the face while

the hands would wind around his neck. Tighter. He’d look

at the lips while he gasped for air. Finally, he’d

hear endless, shrill laughter—

I’d watch everything from close by—

I’d wish longingly that

I could regain the sense of touch

for this beautiful execution . . .



I sit on the edge of the bed. I observe that he can still feel pain. And that’s the only reason I talk to him.

“We have names for you,” I whisper, as he undoes his pants. Hastily. He only has fifteen minutes, after all – at this point, probably less than thirteen. “We have names for all of you. That might surprise you. But we can count, too.”

Now his penis hangs between his legs, awkward and full of sadness. I wonder what it’s doing there. It’s supposed to be between these legs. I make the appropriate preparations and spread the respective body parts. His penis remains limp, and the fifteen minutes are almost up. The stripe descends into a cycle of victim or perpetrator? Perpetrator? But I’m way more of a victim than she is. Right? I know the look. Well, well, I think. You can’t be that much of a victim if your dick still belongs to you. And since I don’t have any possessions, I can’t really have an opinion. I just look on: a neither-victim-nor-perpetrator, a neither-good-nor-evil, a neither-man-nor-child, a nothing.

A pupil appears – encircled in grey-blue – in the hole in the door which provides the illusion of privacy to my visitors and me. I see the black pupil shortly before someone hammers on the door. I hear it, and I understand. I already know that they have their fun watching from out there, but the boy stares back wide-eyed at the jet-black pupil. Cute. He pulls his trousers up around his hips and ties them so tightly around the waist it seems like he’ll never take them off again. He disappears before I can even fully memorise his number. The first digits: nine, zero, eight.

The next one enters. What a red face! He’s dripping with sweat and smells like a dead fish. I barely take note of him, I just keep sitting on the edge of the bed. Because of Nine-Zero-Eight’s lack of action, I have no reason to wash or disinfect anything, freshen up, or set anything straight.

“Dzień dobry,” the next one says, closing the door behind him. It’s strange. Even though I have no past, a surprising number of people recognise a faded connection to Poland hanging over me. I’m not sure where it comes from. But it happens so often, it can’t be a coincidence. I don’t answer. There’s nothing “good” in this collection of moments, and I don’t think in units as big as a “day”.

The Pole sits next to me on the bed. He’s bigger and older than the scrawny one. I notice that he lays his hand on the leg and strokes the thigh. His palm is sticky. He clears his throat, kisses me on the cheek, and asks what he should call me. I hear moaning and creaking from next door. I understand everything.

“Jak masz na imię?” he asks again. That damn jet-black pupil appears at the hole again. This next one is lucky. I’m not going to try to hurt him. I just lie back and fixate on that goddamn jet-black pupil. I don’t blink.

“Będę cię nazywał Ada,” he whispers, as he lies down beside me. He licks the earlobe with the tip of his tongue. Call me whatever you want, I think. Yes, do with the body what you will.

This candle burns on.
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