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“I’ve never had  a problem seeing certain things. More a problem of avoiding seeing, if you get what I mean.”

“No.” Serone looked blank, and not for the first time, Femin caught herself thinking that he might be a shaman, but he wasn’t a particularly smart man. But he wanted her help, wanted her to do something she could do, but wouldn’t do, and she had to make him understand.

“Well, throughout my childhood, I kept catching glimpses of things. Strange things. Strange people. Out of the corner of my eye, or if I looked up quickly. They’d be there, then they’d be gone.”

“And no one else would see them?”

“No one else could see them. I didn’t realise that, until I was about six.”

“What happened when you were six?”

“When I was six,” she took a deep breath. She’d never told anybody and it was difficult to break the habit of a lifetime.

“When I was six, the glimpses of things went away; because my mother took me to see the village Shaman. Who made that problem go away. And because I got a new friend. Only I didn’t know that at the time.”

Serone got up slowly, and walked over to the fire pit. He picked up some wood, and placed it carefully in the centre. As if he knew this would take a while.

Femin watched as the smoke curled lazily upwards, though the small hole in the roof. Outside, the sound of cattle, the rustling of leaves, soothed her.

“What did the Shaman do?” Serone’s shoulders were hunched, as if he expected her to blame him, somehow.

“He made me head-blind. Dulled my senses of...spirits.”

“Things...were very different then, when I was small. You might not remember. Each village kept to itself. War upon war had left everywhere having to build itself up- even 3 generations later.”

Serone nodded vigorously, and picked a piece of bac out of a pouch, and started chewing it.

“Oh I remember all right.” He cleared his throat, chewing slowly ” We were taught to be suspicious of all those not of our village. They might take what we have. Crops, cattle, children.”

Femin sighed. “The fear of each other, held us back for so long. There were always skirmishes between rival towns, villages. Threats of violence breaking out. Children could be snatched. On of my great aunts was stolen as she went to market with my great grandmother. Gma said a group of strange women jostled her, so she dropped her bags. She just let go of Nahanee’s hand for an instant. Just an instant.”

Femin shook her head, and Serone drew in a breath.

“Children sensed adult fears. It made some of us nervous, some of us too imaginative.”

“Why would a new friend stop you seeing ‘things’?”

She shot him an irritated look.

“Because of the type of friend she was. A little girl called Tulu. 

One day, I was playing in the children’s hut in my family compound, on my own. And there she was. I didn’t see her come in. We played with my dolls and my pens. And when she left, I didn’t see her leave. When I talked to some of my sisters and cousins, they hadn't noticed a strange child. Even when I described her- very small, very long plaits right down her back, a wide brimmed straw hat pulled well down over her face over a long fringe, shy enough to keep her head bent so I only really saw her mouth. Dirty fingers. Long tunic and leggings even in the heat.”

Serone looked  startled. “You said all that?”

Femin snorted. “Not at six years, no. I’m telling you now with an adult’s memory.”

He frowned, then looked hesitant.

“Are you saying-?”

Femin raised her hand for quiet, knowing that he was starting to get it.

“Of course, I was only six. At that age, children are very accepting. Tulu was nice, and wanted to play with me. She didn’t tease me, and didn’t mock me. She came back next when I was waiting in the fields, under a baobab tree for my G’ma. She was checking on some of our cattle, and I was sitting by myself. I heard a small voice say ‘Hello’ and turned round and there was Tulu, looking down on the ground so I could see her hat. We played with the doll I had brought with me, and with the grass, which we tore and plaited into tiny little dolls. I talked, and Tulu listened. It was nice. It was very sunny and the sun was behind her. So I couldn’t really see her face then, either. When my grandmother called me, and I looked up, when I looked back, Tulu was gone."

Serone shifted, eyes fixed on her. Femin’s voice was low, tone dispassionate, eyes looking into the distance.

“Our village was separated from the nearest one by a field, and a narrow stream. This border was guarded, yes. And our 2 villages had an uneasy truce, brokered by their Shaman and our village Priest. And naughty children- on both sides- had been known to-“

Serone interrupted “- slip between the two?” Femin nodded.

“”It was risky, though. They could get into big trouble. Slip into the wrong village and they could be—.” She halted. Then resumed.

Serone said it, softly. “It was thought that some of the worst villages used children to entice other children away”. Femin nodded.

“I told G’ma about my little friend. Like most adults, she didn’t really listen to children. So, Tulu kept visiting me at unexpected times. Always at a time when none of the other children were around. And after two or three visits, she asked me if I wanted to come and see her house, and her dolls. She said it was not too far away. Of course, I knew that I wasn’t supposed to go outside the village walls. But Tulu said her house was near, and her dolls were nice. We set out for her house two or three times, as I recall. Each time we got near to the village gates, something would happen. On one occasion, a neighbour walked by, asked me where my older brothers or sisters were, then led me home. Of course, I told him I was going to visit a friend, but of course Tulu wasn’t there. On another occasion, we got as far as the road leading to the gates. I think on that occasion my big brother, Na-Femin was playing with his friends, and grabbed me up, scolding me.

The last time, Tulu came just before dusk. I was tired and irritable- recovering from fever I think. One of my younger aunts had been looking after me, and just stepped out of our sleeping hut. I was very reluctant, but Tulu insisted. She even had a doll with her, but wouldn’t let me hold it till we got to her house.”

“Sacred Father!” Serone’s voice was horrified.

“In whom our blessing rest.” Femin completed the prayer automatically.

“So, I set out with Tulu. Two little girls, hand in hand, walking to the gates. And just as we got to them, someone came through.” she paused, gathering her thoughts and Serone leant forward.

“Who? Who came through?”

“It was our village Priest, together with the Shaman from the other village. It just so happened that they had gone to the grove near the river, to pick herbs and plants which they planned to bless. Sheer co-incidence that they were making their way back together at that precise time. Sheer luck. And very lucky for me.”

“What happened?”

Femin ran a hand distractedly through the row of plaits on her head. They had been done only two days ago, hours of tight pulling, made bearable by the fact that she’d been with two or three other women having the same process, and the time had been spent most pleasantly in village gossip, and drinks of sweet ba. 

This was hard. She hadn't thought about this in many, many years.

“If they hadn't been together, they might not have noticed. But because they were together-“ she shrugged and Serone made a gesture as if to say ‘Get on with it!’

“Well, one of them the priest I think, said. ‘You’re Femin, Cala’s child aren’t you? What are you doing out here on your own at this time of night?’ because the sun had really started to set now. 

And the Shaman said in a strange voice 

‘But look, Yorr. She’s not alone. Who is that with you, Femin? Eh? I don’t recognise her.’ 

And suddenly, Tulu gripped my hand so hard it hurt, and she made a strange, hissing sound.”

Serone gasped, and leant forward even more.  

“And then, the priest, Yorr said ‘Blessed Mother! Step away from it, Child!’ and somehow, I knew he meant my friend. He and the Shaman looked horrified, and were scrambling for their gris-gris. Tulu gripped my hand even harder, so the pain was terrible and I tried to pull away. And as I turned to look at her the moonlight struck her face. Her head was titled upwards. And for the first time, I got a good, clear look at it. 

Her face. 

And I screamed. Screamed and screamed.” 

Femin buried her face in her hands with a shudder, rocking backwards and forwards, and Serone automatically put his arms around her, his mouth working trying to get the words out. Even though he knew what she was going to say.

“She had... no face. None at all. No eyes, no nose. And certainly, no mouth. That had been an illusion. It was just blank. Pale and smooth. And when I saw that, even at six, I knew what she really was.”

“Dwen.” Serone whispered, reciting prayers in his head even as he held her.

“Dwen” Femin agreed. “Not from the neighbouring village. Not an adventurous, naughty little girl. Dwen. Child Stealer. 

The Shaman got to his gris-gris first, thrust it in front of her, and began reciting words of Power. The Dwen dropped my hand, and started to hold its head, the hissing noise getting louder and louder. I ran straight towards the priest, who picked me up in his
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