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In memory of Angus Petrie, you are missed.









For all the parents, children, siblings and friends who will never be found.











You’ll die at sea.


Your head rocked by the roaring waves,
your body swaying in the water,


like a perforated boat.


In the prime of youth you’ll go,


shy of your 30th birthday.





 


– ABDEL WAHAB YOUSIF (AKA LATINOS)









PROLOGUE


One day in the year of my birth, a man I’d never meet finally decided that he’d had enough of the situation in our country. Maybe this happened as he sipped his tea that morning or as he kissed his wife, or maybe it was his wife who said it first: ‘It’s time, darling, we must change the world together.’ However it started, the repercussions of this decision would lead to me fleeing seven years later, would force the hot breath out of my mouth as I ran – for my mother’s life, for the memory of my brother and father – through a city that seemed to be roaring, whose bones creaked under the weight of the rest of the world. We would cross multiple countries and traverse borders that existed only in the depths of the sea. We would survive for just long enough to die for real.


Of course, you could trace the beginning of this war back further. Right now I’m in the perfect place to do it; my bones one small part of a museum exhibit. I could speak of the origin of walls, of the rising and falling of empires as regular as the tide, wiping everything clean, over and over again. Maybe you’ve studied history already, maybe not, but I guess you sense its presence on this page. It’s all I am, after all. To help you understand it, I could tell you the name of my country, the nature of my war, so you could pick apart my story, tell me how it really happened – but I don’t know the modern name anyway and, besides, it doesn’t matter.


Now I lie scattered, broken up into fractions of what I once was, no more than pieces of bone encased in glass and wood. The story of human evolution is right next door: Homo ergaster with her strong face and solid posture, hominid confidently strolling through the plains with no idea of what is about to befall him, Homo antecessor merrily spurring a porcelain fish from a dry river bed, and finally Homo sapiens, the interim victor. Yet we were not the only weavers of ritual, not the only ones to love and question, to mourn our dead. Homo neanderthalensis was right there with us, along with the elephants of course.


At night, as I hover through the galleries, I stare into the glassy eyes of animals I never saw alive, and, from what I hear from the chatter of my guests, can no longer be seen. Monkeys scream at me silently as I pass them on the staircase. They’re upset about the extinctions, right from the very first one up until now. In the case of the woolly mammoths, it was the warming temperatures in the south that forced them to flee, the first humans hunting the remaining refugees. Even the survivors of the Pleistocene transition are now gone. Here in the museum, the common-spotted cuscus, the bush-tailed rock wallaby and the rabbit-eared bandicoot stare out blind-eyed, nailed down as they are to wooden plinths, and call out a mute protest at their annihilation to a moth-eaten giraffe killed and stuffed in 1909. I wonder if they also inhabit this space as I do, trapped and unseen. Sometimes I wait, listening for their voices. Occasionally I hear a distant howl or hoot – and then, nothing.


There are other people with me, speaking a language that I know, though it’s not my own. Some of them I knew in life; some not, though I had at least seen their faces in the refugee camp where I lived. Now, we are all part of the same spectacle. Their voices surround me as do their bones; it is all we have left, half-lives and memories. We are displayed as we were found, our last moment preserved for eternity, lived relationships enacted still through entangled limbs held in place by the once sun-warmed earth that surrounds us.


I’ve tried to filter out our stories, our difficult truths and complicated lies. Sneaking around the darkened corridors of the museum and the archive room that the curators think is locked, I’ve managed to piece together an account of how we ended up here. We want to be understood. We are a lesson, and I hope that when it has finally been learnt, we will be free.









1


APATHY: A
BEGINNER’S GUIDE


BARRY


If I were to write a book about my life, I’d cut out all the shit bits. This bit here, for example, would definitely not be in it. This bit here is terrible: the waking up in the morning and not knowing what the fuck is going on, again, the opening of your eyes to the colour beige, the knowledge that you are somehow living a beige life and that this means that at some point, you clearly stopped paying attention. My precious guitar lies broken-stringed in the corner and there’s a stranger in my bed. I can hear her breathing, but have to acknowledge that I am only guessing at the gender of this person, which, along with their name, escapes me.


Outside, the close-cut grass of the lawn leading to the offensively bright blues of the sea and sky reminds me I’m in Florida and there’s a small sense of comfort in this knowledge. The gig last night went well, I think, although the second half is a little hazy. A touch too much of the good stuff might have been imbibed in the interval, but the crowd seemed to like it, they certainly made a lot of noise. This is usually a good thing, apart from that one time in Berlin when it was definitely a bad thing. Something else that would be left out of the book.


Tonight there’ll be a different venue, another few lines and a new stranger. This one is waking up. It’s time to be brave, to investigate, so I turn on my side and there she is, her blonde hair falling over her unlined face, a dried crust at the corners of her otherwise perfect mouth. A few freckles scattered along her cheeks. It’s tempting to rouse her, but suddenly she looks a little too innocent, and maybe a little too young, so instead I clamber out of bed naked and leave the room.


‘Sam!’ I shout as I approach the kitchen, ‘Coffee!’


Sam appears from his bedroom, his face crumpled. He’s not aging that well, our Sam.


‘Give me a minute, you bastard,’ he replies and he goes to the bathroom and pisses with the door open.


When he re-emerges, I ask if he knows the name of the stranger; we settle on Jade, though neither of us is a hundred percent sure. Sam clatters around the kitchen making far too much noise for this time in the morning. It makes me want to go straight back to bed but the stranger is there and I can’t cope with looking at her face again until I’ve had coffee. All the air wheezes out of the leatherette-covered stool by the breakfast island when I sit on it and makes me think of an old man’s lungs searching for air, and failing to find it.


Sam’s talking at me, telling me to put clothes on, asking me not to put my naked arse on the stools – my stools, I think, but don’t say. The person potentially called Jade enters wearing the shirt I wore on stage last night. They often do this, then forget to take it off when they leave and, the next thing you know, your favourite shirt’s on bloody eBay. Once I even had to bid to get my own jacket back.


I offer her coffee, a necessary courtesy, but Sam’s the one who actually pours it while giving me his I’m-trying-not-to-head-butt-you look, which I have, over the years, decided to take as a form of affection. In retribution he disappears, dresses, and leaves the house. I hate this bit and so try to get it over with as quickly as possible by asking if she needs a lift home, which I can give her on the way to the sound check. Chivalry is not dead.


The driver drops Jade – I’m now feeling quite confident about the name – off at the small apartment building where she says she lives alone. It’s two storeys, blindingly white, and has a neat little lawn all around it with a complex sprinkler system ejaculating water into the air at regular intervals. She kisses me on the cheek as she leaves and whispers her goodbye. It’s too much, this vision of another life, a life where you meet someone, get to know them, move into a little white house together, purchase a cat, etc. I turn away and pay attention to the passing traffic instead.


I arrive far too early for the sound check, but relieved to be there. When the band finally turns up, they make their way straight to the stage, nodding to me casually as they pass. They’re alright guys, but they’ve only been hired for the tour and, however much I concentrate, I can’t remember their names. Twenty-odd years ago I was in a real band. That’s how this whole gig got started. Steve, Gaz and Martin. The boys. We thought we’d be together for ever, but it didn’t last, of course, nothing does. Sam arrived just at the end, a fixer, and he stuck with me after the split.


I climb the stairs to the stage last, find my X, stand on it and test my mic. The arena is cavernous. I can’t see the outer reaches – it could be Dante’s inferno out there for all I know. With the edges of this universe unknown and the blinding stage lights I can’t see anything at all. I turn around to smile-squint at the guy on lead guitar. He nods at me in a way that reminds me he is paid to do it. I try not to show that this physically hurts me, a pain in my chest that grows outward, grabbing at my ribcage, constricting my breathing.


Back in the day it was Steve who was right there next to me every night, with his ridiculous moustache and fucking beautiful big blue eyes. Gaz was on drums, best drummer on planet Earth, couldn’t even see his hands move. And then Martin, sweet, mysterious Martin. As quiet as a mouse until you placed a bass guitar in his hands and then a sweating, pulsating, machine of a man exploded through his skin taking his T-shirt with him. Girls didn’t know what to do with him when they met him off stage. They expected the animal they’d seen playing these rough bass lines; instead, they met the mouse.


Being on stage now is like being surrounded by ghosts, reverberations from other gigs, in different countries, with better people, in happier times. Even that time in Berlin was better than this shit. These people are just strangers, fucking strangers everywhere, strangers without names and names without friends attached to them. Steve died of a heroin overdose six years ago, although what actually killed him, was choking on his own vomit. Death by vomit; one of the few moments when heroin overdose is the preferable statement to come out in the press, which is how I heard about it because Steve hadn’t talked to me for two years, after I slept with his wife, who I’m pretty sure neither of us actually liked very much anyway. Fuck. The pain in my chest is continuing to expand, I can feel it in my fingers, in my toes, pain is all around me, it’s everywhere I go. The knowledge that I will soon pass out or be sick or both is causing me to sweat.


Sam is walking towards me. He is the only person here who knows exactly what is happening to me at this precise moment, the only person in the whole goddamn world who even cares. He’ll lead me away, we’ll kill the ghosts together. The guy on drums is staring at me as I take Sam’s hand and clutch it tight while he helps me off stage. This bit is also not going in the book.


‘Come on, mate. You’re all right, everything’s gonna be fine,’ he coos at me and it’s almost too much, the softness of his voice, the fact that he’s the only person that knows me anymore.


In the corridor outside the dressing room I crack right down the middle. All I can do is curl into him and let myself be held. He guides me into the room and sits me down on the small suede sofa, placing himself on the chair opposite. He puts his hands on my face.


‘Look at me.’


‘No.’


‘Come on, you got to.’


I slowly raise my head and briefly manage to look him in the eye, but all the things we don’t, can’t, talk about are sat there between us, this is the problem with knowing each other, this is the risk that comes with knowing anyone at all.


‘No, mate. Not now and not here,’ he says, and I know I have to pull myself together, because Berlin was one thing, but by this point there are far worse things than bad gigs that I have to make myself forget. I take a deep breath, give myself a few sharp slaps and stand up.


‘You’re right. Pass me the stuff,’ the good stuff, the one true friend.


The gig passes in a blur of dizzying lights and smoke machines. Dreamlike, ecstatic, entirely forgettable. As the last song finishes, I experience a brief moment of actual euphoria, which ends as soon as the lights go out.


‘I love you Miami,’ I scream into the darkness, pondering the meaning of this. What is it about Miami that I love? I can’t think of a single thing.


After a deep bow I walk off the stage. Sam is there, just at the edge, waiting as he always does, but as I reach out to give him our customary hug, the craziness before the gig once again forgotten, forgiven, tucked away until tomorrow, he pulls back.


‘We’ve got a problem, mate,’ he says as he places a hand on my shoulder, ‘that girl from last night.’


Jade.


‘She was underage, mate. Where you dropped her off, that wasn’t her flat, it was her parents’.’


That thing about feeling like a shit tonne of bricks is falling on you? It’s happening to me right now.


‘What do they want?’


‘They’re already talking to lawyers, mate, they saw you. It was our lawyer that called me.’


More bricks, big, heavy, fucking bricks. The book doesn’t even exist anymore, nobody would read a book written by this person.


‘But?’


‘There is no but this time.’


‘But last time…’


‘Last time we fucked up this bad, we were on home turf, we had room to negotiate.’


‘Money? Surely they’d take money?’


Sam’s just shaking his head by this point, like the conversation is over, like there’s nothing we can do. Part of me is still waiting to hear that this is a joke, but the other part of me knows it’s not, and that part of me is shitting itself.


‘The New York lawyer is flying down to meet us. She’ll be here first thing tomorrow. We’ll have to cancel Atlanta, maybe the rest of the tour.’


The strangers, the band, and all the rest of them, will hate me. I need to get home – preferably to one of the homes in another country, best of all, the one in London, the first one, the real one, the one where my cat would live if I had one – but Sam says I’m not allowed to leave. The driver takes us to the Miami home, the beige home, and my hands only stop shaking when I’ve downed three shots of vodka.


The doorbell rings and we both jump.


‘That’ll be the police.’


I know, by the way he says it, that he was expecting them.


‘What? They can’t arrest me, can they?’


‘Yes, mate, you’ve been accused of a crime, this is what happens. The lawyer held them off from coming to the concert, but now you have to go willingly.’


The bricks are stacked so high now that a guy’s turned up with cement to make sure his handiwork stays in place, he’s blocking up all the air holes.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I didn’t want you legging it and making it worse,’ says Sam as he walks to the door.


I can hear them walking down the corridor towards me and Sam’s right, I have an overwhelming urge to leg it, but instead I hold out my wrists like I’ve seen them do on TV. This will be the night when my career finally, inevitably, dies, and with this knowledge also comes a sense of relief.


They walk me outside and I raise my head just enough to check the press aren’t here yet. One of the cops puts a hand on my head to stop me hitting it on my way into the car and I have the overpowering sensation that I’m living someone else’s life, that there’s been some terrible fucking confusion but that in a minute it’ll all be alright again and I’ll be at home with my fourth vodka, Sam and an old movie.


But it’s not stopping and the pain is growing in my chest again. There’s no Sam and no comfort. I’m pretty sure the cop car is expanding and contracting with my breathing and each time it contracts there’s less and less room. I keep my head down. Some last part of my admittedly gigantic ego is refusing to die, or at least if it does die it’s refusing to be seen dying. I crouch lower. If just one person recognises me it’s all over, and, even if they don’t, the papers will find out anyway, they always do – well, most of the time. I might have got out of a scrape before, but back then Sam had had a plan. There’d been no problem, in the end, to get rid of – at least not the sort of problem that puts you in prison, just the sort that keeps you up at night and makes you think twice about standing on high ledges unsupervised.
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RITES OF PASSAGE


ANA


I’m still holding Catherine’s hand even though it’s now cold to the touch. I rub her skin gently between my fingers, as if I might bring back the warmth that was once there, and look around the room. This is the last moment in which this space will truly be hers. The dresser at which she would brusquely comb her short hair. The mirror, flecked with liver spots. The ink-stained wood of her desk, because in this house everything was constantly written on. The books on childhood development, various aspects of human rights law and a scatter of academic journals that lie piled with newspaper clippings about human migration. The unlikely floral curtains that must have come with the house thirty years ago. The cardigan slung across the back of the chair.


I look again at her face; her eyes still open but clouded. She was a force that moved within this world, and she is no longer. She was my mother, my other mother, and she is gone. I release her hand, leaving it on top of the bedspread, also floral and probably from a charity shop. She was a re-user of things. She did not believe in waste.


I make the phone call that must be made and can no longer be avoided. In the hallway I move my hastily discarded airport-tagged holdalls to make way, then go to wait outside the front of the cottage with the dogs. But I reconsider and instead take them upstairs with me one last time. They too must say goodbye. They sniff the air of the room and sense the change. One whimpers quietly, the other licks the hand I so recently let go of.


‘They will come to take her away from us,’ I tell the dogs, to prove to myself that I am still alive and have a voice. They clamber onto the bed and will not be moved until the ambulance arrives, when they greet the technicians by barking at their garish yellow and green suits.


A woman around my own age, with her hair tied up in a ponytail, tells me what I already know. With her colleagues she loads this body which I have loved for as long as I can remember into the back of the ambulance and drives away with it. I feel the loss of her physical presence instantly.


In the kitchen I take the bottle of good whisky from the cupboard and raise a glass to her. She does not respond, and I know that she will be quiet for ever now. She will not be coming back. I will not wake up in the morning and discover that this was all a dream.


The landline phone sits mutely on the kitchen table asking me to pick it up and find company, but instead I pour another glass. There will be plenty of time for talking. Other people would call their father at this point, but I have never had one. I pour another glass. I can hear Catherine telling me that I cannot go using her death as an excuse to fall apart, and then I give myself one night off from being sensible and knock back the whole shot. Just one night on my own with a bottle of whisky in an empty house that once held a family, even if it was only a family of two.


This is when the tears come in a rage of grief and self-pity; a great wide-open expanse of loneliness, so vast that nothing else is visible at the edges. All my horizons blur into the sky. The earth and the heavens become one. I find myself on the floor with my fists in my eyes choking back a scream buried deep inside me, like an ancient reservoir of oil waiting to bubble up through a well. The lone metal structure in the desert, rusty and creaking and unable to stop, is me.


Some hours later I wake up, momentarily confused as to which country I’m in, only to discover I am under the kitchen table, like the survivor of an earthquake. My throat is sore, and my eyes clogged and burning. The dogs are curled around me, trying to cushion me from myself.


I roll onto my back and stare up into the blackness of the table’s underside. Of course, I know, I will get through this, everyone does, or at least most people do. I drag myself up, hitting my head as I do, and bring the roaring pain in my skull to my attention. I go to make toast, which I will force myself to eat, and tea, which I will force myself to drink.


Behind the kettle, in the moonlit semi-darkness, is the framed and faded press clipping that announced my arrival into Catherine’s life. I take it out of the frame to hold it closer.


BABY BOMB


Bomb Squad Finds Baby on Tube




Last night an abandoned black suitcase was reported by passengers on a Bakerloo line train. The station was evacuated and the bomb squad was called. In the words of mission commander Detective Superintendent Bhalla, “nobody expected what happened next”. The unmistakable sound of a baby crying came directly from the suitcase. “We just couldn’t believe it!” Bhalla said. Officers approached carefully and found not a bomb, but a baby girl. The infant is thought to have been born outside of a hospital environment but evidence suggests she has been well cared for. She was found wearing a striped baby grow and blanket. She is now under the care of a local social worker. Police are urging the mother or anyone with knowledge of the child to come forward.





Catherine had been the social worker. When nobody came to claim me, she adopted me. Reading the cutting brings the tears back and I forget about the toast. I can’t bring myself to put the scrap of paper back in its frame, so I tuck it in my shirt pocket to keep it safe.


At some point I realise that dawn is approaching; the toast is long cold, and the trees at the bottom of the garden are silhouetted against the grey-blue of morning. I take myself upstairs and tuck myself in. Sleep has finally become inevitable and I do not wake until the full light of day attacks me. My body feels so heavy I wonder if I will ever move again. The headache is still there. I grope around in the bedside table drawer until I find painkillers. The dogs hear me and come upstairs to jump on the bed and nudge me to life with their wet noses.


I finally get up and make my way to the top of the stairs, avoiding looking towards Catherine’s room. Her door is open, her bed empty. The indentation of her head will still be on the pillow. The shape of her body will remain in the dips of the mattress.


It is time to call someone real. But still I hesitate. I let the dogs into the garden and make coffee. I drink it leaning up against the counter, like she used to, looking out of the window down the length of the lawn towards the woods and their darkness.


Today she will not feed the dogs. I will. She will not be here, though her notes and lists are still stuck to the fridge with magnets. She will remain unfinished, halfway through some things and yet to start others; a person who liked to be so efficient. Did she ever email the council about the recycling collection days? Did she order new ink for the printer or take her old winter clothes to the charity shop? Had she started the article whose scrawl of a title I can’t quite make out? Her handwriting had become spidery, like that of an old person, because without either of us noticing, that is what she had become. I try to make out the country the title refers to. I think the second line is the name of a charity she was investigating, but the last line is a mystery that I will not be able to ask her about later.


When she reached retirement, she took up writing to keep herself busy.


‘I can’t just stop,’ she’d said, ‘I’m not one of those people.’


It was supposed to be a hobby, but it turned out she wasn’t one of those people either.


‘I must take after my daughter,’ she’d say, laughing, as she sat down to pen some reply for the reader’s section in the nationals on immigration, or Brexit, or infringement into the green belt. ‘I have a lot of time to be opinionated.’


She even started a blog called Angry Old Woman Rants.


I sit at the kitchen table to call her brother in Seattle. Technically he’s my uncle, but I’ve never really known him. Uncle seems too close a family tie for the relationship we have. He says he’ll book his flights as soon as I have made the arrangements and, for some reason, this is the first time I’ve thought of this. Her funeral will be my job. This is what you inherit first. Familial duty. Burial rites. I call her lawyer. She gave me the number a few weeks ago for just this moment. I’m surprised now that she didn’t just hand me the will and tell me her wishes outright. This would have been the practical thing to do, but even practical people fear death I suppose. Even practical people think there might be some small cause for hope. The lawyer says she’ll call me back when she’s looked through the will and as I put the phone down I catch sight of Catherine’s bulging address book and realise that I haven’t even started yet.


Next, to put off everything else, I call work. Pete, my editor, gives his condolences. He thanks me for filing my copy on the famine in Yemen and tells me to take some time.


‘We’re here for you if you need anything,’ he says, and I nod and hang up, the memory of the dark eyes of children gone beyond hunger momentarily obscuring my grief. Their fragile bones. The powerlessness you feel when confronted by such an enormity of pain.


I look at the whisky bottle on the table, stop myself from reaching for it and instead pick up the address book. I open it by accident at my own name and see the neat rows of my university addresses and all the phone numbers I have had over the years. A few additional numbers from my ex-partners are squeezed into the corners. It’s a tiny biro map of my life drawn by the only person who knew me well enough to do so.


For my bedtime stories while I was growing up, at least once a week we would tell a new version of my origin myth. I’d cut out pictures from magazines and assemble a thousand different lives in what we called my “memory book”. We wrote down version after version, each illustrated by my own childish hand. I never imagined my birth parents as exiled royalty or foreign diplomats; I wanted them to be as real as I was, though I did believe they could be from anywhere. So one day I would be the daughter of an Indian carpenter, the next of a South American tribe. On another day my parents would be out-of-work Londoners struggling to make their way in the world, an ex-shop assistant and an unpopular novelist. Or a Bosnian bus driver and an office cleaner with no legal status. I could have had a DNA test to narrow it down a little, but I never did. I didn’t feel it would truly explain where I came from – only my birth parents could have done that and nobody knew who they were. On the up side, if I was from nowhere, I was also from everywhere. I was free. The world belonged to me.


Catherine was my only anchor to a geographic place. This house, this garden, these lanes and fields. This green, green land. Those long summers that seem, from the perspective of adulthood, the biggest myth of all. The only disruption to our quiet lives were the foster children who passed through for short stays between families, on their journeys between two lives. They were often distant, sometimes violent and always confused by the turns their stories were taking. I never held their anger against them. They were in pain, but without all the boundaries that we put in place as adults to protect ourselves.


Catherine protected me during my teenage years, when identity suddenly matters the most and the questions you have only ever asked in private begin to be asked by strangers, outsiders to your inner world, with no knowledge of the damage they can wreak.


‘Don’t you want to know?’ they’d ask.


‘Go back to where you came from,’ they’d shout.


At home, after the tears, we’d laugh at their stupidity and their narrow understanding of the world. They would never understand the freedom I had. In the end, we often decided that we felt sorry for them because they only had one story, one view, and no ability to see the many choices laid out before them. Of course, they also had a mum and a dad and a history they could claim as their own, but recognising this just made me cling to Catherine all the more fiercely.


My memory book became my diary and my only true confidant, allowing me to scrawl the feelings I couldn’t voice even to Catherine. My first love, a boy who passed through our house for only a few days, my second love, a girl at school who was so beautiful I couldn’t even form sentences in her presence. I stopped asking where I came from and concentrated on where I was going.


And then, two years ago, at the same time as Catherine was having her first tests and just before she started her first treatment, we finally found out. A call from the police station, another article in the paper. Twenty-five people had been found starved of oxygen in a truck outside Dover. Two of them, believed to be married, were thought to be my parents. They had been carrying a photo of me and a copy of the same newspaper clipping we have in the kitchen.


They had died trying to breathe.


When they left me it was likely because they were being deported and all these years later, they had been trying to come back. I was asked if I wanted to see their bodies. I said no. It was too much, it still is. They were not my parents. I did not know them. Having craved them for so long, having given them up with the rest of my childhood things, I rejected them. Their bodies were repatriated to their relatives in Afghanistan. I was no longer from nowhere, but neither was I from there.


Catherine tried to speak to me about it, but I refused. I went to work. I came here on weekends to look after her. I refused some more. Eventually, she dropped it. I told no one else apart from Callum, my only remaining friend from school. It was easier that way.


And one day, these press clippings, my memory book with my imagined lives and teenage romances, the handful of articles I’ve published which are good enough to survive a news cycle, will be all that is left of me. Just like Catherine’s lists and notes, her half-done things, I will never be finished.


I reach for the whisky after all.
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YOUR DEATH WILL BE TELEVISED


AMANDA


The truth is – and I hate myself for thinking this, but there’s really no getting away from it – that what the world really needs right now, the only wakeup call that could possibly work, is a really impactful photo of a dead kid. And impactful in this context is difficult. There are dead kids everywhere, quite literally, and it’s very easy to find their photos. But the world doesn’t want mounds of dead kids covered in dust, or headless dead kids washed up on beaches. It wants the perfect kid, the could-just-be-sleeping kid, the looks-just-like-my-nephew-when-he-was-three kid. Now, that kid is hard to come by.


This kid, the right kid, represents all the others neatly – doesn’t force you to ask too many questions, doesn’t come with wordy leftist explanations as to why the kid is dead (even if they’re right, even if I agree with them), does not make you question your lifestyle or your country’s past, does not make you look too deeply into the roots of it all. This picture is perfect because it makes everyone pause for just long enough to dig their hands into their pockets, or to make a quick bank transfer. And then they can carry on with their lives and we can carry on with ours.


This is where I’m at. This is where twenty-three years in the charity sector has led me. If a picture of the CEO of an NGO lying face down on the pavement would have the same impact, then I’d do it. I’d jump out the bloody window right now. In fact, I might do it anyway. This, however, is not an argument I can make in a board meeting. Several words will have to be replaced with the phrase media strategy. And the backup, if no perfect picture miraculously emerges? It’s even worse: it’s Barry bloody Knight, and even he’s not a definite.


I unbutton my jacket to let some air in and allow for breathing. I’m currently wearing a suit and I never wear a suit, but it’s to impress all the men I’m about to talk to. And now here’s Sophie, and she’s leaning on my office door in that way she does when she’s about to make my day worse.


‘It’s about Barry Knight,’ she says, and I want to throw something at the wall.


She holds her tablet right in front of my face, the headline of a British tabloid taking up the entirety of my vision.


A KNIGHT OF SHAME!




Barry Knight accused of statutory rape
under Florida law





I close my eyes and let out a long, ‘Oh.’


I manage not to swear, because it’ll sound angry, and obviously I’m not angry with Sophie. This is not her fault. She did not feed Barry drugs or beckon him towards the teenager, and I never wanted to be one of those bosses that took shit out on their workers. In fact, I never wanted to be a boss, at all.


‘Well?’ she asks, with her eyes all big. She has one of those faces that makes you just want to die from the innocence of it.


‘We’ll have to see if they intend to press charges.’


Back in my office I sit down at the computer and try to pay attention to the budget in front of me, a breakdown of Portaloo hire costs – installation, maintenance, cleaning, associated supplies – that’s been flagged as one of our over-expenditures. I have to work out which bit to cut – the number of units, the frequency of cleaning, the amount of supplies, whether or not to bother maintaining them at all or just let them become the giant pile of shit they are destined to become anyway. I think about one of the endless emails I’ve recently received from volunteer groups, this from an environmental charity offering to come and dig compost toilets. And despite the fact that this breaks numerous regulations, despite the fact that many camps are on rocky plateaus in the middle of nowhere or covered in tarmac, or both, suddenly it’s tempting – mostly because I like the idea of handing over this entire problem to someone else and having them say, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll deal with it.’ I am no longer sure that I want to be held responsible for whether someone living over 10,000 miles away – sometimes much further, sometimes a lot closer than most people realise – has a place to take a shit or not. I want the world to be a place where everyone who needs to take a shit can do so in a way that feels culturally and hygienically appropriate to them. It’s a simple enough wish, isn’t it? Well, not according to the board.


The computer’s gone to sleep and I wish I could too but instead I walk to the window. Outside the streets are slicked with rain water. Autumn sun glitters the trees in the park opposite, drenching the golden leaves in honey, reminding me of Greek food, of good meals and laughter.


I’ve been with the charity since the start and remain as hands-on as I can. I arrived when it was still a minor enterprise, a small group of well-organised, passionate people trying to do their best in difficult circumstances. We were like a family, but better, because we actually liked each other. We worked tirelessly on our campaigns, travelled to the countries where help was needed and worked there ourselves, facilitated the set-up of grassroots projects, supported communities to care for the children of their towns and villages who had been made orphans by war, even dug a few compost toilets. And I loved it. I loved the work and loved the people I worked with. But that was a long time ago. Now I’m the only one left. Alex had kids and moved to Dorset. Ruhi went on to work in banking. Jem died of lung cancer. Omar left the charity, and me, after we finished up a project in the Gaza strip. I should have stayed with him. But against all advice, even the drunken words screamed at my own bathroom mirror, I stuck it out with the charity we started together. I learnt to compromise, a little more each day, to keep this whole thing going. Barry Knight was already a low point and I should have seen this coming. Why couldn’t the stupid bastard just keep his cock in his pants for five minutes?


The camp he’s supposed to visit has been entirely forgotten by the authorities. The occupants – many of whom have already tried to cross the Mediterranean, before being dragged back – have also survived war, or climate crisis, or gender-based violence, or homophobia, or economic collapse, or political upheaval, or some deranged and damaging aspect of Western foreign policy – anything from the appropriation of fishing rights, to the industrial poisoning of farmland, to shoot-on-sight orders at our external borders – and now they’re stuck with less food than they had at home and the possibility of yet another war. A group of women who have lost their own children, and some who just want to give their time, are trying to look after the orphans. But they have next to no resources and now there are nearly five hundred bloody kids, five hundred kids who are about to have even fewer toilets. The only compensation they will receive are two tiny classrooms built by one of the overenthusiastic volunteer groups, though with these numbers they’ll be lucky if they get even one class a week. But if Barry is seen to be paying attention, then the public will do the same. It’s just that simple. Although it’s not, obviously – it never is – but it’s something.


Of course, at some point during the development of the charity, the fact that not all the children we worked with were specifically fleeing war, even though this is indeed what our name suggests, had to be discussed. The first time we talked about expanding our remit to climate refugees, for example, there’d been an argument.


‘It is a form of violence to carry on doing things that you know will negatively impact others, and it is our violence. It is people like us who are doing it,’ Alex had said, holding her pregnant belly, mindlessly eating one of those giant packets of crisps designed for a group of hungry teenagers. I had always thought people were supposed to crave healthy things, or strange things, or things they didn’t usually eat, but Alex had always loved crisps and pregnancy was a great reason to eat them constantly.


‘You’re right, it lands at our door, but governments and corporations have to act. We’re stretched already. How would we even get the funds? And if we did, how would we dish them out? There’s not enough of us as it is, Alex, and you’re leaving.’ Omar had shrugged his shoulders in that way he did, his hands raised up to the sky as if he was asking the universe itself about our collective sanity. ‘It’s crazy; we should concentrate on advocacy, on getting the word out.’


Omar. His photo is still on my desk, the two of us together. It was taken on the beach in Gaza a few months before he left. He has his arm around me; I remember the feeling of it, the feeling of safety and of warmth and of love. Our eyes are screwed up against the sun. There’s a candy floss seller in the background handing over a little pink cloud to a kid with rolled-up trousers wet from the sea. It seems like a long time ago now, and still the very thought of that day makes me shiver, as if I haven’t been warm since. But then it’s also just cold in here, the way it is in old, badly insulated buildings, and I pull my jacket sleeves down to cover my hands to warm them. It doesn’t help, so I reach down to touch the radiator under the window to see if it’s working. A weak heat is emanating from it. There is another office; the ‘central office’ which has proper heating and dimmer switches. But this is the building we started out in, graduating from the basement to the fifth floor. Despite the fact it can be bloody cold, has the feel of an abandoned public hospital and is on the opposite side of the river to where I actually live, I’m not quite ready to leave it. How long the board will let me get away with this, I do not know. They like to use words like consolidation and maximisation, and other words that end in ‘ation’.


Sophie’s back at the door again and is doing the sorry-to-bother-you quiet knock thing which I can’t stand because it’s pointless, and also because it underlines the fact that she’s not disturbing me anyway as I’m not actually doing anything useful.


‘Have you replied to that woman yet? Catherine Something, the one with cancer, the one who says she knows you? Only you asked me to remind you before I left.’


Of course I haven’t, further proof that I am useless. I can’t even remember who this woman is. I stare at Sophie until she continues.


‘The one that said she was dying and that she’d take us down with her if it was the last thing she did.’


Oh yes, how could I forget? How does she know me?


‘I’ll do it right now.’


The problem with investigative journalists, or writers, or dying women, or whoever this person is, is that they often fail to see the bigger picture. Okay, I get that the dead kid rant was strong and that maybe it should give me pause for thought as to where I’m at and, as a consequence, where this charity is at, but I’m a realist, I have to be. Being a realist is essentially my job, and in the real world compromises have to be made. So, this woman, Catherine Whatever-her-name-is, is probably worried about the conditions in the camps we work in, where the money comes from and where it goes, etc. Well, she’s not the only one; most national governments are worried, the board of this charity is worried, hell, even I’m worried. The only problem is that we’re all worried for different reasons. The board thinks that there are too many toilets, the journalist woman probably thinks conditions should be better and that there should be more toilets (although I still haven’t actually read her email), and the governments think that the camps should be worse, potentially with no toilets at all, so they don’t create a pull factor, as if having an adequate number of toilets will bring thousands running – ‘Have you heard, in the camp a little further north they have loads of toilets!’ ‘Praise be to God, we must leave everything and go there now!’ So, to be allowed to be there – to have access to these humans, to provide them with any services at all – we have to compromise, and that’s just life. That’s the bottom line.
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