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      I commissioned Olumide Popoola and Annie Holmes to go to the Calais refugee camps to distil stories into a work of fiction about escape, hope and aspiration. On another level, however, these stories also take seriously the fears of people who want to close their borders. It’s that dialogue that isn’t happening in real life. A work of art can help to bridge the gap.
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            Counting Down

         

         GPS tells me it’s eleven minutes. I don’t think that’s right. It’s too short. How can you cross a border, go from one country to another, and be there in eleven minutes? It took us two weeks to get here.

         The others laugh because I say I want them to call me Obama. We are sitting down by a tree to plan the eleven minutes.

         ‘Why not Clinton?’ Calculate says. ‘At least it would sound like you got some action.’

         I don’t know what he means; I know some boys who are called Clinton, back at home, in Sudan. It’s nothing special. But Calculate is old. I normally wait for him to speak.

         It’s getting darker, the trees are dipping themselves in silence. The others are looking at their phones. We need to agree on when to start the eleven minutes. We need to plan the forty-nine minutes after that, because if we have to walk all the way to the train station it will be that long.

         I don’t want to sleep in this country. Not tonight. 

         I search the others’ faces. Why is everyone quiet now? I just want to think big; you have to set your bar high. It’s one of the things Calculate has taught me, an expression.

         I say to them, ‘It’s just a little fun. Why not?’

         I am disturbing their thoughts. They are busy with more important things. Already these thoughts are like swimming with wet clothes. It’s heavy, too much to hold on to. It pulls you back. You could drown.

         I have made a habit with this thing, the names and the stories, always distracting them. I think they think that I cannot be quiet. Not when it is needed. Like now. When we are planning the next step, like Calculate says.

         Suleyman is coughing. He leans forward; his small chest comes out and he does harh-harh-harh, his tongue tired in his mouth. Earlier today there was a bit of blood in his spit. I check that he is not spitting now. He is leaning back against the tree, pointing his thumb upwards, his eyes closed. He does it all the time, the thumbs up. Even though he himself isn’t thumbs up. Not at all. When I first met him his face was round and black. Now he is grey and thin and his eyes are hanging like a bag of shopping.

         
             

         

         MG says, ‘Or Michelle.’

         I throw him a look that tells him to shut his mouth. With my mouth I say, ‘You’re not funny.’

         ‘You don’t understand. You can use it as Michel. It’s French. Man’s name. I learned in school. Michelle better than Obama. Better brain, my brother says. Nicer to the people, she is really for the people.’

         ‘And beautiful,’ Calculate says. He laughs again. ‘It would suit you.’

         I ignore him and turn my head to the side. He is still wearing the Leicester Hockey Club shirt someone gave him in Puglia. And the fake leather jacket. I told him it wasn’t real leather but he said he didn’t care. His hair and the jacket match. I think he feels older with it, grown up. MG doesn’t usually talk rubbish. His mouth is too quick but he is on his way to being smart. Calculate said it.

         I call him MG because he doesn’t use Western Union. Only MoneyGram. He thinks it is better. The rates, the service, the staff.

         I said to him, ‘Hey, little brother, it’s just ordinary people. Look at the shops, they are the same: news-agents, small grocers, phone repair shops. Nothing special, same kind, makes no difference if Western Union or MoneyGram.’

         The others agreed, but he is not convinced. He taps on his forehead with one finger. It’s shiny. It was the same when I first met him. It was hot there, it is not hot now. Still, his face is sweaty. This boy has a tap inside his forehead. It’s broken. It drips slowly, always leaving something on his skin. He knocks on that forehead, looking at us, when he wants us to listen. His finger is faster than the dripping of his broken tap that makes all the sweat. He looks ridiculous with his one finger hammering at where his brain is supposed to be. He says he knows, his brother told him. The brother said that they are trying to catch people using Western Union, the smugglers. It is better to leave it alone.

         MG put away whatever his brother sent him. Everyone did it that way. Someone sends it, you pick it up later, when you have arrived on safe ground. You couldn’t take money in the boat in case you lost it.

         But that guy and his brother. I want to push MG sometimes. Push him into the road, just to wake him up. If your brother is so great, why does he not come for you? Why does he not tell you how to get to the UK? To London even. Why does he keep saying, ‘I don’t know, I don’t know, all has changed,’ when you call?

         ‘Papers,’ MG says, ‘no papers.’

         
             

         

         ‘Can you be quiet now? I don’t want to get caught here.’

         Calculate thinks he is our leader. Because he is older, because MG looks at him – his eyes asking, Is this right? – when we have to make a decision.

         I answer that I don’t need to be quiet. There is no one here. No one can see us. But Calculate puts his finger on his thin lips and puts his backside on a bit of cardboard he keeps in his bag and leans against the tree that is near Suleyman. He tells me to be quiet again. MG is throwing his eyes at me, shy. I haven’t replied to his Michel idea. Why? It’s stupid. 

         GPS moves his shoulders up, then lets them fall. He wants to say sorry that way. Sorry, but Calculate knows what we need to do. I don’t understand GPS sometimes. Have we not made it most of the way without Calculate? But I just open my backpack as if I am looking for something, my lips holding each other tight.

         
             

         

         When I met MG some days ago I looked at him and said to myself, This guy is scared. Sweating too much. It’s just a line, I wanted to say, for you to wait in. Nothing can happen now, little brother. You survived the boat, you have been picked up by the coastguard. You survived the crazy people who want to keep their beach clean, free of refugees. They think refugees make their summer income leave through the back door. Tourism does not want to see any dead bodies floating onto the sand. A man told me this. That man spat in front of my feet. I didn’t understand him. That is how I met Calculate. He translated it with his funny Arabic. I didn’t spit back. I just nodded. And smiled.

         I would never talk to strangers like that in my country. My first lesson in this Europe. But there are others who have a different view. Tourism or not, there is war. People are fleeing. They feel it is their duty. One of those gave me a backpack. She was waiting at the street that runs by the beach. She said there were clean clothes inside. And some food. There was also a note, a postcard written by a child. It said, Welcome. And, We hope that you will be happy and that you will be with family and friends. Safe.

         I wanted to say to the sweating boy we didn’t yet know, Nothing can happen now. You are in Europe. This was before the man with his opinions and Calculate’s translation.

         GPS and I smiled at MG. GPS stretched out his hand. The fingers danced in front of his body: it’s beautiful. He stopped when they had touched enough air, waited for MG to shake it.

         ‘Welcome to Italy,’ he laughed.

         MG, who we didn’t call MG then, laughed too. His hand went swimming in GPS’s. He wiped his face with his T-shirt.

         ‘My brother…’

         It was the first thing he said.

         GPS says MG is in love with his brother. I think he is just too young. He says he is nineteen but I don’t think so. There is no hair on his face.

         I said, ‘Your brother?’

         But he replied, ‘Welcome you too.’ Then he smiled. Big smile. This is the best thing about MG. Besides the brother who sends money. He can make his face become a curtain that opens fast. He can make it very large, big, happy. First there is nothing, just a boy who pretends to be a man, with a few lines on his face that make him look like an old man Photoshopped onto a baby’s picture. Then, sunrise, the movie is starting, the face is already the happy ending. That is how MG smiles. 

         GPS turned to me.

         ‘I think this is what they mean by cute,’ he said.

         I agreed.

         He asked MG, ‘Are you here with your brother?’

         ‘No,’ MG replied. ‘Alone.’

         I didn’t ask him, that first day we met, why he was alone. He is too young. Even a mother from his culture would not agree that you can leave your home alone if you are a baby like MG. Even if there is war. But I didn’t ask. You can’t ask everything. Instead I said, ‘They gave us a tent. We need someone to share it with. It’s for four people.’

         The nights that we have been travelling MG sleeps early – it must be because he is still growing. GPS and I sit together and talk about the future. When we get there. Calculate doesn’t sleep until late. He always calls his family, who are still at home, in Syria. He walks off with his short legs, his belly showing under his shirt, phone in hand, his hand scratching his growing beard. I say to GPS that you can still shave, that Calculate could have asked the volunteers for razors. GPS’s reply is quick: ‘It’s not important. That man has other problems, much bigger than shaving.’ I think that it is not good to come with a beard that is not even stylish, looking like you have not washed properly. I too have bigger problems than that. Still. But it is me who started, so I leave it.

         When he finishes on the phone Calculate wants to talk, always. His shoulders will be hugging his belly, his face so tired he will have to hold it sometimes, his arms on his knee. He will sit next to MG and put his arm around him and MG will put his head on Calculate’s shoulder. They will sit like that while Calculate gives us lessons in good English.

         I thought MG was calling him uncle, but GPS says it’s baba. Father.

         Calculate says when we arrive we should present ourselves at the first police station. There we claim asylum. I ask him how it works, claiming asylum. He says you just say you are a refugee from Sudan. You want to claim asylum. They will interview us and that is how it starts.

         Calculate knows good English because he has studied it. He likes English literature, he says. If he hadn’t become an engineer he would have become an English professor. I also studied engineering, so I look at him thinking why. English is good to speak, but it is not a profession. My eyes are wider than they should be, my question is there, anyone can read it. But with my mouth I say, ‘I understand.’

         Calculate says that what he’s teaching us is just some tips, some things his friends who are already in the UK have told him.

         ‘Most people don’t know enough,’ Calculate says.

         MG jumps in. ‘Some of us want to go to Germany, some to the UK, others to Denmark, because we don’t really know where it is best, who will welcome us.’

         That is when Calculate says, ‘You are getting very smart.’ 

         MG pulls open the curtain from his face, like he is running out of time. In one second his face is beaming.

         
             

         

         There are five trees here. Suleyman is leaning against one, one hand on the grass, the other on his chest. Alghali is sitting next to him and gives him water once in a while, when the harh-harh-harh starts again. Not like laughing but like spitting air out with great force. You can hear the scratching inside his chest. Alghali is so light that I say to him he is just like an Egyptian. He doesn’t think it’s funny but that is not new to me – he never laughs at my jokes. I think he is worried. How will you present yourself at the police station and say you are from Darfur when your skin looks like you are Arab? But it’s not my problem. Alghali is never smiling, his forehead is always making lines, thinking. All of us are thinking a lot, but Alghali makes the most lines on his face.

         Suleyman and Alghali cannot be without one another. Like GPS and I, they are good friends. But they never separate, not even to speak to someone.

         Ibrahim is sitting by the tree closest to them. He keeps his eyes shut, but I can see he is watching them, trying to be part of whatever they do, as usual. That’s why I call them twins plus one. Unnamed. But I never say the unnamed part, it’s too long. Sometimes I say to them that they are only six days old. It’s a joke, because in my country you get your name seven days after you’re born. The whole village comes and looks at you. Although you are covered up because of the evil eye, still the whole village will come to greet you and to hear your name. If you don’t have a name you must be less than seven days old. The twins plus one don’t laugh. Their eyes are tired. I talk too much.

         Ibrahim takes out some water and offers it to Suleyman. It’s stupid. Alghali is already doing that. But he wants to be more than plus one – he wants to belong to them. Good luck with that.

         Calculate’s phone is ringing. He gets up to walk down the hill for privacy.

         
             

         

         We met Calculate in Puglia. All of a sudden there was this man by our side, pretending to be our friend, walking with us. I didn’t notice the three standing by a street corner. Bang! I walked straight into Alghali, our heads knocking together. They were about to get upset because they thought I wanted to make them angry. Calculate looked behind him. He was coming from the police station, but no one had followed him. So he explained how it was all his fault, my walking into the twins plus one. We started talking.

         Here we are now, making plans for eleven and forty-nine minutes.

         
             

         

         ‘Distant relations, you are,’ Calculate says, because GPS and Alghali are third cousins. But because they have never met before they only move their shoulders up and down, quickly so Calculate does not really notice. Calculate sums it up: ‘It’s not very close.’ He explains that ‘sum’ is used in different ways but that summing up is also something that we might have to do in the future. When it comes. The summing up of our situation. Of what is going on in our country.

         ‘When you claim asylum you sum it all up.’ He laughs and his eyes become so small they fade into his unshaven face until you only see two lines with a little hair.

         I can make jokes at any time but even I don’t understand why he laughs. ‘How do you sum up genocide?’

         He is quiet after that.

         I tell GPS that I think Calculate likes to be a philosopher, but GPS says it is just because Calculate wanted to be an English professor and now he has to compensate for it. Both of his hands are open like a question. The long fingers curled upwards, his shoulders raised. I know he learned it from Calculate. To compensate for something. I heard them, but I was busy thinking of a new name.

         
             

         

         MG is taking out his sleeping bag and lying on top of it. He looks at me.

         I say, ‘Lots of time.’

         He closes his eyes. 

         
            *

         

         The first night the twins plus one and Calculate stayed with us, Calculate said I should come and walk with him.

         He asked, ‘That boy, MG, where are his people?’

         I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. I met him yesterday, changing money.’

         ‘He’s alone?’

         ‘I think so.’

         Calculate didn’t have the beard yet, but he was already scratching it. We walked for a bit longer, then he showed me.

         ‘I have been here for two weeks. See over there?’

         We had reached another campsite. It was a stupid question. Why not just say what you have to say? But of course I didn’t know Calculate then, so I just made ‘Mmh’ with my mouth.

         ‘I was staying there. I met some kids. They were by themselves. I shared my food with them every day. One of them was waiting for his uncle. They had been separated on the journey, but now the uncle had found out where his nephew was staying and was on his way. One morning the children were gone. Disappeared. Except for one of the bigger boys. Men had come and forced his friends inside a van. He ran and hid. Two days later the uncle arrived. No one had heard from his nephew.’

         Calculate stood there for a long time. He didn’t say anything else. After a while he wiped his forehead.

         ‘Let’s go.’ 

         Before we got back to the others he said we must take care of MG. All of us. He didn’t want the same to happen to him. I said, ‘That’s why I said stay with us. He’s too young. You cannot make it alone.’

         That first night Calculate slept with us in the tent. Next to MG. They whispered in their funny Arabic I couldn’t understand until it was only Calculate’s voice and MG’s breathing.

         
             

         

         Calculate is coming back.

         No one has said whether they will call me Obama.

         Calculate says, ‘It’s almost time. Make sure you are ready. We can’t wait until it’s completely dark.’

         What we need to get ready for I don’t know. We are ready. We were just waiting so it’s dark enough for us not to be seen. MG has his eyes closed again but he can jump from deep sleep to 100-metre race. I saw it when we left our tent in Puglia. And GPS is just staring into the space that is getting blue and grey, the shadows dropping behind the trees. His eyes are far away. GPS loves being quiet. Like MG’s curtain opens when he smiles, GPS’s face closes. He needs to lock it so nothing can come in and nothing can leave. Then it’s just him. No one else.

         When it’s me and him I can make him laugh. He will say, ‘You’re not as funny as you think,’ but he will still laugh.

         Like when I told him, ‘I know now! Twins plus one.’ 

         And he looked at me with his what now? look. I pointed at Ibrahim, Suleyman and Alghali.

         He laughed.

         
             

         

         I put my hand on GPS’s shoulder. He jumps a little. He hasn’t yet come back from where he went this time.

         ‘We’re getting ready.’

         I don’t believe it will take eleven minutes. Everything so far has taken longer.

         
             

         

         It’s quiet. Nobody is saying anything. I can only see where my feet are touching the street and the edge of a field on this side. The houses have stopped. Calculate and MG are ahead of us – I saw their shadows passing the sign. I check my phone. They made it in nine minutes. Calculate wanted to see whether all was clear. If not he would warn us, because Suleyman cannot run today. They will be waiting for us. I wasn’t in the mood to hurry myself. Why? Eleven is eleven. It’s not less than eleven.

         The twins plus one, GPS and I are walking by the side of the street. We make it in seventeen minutes. That’s good enough.

         There is nothing special on the other side. It looks the same. But now we are in France.

         I can hear his ringtone, an old pop song, before I can see his shadow. I have heard it so many times in the last few days it drives me crazy. I said to GPS, ‘Why can’t he put it on vibrate?’ I don’t want someone to notice us. GPS agreed. We arrive where they are waiting for us. Calculate answers his phone and walks off.

         He is back in less than two minutes, sweating.

         ‘Let’s go.’

         It is annoying. We were going. We only stopped because of him. But I cannot say this. I look at GPS; my eyes are rolling, but he doesn’t see it. Calculate rushes ahead now, pulling MG with him. He walks arm in arm, but I can see it’s not to be close to MG. Not this time. It’s because he wants to show us that we are too slow for him. MG turns around, confused, but there is nothing he likes more than being close to Calculate. Except talking about his brother.

         Ibrahim says, ‘We can’t walk all the way to the train station. We have to stop somewhere to rest. Suleyman –’

         But Calculate has already gone. I don’t think he knows where he’s going. GPS hasn’t even shown him the map on the phone. But this is the only street here. After some time, we see them waiting.

         ‘We better –’ Ibrahim is pointing with his head at Suleyman. He is really trying today, trying to become three instead of plus one.

         MG and Calculate are like stones. The air has run away from them. Calculate has one knee on the ground, MG’s black plastic bag and his leather jacket in front of him.

         ‘I was only checking.’ 

         MG’s face, which can shine like the sun, is closed. Much more than GPS’s has ever been. His body is shaking as if he is on vibrate and someone is calling him on repeat. I walk up to him.

         ‘What’s wrong, little brother?’

         ‘I went for a pee over there…’ MG’s voice is crawling over his lips.

         GPS asks Calculate, ‘What happened?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         Calculate gets up. There is money in his hand.

         ‘I was just checking to see what is left –’

         ‘It’s not yours! It’s mine! My brother sent it.’

         ‘I was just trying… We are all tired, we need to take the train.’

         MG presses his eyes shut.

         Calculate is getting angry now.

         ‘I need to get to Calais. I have to make the last train. Someone is waiting for me.’

         I still try to understand what I am seeing. Since we first met, Calculate has called MG ‘son’.

         ‘An agent. It’s already paid… My family, they are waiting. Waiting for me to get them out.’

         Calculate is angry because all his things were stolen in Puglia. He has nothing but his good English. He went to the police. I wanted to ask him if he was stupid but now that I know him I think that his anger makes him do things no one can understand. Not even he himself. He didn’t think. Next thing he was standing in a police station and someone wanted to fingerprint him. But you can’t get fingerprinted there. Unless you want to stay. Italy is like Greece. Collapsed. There is no future there. It won’t come if you stay. Your future will disappear. And I have already seen that. In my own village.

         That’s when he ran, found us, walked off with us as if we were friends.

         I step forward and take the money out of Calculate’s hand. It’s more than twenty euros. Enough for the train but not enough for two. MG takes the money, tears on his face. GPS comes over too and touches his hair.

         Calculate is standing with his hands open, like GPS did when he told me about to compensate. His shoulders are trying to say sorry, they sweep the floor. But his mouth does other things.

         ‘I have a son. A real son. I left him. They are waiting for me… I need to…’

         Alghali says, ‘We have shared whatever we have with each other. Not by force, not by theft, but by choice.’

         Suleyman speaks too: it sounds like it hurts him. ‘Just because we put it all together doesn’t mean you can take it.’

         But Calculate’s cleverness has collapsed – he is losing everything he knows.

         ‘Do you understand? There is a boy like you waiting for me to get him to safety. My son, my real son.’

         MG pushes us away. He looks at Calculate. Nobody is making a sound. He takes some time, then he clears his throat. His lips form an O; his tongue helps to push it out, the spit. It lands, summing everything up, right in front of Calculate.

         We all move now. All of us. Except Calculate. I say to MG, ‘Adnan, you really are someone.’

         MG smiles. It’s sad but he is also proud. I have never called him by his name.

         ‘I have it from my brother.’

         We walk for a bit without talking. Calculate is behind but he is too far gone – he is not part of the group any more.

         MG says, ‘Thank you,’ turning to all of us.

         I ask, ‘For what?’

         He puts his arm through mine and through GPS’s on the other side and starts walking again.

         ‘Welcome to France, Michelle.’

         Suleyman starts laughing, but his chest pushes up too much and he holds it, bending over, coughing. Harh-harh-harh. GPS opens his face; the laughter falls out like his hands: beautiful and long.
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