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I Saw Life Jackets Left on the Beach



Kos, Summer 2015


I asked the waiter, but he shrugged.


Later he loaded crates into the manager’s car.


She looked dead on her feet, said something


about an extra sitting at dinner.


But there weren’t any new guests.


It was my two weeks in the sun.


I’d eaten nothing but lettuce


for weeks to look OK in my bikini.


The waiter stopped flirting, went quiet.


I followed him to the derelict hotel where tents


had sprung up like mushrooms overnight.


He didn’t want to talk. I didn’t push it.


You learn that at a call centre. Some people


think you’re a machine and they just poke buttons.


Others, you’re the only person they’ve talked to all day.


I’d only come to sunbathe


so helping give out food didn’t seem much.


One mother told me men drifted around


and she didn’t think her daughters were safe.


After their journey, they didn’t want confinement


to a crowded room. I became a chaperone.


I taught them hopscotch on the beach.


Their laughter such a strange sound.


Paperwork’s slow at the best of times.


I left my euros for the hotel to pass on.


I hope it helped. I bought them sanitary pads.


People don’t think about that:


their bodies capable of creating life.





Stories from The Jungle



Everything Abdel sees is smeared, despite his glasses.


With the sleeve of a dusty shirt, he pushes grime


from the middle to the edges of his lenses.


They’ve witnessed family fall victim to war crimes.


He could shower for a fortnight and never feel clean.


English is an official language in Sudan.


At sixteen he wants to join relatives already in England.


To dodge military conscription, Sayid, 20, fled from Syria.


Inspired by the story of one of his heroes, William Gibson,


Sayid got to Egypt, then packed on a small boat to Lampedusa,


through Italy to France, from where he can only move on.


On a borrowed laptop he listens to Syrian pop music.


He’d love to cook. He still has to pay a trafficker


weekly for the right to chase lorries to his brother in England.


With a bandaged hand Abdul, 21, tells of imprisonment


and gestures to describe the electric shocks he received


after his arrest by the Sudanese government.


His tribe also harassed by rebel militia. He feels deceived


by traffickers. Despite his razor-wire injury,


he’ll try again. Sudan was an English colony.


He wants to stop looking over his shoulder.


When a tiger stalks, play dead. But it’s hard not to run.


When his friends were arrested in Eritrea, Hayat fled


and moved from Ethiopia to Libya and across the Mediterranean.


He became tiger, his prey an England-bound train. His hunt failed.


His broken arm cast, he hunkers in a makeshift, tented cave.


A tiger fails nine of ten hunts. He’s five down, four more to brave.


English is the only European language he speaks.


At Baath University in Homs, His English Literature studies


were interrupted by conscription. Firas drew and followed an isopleth.


Three family members were killed by Syrian government forces,


he couldn’t bear to see or be responsible for any more death.
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