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PROLOGUE

THE LOUDEST NOISE IN THE WORLD

11 August 2012. 7.41 p.m. Olympic Stadium, London.

THREE laps to go in the final of the 5000 metres, on a warm summer’s evening in Stratford, east London, and I am 180 seconds from history.

I’ve been here before. Seven days ago, in fact, on Super Saturday, when first Jessica Ennis, then Greg Rutherford and then me won three Olympic gold medals in less than an hour, adding to the two golds won earlier in the day by the rowing team at Eton Dorney and the women’s pursuit team at the velodrome. The feeling is different now. Going into the 10,000 metres final I had so much pressure on me it felt like I was lugging around two big bags of sugar over my shoulders. People were desperate for me to win that race. When I crossed that white line as the winner, this immediate sense of relief washed over me. Now the pressure is off. I’m running free. I have one gold medal in the bag. Whatever happens out here tonight, I’m an Olympic champion. No one can take that away from me.

Don’t get me wrong. I still want to win – more than anything. But this time I’m able to go out there and race and actually enjoy it: the competition, the stadium, the occasion. And the crowd. The pulsating, deafening roar of the British fans.

I’m in second place. Ahead of me is Dejen Gebremeskel, the Ethiopian runner. At the start of the race I’d figured he was one of my main threats going onto the home straight. But Gebremeskel has kicked on early, moving out to the front and pushing the pace. Big surprise. But for me, that’s perfect. He’s gone early for a good reason: he thinks that I must still be feeling the effects of the 10,000 metres in my legs. Figures I must be tired. That if he pushes the pace quite early on, he can wear me out on the last couple of laps, taking me out of the equation when it comes down to the sprint finish. If I was in Gebremeskel’s shoes, I’d be thinking the same thing. I’ve done more running than anyone else in the field, with the exception of the Ugandan, Moses Kipsiro, and my training partner, Galen Rupp. But Gebremeskel hasn’t taken into account my secret weapon: the crowd.

Everyone is roaring me on. The noise is unbelievable. Like nothing I’ve ever heard before. The crowd is giving me a massive boost. I think about how many people are crammed inside the stadium – how many millions more are watching on TV at home, cheering me on. Willing me to win. None of the other guys out there on the track are getting this kind of support. Everyone is rooting for me. The noise gets louder and louder. The crowd is lifting me. Pushing me on through the pain, towards the finish line. 

Every athlete has five gears. That night, in the cauldron of the Olympic Stadium, I like to think the crowd gave me a sixth gear. They played a huge part in what I went on to achieve.

With two laps to go, I pull clear of Gebremeskel. The crowd goes ballistic. I’m getting closer, closer, closer to the line. The crowd is getting louder, louder, louder. Then I hit the bell. I’m still in the lead. One of the other guys tries to surge ahead of me. I hold him off. As I go round the track on that last lap, the entire crowd rises to its feet, section by section. It’s almost like a Mexican wave is chasing me around the stadium. I will never feel something like that again in my entire life. I can’t describe how loud it is. Without a doubt, it’s the loudest noise I have ever heard in my life. The crowd physically lifts me towards the finish. I remember Cathy Freeman describing the atmosphere at the 400 metres final in Sydney in 2000, the euphoria of the crowd almost carrying her across the line. As I head down that home straight in the lead, I start to understand what she meant.

Two hundred metres to go now. I’m still out in front. Somehow the crowd is growing even louder. Gebremeskel tries it on going into the home straight but I hold him off and cross the finish line in first place.

For a few moments I can’t believe what has happened. ‘Oh my God,’ I think. ‘Oh my God, I’ve done it.’ I keep repeating it to myself, over and over: ‘I’ve done it. I’ve won.’ All around me the crowd is going wild. Suddenly it hits me: I am a double Olympic champion. I have gone where no British distance runner has gone before.

I sink to my knees. The roar of the crowd booming in my ears. Getting here has taken a lot of hard work and sacrifices. I’ve had to come a long, long way and go through so many highs and lows. Looking back, it’s been an amazing journey.
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TWIN BEGINNINGS

PEOPLE often ask me what it’s like to have a twin brother. I tell them: there’s this special connection that the two of you have. Like an intuition. You instinctively feel what the other person is going through – even if you live thousands of miles apart, like Hassan and me. It’s hard to explain to someone who doesn’t have a twin, but whenever Hassan is upset, or not feeling well, I’ll somehow sense it. The same is true for Hassan when it comes to sensing how I feel. He’ll just know when something isn’t right with me. Then he’ll pick up the phone and call me, ask how I am. Or I’ll call him. From the moment we were born, on 23 March 1983, we were best friends.

We come from solid farming stock. My family has always been based in the north of the country, going back generations. My great-great-grandparents on my dad’s side were farmers in a remote village called Gogesa, in the Woqooyi Galbeed region of northwest Somalia, not far from the border with Ethiopia. It’s a rural area with fertile land, so farming is the main occupation for the local people, and if you drive through Gogesa, you’ll see farms and open countryside full of grazing animals. My great-great-grandparents owned cows and sheep and camels and farmed the land. After they died, my great-grandfather, Farah, inherited the farm. He was well known locally because part of the farmland he owned contained a natural spring that pumped fresh water to the surface. Water was scarce in the region at the time, and soon many locals were collecting water from the spring. My great-grandfather was the guy with the water.

His daughter, Amina, my ayeeyo (grandma) on my dad’s side of the family, spent time in Djibouti as a young woman. Djibouti is a tiny country that shares borders with Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia. To the north you’ve got the Red Sea, and on the other side of the water is the Arabian peninsula, with Yemen, Oman and Saudi Arabia. A number of people from places like Gogesa made the same journey across the border as Grandma Amina. As a former French colony, Djibouti offered better prospects than an agricultural village. There were more jobs in Djibouti City, better education, and a higher standard of living. Even as a kid, I remember having this idea of Djibouti as a place where people wore nice clothes and earned good salaries. For much of the year, my grandma lived and worked in Djibouti City. When Djibouti got too hot in the summer, Grandma would travel back to Gogesa for the holidays. The details are a bit sketchy – this is all such a long time ago – but I believe that when my great-grandfather died, the farm was sold up and my grandma moved permanently to Djibouti. They pretty much settled there. Grandma was still living in Djibouti with my grandad, Jama, by the time I was born. 

My parents met while my dad was on a trip back to Somalia from the UK, where he was studying and working. They later settled down to married life and shortly after, me and Hassan were born. Hassan came out first. Twenty-nine years later, my wife Tania also gave birth to twin girls. Hassan even married a twin. You could say that twins are in our blood. My brother was named Hassan Muktar Jama Farah. I took on the name Mohamed Muktar Jama Farah. 

I should explain something about our names. Everyone in Somalia belongs to a clan. Our clan was the Isaaq, the biggest clan in the north of the country. Your family name and your clan are linked together as a way of identifying not only who you are, but where you come from and what clan you belong to. Take my name. Mohamed is my given name. After your first name comes your father’s first name (Muktar). Third is your grandfather’s first name (Jama). The fourth part of your name is your great-grandfather’s name (Farah). If someone stopped me in the street and asked, ‘What’s your name?’ I would tell them, ‘Mohamed Muktar Jama Farah, nice to meet you.’ And then they would say, ‘Ah, I used to know your grandad, Jama! I remember your dad, Muktar, as a little boy!’ Usually it was the oldest guy in the village asking the questions. They could trace my ancestry that far back, they’d know what clan I belonged to and the names of distant relatives.

It’s been written that I was born and raised in Somalia. Strictly speaking, this isn’t true. While I was born in Mogadishu, the capital in the south of the country, I spent the early part of my childhood growing up in Somaliland, the area to the north of the country and although it’s not recognized by the UN, to all intents and purposes, Somaliland is an independent country and claims ownership of land roughly the size of England. Somaliland has its own currency – the Somaliland shilling – its own police force, and its own capital, Hargeisa. It even has its own flag (horizontal green, white and red stripes with Arabic script across the top bar). It also has its own national anthem, ‘Samo ku waar’, which translates as ‘Long life with peace’.

Historically, people from Somaliland and those from the south of the country have struggled to get along. The tensions were inflamed by Siad Barre, the former military dictator who ruled Somalia. When he was deposed in 1991, the government in Somaliland declared independence, although it escaped much of the violence and chaos that engulfed the south of the country in the years that followed. I remember my childhood as a mostly happy time. For the first four years of my life we lived in Gebilay, a small town about an hour’s drive west from Hargeisa and forty minutes from the border with Ethiopia. The land in that region is mostly desert scrub, though there are some hilly green areas and the occasional forest. In the distance you can see vast mountain ranges lined up along the horizon. The scenery is beautiful. The people are warm and welcoming. 

Two years after I was born, my mum gave birth to another baby boy, Wahib. A fourth son, Ahmed, followed when I’d reached the grand old age of four and Wahib was two. Looking after four children was a full-time job for my mum, but she was only doing what Somali culture expected of her. Somalis are a strong, resilient people, and very conservative. The culture is big on tradition. The values haven’t changed much in hundreds of years. The men work, the women cook and clean. I’m not saying this is the way things should be. It’s just that people in Somaliland grow up in a conservative environment and this is all they know. 

People have described my childhood as poverty-stricken and surrounded by bullets and bombs. That’s not really true. In the memories I have of Gebilay, there were no soldiers in the streets, no bombs going off. Whatever violence was going on at the time, as children we weren’t exposed to it. Most of the problems were taking place far to the south. Around the time I was living in Gebilay, the government in Mogadishu was about to collapse. But we lived far from trouble. Although as it turned out, we had a lucky escape.

One day my mum sat Hassan and me down and told us both that the five of us, including Wahib and Ahmed, would shortly be leaving Gebilay to go and live with our grandma, Amina, and our grandad, Jama, in Djibouti. Our dad wouldn’t be following us, however. He had to return to England – for his studies and his work, I believe. I accepted this decision without protest. Of course, every young kid wants their dad around. But I had seen very little of him while growing up in Gebilay. He always seemed to be away working and we didn’t have a chance to build that bond. Besides, Hassan, my best friend as well as my twin, would be coming with me. That reassured me. Plus, I couldn’t wait to see Grandma and Grandad. Living with them would be fun, I thought. I was sad about having to leave Gebilay. But mostly I was just excited about spending time with my grandparents, exploring a new country and getting up to no good with Hassan.

I wasn’t aware of it at the time, but a year after we moved out of Gebilay, Somali forces under Siad Barre bombed Hargeisa and Berbera. The cities were flattened. Water wells were blown up. Grazing grounds were burned. Tens of thousands of people died in the bombings. Many more fled to Kenya and Ethiopia. It hadn’t been the reason for our move, but we had a lucky escape all the same. If we hadn’t moved out of Gebilay, we might have been caught up in the violence that followed. If you visit Hargeisa today, there’s a war memorial in the middle of the city: a Russian fighter jet, like the ones that bombed Somaliland.

Grandma Amina and Grandad Jama had already been living in Djibouti for a number of years when we moved in with them. My grandparents had done okay for themselves in Djibouti City. My grandfather had a decent job working in a local bank. They had a good standard of living compared to Gebilay. Grandma looked after the family at home. Life wasn’t a walk in the park, but it wasn’t the struggle that some people have tried to make out. I guess by Western standards my grandparents might have appeared poor, but to us kids, we looked at Djibouti as a big step up from life in rural Somaliland.

Almost everyone in Djibouti lives in the capital. As soon as you get there, you can see why. It’s this huge, frenetic place, with traffic and noise everywhere. Men pushing wagons through the streets selling fresh loaves of bread and honking their bicycle horns. There are goats and camels everywhere. In the distance you can hear the athan, the call to prayer sung by the muezzin: ‘Allah Akbar! God is great!’

Our grandparents lived in a stone house on the outskirts. Each part of the city is named using a number scale: Quarante-Deux-Trois (40–2–3), Quarante-Deux-Quatre (40–2–4), and so on – a legacy of French colonialism, which continued until 1977. When I was a kid, our house seemed huge. I remember arriving at the house and thinking that Grandma and Grandad lived in a mansion. When I returned to Djibouti many years later, I revisited my old home. I couldn’t believe it when I found the right address. I was like, ‘Seriously, we lived here?!?’ The house seemed so much smaller than I’d remembered it.

In Djibouti we had access to all kinds of things that we didn’t have in Gebilay. There was a local cinema, basically a dark room with a TV at one end wired up to an old-school VHS recorder. Whenever Hassan and me had a few coins, we’d be straight off to the ‘cinema’ with our friends to watch a movie. Sometimes the cinema owner would show one of those old black-and-white Westerns with cowboys and Indians. Other times it was a Disney cartoon or a Hollywood action movie – whatever they happened to have on tape at the time. We didn’t care. Most of the time we didn’t understand what was being said by the actors anyway (there was no dubbing, and we couldn’t read or write in English). We just liked watching the films, seeing all these exotic locations, people doing crazy things. Sometimes I’d get bored and make animal noises over the film. We were just kids having fun.

Dad occasionally visited, flying back to Djibouti from London for a week here or a few days there. I was probably too young to appreciate the difficulties of travelling back to Djibouti from London at the same time as working and studying, not to mention the cost. Looking back, I can understand the reasons why my dad wasn’t able to visit more often. But that didn’t make it any easier to accept as a young boy. We never had that normal father-son relationship. For me, there was my grandma and my mum, and my brothers, and that was it. 

A few people in our neighbourhood had TVs, and we watched programmes whenever we could. My favourite was Esteban, le Fils du Soleil, which translates as ‘Esteban, Son of the Sun’. It was a French cartoon series from the early 1980s about a Spanish kid called Esteban who goes on this great adventure to the Americas to find a lost city of gold. (In English it’s known as The Mysterious Cities of Gold.) His friends accompany him on his epic quest, including an Incan girl called Zia, and Tao, the last survivor of an ancient civilization. But although Esteban is on the hunt for the cities of gold, that isn’t his real mission. Actually, he’s searching for his dad. Esteban also wears this cool medallion around his neck that allows him to control the sun. As a kid, I thought this show was the best thing ever on TV. Every day at 6.30 p.m. on the dot, I’d find a TV to watch it. I never missed an episode. I was totally addicted.

But following the adventures of Esteban and his crew was a bit of a challenge for a kid living in Djibouti. The city suffered almost daily power cuts, and more than once I’d sit down to watch the latest episode and then – phhtt! – the power would cut out. The TV screen went blank. No way was that going to stop me. I simply had to know what happened next, so I’d sprint out of the house, racing across the streets and running towards the lights of a friend’s house several streets away, where I knew the power would still be working. In a matter of minutes I’d get to my friend’s house, catch my breath and tune in to Esteban. A few minutes later, same thing. Power cut. I’d dart off again in search of the next house where I could watch the programme. Sometimes I’d have to rush between three or four houses across the city just to catch a single episode of Esteban. But it was worth it. I was totally mad about that cartoon show. 

Looking back on it, I guess it was pretty good training for a career in distance running. 
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THE MECHANIC

I  GOT my first experience of school in Djibouti when I was five. There was no formal primary school system as such. Kids like Hassan and me were required to attend the local madrash each morning from eight o’clock through to midday. The madrash was basically a long, narrow room built next to the local mosque, with rickety chairs for the kids and a massive blackboard at the front of the classroom. Our teacher was an old man with a shaven head and a stern look in his eyes. If he spotted you misbehaving in class, he’d march you to the front of the classroom and start whipping you on the backside with a cane in front of the other kids. Sounds pretty shocking now, but this was the norm in Djibouti. The cane had the desired effect. None of us dared step out of line.

Our studies at the madrash focused on the Koran, but we also studied French and local history. Some mornings at the madrash we’d take turns to read out passages in front of the class. This was hard for me because I couldn’t read or write and I suffer from dyslexia. When it came to my turn, I’d spend the evening before class learning the passage until I had it committed to memory. The next morning I’d head to the madrash with Hassan and ‘read’ in front of the teacher and kids, with my eyes glued to the page to make it look as if I was reading rather than reciting. Most of the time I got away with it.

Part of my problem was that I never had anyone sit me down and help me with my studies. Half an hour, forty-five minutes a day outside of school, with one of my relatives patiently teaching me how to read and write – I never had any of that. It’s not the Somali way. I was just expected to go to school and get on with it. 

Typically, Somali mums and dads want their children to become doctors or lawyers when they grow up. They want their kids to have the kind of opportunities they didn’t have themselves, to have the things they didn’t have, to be able to afford a good house and provide for a family. From my perspective I can’t understand that way of thinking, given that, in that environment, it’s very, very hard to obtain the qualifications necessary to become a professional. It seems naïve to expect children to do well whilst at the same time not providing them with the educational tools they need.

In those days, I wanted to be a car mechanic. I loved the idea of handling bits of machinery and fixing things up. To this day, I’m forever taking things apart and fiddling with stuff. If I see a button on a wall, I have to press it. Fire alarms, intercoms, whatever. I can’t keep my hands by my sides. Being a mechanic, I thought, was a great way to put my fidgety nature to good use. And I loved cars. It was the perfect match.

There were always bits of scrap metal and rusted parts lying at the sides of the road in Djibouti. People often dumped their rubbish out on the street, so you could find all sorts of stuff piled up by the road. One day I was walking home from the madrash with Hassan when I stumbled upon a few pieces of scrap metal that looked like the kind of things used to assemble cars: spark plugs, exhaust pipes, that sort of thing. My eyes instantly lit up. I grabbed as many of the parts as I could carry and raced home. I must have been six or seven years old at the time, and I didn’t really have a clue what I was doing. I remember being really excited as I laid out all the parts on the ground in front of the house and began playing around with them whistling to myself, when suddenly this stern voice barked out behind me: ‘What have you got there?’

I spun around.

Uncle Mahamoud, the strictest man in the family, towered over me. Whenever me or Hassan stepped out of line and needed to be taught a lesson, it was our uncle who sorted us out. Once I took a pee in the bowl at the back of the family refrigerator. When Uncle Mahamoud found out, he punished me. So I must have looked a sight to him, standing there with my grubby hands, my T-shirt and shorts smeared with grease and dirt from handling the car parts. Uncle Mahamoud just stood there and waited for an answer.

‘I’m putting something together,’ I replied. 

Uncle Mahamoud peered over my shoulder and saw all the car parts spread out. 

‘You shouldn’t pick up things from the street,’ he said. ‘What are you doing with all this junk, anyway?’

I grinned. ‘It’s not junk, Uncle! These are car parts. I’m learning what they do. I want to be a mechanic when I grow up.’

Uncle Mahamoud’s face went dark. ‘A mechanic?’ he spluttered. ‘Tell me something, then,’ he demanded, rolling his eyes in the direction of the madrash. ‘Why am I paying all that money for you to go to the school and get an education if you want to waste your life fixing cars?’

That was the end of my brief experiment with building my own car. But I didn’t give up on my dream of being a car mechanic – at least, not for a few more years. 

Unlike me, Hassan had a natural talent for learning. He did well at the madrash; he had a sharp mind. This is one of the few ways in which we were different. When it came to learning something new, Hassan had this ability to pick it up like that. My dyslexia held me back and hindered my ability to learn. I would continue to struggle with it throughout my years at school.

In the mornings we went to the madrash. In the afternoons, we stayed at home. Djibouti has a hot, humid climate and for several months a year the temperature can hit over a hundred degrees. It was too hot to walk around the streets, let alone study. By around one or two o’clock the sun would be scalding the ground under your feet. It’s impossible to do anything in that sort of heat. Everyone disappears indoors to keep cool. 

That’s the thing I remember most about living in Djibouti: the heat. It was relentless. On the really bad days the soles of our feet would get blistered from the baking earth. Even having a wee was hard. We’d drink loads of water, but because the heat was so dry, we’d still be badly dehydrated and unable to squeeze out so much as a drop. In the evenings the temperature would drop a bit, but it was still hot. There was no escaping it. 

Hassan and me did everything together in Djibouti. We were twin brothers and best friends. We went through the same things at the same time. I was close to the rest of my family, especially Grandma and Mum. In Somali families everyone tends to sleep in the same room – it’s not unusual for eight people or more to sleep in a single room. Me, Hassan, Wahib, Ahmed, our aunts and uncles and grandparents: we’d all sleep next to each other in one big room in the house. You’re that close, you end up seeing your relatives more as friends. In Somali culture there’s no real concept of privacy. It took a bit of getting used to when I moved to Britain, where people tend to sleep in separate rooms. I never quite got used to it. I like having people around. It reminds me of my family in Somaliland. When I went to university at St Mary’s in Twickenham, I treated my bedroom as more of a place to hang out with all my friends. It wasn’t a bedroom for me. Any day of the week, you’d have to step over somebody sleeping on the floor in order to get from one end of the room to the other. To me, that was normal. I like it that way.

Among all my relatives, Hassan and I were definitely the closest, although he was the real troublemaker. Whenever I did something mischievous, he’d have to do something twice as bad. There was no limit to what Hassan was prepared to do for a laugh. He was daring and totally unafraid. He was like the extra-crazy version of me as a kid. Hassan was forever pushing it just that little bit further than me. And then sometimes he’d go and totally overstep the mark. 

One sweltering hot afternoon we were throwing stones across this open field not far from our house. We often had a competition to see who could throw a stone the furthest. Hassan had a pretty good throw on him, and he wound up his arm and launched this stone a huge distance, clearing the field – and smacking against the head of a middle-aged woman who happened to be walking along the road on the other side of the field. The woman let out a shriek. It wasn’t a big rock, but it struck her in such a way that it opened up a cut on her head. From where we were standing I could see the blood. The woman clamped a hand to the side of her head and screamed at other passers-by to catch the person who’d thrown the rock. Hassan and me both froze on the spot. 

‘Shit!’ Hassan cried. ‘I hit her, walaal [brother]! This isn’t good. Let’s go now, before anyone catches us. Hurry!’

Before I could answer, Hassan seized me by the arm and dragged me away from the field. People shouted after us. We sprinted through the streets, running as fast as we could, but I was convinced we were going to get caught. Hassan, being the quick-thinking one, hit upon an idea and tore off his T-shirt, telling me to do the same. He was wearing a distinctive red shirt that you could spot from a mile off. ‘So no one will recognize us,’ Hassan explained. It seemed to do the trick. We got home without anyone stopping us; everyone was out looking for a kid in a bright red shirt. We both thought Hassan had got away with it until a neighbour recognized him from the field and told Grandma. Uncle Mahamoud dished out the punishment that day. 

That stone-throwing incident was typical Hassan. He’d do crazy stuff I wouldn’t even dream of doing. But we were always there for each other. Sometimes we’d get into fights with other kids in our neighbourhood. Nothing serious – just the usual scrapes that young boys get in from time to time. If someone tried it on with Hassan, I’d be right there at his side. Likewise, Hassan would stand up for me in a fight. 

One of my best memories of childhood in Djibouti is the food. At dinner we’d usually eat a traditional meal of pasta (baasto) and chicken (digaag), usually with some spices mixed in for flavour. In between meals we’d snack on samosas, or have a treat such as black beans mixed with butter and sugar. For breakfast, Grandma cooked a type of thin, sweet pancake called malawah. Every morning I’d wake up to that smell. Grandma made the best pancakes. She liked to drench them in honey and serve them with cooked liver or heart. To this day, I’ll order pancakes for breakfast if they’re on the menu – although they never quite taste as good as Grandma’s. 

I remember hurrying home to eat dinner one evening while Hassan was still playing outside with some friends of his, kicking a ball around.

‘Save me some food,’ he called.

The fact that Hassan and me looked identical gave us plenty of opportunities to cause all kinds of trouble and confusion. One of our favourite games was to play tricks on people by pretending to be each other. I saw a golden opportunity to play a joke on Grandma.

‘Where’s your brother?’ Grandma asked as I arrived home. ‘Dinner’s ready.’

‘He’s out, Ayeeyo,’ I replied, licking my lips at the smell of the feast Grandma was serving up. ‘He says he’ll be in soon and to save him some.’

No sooner had we sat down than I’d finished off my plateful. I had a voracious appetite in those days. Still do. Once I was finished, I stood up, made my excuses and ducked out of the room. Hassan, meanwhile, was still busy playing outside. Making sure no one was looking, I snuck out of the back door, scurried around the side of the house and waited a couple of minutes. Then I sauntered through the front door again pretending to be Hassan. In those days we often wore each other’s clothes, had the same haircuts and the same tall-but-skinny build. Even for someone who knew us as well as our grandparents, it was almost impossible to tell us apart. 

‘Hi, Ayeeyo, I’m home!’ I announced. ‘Where’s my dinner? I’m starving!’

Thinking I was Hassan, Grandma handed me my twin brother’s plate of food. I scoffed his portion down. Hassan returned home a while later, belly growling with hunger and asking Grandma for his dinner.

‘Don’t be so greedy,’ Grandma snapped at him. ‘You’ve already eaten!’ 

There is one way you can tell my brother and me apart. I have a large scar on my right arm around the elbow joint. I got it one day when I was mucking around in the kitchen during Ramadan. I must have been five or six years old at the time. Grandma was making samosas in preparation for the feast to celebrate the end of the fast. The air was filled with the smell of fried pastry and coriander. While my grandma was cooking, I started spinning around in a circle on the spot. 

‘Stop it, Mo!’ Grandma warned. ‘You’re going to cause an accident!’

All of a sudden I lost my balance and stumbled backwards. There was this deafening clang as I crashed against the oven and a bunch of pots and pans went flying and clattered to the floor. Grandma shrieked. I shook my head, wondering what the fuss was about. Then I felt this searing pain on my right arm. I lifted up my arm to get a better look at it. The skin was all blistered and scalded. Suddenly I realized what had happened. My arm had slammed against the frying pan as I’d crashed into the stove, tipping the pan over and spilling the hot cooking oil down my arm. I don’t remember the pain, but I do remember having to stay in the nearby hospital for three months while the doctors treated my wounds. The burn marks ran along the back of my arm past my elbow and up towards the underside of my biceps. I was told that although I’d be scarred for life, I should consider myself extremely lucky. If the cooking oil had scalded me one or two centimetres further up my arm, the nerves would have been irreparably damaged and I wouldn’t have been able to move my arm properly for the rest of my life. I came within two centimetres of never being able to run at all. 

Despite the occasional freak accident, Hassan and me couldn’t resist joking around. It almost became a competition to see who could draw the biggest laugh. When we weren’t hanging out at the local cinema, we’d be chucking stones at people’s doors or throwing balls around the streets. We never deliberately set out to hurt or upset anyone – we were just regular kids. And if we ever stepped out of line, we could be sure that word would get back to our grandparents or our mum. We lived in a close-knit neighbourhood where everyone knew each other. Being identical twins makes you instantly recognizable to passers-by. We were forever annoying the neighbours. ‘I know who you are!’ one of them would shout at us. ‘I’ve seen you two around. I’m going to tell your grandparents what you’ve been up to, mark my words!’

‘Please don’t!’ we’d beg. ‘We won’t do it again. Just please don’t tell on us.’

Usually our pleading did the trick. We’d be let off with a few stern words and a warning that if we dared step out of line again, they’d be straight round to our house to tell Grandma and Grandad. We’d agree to behave, of course. Then the next day we’d be out causing yet more mayhem. 

We were restless. We needed an outlet for all the energy we had. Playing football was pretty much the only thing that kept us out of trouble. When we weren’t at the madrash or escaping the heat, Hassan and me would join the other kids playing in the streets. (Wahib and Ahmed were too young to join in.) Football was my passion. I fell in love with the game as a young kid when I saw my first-ever football match on TV. It was the World Cup in Italy in 1990. Brazil were playing Argentina, wearing their famous yellow shirts. I knew next to nothing about the game or the players. But there was something about the way the Brazil players moved, playing with incredible skill despite the fact they were running at such a fast pace, the huge crowd inside the stadium, the immaculate green pitch – the sheer scale of it all. I was hooked. Hassan too. From that moment on, we both played football whenever the unforgiving Djibouti weather allowed. Street football was our thing. There were no pitches. We lived for those street games. We didn’t have a proper football, so we’d make our own by gathering up a load of old socks and tying them together, just like the kids do in Brazil. 

I never had much skill with the ball at my feet. My ability was in my ‘engine’: I was full of energy, and I’d chase that ball around all day if I had to. I had a bit of pace on the turn too. But I was football mad. I wasn’t interested in anything else. We’d play for hours on end: me, Hassan and the other kids from our neighbourhood. We’d arrive home covered in cuts and bruises from diving and sliding around the streets. Grandma would inevitably get angry with us both for getting our clothes dirty. 

Life wasn’t easy in Djibouti, but it wasn’t desperately hard either. We experienced the same ups and downs as anyone else. Perhaps we didn’t have some of the things that children in other countries take for granted, but for us this was never a big deal. In some ways, it was an advantage. In Djibouti everybody had to work hard for what they had. No one got given anything on a plate, but you wouldn’t find people sitting around feeling sorry for themselves. Everyone rolled up their sleeves and got on with it. We learnt to appreciate what we had. We learnt that you didn’t get anywhere in life without putting in the work. In that sense, Djibouti made me tough. I saw a lot while growing up there. Had to deal with a lot too: moving from country to country, being separated from my dad, having to adapt to a different culture. My mum used to repeatedly tell me, ‘In life, make sure that you adapt to whatever you do.’

I managed to adapt. Some people aren’t so lucky. They grow up with too much, too soon, so when they really need to work hard towards a goal, the motivation isn’t there. They can’t live without certain comforts. They can’t adapt. Me, I never had that problem.

Some time after our arrival in Djibouti, Grandma Amina’s daughter, our aunt Nimco (pronounced ‘nee-mo’ – the ‘c’ is silent) won a scholarship to study at university in Almelo, a city in the Netherlands. She used to send Grandma letters and pictures of her new life in Europe. I couldn’t believe how different everything looked – the neatly paved streets and grey skies and old church buildings. I started thinking to myself, ‘Wow! There’s this whole other world out there.’

After our grandfather passed away, Grandma decided that she wanted to move to the Netherlands to live with Aunt Nimco and build a new life for herself. I suppose she felt there was nothing left for her in Djibouti after Grandad died. There was Hassan and me, of course, and her other relatives, but Aunt Nimco was her daughter. I was upset. I loved my mum, but Grandma had been the one who’d looked after Hassan and me for most of the time we’d been in Djibouti. I was closer to her than anybody except Hassan. After she left I told myself, ‘I have to find a way of getting to Holland to live with Ayeeyo.’ I just couldn’t imagine a life without Grandma. My mind was made up: I wanted to move to Almelo. I would build a new life there. And Hassan would come with me.

My wish seemed to come true when Mum took me aside one evening after Grandma had moved to Almelo, looked me hard in the eye and explained that we would soon be leaving Djibouti as well. Like Grandma, we were moving to Europe to begin a new life. I wasn’t upset to leave Djibouti. I was just excited. As I understood it, we’d all be going to live with Grandma in the Netherlands. Mum added that first we had to go and visit my dad in London. I thought she meant we’d be staying with our dad for just a few days. I didn’t really give any thought to the implications of moving to Europe – having to learn a new language, making new friends. I was too young to understand all that. I simply wanted to be close to Grandma. Whatever it took to be by her side again, I was willing to do it. I couldn’t wait.

Much has been written about the circumstances which led to me and Hassan being separated for the best part of twelve years. The truth is this: the original plan was for all of us to travel to England as a family. But shortly before we were due to fly, Hassan fell ill which meant he wasn’t able to fly. We couldn’t cancel or change our flights because there were five of us booked on that plane and that would have meant losing an awful lot of money. As a short-term solution it was decided that me, my mum, Ahmed and Wahib would fly to London as originally planned, with Hassan remaining with our extended family in Djibouti. The plan was always to go back and get Hassan a couple of months down the line, after the rest of us had settled down. Of course, I didn’t like the idea of being separated from Hassan even for a short period of time. We’d been inseparable from the day we were born. Everything we experienced, we had experienced together. I was consoled by the fact that we wouldn’t be away from each other for very long – a couple of months perhaps. Then we’d be back together. Had I known how many years would pass before I’d see him again, I would have been heartbroken. But as far as I knew, Hassan falling ill was a temporary hitch; eventually we’d all be living together as a happy family. My parents, my grandma, me, Hassan and my other brothers.

At least, that’s what I thought.

Actually getting to Europe from Djibouti was quite an undertaking. We had to take a train from the city to the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa – a journey of 800 kilometres. We arrived at a crumbling old railway terminal which looked as if it was falling apart, and from there made our way to Bole International Airport, where we boarded an Ethiopian Airlines flight direct to Heathrow. 

We almost didn’t make it to London. Two hours into the flight, the warning lights flashed on, the alarm began squawking and buzzing and the plane started dropping speed all at once. I remember being stunned by the intense painful popping in my ears. Then the oxygen masks dropped down. That’s when the panic really set in. Everyone on board started shouting and screaming. Some people were crying for help, others grabbing the oxygen masks and hurriedly fitting them over their faces. People were holding hands, like they believed they were going to die. One guy actually bolted out of his seat and started wrestling with the airlock on the emergency exit, shouting that he was going to jump before the plane crashed and killed us all. A bunch of people tackled him to the ground. I saw all this happening, my heart absolutely pounding with terror. Somehow I managed to put on my oxygen mask. I gripped onto my seat and the surreal thought entered my head that this was the first time I’d flown on a plane, and it might well be my last. 

That moment was the most scared I have ever been. I’ve never known a fear like it. 

Somehow the pilot managed to regain control of the plane and made an emergency landing. Amazingly, no one had been seriously injured. There was this strange silence when the plane finally touched down, the doors opened and everyone breathed a massive sigh of relief. We stepped off the plane one by one. My ears were still aching. Mum was shaking. Wahib was trembling. Ahmed screamed with the pain in his ears. Some of the passengers had to be treated for shock. An official from the airline told us that the plane’s cargo door had suddenly sprung open in mid-flight, resulting in a massive drop in cabin pressure. He then explained that our flight would be delayed for at least twenty-four hours. In the meantime they offered to put us up in a hotel close to the airport. We ended up spending four days in this cramped room before the company told us our rescheduled flight was ready to board.

Five days after leaving Djibouti, we finally arrived in England. I remember my first sight of London. It was late at night when the plane began its final descent towards Heathrow. I had a window seat. As we broke through the clouds I looked out and saw this incredible sea of lights, red and yellow and blue, blinking and shimmering across the land. I’d never seen anything like it. I wondered how they could have so many lights switched on at the same time. In Djibouti the power would have cut out after about five seconds. The size of the city was unbelievable – it seemed to stretch on for ever.

I had no idea then that I was looking at the city I would soon be calling home.
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HOLLAND, ENGLAND

THERE were a lot of things that surprised me about England – but one of the biggest shocks was finding out that Holland wasn’t part of it. When we arrived in Britain, I had this idea in my head that Holland and England were part of the same country. A bit like Wales, I guess. That all I’d need to do to visit Grandma in Almelo was to hop on a train in London and buy a ticket. Before I’d left Djibouti I’d always thought of Europe as tiny. I imagined that everything must be really close together. 

To begin with, we stayed with Aunt Kinsi, my dad’s sister, in Hanworth. This was a tough corner of southwest London in the borough of Hounslow. We lived there for a few days while we got settled in. Aunt Kinsi had lived in Britain for a long time and knew the ins and outs of how things worked. She spent those early days showing my mum the ropes. After three or four days, we moved to a rented flat in Shepherd’s Bush directly overlooking the Green. We stayed there for a week or two. I remember my dad coming to visit us after work. He’d take me, Wahib and Ahmed down to the playground on the Green, where there were swings and roundabouts and slides. 

I’d never used a swing before. I’d never seen anything remotely like it. Growing up in modest surroundings in Somaliland and Djibouti, there were no such things as playgrounds with swings and roundabouts and slides. Playing on that swing in Shepherd’s Bush was a big deal for me. Dad showed me how to use it: how to thrust out my legs on the rise, then quickly bend them on the way back to build up some decent momentum. It took me a few tries to properly get the hang of it. Then I was flying! Like a lot of things in my first weeks in the UK, it was an alien experience, but also an amazing one. 

Those first few days in Shepherd’s Bush were a real eye-opener for me. It was like nothing I’d ever seen in Djibouti. The buildings were bigger. The cars were bigger. Everything just seemed huge. People talked in strange accents. I didn’t understand a word of English and had no idea what they were saying. I tasted chocolate for the first time. A Snickers bar. I remember taking a bite and thinking that it was the most amazing taste in the world. And the toys … wow! Back home, I owned one toy: a push-wheel thing with a stick attached to the front and lights fitted to the wheel spokes so that whenever you pushed it, the wheel would light up and flash all kinds of bright colours. Here there were computers and gadgets and action toys and all kinds of stuff. People dressed differently from back home, too. It was rare to see women wearing short skirts and high heels in Djibouti. I’d known that things would be different in Britain. I just hadn’t known how different.

I counted down the days until we’d leave for Holland to see Grandma Amina. A week or so after we had moved to the flat in Shepherd’s Bush, my dad came round one evening. Instead of taking us out to play on the Green like he usually did, he sat the family down and explained to me that I’d be starting school in a few days.

‘In Almelo?’ I asked. 

My father cleared his throat and glanced at my mum. ‘Walad – my son – you’re going to go to school here. In Hounslow. You can begin there immediately.’

I was confused. ‘Maan fahmin – I don’t understand. What about Grandma?’

‘You can’t go there now, to Almelo,’ Dad said. ‘It’s not possible. You will stay here, with me, and go to school in London. You always wanted to go to a proper school, didn’t you?’

Then it hit me: I wouldn’t be living with Grandma. My parents explained that the Netherlands was this whole other country on the other side of the North Sea, and to visit there I’d need a passport, but the visas that me, Mum, Wahib and Ahmed had entered the country with didn’t permit overseas travel. It sounds crazy, but this was all news to me. I have this tendency to see things in simple terms. I try not to focus on the small print. For whatever reason, I’d automatically assumed that moving to Europe meant being reunited with Grandma Amina. I would live with her, and Hassan would join us and everything would be great. Now I was starting to see that things were a little more complicated. Once I got over the disappointment that I wouldn’t be seeing Ayeeyo for a while at least, Dad explained that there was a school not far from Aunt Kinsi’s house – Chatsworth Primary School on Heath Road. He’d already made enquiries and I could begin there immediately. 

To be honest, I had mixed feelings about staying in London. On the one hand, I really wanted to go to school, mixing with all the other kids. Up to that point, I’d only studied at the madrash in Djibouti, and for me, schools were all about making new friends. Going to a British school, that would be fun. On the other hand, I had my heart set on living with Grandma. She was a big part of my life and suddenly she wasn’t there. Hassan too. I kept believing it wouldn’t be long before I saw them both again. In the meantime, we moved out of the rented flat in Shepherd’s Bush and into a house in Hounslow, close to Aunt Kinsi’s home in Hanworth. 

I joined the Year Five intake at Chatsworth. Although I was only at the school for a few months, I remember it being quite small. All the other kids had been going there for years and knew each other, and I couldn’t speak any English. I struggled to make friends at the school. Mostly, I just kept to myself. In the summer I left Chatsworth, and that autumn I started at Oriel Primary School. My little brother Mahad was born the same year at West Middlesex University Hospital.

In the meantime Dad had returned to Djibouti to bring back Hassan and reunite the family. But after a fortnight he returned home empty handed. I was devastated. This also put a big strain on my parents’ marriage. I was only eight years old at the time but even then I noticed my mum and dad growing apart and becoming more distant from one another. At the time I didn’t know why Dad had come back without Hassan. He wouldn’t say much about it. Many years later, I discovered that when Dad had arrived in Djibouti, Hassan was nowhere to be found. The extended family he’d been staying with had left the city. Dad tried his hardest to look for Hassan but just wasn’t able to locate him. Two weeks passed. Still no sign of Hassan. Dad couldn’t put off coming back to the UK any longer. He had a job and a family to support. So he reluctantly gave up the search and flew back to London without Hassan. As a young kid, and not understanding the situation fully, I blamed my dad for not bringing Hassan back with him. In my mind, he was responsible for why I wasn’t reunited with my brother. Added to the fact that we never had a strong bond to begin with, those deep-rooted feelings grew stronger and I began to resent my dad. I missed Hassan daily.

I tried to focus on school. Oriel was a much better environment for me than Chatsworth. I was joining at the start of the year, so I’d have a better chance of making friends. And I had a cousin at Oriel – my wingman. His name was also Mahad, and he was our Aunt Kinsi’s son. Mahad was my age and we enjoyed the same things, shared a lot of the same interests and spent a lot of time hanging out together.

Hanworth has a reputation for being a bit rough. Most of that reputation is because of the Young Offenders Institution in neighbouring Feltham. On a Friday or Saturday night, there’s usually a fight kicking off somewhere in town, with the police getting involved. It’s also fair to say that, generally speaking, there’s an element of troubled youth in the area. There were a few kids at Oriel who liked to go around picking on others. Anyway, thanks to Mahad, I had memorized a few phrases in English ahead of my first day at school. Simple things, really, to help me get by: ‘Excuse me’, ‘Where’s the toilet, please?’ and ‘Thank you’. I also picked up another phrase: ‘C’mon then!’ 

When the bell rang for break-time, all of us kids charged outside to the playground. A group of kids started playing football, kicking a ball around. My eyes lit up. Of course, I immediately joined in and began tearing up and down the field, chasing after the ball. Halfway through the game, this huge kid marched over and kicked our ball away. I recognized him because Mahad had pointed him out as the hardest kid in school. He was literally twice my size. I didn’t like the fact that he’d interrupted our game, so I marched up to him and said, ‘C’mon, then!’ 

The kid just stood there for a moment, looking at me funny. Then he threw a punch and clocked me clean on the face. I saw red. I hit him back. Now all the other kids in the playground gathered round in a circle, cheering and yelling as we traded punches. Even though my opponent was way bigger than me, I gave him as good as I got. Eventually, the teachers pulled us apart and dragged us both to the head teacher’s office. I got a black eye and a suspension for my troubles. When I returned from my suspension, no one ever tried to intimidate me. Everyone knew about the crazy Somali kid who’d picked a fight with the hardest kid on his first day of school. That gave me a certain respect with my classmates. They knew I wasn’t weak.

Mahad showed me the ropes around the school. He was good like that. We sat next to each other in class. We might have been cousins, but we’d grown up in very different worlds. Mahad had been born in Britain, he spoke fluent English and he had dreams of becoming a singer when he was older. He was more British than Somali. Having him around made it easier for me to settle at Oriel, for sure. More than anything, I just wanted to have friends. 
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