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Sunday Arrives

Great Britain was never his country of first choice, nor second. He’d have preferred Canada or Germany or America. Best of all, Iceland which, so he’d heard, was cold and treeless but democratic and respectful of human life.

Britain was where he ended up. After the lorry had rumbled off the ferry he waited, as he had been advised, till it slowed at a roundabout. Then he jumped down from the axle and walked casually away, as he had been told he should. He had no luggage, only the precious book tucked inside his undervest. He felt giddy from eight hours bobbing across the North Sea. Eventually, he asked an elderly woman waddling by with her dog in a shopping basket what place this was.

‘Lowestoft, dearie.’

‘Thank you, ma’am.’ Sunday could see with his eyes that Lowestoft was a run-down type of port and smell with his nose that it had a fishing industry. He was learning all the time. Sunday was fifteen. He was on his own. He was starting a new life. His Auntie Pru was three thousand seven hundred and twenty-three miles, and twenty-seven days, distant. He did not own a mobile phone. Nor did she.

The old woman said, ‘Don’t take offence, but if you’re one of them lads just slipped in looking for casual work, you might as well know there’s not much of that about here. But they’ve opened an advice centre if that’s any help. Near the post office.’

‘Thank you, ma’am, I have all I require,’ Sunday replied. ‘But if you could indicate me towards the railway station?’

A succession of trucks and boats had brought him as far as Rotterdam. There, he had been given, by the man in dark mirror glasses, a rail ticket for onward travel. This final stage of his journey to the job location lasted only a few hours. He had the comfort of a cushioned seat beside a window.

On the British train, the passenger opposite left his newspaper on the seat when he alighted. At first, Sunday did not like to touch it in case he was accused of theft. Back home, you could be picked up and charged with an offence for any number of things you had not done. That was one of the ways the militia kept order. The only way to survive was to keep out of sight.

Sunday read the newspaper headline upside down.



GOTCHA! IMMIGRATION CLAMPDOWN.

Home Sec. speaks. See page 3.



Where he came from, clampdowns were carried out at night. The first was when two uncles and a cousin were dragged from their hut and never seen again. Sunday needed to know if the clampdown here might involve similarly bewildering brutality. He was about to risk stealing the newspaper in order to find out more about the clampdown when another passenger passed along the aisle. He glanced at Sunday, then casually reached over, picked up the paper and walked off with it.

At each station, Sunday peered anxiously to check the name. If he missed the right place he’d end up in no-man’s-land. He knew no one here. Travellers he had met who were also heading to Britain spoke of it as The Wonderland. To Sunday it looked dark. The sky was low. At home, the sky was high and the clouds stood like great shining mountains.

He alighted at the correct station. He located the Three Tuns more easily than he expected to. It turned out to be a railway tavern. There, he identified the gentleman who, as he had been told, would be wearing a plaid shirt. Sunday had not been told the man’s name, but the man seemed to be expecting Sunday.

‘Piet Ali,’ he growled. It was said like a statement of fact rather than a question.

Sunday nodded. He took out the identity papers he’d been given in Rotterdam. The man snatched them and slid them into a pocket so quickly Sunday hardly realized it had happened.

‘You don’t go showing that stuff around like it’s Christmas cards,’ the man snarled.

Sunday said, ‘But, sir, those are my new papers. Are you to give me replacement papers?’

‘Keep your voice down, kid.’

‘I was informed,’ said Sunday primly, as if this were a job interview, ‘that I would receive a permit to work and a new ID on arrival.’

The man shook his head. ‘Nah. Not my line of business.’

‘But sir, now I have no documentation. No permit. Nothing.’

The man shrugged. ‘That’ll be up to the big boss. Mr Briggs. Maybe he’ll see to that side of things. My orders was to get your papers off you, and tell you where to go.’

‘Mr Briggs? This is the name of the employer?’

‘You could say that. The main thing is, don’t speak to a soul about nothing unless it’s Briggs himself.’

He handed Sunday a plastic bag containing some dark blue garments and a plastic badge. ‘I do what I do. You do what you do. Then everybody’s happy. At any rate you got your job, your uniform. And the dinky little name badge. So you’re all sorted.’

Sunday hated uniforms. The militia wore uniform to make them appear more organized and powerful. Some of them were just boys, even from his own school.

‘Off you trot. You got to go to Hawk Rise.’

‘Excuse me, sir?’ Sunday said.

‘Hawk Rise!’

Hawk sounded like a bird of prey and rice was surely the cereal crop that was cultivated in wetland regions. To be employed in crop-growing would be a great satisfaction. He did not know about rice for the region he came from produced mostly maize, groundnuts, yams and cassava but he was willing to learn.

‘Hawk rice,’ Sunday repeated. ‘What manner of occupation is this?’

The man grinned. ‘What you expecting, deputy prime minister? It’s not a what. It’s a where. Where your job’s at. You’re the new man.’

‘Man?’

‘Nobody told you? Not my place to. Me, I’m just the local facilitator.’

‘But please, sir, expand. What is the nature of the position?’

‘See see see you,’ Sunday heard, which reminded him of the trill of the warbler.

‘Sir?’

‘CCCU,’ the man repeated irritably. ‘Contract Cleaners, Caretakers, Unlimited. You’re like security guard, caretaker, janitor man. Gottit? Okay? Other side of town. Can’t miss it.’

Sunday nodded. ‘I thank you, sir.’

‘You don’t have to sir me. It’s Mr Briggs you want to sir. To your heart’s content, if that’s the way you feel. He’s like your head honcho. And generous with it. So don’t give him no trouble and he won’t trouble you. Now just leg it, before I do something I regret. I got other people to see.’

Sunday was used to being jabbed with a gun when someone wanted you to move on. So he wasn’t alarmed by the verbal threat. He stood firm. He needed further information. Where to go. What to do when he got there. His father had once worked as domestic steward for a European engineer. So stewarding would have been a job Sunday knew about.

The man said, ‘If you’re expecting me to lead you by the hand, have another think.’

Sunday had no wish to feel like a goat in water and spend the rest of the day wandering hopelessly, as he had in Rotterdam. ‘If you please, you will give me directions to reach the destination.’

The man sighed and roughly scribbled a map on the back of a beer-mat, marking Hawk Rise with a double cross.

‘There you go now. On your way. You already got more than your money’s worth out of me. Maybe I’m soft and I just like your face.’

‘I thank you.’ Sunday managed to swallow the sir. ‘Exceedingly.’

‘You don’t know me. I don’t know you. If you see me about, you don’t go saying, Hi there old pal. Get it?’

‘Yes. I thank you. On my way. Hawk Rise. Other side of town.’
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In the Pink with Rosa and Lila

The Fairview stood on the same busy road as the Three Tuns. It used to be a bed and breakfast for business people. But business practices change. A higher income could be earned, and with less effort, from trading in fake passports, forged work permits and the people-transportation industry than ever was made from selling used cars, other people’s mobiles or scrap TVs, as the plaid-shirt man in the Three Tuns knew to his benefit.

The Fairview was now a short-stay hostel. It provided emergency housing for single girls, single women, single mothers. Children, of either gender and under the age of sixteen, who arrived unannounced and unaccompanied, were taken elsewhere. None of the inmates in Fairview knew where. But there were rumours of a residence where you were locked in, so it was wise to hang on to any mother-figure you had.

In Fairview, the curtains were muddy pink. So were the bedcovers and the lampshade. At least there was a lampshade, not a bare fluorescent strip light that had to stay on throughout the night like at the first hostel they were sent to.

‘Pink zero,’ Rosa told the housekeeper, wrinkling up her face.

‘It was a management decision, Rosemary. The committee thought it would endorse the feminine side of us all.’

‘Pink zero,’ Rosa confirmed her view.

The housekeeper smiled. Many of the newly arrived immigrant children were too afraid to speak their minds. So it was refreshing to meet one who was always keen to express herself despite her limited hold on the language. The housekeeper patted Rosa on the shoulder.

‘Never mind. With any luck you’ll have your own place one day. Then you’ll forget about pink.’

Rosa’s favourite colour was green, whether a forest of hornbeam, or unfurling clover leaves, or a meadow of fresh grass. Her next best colour was the yellow of sunflowers, ripening millet, marigolds and maize. The village where she was born lay in a fertile plain between the mountains.

‘Mamma, what’s your best of all colour?’ Rosa asked. She lay on her narrow bed with its dull pink duvet and filled in her tedious colouring-in book. The Welfare Support Worker brought her a new one each time she visited. Colouring in the simple outlines was supposed to keep Rosa cheerful and occupied.

Rosa realized that her mother hadn’t the will to name any colour just then. ‘Then I will put yellow for you, Mamma, until you feel like talking to me,’ Rosa said gently.

‘Yes. Thank you,’ murmured Lila. She was resting on her pink bed. She had her shawl round her head, her overcoat buttoned up. She was always cold. She was always coughing. It was irritating, specially in the night. It kept them both awake and Rosa had to get up and fetch her mother a cup of water from the washrooms down the corridor. Her granpap coughed like that, not because he was old but because he had the white plague in his lungs. And now Lila also had the white plague.

They had entered this country furtively and without visas. But Lila had not thought it wise to change her name, nor Rosa’s. They had come to a just and honourable country. She trusted they would be treated fairly. And it was so. At the immigration office, they were informed through an interpreter, ‘You will be granted a stay of temporary residence while your situation is investigated.’

That had been weeks back. Rosa had been given a place in a junior school where she had made several enemies and one friend, Jules, who had nominated herself as a special protector against the bullies and name-callers.

‘Mamma, how long have we been here in Fairview?’

But Lila could not remember either. It was certainly too long. The mud-pink curtains and the bland canteen breakfasts were beginning to seem normal.

Rosa said, ‘What if we become so used to them we do not mind?’

They had recently been issued with a Welfare Support Worker which Lila took to be a good sign. Surely, no country would waste money providing social care if they weren’t intending to grant you leave to remain?

Through an interpreter, Lila had dared query the length of time the investigation was taking. The Welfare Support Worker had replied, ‘The immigration authorities are always very busy. They have to check each case thoroughly to ensure there’s no threat to national security. I don’t know what they mean by that, but it’s what they say.’

Rosa should have been in school but she and Lila were waiting for a visit from the WSW. Rosa enjoyed school. There were cooked dinners, better than the Fairview food, and always plenty of it since Jules said she couldn’t even look at green vegetables, raw or cooked, let alone put them near her mouth. So in exchange for service as bodyguard, she’d slide her cabbage, sprouts, beans or broccoli on to Rosa’s plate. Since Rosa wasn’t there, she’d have to find another person to dump her greens on.

The WSW was to bring them the latest news of their application. Rosa hoped they’d soon be given a proper home and wouldn’t have to keep moving. Every change gave her a lurching stomach, like she’d had on the sea, crossing from Europe to the British island. When they’d come off the ferry, her legs had been so wobbly she’d hardly been able to stand up and she’d felt like a baby learning to walk.
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Here Is Hawk Rise

Sunday followed the beer-mat map closely. He was tired but he must make no mistakes. He was forbidden to return to the grubby gentleman in the plaid shirt at the public house for confirmation of the route.

He crossed a busy four-lane road, darting between vehicles whose drivers sounded their horns at him. On the beer-mat, the gentleman had scrawled ‘ring road go under’. Sunday did not appreciate the meaning until he was already across and saw the official command on a signpost.

‘PEDESTRIANS USE UNDERPASS’ it ordered. There were rules about urban life he was going to have to learn quickly if he wanted to go unnoticed. He prayed that, in God’s good time, he would fit into this ugly landscape as if he belonged.

He reached a block of warehouses. The barred windows made the buildings look like prisons. Sunday quickened his pace. His father had died in a prison. There had been no death certificate and the body was never returned to the village for burial.

After the warehouses, he had to take a footbridge over multiple railway tracks. It began to drizzle. The moisture clung to his hair and to his sweater like a mist. He held the plastic bag over his head to form a roof.

The streets on this side of the railway tracks seemed deserted. Yet he sensed he was not alone. He turned but saw no one. He walked on, turned again. This time he noticed a low car at the far end of the street, travelling slowly. Next time he glanced back, it had gone. Or had he imagined it? He was so accustomed to checking over his shoulder.

He was relieved when he spotted Hawk Rise. It was still far off. But it was definitely the place. A grey tower block on the outskirts of the town.

From then on, his course was simple. He just had to keep walking towards the monster until it was louring over him. It was seventeen storeys tall. He counted the rows of windows twice to make sure. He had heard of the Eiffel Tower and the twin towers of Kuala Lumpur. Could they be as tall as this concrete giant?

Each time he had stepped off a boat, he had felt dizzy. He felt the same now. Would people live so high above the ground by choice? Where he came from, every home in the village sat firm on the red earth with a yard outside their doorway. Perhaps the people here believed it to be safer to live stacked on top of each other like sacks in a grain store.

A tiny woman was making her way to the entrance. She looked as though the rain might dissolve her into nothing. She struggled to pull on the doors but was hampered by the shopping bag hanging from her wrist and the umbrella she was trying to control with the other hand.

Her jerky movements like a gecko on a wall reminded Sunday of Auntie Pru. Such an old person ought to have paid a streetboy to carry her goods home from the market. That was what Auntie Pru would have done. There was always some waif eager to earn a pittance.

Sunday pulled back his shoulders to make himself seem older and broader than he was, and hurried forward to hold the door for her. She mumbled what might have been thanks, but sounded like ‘coconut and lemon grass’. That, too, was like Auntie Pru who spoke her preoccupations aloud even when nobody was about. Perhaps she was not missing him as much as he missed her.

The Hawk Rise entrance hall was dim and smelled mouldy like latrines in the rainy season. The paintwork was scuffed like the bark of a locust bean tree after the goats have passed by.

Yet despite the sadness and resignation of the place, Sunday felt a divine message spike his heart as swiftly as the arrows had pierced the side of the martyred saint. It was his mission to bring joy into the life of the ancient gecko woman, and to whomsoever were the other unfortunates obliged to live here.

In the middle of the hall stood a reception booth. The plastic screen was cracked. A young man lounged behind it with his feet up on the desk. He wore the same dark blue outfit as Sunday had in the bag.

‘So you made it!’ he grinned at Sunday. ‘Thought you might’ve changed your mind. Did Briggs send you, or was it his lieutenant in the pub?’

Sunday was not supposed to give away information. Cautiously, he said, ‘I encountered the gentleman in the tavern. He advised me to report here. I am to work for CCCU.’

The young man laughed. ‘So that’s what they’re calling it these days? What’s it stand for? Control Centre for Corruption Unlimited? Okay, so stuff you’re gonna need. It’s back there. In the storeroom.’ He jerked his head at a door behind. ‘Next to the boiler. Other info’s right here.’ He patted the desk. ‘All the usual. Logbook. Panic co-ordinates. Management office number. And you got the uniform?’

Sunday nodded.

‘Else you can have mine.’

‘It is here.’ The bag was wet, but the neatly pressed garments inside were dry.

‘Better pop yourself into it then. Because I’m off.’

‘You will depart right now?’

‘You bet. I’d rather go back to my mum’s and live off benefit. Nobody sticks this job more than a week or two. You must be desperate, sad guy.’

Sunday thought, I am not desperate. I am calm and joyful.

The young man looked at Sunday strangely. ‘You one of them illegals then?’

Sunday said nothing.

The man said, ‘Thought so. I’ll bet he tried to fleece you.’

‘Fleece?’

‘Briggs and his pal are in cahoots together. Their business is one big scam. Bet he got your ID off you? You won’t be seeing that again. I dare say Briggs’ll pop round to check up on you. Short bloke. Porky-looking, but hairy with it. If anyone else comes by, well, it’s the ones in suits you have to watch out for.’

‘Suits?’

‘You’re still green as a twig, aren’t you? Let me give you a bit of advice. I don’t know where you’re from. I don’t know how you got here. But you got to realize, they don’t want you here. The only ones who want you is the likes of Briggs so they can squeeze you dry.’

Sunday said, ‘I am entitled to be here. I paid.’ Or rather, Auntie Pru had paid.

‘You still don’t get it, do you? Never mind, you’ll pick up the full view soon enough. But don’t expect it to last. This tower’s been condemned.’

Condemned. That was what the military rulers did to those whose opinions they did not accept.

‘Due for demolition. Don’t look so worried. They won’t do it while you’re still inside. Don’t suppose your gentleman friend in the pub mentioned that, did he?’ He held out his right hand to Sunday and shook it vigorously. ‘Name’s Jake, by the way. See you around then. And best of luck, old matey.’

Before Sunday had time to ask any questions, the young man was striding off through the rain.

Sunday’s head buzzed. So much information in so short a time. And none of it of use in approaching the job ahead.

Slowly, he put on the uniform. There was no alternative. He could not do what Jake advised, go back where he had come from.

The shirt had an epaulette on each shoulder like a soldier’s tunic. Sunday pinned the plastic name badge to the breast pocket. The outfit was made to fit a fully grown adult.

The people smugglers didn’t bother with such small details. At each stage of his journey to The Wonderland, the dealers that Sunday had encountered had been eager to get the business done stealthily and speedily. Last night, in the bar in Rotterdam, the dealer in the dark glasses had scarcely glanced at Sunday’s face to see if it resembled the photo, let alone checked if the details of age and height matched with the papers he was vending.
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Rosa Says OKAY

Rosa and Lila waited in the pink room all morning. Lila rested. She was often tired. Rosa talked.

‘At school, right now before break, they are doing design and technology,’ Rosa said cheerfully. ‘It is fun.’ She wished she was there. ‘They will be finishing our windmills. The next project is about making models of the Angel of the North.’

Lila let Rosa’s chatter flow over her. She did not ask what the Angel of the North might be.

‘Then, after design, they will have singing in the hall with Miss Tewkesbury. That is easy too. And the maths is not hard. I know some of it already.’

Rosa knew it was the English lessons that mattered to her most. It was hard to catch up when she missed something. Jules wasn’t much help. She never paid attention. ‘What’s the point in me learning a language I’ve known since I was two?’

Rosa said to her mother, ‘If only that helper woman had told us she would be late. Then I could have gone to my school for the morning.’

Lila said, ‘There is no point wishing for things that cannot be. We know we have already had more than our share of good fortune.’

Rosa tried to keep her thoughts to herself for a few moments. The quiet was interrupted by a soft smash against the window. It was a raw egg. People outside often threw eggs at the windows of Fairview. Sometimes they threw eggs at Lila’s back when they went out.

The yellow yolk, the slimy white, clung to the pane like a large bird dropping. Rosa got up and closed the curtain so they didn’t have to watch it slithering down.

‘Mamma, have you imagined what it will be like, our new home, if we are lucky and get one?’ She didn’t expect an answer. She knew Lila found it difficult to discuss what might be going to happen to them in the future when she was still thinking about bad things that had happened in the past.

Rosa stepped over to wrap her arms round Lila’s shoulders. ‘You are right. We are fortunate. It will be good. I have that feeling,’ she said. This was what Lila had told her all the time they were travelling, first by cart, then truck, then on foot, then another truck, right across Europe through one country after another. Now it was Rosa’s turn to do the comforting. ‘One day, you will be able to do our own cooking again, just how it should be done. You will do the dumplings with capers and caraway.’

Fairview inmates weren’t allowed to prepare their own food. They had to eat whatever was dished out in the dining-room.

‘Did you know, Mamma?’ Rosa couldn’t stop herself from breaking the silence. ‘Every country in the whole world has its own recipe for dumplings!’ She was repeating what her grandmother used to say on dumpling days. ‘And the manner in which we do them is known to be the very best.’

Lila managed a smile.

‘And your mother taught you and her mother taught her and when we have our own kitchen, you will teach me! And we will have our own toilet. As the helping woman said. So we will not have to share with other stinky people. It is going to be very okay.’

Okay was a useful word, one of the first she’d learned here. People used it any time, to mean anything they felt like.

How are you? Okay.

Do you want some more mashed potato? Okay.

Are you Rosa? Okay.

Is your lodging satisfactory? Okay.

How is your mother today? Okay.

Would you like to explain what I have just said for her? Okay.

Does she understand? Okay.

She said, more to herself than to Lila, ‘And the most okay thing will be the garden. There will be a garden, though it may be small. With a tree, apple or cherry, to sit under, and good earth.’

Lila sat up abruptly as if stung by a taser. ‘What is the name, Rosa, of that help woman who comes to find us here today?’

They’d been interviewed and processed by so many different people. How could Rosa remember one name from another? However, as soon as she heard the distant clip-clopping, like a mule on a paved road, coming down the corridor, she recognized the WSW’s fancy heels.

‘Tell me, Rosa, quickly,’ Lila said. ‘How do you say, we like it here and we want to be allowed to stay?’

‘Do you mean, say in English?’

‘Yes. What are the correct words?’

‘UK nice. UK okay. We like stay.’

Even though she was expecting it, the harsh rap at the bedroom door made Rosa jump. Before she had time to go and answer it, the woman had let herself in. This was not polite. All people, whoever they were, rich or poor or in-between, should think about other people in a kind way.

At school, there was a lesson called Community and Citizenship. They were told to think about the significance of Difference and Equality, and about respecting the Individual, as well as a lot of other things that Rosa hadn’t quite got hold of yet.

Welcoming strangers to the village, offering them a drink, or to share a meal, used to be important to old people like Granpap and Grandmamma. But things were different now. Once she and Lila got into their new house, Rosa would make sure they had a bolt on their main door so they could decide for themselves which visitors could come in and when.
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Sunday’s Uniform

The length of the trousers was satisfactory. Sunday was tall enough for fifteen, but he was slight in build. Auntie Pru had done her best to make sure he had a meal a day, sometimes even giving up her own by pretending she had eaten already. Skinny as a bird you are, she used to say. That was why she had agreed with the dealer who said he knew of a city where the streets were lined, not with gold, but with employment opportunities and fine foods for all.

‘Go there and grow fat,’ she had advised her nephew and she had sold her best wrapper, woven with the silver threads, to pay for Sunday’s journey. The first stage was in an overloaded wagon which crossed five national frontiers before reaching the coast of West Africa. Sunday had never before seen the ocean. He was awed by its immensity. The next truck took him to a port they said was known as Nouadhibou. Sunday’s wonder at the vastness of God’s creation changed to terror when he saw the smallness of the dugout canoe in which he and the others were to travel. It was no more than a fishing pirogue, not an ocean-going vessel. More and more men scrambled on until water was lapping in over the side.

The waist of these trousers was wide so they slid down on to his bony hips. He would need a belt. Or a length of string or twine. That would be just as effective, though he would need to keep it covered by the shirt to prevent any appearance of shabbiness. His father, when working as a steward, had always looked immaculate in his starched white shirt and shorts. Sunday went to look in the caretaker’s storeroom. He did not find string or twine or rope. But he did find, pinned to the wall, a faded rota list. He read it through several times to give himself an indication of his duties. There would be a lot of responsibility with this job, keeping the refuse bins tidy, the drains free-flowing, the lift checked for rubbish. Would he be able to cope with all that while fulfilling his holy mission to do good for the people of the doomed Hawk Rise?

He returned to the reception booth. He sat down behind the desk. He practised an expression of confidence. He was very hungry. His last meal was bread with a carrot eaten in the compartment behind the boxed goods in the lorry.

Auntie Pru had told him, ‘Trust in the Lord, and then hope for the best.’ He retrieved the good book from where it had been tucked inside his undervest. He rested it on his lap so it was below the counter. He touched its soft cover for reassurance. It was his one possession remaining since the capsize of the pirogue. Before he had set out from the fishing port, he had bound the bible to his chest with a strip of cloth. In the turbulent waters of the Atlantic he had lost everything else including his name, his past, his identity. From then on he could be Sunday only in his heart and, so long as she remained alive, in his Auntie Pru’s.
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