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To Hooyo and Aabo










Part I


‘A cat in her home has the teeth of a lion.’
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Chapter One


‘The teeth and the tongue are close neighbours, and yet they sometimes bite each other.’


The Greenwich Peninsula is shaped like an earlobe. ‘It looks like an earlobe!’ I once shouted out in class, to which my teacher replied blankly, ‘Not quite.’


As a child, I discovered that this was where time stopped moving, right on Salutation Road. I used to imagine myself digging that dangling piece of land away from the rest of London, bit by bit, so that the Thames would swell up around it and we could be on our own little island. Many years later, as an adult, I savoured every walk home down the quiet, winding path and cloaked myself in solitude. In this static part of the city where no one lives and nothing grows, I walk away each time believing that life will stay this way for ever. I see the same strangers pass by on their way home from the Underground station before eventually acknowledging that they mean a little bit more to me than nothing. The same stray cat shows her quiet appreciation by blinking slowly. The rain holds back until I finish my walk. On this patch of land, I can walk out of one life and into another. Who I am and what I have been through doesn’t matter. I’m just a girl passing through, and this place is like another country, another person’s story far from here.


Nostalgia. It washes over me on these walks down Salutation Road. Over and over, painfully and tenderly. Sometimes it’s a stabbing sensation lasting only for a second. Memories of my early life in London have become steeped in a purple haze, always in a particular lavender hue. In these memories, our house is filled with people, some of whom have passed on now. My father is often in them, so they must be pre-2005. He spins a silver globe to quiz us on every capital city in the world, and I am still too young to feel like I should be somewhere else. There’s time to talk – really talk – and dream out loud. Frankincense burns on the mantelpiece, but it’s too early to know what that scent will do to us in the end.


Nostalgia is the future telling the past that things will be OK, and the past rubbing up against it to say that they will never quite be the same. Sometimes it’s a specific scent from a perfume or a person long forgotten. Hey! Sometimes it’s a voice saying things like, Remember. It wasn’t all so bad. Some of it was beautiful . . . I get so tired of remembering and deciphering things about the past that I don’t understand, but I can’t shut them all away. They’re too big. The memories are like the pieces of broken furniture hanging out of abandoned skips on Salutation Road – they’ll never fit.


It dawns on me that most of my youth has been spent in a repetitive cycle of work and survival. Yet I am strangely attached to this simple existence. I have a little bit of money that I am wishfully saving to do something unspecified – whatever it is, it had better be life-changing. Aside from that, I’ve got four pounds left in my main account. My desires are simple and tomorrow doesn’t exist yet. I get myself a hot chocolate and continue my walk.


*


My brother, Hooyo and I left the apartment in a state this morning. There’s a plate of leftover toast on the side, a pot of cold black tea atop the stove and a constellation of seven ajwa date pips dispersed around the glass kitchen table. My brother’s schoolbooks and a carrier bag containing his dirty PE kit are spread out on the floor. The stillness of the apartment is unsettling. The home sounds that normally go unnoticed are now startlingly loud. The freezer buzzes loudly at random intervals, water rushes through the pipes and the voices of neighbours are as clear as if we were all in the same room.


I change out of my work clothes into a light blue cotton baati with white daisies and a hoodie. It’s one of the oldest in my collection, but still as soft as the day my aunt sent it to me in a case full of clothes from Somalia. It billows in the breeze coming in from the open window and takes on its own delicate shape. Spent and cold, I tuck myself under my bed covers to rest for a while. Just behind the wall, near my headboard, my neighbours are ringing in the weekend with Donna Summer’s ‘Hot Stuff’ and the barking of their new puppy. They are a young couple who bake bread and cakes from their kitchen and sell them at the Sunday market. They share their dessert with us on Christmas, and we always return the favour with a Tupperware box filled with xalwad on Eid.


‘Siraa-aad.’ My mum’s voice floats into my room.


‘Hooyo?’ I step out into the hallway, where I find her taking off her coat. She grips the radiator as she slides off her shoes, still catching her breath from the long climb upstairs.


Something is off about her this evening. I follow her to her bedroom, where she opens the wobbly doors of her wardrobe and tears off her hijab. Her hair is a riot of dried curls.


‘Is Ahmed home?’ she asks. I shake my head. She rifles through the neatly folded clothes, her agitation growing as she struggles to find something to change into. I hand her a baati from the side of her bed.


‘This boy. This boy.’ My mum usually starts her rants off in English and switches to Somali as her irritation intensifies.


‘He’s probably studying at the library,’ I reason. We both know that isn’t very likely. Ahmed is different now. He’s probably roaming the blocks across the river with those boys from the year above. He stopped using the camera we bought for his birthday to try to find him a worthwhile distraction and he hardly touches his schoolbooks. He comes home just after dawn in rebellion against years of being told where not to go and who not to befriend. Every other week there is a report of a teenage Somali boy going missing or murdered. With these new friends, we can’t quite work out what Ahmed is escaping or what he’s running towards.


‘He’s ignoring my calls,’ says Hooyo. ‘Call him and tell him to come home right now. It’s not safe outside. I saw it with my own eyes today.’


‘Why? What’s going on?’


‘A man stopped me on the way home. Somali, but not someone we know. He asked me a few strange questions. I’ve never seen him before.’


‘Questions?’ I’m already on edge. ‘About what?’


My mum looks genuinely disturbed. ‘He asked me how long I’ve been here and if I need help getting back.’


‘Back here? Why would he ask you that?’


‘I just ignored him, of course. I think he was unwell.’


‘What on earth did he mean by that? He didn’t ask you anything else?’


‘All he said as he walked off was be careful. Not in a threatening way, but as though he was warning me about something . . .’


‘He’s most likely not well. Please don’t talk to strangers around here, Hooyo. Next time, just walk away.’


She changes the subject. ‘Make sure you call Ahmed, will you? I got a message from his teacher about his recent marks. This child will embarrass me to death.’ She shakes her head slowly and slides into her light pink flannel dressing gown. It’s a frayed old thing she bought from a market stall in Lewisham one distant winter. She struggles to let old pieces of clothing go, especially this one. She insists on wrapping herself in it every evening. The sight of it fills my chest with sadness.


‘Ahmed’s going to be fine,’ I huff. ‘He’ll grow out of it.’ I attempt to call him a few times, give up, and then begin to refold the clothes that she has piled up on her bed.


Hooyo asks me to pass her handbag from where it hangs on the bedroom doorknob. She pulls out an envelope from its outer pocket that has already been ripped open.


‘Read this,’ she commands, flicking her nails against the letter before handing it to me. ‘Tell me what they mean by this? What do they actually mean this time? Didn’t I tell them I’m back to work for good?’ She starts to whisper things under her breath that I can’t make sense of; prayers and lamentations mix into each other.


The letter is from her manager at the hospital. He says that all the sick leave she has taken has been putting a lot of strain on them, and that they can’t afford to keep her on any more. In their words, they’ve come to the difficult decision to ‘let her go’. I stop reading and fold it back into the envelope, my breath stuck in my throat.


‘That’s it. No more work,’ she declares. ‘No more work, no more, no more . . .’ She’s now half laughing, half turning her words into a strange little melody as she straightens her bedsheets to lie down. Her hair splays out around the pillow. I follow the strands up to their silvery roots. Her lips are rouged and dry, a helplessness lingering on them. How strange it is that only when she feels vulnerable does she doubt her understanding of the English language.


My mother lies in her bed, in the place where the contours of her body have created an impression over the years. For the past few weeks, she has complained of some kind of fatigue that she finds difficult to describe. She sometimes says that her mind feels numb and that it is hard to think. Often, she complains of an ache that spreads around her body and settles in her back. In all cases, she refuses to see a doctor. She is fine, she reassures me, she just wants sleep and silence. She simply puts on that dressing gown and disappears into her cocoon.


She draws up her knees into a foetal position. I have never seen her this way before. Despite feeling worried, I remember how my mum always says there has to be kheyr, goodness, in difficult times. The only reason she ever felt compelled to work so much was to fulfil the wishes of relatives who took advantage of her good heart. Part of me feels honoured by the knowledge that I now have to step up and take care of everyone. But a bigger part of me is afraid. She half nods and closes her eyes, as though she can read my mind.


I open the windows to let in the syrupy night air as she turns away to face the wall. Too many evenings have played out the same way. I ask her if she wants to eat dinner and she meekly refuses, but I ignore her and plate up some pasta or rice with a side of cut-up bananas and bisbaas sauce. It’s always one large plate for the both of us on her bedroom carpet and a bowl of warm water for her to wash her hands.


When I come back to the bedroom with the food, she is sitting bolt upright on the floor. ‘Sirad, I was thinking about something,’ she says, taking hold of my slim left wrist. Our arms are almost identical in shape and length, and even our complexion is the same coppery brown. I remember how relatives joked that Hooyo had given birth to a copy of herself. ‘One day, Ahmed won’t want to come back home.’


‘What makes you say that?’ I ask.


‘It’s inevitable. He’s just like your father. He has his whole face and soon he will act just like him too.’


I close my eyes for a second and try to remember how my father’s face looked. His thick moustache and large oval eyes. Ahmed doesn’t have a moustache yet, but he has our father’s eyes. ‘But what does that have to do with anything he’s done?’


‘If you grow up and live long enough, you’ll realize things always repeat themselves, just in different ways.’


I laugh it off and we finish our food in silence.


‘I’m going to bring your medicine.’ I say, after we finish.


‘I don’t want it any more. Keep that away from me.’


‘But if you don’t, you—’


‘Sirad. Please.’


I relent and turn her bedroom light off as I leave.


I sit on the sofa in the middle of the dark living room, illuminated only by the light of the TV. The past few weeks have felt as though life is rising around me like a flood.


Tucked into the side of the sofa are a pile of unopened envelopes, glowing white. I already know what is in them as I rip open the seams one by one, deciding which ones I can put off for a little longer. I think of my cousin Osob who, at twenty-three like me, has never seen a bill and probably never will.


Outstanding payments, available balance, arrears, urgent notice. My stomach drops. I have no idea how my zero-hour advertising sales job will even begin to cover this. We are two months on from the Brexit referendum, and the general mood of the country is uncertainty and fear. I’m suddenly seized with the same emotions, as if they are diseases that were going to reach me sooner or later.


Tucked further down the sofa cushions, as though it has slipped there, is a small brown envelope. To my surprise, the address is handwritten, and so is ‘For Sirad’ in spindly handwriting. A minimal blue stamp embellishes the corner with a motto: For light and truth. I open this one carefully and stare at it, not yet reading what it has to say. The writing is barely legible but self-assured.


Dear Sirad Ali,


We hope you are as well as you can be. Rest assured that wherever you are, this message was meant to find you. You have been selected.


We are a small group of scientists from a London university which we cannot name. We are fascinated by technology and the topic of migration and find ourselves excitingly positioned at the intersection of both. While curating an exhibition on artificial intelligence and travel, we have found ourselves tackling some complex and unexpected questions. For so long, society has looked to technology to make our lives easier, but what if it could also make our lives more meaningful? What if it allowed us to be better people? With Brexit on the horizon and in the aftermath of the referendum, the I-word is on everyone’s lips: immigration. The environment is startlingly more tense than ever before. We feel a sense of duty to do something more useful with our knowledge and resources, something that will heal our society.


We invite you on a special journey – a journey to cross over into a parallel realm for a day. A journey to somewhere both familiar and completely new. With your help, we want to use science in a way it has never been used before.


UNCLASSIFIED is a unique project that allows third-culture young people like you to experience their roots in an alternate lifetime. There is nothing artificial about this alternate lifetime. It is real and ready for you to access.


To begin, please take the C5 bus from your nearest bus stop on Tyler Street on Monday, 15 August at 8.00 a.m. Sign this letter below and bring it with you.


You can only make one visit, followed by an insight day at a later date where you will take part in discussions with fellow participants.


There is a war of ideas happening in Britain right now. Join our line of defence by taking part in this groundbreaking research.


Yours sincerely,


Olga Barker


UNCLASSIFIED


I stay up, reading the letter over and over again. This must be some kind of prank from someone who has way too much time on their hands, I think. I consider taking a picture of the letter and sending it to a friend, but I can’t seem to shake the part of me that wants to believe it is sincere. Maybe there is kheyr in this, too.


A thin streak of light spears the window. Daybreak creeps into the apartment and my brother, Ahmed, along with it.


‘Surprise, surprise,’ I mutter at his hunched shadow. He’s startled to find me in the dark living room, lying on the sofa in a daze. ‘Is this how it’s gonna be now? You just come and go like a ghost, without saying a word?’ I fold the letter into the smallest square and tuck it behind my bra strap.


‘Relax,’ he says. ‘It’s Friday.’ He drags himself to his room.


I catch my reflection in the darkened glass of the TV. My jaw-length, curly hair sticks up at angles. Bloated from the late-night eating, my stomach slightly protrudes through my clothes. An image of Winnie the Pooh pops up in my head, and I laugh at myself. I’m surprised Ahmed didn’t take the opportunity to tease me about this.


I think about the letter. I wonder if it’s one of his pranks. Whoever it is, they had me at special journey. I get up and open the window. The room becomes filled with sweet, cold morning air. Special sounds nice. Special is what I have been praying for.


*


On the Tube the following evening, I sit thigh by thigh with my old friend Rosie. We recently got back in touch and I agreed to meet her for dinner to see what has changed – and, more interestingly, what has stayed the same. On the way back from dinner, I have come to the sad realization that our friendship is disintegrating before my very eyes. I think we are both aware of how much we have outgrown each other. It feels like she is speaking in a new dialect that I can’t seem to understand. After a while, she does most of the talking while I listen.


Opposite us sits a woman bouncing a baby on her knee: a sweet, drooling ball of fat. Rosie says that she feels like I’ve been avoiding her recently and, in my head, I agree; she can be insufferable at times.


‘And oh! I forgot to tell you! I’m going to Rwanda next month to work for a nature conservation organization,’ she says, smiling. ‘The organization wants to preserve Africa’s natural beauty. I’m going with a team of other expats from London.’ She searches my face for a reaction.


I choose my words. ‘Like one of those gap year things, except you’re a grown woman?’ I stare at the now sleepy baby across from us before turning back to Rosie. I think about telling her about the letter, but instead I make a face and say, ‘Rosie, what do you know about Africa’s natural beauty?’


‘Well, I want to experience it. I want to immerse myself in another culture. Don’t you think it would be good for me? I think maybe I could really figure myself out if I left for a while.’ She puts her hands together and smiles.


I can feel my nostrils flaring. I think of Rosie ‘immersing’ herself in the whole of Africa like it’s some kind of swimming pool. I wonder if she could have been behind the letter, too – but, frankly, she isn’t bright enough to think of something like that.


‘Oh please,’ I say, trying to push down the envy that rises in my gut like acid reflux. Does she really think that Rwanda is eagerly anticipating her arrival? I stare at my feet. I suppose there are many things that people think a new place and a fresh start can offer them, but this conversation is planting something troubling in my mind. Something like resentment towards my own situation. I want to say something supportive, to congratulate Rosie in some way on the opportunity, but all I can think about is the fact that I will never truly know my own homeland in this cute, whimsical way. History will never allow it.


I take a deep breath and surrender myself to the thought that perhaps deep down, at my core, I’m suffering from the same ailments inflicted by city life as Rosie. The only difference between us is that she has the courage to at least attempt to seek some kind of cure.


I have to shout my words over the loud screeching of the Tube against the tracks. ‘I’m glad you’re doing this for yourself, Rosie. You deserve it.’ I mean what I say, but it doesn’t cool the raging envy.


In Rwanda, Rosie will get to be an expat. Here, after almost twenty years, no one sees me as anything but an immigrant. When I first heard the word immigrant used by Hooyo, I hated it. Immigrant – some kind of virus, some foreign body wishing to usurp its host. The whole country is talking about Brexit. The word immigrant features in almost every discussion.


I don’t admit to Rosie that I hardly remember Somalia or much of my life there. I certainly don’t lament out loud that soon Africa will belong more to her than it does to me.


‘The next stop is North Greenwich . . .’


Together we weave through the tight patchwork of bodies to get closer to the Tube doors. As we stand tightly pressed together, surrounded by other people, I can’t feel where my limbs end and where Rosie’s begin. Each inhalation is a concoction of someone’s cigarettes, body odour and perfume. The train stops and we all collapse harshly into each other.


Exiting the station, we hug each other and promise to text each other more. Rosie waits at the bus stop, but I don’t want to hang around; I want to walk along the river and be alone. It’s a quiet night, the air is warm and I need some time to gather my thoughts.


Even the silver outlines of boats bobbing on the river don’t help to get Rosie’s words out of my head. Where would I be if I had gone to university like her? If I hadn’t told myself that I wasn’t clever enough? Maybe I could have done pretty well for myself too. I never got along with the teachers, and looking back, I can’t help but cringe at how I let their perception of me decide who I could become. I was the quiet, shy girl at the back of the class who often pronounced things incorrectly because that’s how I had heard relatives say them. I was the girl who wasn’t allowed to go on school trips if they required us to stay the night. I was difficult to engage, struggling to integrate, and eventually not worth trying to understand.


Music from the Greenwich Yacht Club slowly sinks into the water, along with the laughter of men and women. As I walk on, I start to calm down. Gazing at the glittery peaks on the surface of the river’s tide is the closest I have been to starry nights. But so what? I have learned to love this place and its ugliness; the way that nobody really knows what brought them there and why they can’t leave.


I start to think that maybe it would have been better not to have reconnected with Rosie after all these years. Boredom wasn’t a good enough reason to call her. By now I should be able to sit alone in a restaurant, or read in the park by myself, while being wholly comfortable with everything that I am and all that life asks of me. When I met Rosie, we were twelve and both wore braces in bright, garish colours. She took me to her house in Blackheath, right at the top of Maze Hill, where we watched the sun set. She showed me her collection of Girl Talk magazines straight after the first day of school and we did the questionnaires, like What does your hairstyle say about you? Which 90210 cast member are you? In the middle of her large, messy bedroom, Rosie announced that I would be her best friend. I felt an enormous sense of relief that I’d managed to get the best friend thing out of the way much more quickly than I thought.


As time went on, we stopped reading Girl Talk and moved on to Cosmopolitan and Glamour. I read them until I stumbled upon the idea that ‘dark skin’ meant olive skin, ‘sun-kissed’, a ‘healthy’ brown. Girls like me existed at school and in the supplementary Sunday science and maths classes, but it seemed we never grew up to become the accomplished, beautiful women that featured in those magazines. We were born into society carrying all of our hopes and dreams, and then we dissipated into the air like mist.


Around the bend in the road, all of the residential buildings on the horizon slowly disappear from view, replaced with the portacabins on Salutation Road. I walk past the gate with the NO ENTRY sign and instead opt to cut through the trees, wading through the thick undergrowth and ducking under the branches until I disentangle myself at the other side.


An empty block of flats looms overhead, not a single window lit. Children’s clothes still hang, stiff and bleached by the sun, on the washing line that criss-crosses above the concrete. A weather-beaten Spice Girls billboard from the late nineties is propped up at the side of the road, the wind rattling it to a steady staccato beat. Right underneath it is a Royal Mail van that hasn’t been moved for as long as I can remember.


Objects are scattered around the area as though abandoned during some exodus. Furniture is grouped randomly in different corners of the car park. I love the bookcases and the little glass figurines, often broken, but still so full of charm. I walk over with a childlike sensibility, almost skipping, as if I am eight years old again. A Furby toy with a missing eye stares up at me from a plastic box.


It isn’t long before the sickening feeling that I am not alone begins to set in. I turn to go back the way I came, quickening my pace. Something is watching me. Something or someone knows exactly who I am and why I came here.


As I run home, I can’t feel my feet. I only hear them slapping the ground, hard. Past the roundabout I run, past the old clinic with its lavender bushes, past the car wash and the nauseating smell of industrial detergent that refuses to leave the place, long after it has closed down.


Eventually I’m locked inside the bathroom at home, shaken and knock-kneed. Yanking the tap open, I splash cold water on my face repeatedly until my eyes sting. Ahmed taps on the bathroom door and complains that I am taking too long. When I eventually come out he looks at my dripping face, his expression changing.


Going straight to my room, I turn off the light and draw my curtains together until they overlap. Under the covers I close my eyes, hearing only the thumping of my blood in my ears.


After some time, I get up, open the curtains and look down at the car park. I can see a group of hooded Somali boys on bikes, the tips of their noses lit by their phone screens. Their loud, uninhibited laughter and the sound of my mother tongue reassures me that nothing can harm me. This is my home and these are my people. In the distance, two police sirens harmonize, then split apart. The boys on the bikes stay there talking for most of the night. When they eventually cycle away, the silence that follows fills me with an inconceivable loneliness.
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Chapter Two


‘Oh hyena, you cannot drag away hides without making a sound.’


Monday comes silently. The letter sits snugly in my pocket, but I’m on my way to work.


It turns out that the London Underground workers are on strike, so the rest of the city is having to rely on rail replacement buses. My bus is going straight to Stratford. I have never been on a rail replacement bus before, so the prospect of a new route to work helps to lift my mood.


As I’m boarding, the light on the travel card reader flashes red. ‘You’ve got no money on it!’ barks the bus driver. He settles his glasses on the groove of his bulbous nose.


‘One second, that was the old one.’ I rake my hand through the loose items in my bag: forgotten lip gloss tubes, crumpled receipts, a diary I’ve given up on, a half-finished packet of mints. The people behind me sigh and tut, causing my hands to become hot and sweaty. The line of people stretches as far as two sets of traffic lights.


I pull out my diary, shaking it by the cover to let the pages fan out. Someone’s breath is on my hot cheek. Eventually I pull my card out from a forgotten compartment in my bag, and the driver waves me on.


Sitting at the front of the bus is a group of women wearing saris in complementary shades of green. A girl with long, glittery red nails taps away on her phone. Boys in school uniform hold a passionate conversation in the back. One boy, sitting slightly apart from the group but wearing the same puffy black jacket and green school tie as the rest, has his eyes closed under his hood. He nods his head from side to side to a phantom tune.


More people board the bus, but most of the passengers waiting at the bus stop don’t get on. I find a space at the back, by a window. Relief spreads through my aching legs as I stretch them out before me, grateful to have a seat. A woman with vast hips eases herself into the seat in front of me and pulls out a thick, leather-bound book from her bag.


Outside, commuters watch the bus apprehensively. One last passenger hurries down the road and onto the bus just before the doors close. She’s wearing a geometric patterned headwrap with thick gold hooped earrings, very similar to a pair I used to own before I lost them at a cousin’s wedding last year.


The monotonous drone of the driver crackles over the speakers. ‘The first stop is Mogadishu.’


No one reacts to this odd announcement, making me think I misheard the driver completely. There’s no way he actually said Mogadishu. If he really did say it, it must be some kind of joke. I stifle a laugh. The girl in the headwrap keeps her eyes cast down and doesn’t react. The women in the saris don’t crack a smile either but begin to confer with each other, their expressions grave. The girl with the long red nails puts her phone down and stares pensively out of the window.


As much as I tried to forget all about the letter over the weekend, I couldn’t. I try to put it out of my mind and focus on the day ahead, but the bus has barely moved in all of ten minutes. I realize that I’m going to be late again.


‘Hi,’ says the girl with the hoops, leaning over slightly with a soft laugh.


‘Hi,’ I answer, nervously. I wonder if I know her from somewhere.


‘So, what do you think so far?’


‘Well, I’m a bit pissed off actually. I’m going to be late.’


She raises a pointed eyebrow and laughs again. ‘Hey, there’s no such thing as being late to destiny.’


‘Destiny? I suppose everything has something to do with destiny, right?’ I begin to laugh as well, mostly at the randomness of the conversation. Her laugh is infectious. ‘I mean, I get it. I support strikes, but . . . just not right now.’


She raises her eyebrow again as though not quite understanding what I’m on about. Then she unzips her backpack and pulls out a small photograph. ‘This is my grandma.’ She traces a finger across the surface. ‘Wherever I’m going, I hope she’s there waiting for me.’


I gather she means heaven. ‘I’m sure she’s waiting patiently for you.’ I smile at her.


‘I hope that’s the case. What do you hope to find when you get there?’


I immediately want to say riches. ‘Eternal peace, I guess?’ I feel myself scrunching up my face in reaction to the conversation. It’s completely bizarre, but the girl speaks as though it’s the most typical exchange to have with a stranger.


She nods knowingly and puts on her headphones, turning back to face the front.


I cross one leg over the other, feeling unsettled by her directness. She caught me off guard. The bus picks up speed as the road clears ahead. We stop at a pair of traffic lights by Salutation Road. To the right, a heavy sea of traffic approaches the Blackwall Tunnel. The girl with the hooped earrings is staring absent-mindedly at the patterned upholstery of the bus seats. In fact, she looks as though she can’t take her eyes off it, and I let my gaze settle on it too. The red and yellow lines seem to merge into one moving entity of print, criss-crossing a stretch of blue like boats moving over an ocean. Sometimes they look like lines that could never meet. I blink slowly and look at them again. In some areas, the lines and circles seem to reconcile and I can make out shapes: the London Eye and Big Ben. When my eyes lose focus, the pattern is lost once again.


The bus careers down the slip road and begins to pick up momentum. The engine warms my seat and I begin to relax, feeling a little more comfortable now that nobody is talking to me. We plunge into the Blackwall Tunnel. The white lights overhead skitter off our faces and bounce around in the vehicle, lighting up parts of us at random. A sudden sleepiness overcomes me and I let it take over. Soon I will be at work, making myself a cup of coffee in the dirty office kitchen and typing numbers into spreadsheets.


When I wake up, I look through the grimy window smeared with fingerprints and dried raindrops. It seems much sunnier than before we entered the tunnel. Light pours through the windows, so bright that it’s hard to see where we are.


I must have fallen asleep for a lot longer than I intended, because I can no longer recognize where the bus is taking me. My jaw drops open. White stone buildings with flat roofs blend into a pale oblivion. Brown cows and camels loiter by the roadside, as though waiting for someone to come and collect them. Everything within view looks like a photo being adjusted under a projector, lurching from left to right before finally settling still. I roll my eyes around under my eyelids, thinking that I must be in one of those sweaty anxiety dreams, but when I open them again nothing has changed.


A boy hurries along the street with a wheelbarrow full of large bottles of water. A frail white cat roots through an empty box of Pampers discarded on the pavement. A group of men sit at a patio under a tree, talking and laughing; one of them standing theatrically to address the group, prompting them all to erupt into more laughter. As the bus slowly passes, they look up, watching us cautiously through the window.


I examine our surroundings with fresh horror. Beyond the new-looking white buildings, separated from them by palm trees, I can see older, tomb-like structures. I have a feeling we’re not going where we’re supposed to be going. This is not any part of East London I recognize.


Checking my phone, I see that it’s 10:45. I’ve been on the bus for roughly an hour. Somehow, while I’ve been asleep, something has radically changed. I consider the possibility that the driver has changed destinations and taken us to some underdeveloped suburb on the margins of the city. But the camels! Who can explain that?


‘Is this bus going to Stratford?’ I ask the girl with the red nails. She looks at me and shrugs, then returns to staring at the seats. I stand up and wobble up the aisle to the driver’s seat, my legs shaking with every step. To my amazement, I find that he is now wearing a bulletproof vest over his uniform and a pair of black sunglasses.


‘Stratford . . . not going to Stratford?’ I can barely even form full sentences.


He doesn’t look at me. Two beads of sweat slowly roll down his temple as he drives. ‘Get back to your seat until we stop. I don’t want to endanger my passengers!’


‘But where are we?’


‘Mogadishu . . . Wasn’t I clear?’ He looks me up and down with a glare. ‘Do you have your signed letter?’


‘Oh! Crap!’ I dig my nails into my palms. The realization of what’s happening is intoxicating; I’m still reeling from it as the bus comes to a sharp halt, jolting me out of my daze, almost knocking me over. I quickly wrap my sweaty hands tight around a handrail and steady myself as I pull the crumpled letter from my pocket. A journey to somewhere both familiar and completely new . . . an alternate lifetime . . . Everything that was both terrifying and exciting about the letter is now within my reach.


As I wait for the driver’s guidance, the other passengers turn to each other in a frenzy of gossip. Except for the girl in the headwrap. She moves over to sit by the window, clutching her bag to her chest.


I notice I’m the only one standing, and people start to look up at me expectantly. A small girl in an emerald sari gives me a nervous smile, putting her hands together as if to say, I’ll pray for you.


The crackling sound through the speakers returns. ‘We have arrived in Mogadishu. Ehmmm . . . Sirad Ali, I believe this is your stop.’


The doors fling open, letting in intense heat and bright sunlight.


A great number of people – men, women and children – stand outside in long, orderly queues. Everyone is silent. The only voices are those of children. There seems to be a uniform look of anticipation on their faces. A woman raises her hand to shade her eyes and gives me a long, hard stare before whispering something to a man next to her.


‘I don’t know where to go from here,’ I say, turning back to the driver.


‘Keep them back!’ shouts the driver. I follow his gaze and see that he’s addressing a group of soldiers. One soldier rests his finger on the trigger of an AK-47 that hangs casually off his shoulder. My excitement dissolves almost instantly. The soldier motions at me to step off the bus. Another soldier is collecting tickets from the people waiting, raising them to the sunlight, then ripping them in half. I look over at the girl in the headwrap, hoping that she will say something.


‘Off! How many times do you need to be told?’ shouts the driver.


‘Can you at least tell me where I’m supposed to go?’ My tongue is so dry it feels like a rough blade in my mouth.


‘Listen, love –’ his voice softens – ‘I haven’t got the foggiest idea. I’m just a driver.’


I step off the bus. Things in my line of vision begin to shake again. I half expect a film crew to appear over the horizon. Maybe the person who wrote the letter is going to meet me at this bus stop and walk me through the next steps.


The guards let people move forward, one by one. There is a mixture of joy and tearful goodbyes. A woman in a black veil comes running across the street. In her slim hands she clutches a small, tattered notebook. She runs past the armed men and up to the bus doors as they close, gathering her many-layered hems up with one hand. Almost pleading, she knocks on the glass, but the driver simply shakes his head. ‘Please!’ she cries. She moves to stand in front of the windscreen and slaps her hands against the glass. Two armed men rush up to her in an attempt to coax her away. They grab her by the wrists and pull her away from the front of the bus. All of these people must have been hoping to get on the bus – the soldiers have clearly been sent to threaten them into staying exactly where they are.


An armed soldier walks over with a clipboard in his hand.


‘Sirad Ali?’


I nod.


‘OK. Stay here,’ he says, in English. He walks off towards the other men. I watch him take orders from another soldier. He’s quite young, probably no older than twenty years old. I brace myself as a wave of nausea spreads through my stomach.


‘Your aunt is coming,’ he says when he returns.


‘My aunt?’ I croak.


‘Yes. Your aunt,’ he reiterates bluntly.


Over by the bus, people are still clamouring at the closed door. The destination panel on the front still says STRATFORD.


‘Could I have some water?’ I ask the soldier hesitantly. ‘My throat is so dry, I can barely breathe.’ I can feel myself beginning to hyperventilate. I dig my nails into my palms and try to fight back tears.


He looks down at me with a sigh before turning away, crossing the road and heading into a small shop with pale pink walls and a bright green door – Noor Supermarket. A Lycamobile logo is stuck to the shop window and there are plastic-covered boxes of Tide washing powder piled up by the entrance. He comes out with a bottle of water and watches me drink until it’s almost empty.


‘Is that her?’ he asks. A woman walks slowly and reluctantly towards us, dressed in a long orange and white garbasar and carrying a small leather bag.


‘I don’t know her,’ I say.


The woman speaks to the soldier first. ‘How long has she been here?’


‘A few minutes.’


‘Did you tell her anything?’


‘It’s not up to us.’ He looks down at his gun, adjusting the strap across his shoulder.


I stand up and the woman steps back a little, looking at me, before slowly reaching for my hand. She forces a restrained smile and pretends to kiss the back of my hand, and I do the same out of respect. I desperately try to recall her face and fail. She is as good as a stranger.


She watches me intently, her face switching from mildly annoyed to a maternal concern.


‘Let’s go,’ she says, already starting down the road. I hurry along after her.


‘Where are we going?’ I ask, stopping for a moment.


‘To your parents’ home. Where else?’


‘Parents? The both of them?’


My so-called aunt cackles. ‘They said you were British, not dumb. I’m taking you to the home where your parents live.’


The famous Liido stretches out before us. Inky dark bodies are swimming in a mellow azure. The sound of the call to prayer comes from a minaret across the street, soft and reassuring.


This is Mogadishu, Xamar, the place of my birth, the place I left at five years old before I could even understand why. Being here, despite its odd beauty, feels like visiting a terminally ill relative in hospital. I don’t have much to say, but I look on with a sense of brokenness and feigned hope.


My aunt brings us to a narrow maze of off-white, crumbling homes. Women in colourful scarves sit outside talking. Their children chase a litter of ginger kittens. In the distance, the sea laps against the shore.


‘Is it . . . her?’ one of the women calls to my aunt. She is wearing large black sunglasses and has let a few strands of hair out from under her scarf. She flares her nostrils in subtle disapproval at the sight of me. They begin to talk about me, as if I can’t hear and understand exactly what they are saying.


‘Yes,’ my aunt tells her. ‘But don’t say a word.’


‘Oh, you have absolutely no idea what you have got yourselves into,’ whispers one of the women.


‘Does she even know Somali?’ another says. They giggle among themselves and look back at me.


I stand there on the pavement, holding my work bag close to my chest, knowing that anything I could say about the situation would only further amuse them. Before I can think of a retort, I feel my stomach turn. Whatever I ate for breakfast is beginning to slosh around my insides. I press my fingers against a cracked wall for support. A woman in an indigo-blue baati steps out of the group, coming quickly to my side.


‘Come on, dear. This is no time to be sick. Be strong.’


I cover my mouth, embarrassed, as my aunt begins reluctantly fussing over me in front of the others. She pulls out a phone and starts to yell at the person on the other end of the line.


The pretty lady in blue holds me steady as I struggle to keep my composure. Next to her, I realize she’s hardly a grown woman at all – I doubt she is any older than me. I can feel myself weakening, on the verge of fainting, but her voice in my ear is clear: ‘Please help us. Only you can help us.’
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