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‘What if the future was better than the past? What if it was beautiful?’

– Jacquelyn Gill, The Asteroid and the Fern

   

   

‘Hope is not something that you have. Hope is something that you create, with your actions.’

– Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, The Guardian


 

Part One


 

Laia
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The man they had designated as leader stared ahead, glancing at his phone and instructing a younger man behind him, perhaps his son, who steered according to the nervously barked commands. The ships around us were huge. The leader was cautious as we faced one looming hulk after another, holding up his arm so that the young steersman reduced our speed a long way before we could possibly collide or be spilled into the currents. Each time we nearly halted, I prayed that the conditions would not worsen, that we would not be overcome by waves, and that the patrol boats would not spot us. Each time we sped up again, I felt the insubstantial craft flex over the rolling waves with its overladen human cargo, a horror ride that became more violent as we entered each ship’s wake. The spray from the bow soaked us; water collected in the bottom of the boat. A woman scooped out the brine with a bucket as best she could: a single bucket against the might of the English Channel. No one spoke. A baby cried. Our faces were set in a mixture of fear and grim hope.

Parents sat with their young in the middle of the boat, but one small child managed to creep unobserved between our close-packed bodies while we all stared at the immense hull of an approaching tanker. The mother cried out; everyone searched beneath the limbs pressed close to them. Only after a frenzied search of the boat did those of us perched beside the choppy water assume the worst and look out for her – for a bobbing head, a hand. But she had crawled – just another prodding, pressing entity beside each dumbstruck passenger she passed – to squeeze between two sombre-faced men, who found her curled over the rubber side, head raised, transfixed by the tanker slicing the waves beside us. She was passed, bedraggled with spray, from raised hand to raised hand, back to her mother, as the boat lurched and rocked.

In the end, though, we were fortunate. All of us survived this final section of our journey. We made land just as night was beginning to fall, on a beach somewhere in southern England. A sliver of moon appeared in the sky.

The people who would meet us in vans, or so the traffickers had told us, didn’t show. Clouds moved in to cover what there was of the moon. By the time some of us had concluded that waiting was pointless, we were in thick darkness; it was cold and there was no shelter. I became even more conscious of the children among us, two of them babies. We had taken almost nothing with us; one of the traffickers, a short, foul-tempered man with an oiled moustache, had made us leave our bags and sacks of belongings behind so that they could fit more of us in the boat.

The leader told us we couldn’t stay; we should make our way in smaller groups. ‘But we have no addresses to go to!’ a woman cried out. Her daughter, beside her, looked both mortified by her mother’s outburst and scared by the adults’ uncertainty. Only you have a phone to navigate by, she admonished him, as though it was his fault that the traffickers had taken hers and almost everyone else’s. Nonetheless, the leader said, it’s what you have to do: go. The authorities will be here before long.

Nobody moved.

My plan was to head to where my cousin Kadeer had made his way four years ago. A year had passed since I had heard from him, but he had managed to settle and make a life of sorts. He had not been forthcoming about the details, but I trusted in him, in the resolve he had always shown as I grew up with him, and which, before setting off, I thought I shared.

Only, I didn’t want a life of sorts. I wanted more: to be one of the people helping to transform the world against the ravages of the climate, away from the oppression and denial of my homeland, and towards a life I could believe in and contribute to.

I had secreted a phone and a watch in the lining of my jacket. I turned them on, to the jealous stares of my fellow refugees. Only ten per cent charge remained on my mobile. I looked up a route and transferred it to the watch. The app told me it would take almost three days of continuous walking – assuming no rest at night, that is. My English was good, or so I thought. As well as all the English streams I watched over a friend of a friend’s VPN connection, I had with determination read my mother’s small library of English literature, the only books we possessed: Eliot, Dickens and, my favourite, Hardy. But it was still difficult to know how to pronounce some of the place names on the route: Royal Tunbridge Wells, Redhill, Guildford, Farnborough, Newbury, Marlborough, Chippenham, Slaughterford, Bristol.

I gave my phone to the woman with the frightened child and set off. I would buy another, I told myself. After paying the traffickers, there was enough money for necessities – or maybe, emergencies – before cousin Kadeer found me work. In the meantime, I would spend as little as I could.

I was shaking in my thin jacket, which was still damp from the voyage. The moon – the same moon that I would have seen at home – reappeared from behind fretted clouds. I recalled that they drove on the wrong side in the UK, as I walked along a twisting, narrow road edged by thick vegetation and shadows. My watch glowed 2 a.m. As the headlights and the soft whirr of a car approached, I pressed myself into a prickly hedge and turned my face away. The vehicle passed.

The clouds thickened again, blown in by the wind. I was twenty-five years old. I had left everything I knew behind – the city I had never been outside before, my mother smoking her cigarettes in the fortified courtyard, telling me I was foolish to believe that I would find a less traumatic life in England. But when I watched the streams, I was excited: by the music and the shows that spoke of the transformations they had made. That was why I was here. I paid little heed to the floods I saw, the scenes from overcrowded hospitals, deaths from heatstroke, conflict between protesters and the authorities. What were those conditions compared to ours? All the people here – not only relatively wealthy families, like mine at home – seemed to have food. And what was 40 degrees compared to 55?

It was not 40C on that journey; nothing like it. The cold reached my bones, despite the brisk pace at which I strode along the road. Thank heavens, as they said here, it remained dry. It would take me four more nights to reach Bristol, nights when I would find somewhere to sleep for only a few hours, each time woken soon by discomfort and fear, and by dreams in which I saw the look of sadness and condemnation my mother gave me on the last day. Too late. I couldn’t turn back the clock now.

But fear, not hope, was my master. I stole a large black plastic bag they called a survival bag from a camping shop in Tunbridge Wells, slipping it beneath my jacket. Small items of food fell into my pockets too. I was terrified of getting caught, but I could not bring myself to speak to shopkeepers, in case I aroused their suspicion. My mother was right: I was foolish. And yet I was still here, and remained free.

Everything was strange to me: the bland, colourless houses set among so much beautiful greenery in plots, fields and gardens; the trees; even the birdsong was more common and often coarser than I was used to. Unfriendly eyes stared at me: I was unwashed and unkempt, a wild-looking girl with dark skin stealing through their streets and lanes, keeping her head down and trying in vain not to be noticed. No one spoke to me, just as I dared not open my mouth to them.

Except on the fourth day. The clouds were darkening and threatening to rain. A truck passed me, closer than it needed to, although the road was narrow. A group of sullen men sitting in the back of it stared at me as it left me behind.

Twenty minutes later, weary, my shoes rubbing my ankles, and feeling the oppression that came from trudging along a road that seemed to be taking me off course despite my watch’s navigation, I saw the same truck parked ahead, without the men in the bed. I could not bring myself to turn back. As I approached it I passed the gate to a field. I paused, hesitating. The men were working a few tens of metres away on the furrowed ground. English men, reddened by working outside. I could go up to one of them and ask the way. I was struggling between my fear and the brave instinct that had brought me across land and sea to this spot, when a rough voice sounded.

I had taken the truck to be empty since the men were in the field, but the driver had dismounted and was looking at me, his mouth twisted in contempt. He said something, but I didn’t understand him. If I were to continue on my way, I would have to pass him, or go around the truck. One possibility presented danger, the other caused me to bridle. I told myself to remain calm.

I had my mother to thank for my devotion to English – she brought her love of it home from her work at the British embassy. But in those early days of my life in England, my speech was conspicuous compared to how they spoke in these parts: for all the modern streams I had been exposed to, she and Hardy and the other Victorians came to the fore as I spoke to a native of this island for the first time.

‘I wonder if you can help me. To reach my destination, which is Chippenham.’ I pronounced the name Chippen-Ham.

He repeated what he had said before, only this time I more or less understood.

‘What the fuck you doing in our lanes, eh, girlie? Where you come from? Not English?’

‘I’m making my way to Chippenham,’ I repeated and added, as if in answer to the question of my Englishness, ‘to see my cousin.’ I hoped that, by misidentifying where my cousin lived, I had avoided putting him in any jeopardy.

The man sauntered towards me, pausing to shout at the men in the field: ‘See what we got ’ere?’

To my great relief, they looked from him to me and back but remained where they were and didn’t answer. I sensed they had no time for him – their boss, I guessed, idling in his truck while they toiled. They were tending plants that climbed over wires stretched in rows.

‘Good day to you,’ I said, and walked off around him and on my way. When I looked over my shoulder he was on his phone, staring after me. I quickened my pace. For the remainder of that day, I hid in woods.

In Chippenham, a dog befriended me. The mongrel appeared from an alley in the dawn when, hungry and shivering, I was folding my survival bag after far too little sleep. She sniffed at me from a few metres away, smelling for food. I had none. Then she patrolled around me, nose to the ground for edible scraps among the rubbish, alone and independent, but keeping no more than fifty metres behind me as I trudged on my way.

As I left Chippenham the dog kept close. The sun came out, dismissing the sheet of grey clouds that had loomed since my first night in England. I saw the dog scooting through patches of sunlight, stopping to look at me as if deliberating upon the wisdom of her choice of human being. But by the time I arrived in Bristol the next day, my legs tired and my feet aching, she had finally gone on her own way again – presumably after giving up hope that I would or could provide for her.

Or perhaps she knew better than to enter this city with me.
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The weather’s pendulum had truly swung. The sun had intensified to a glaring orb which harshly illuminated the people and the streets. Some of the men were topless, with red faces and chests that appeared so painful, I could not understand why they would not cover themselves. Others drank from bottles by the harbourside, or gathered at tables on the pavements to eat and sip from cups. There was laughter. Officers roamed on bicycles; I saw two stop and enter a shop, then the customers left, looking back over their shoulders.

I spent the first days learning how to survive. I came across the Depot, a place that seemed once to have been part of a row of shops in a busy, covered place called the Circus, which provided free meals to those such as I who could not afford to feed themselves adequately. The people who worked there smiled faintly at me and asked no questions. I sat at a long table with strangers; we hunched silently over the food on our plates.

There were plenty of signs of hope, just as I had seen on the streams back home. The food was delicious – spicy, stir-fried vegetables with a kind of protein I had never eaten before, seared on the outside and fibrous inside. Whatever it was, it wasn’t meat. Meat, as I knew it from rare occasions at home, I saw here only in a place that seemed like a fortress, with angry graffiti scrawled upon it. I later learned that what I ate at the Depot was spelled ‘meet’. There was also ‘chease’, ‘milc’ and even ‘wheet’. They were all made hereabouts, in places called teineries where they crafted these protein sources to be as versatile and tasty as the originals. Tirana’s teinery was one of these, on the upper level of the Circus. It specialised in a type of meet used in a dish called curry ghoat. Their spellings amused me compared to the English I had learned. I supposed it didn’t matter that they sounded the same as the originals, because almost no one ate animal products any more. The teineries were part of the transformation I sought here: a triumph not only of biotechnology but also, as I saw discussed on the streams, of people’s ability to adapt and embrace the new.

In the Circus, people weaved through the crowds on bikes and scooters, or walked between units that stored food and goods, places that sold them, and workshops where men and women seemed to be fixing and mending. It reminded me of the souks back home, except that here everything was more open. From the regular comings and goings of the transports and the swift loading and unloading, I could see that it was part of a finely tuned system that spread in all the directions I explored.

I showered in the Depot, too; they provided soap and a towel and a change of clothes. Such kindness. At night, I slept in my survival bag behind bushes in a park they called Brandon Hill. Other homeless people slept in the park. I chose it because people living there were left alone, or so I’d been told. At first I was scared by the sometimes wild and filthy appearance of those around me, especially the men; I would not have stayed except that women, some solo like me, were part of the encampment. In any case, my fellow dispossessed were wrapped up in their own concerns, and left me alone.

Once I had somewhere to sleep, eat and wash, I began the search for my cousin Kadeer, mostly in an area which I learned was called the Aspen fifteen. Over time I realised that the people who lived there were encouraged not to travel far outside, but to use the amenities within. That’s what the fifteen meant: how long it took at most to reach them, in minutes. Brandon Hill was in a neighbouring fifteen called Hawthorn: I saw the signs when I crossed between them to sleep or to resume my search for Kadeer. I heard mention of other fifteens, too: Beech, Oak, Hazel and Ash, but I had little idea about those at first.

Kadeer had told me little about where he lived and worked, so I had to ask around. It was a while before I found the courage to approach more people – the ones who didn’t look at me as if they wondered what I was doing there. I also asked for simple things I could afford, like tea. I could not steal forever, especially not in the place where I aimed to stay. I would sometimes sit in the air-conditioned cafés and listen in to the conversations – paying customers were not so quiet as we who visited the Depot. They talked about the weather, which swung between extremes and affected their food supplies and health. They often referred to their children and elderly relatives, who suffered the most in the heat.

After traipsing across the city in search of Kadeer, I would return to the Depot as my sanctuary. One day I sat at a table there with the Black Union flags around us and a plate of succulent and spicy bhel puri before me. The food was delicious, although I still missed the tagines my mother and I cooked when we had the provisions. I looked for my favourite spice, cinnamon, in Bristol’s shops out of curiosity – I had nowhere to cook here, after all – but in vain. At least we had that. I missed my room, my bed, my girlfriends.

Caught up in my thoughts, I didn’t always welcome company. An old black man with grey dreadlocks was the only other person at my table. He was staring at me, occasionally scratching at his arms in some agitation – he appeared to suffer from a rash, perhaps from the heat. After a while, I looked up from my food and gestured with open hands to ask him what he wanted, in the hope that he would stop.

He indicated the plants growing down the walls of the Circus around us. ‘Nature is a vibration,’ he said. ‘Man took from nature. Nature took it back. Man took from us – that’s me and you, sister. We – we took it back. But now we are a vibration together.’ His face changed from solemnity to a broad grin and he slapped his thigh. ‘Like a heavy sound system!’ He made a bass sound with his lips. ‘Sister, nature is a vibration! We are a vibration!’

He paused. ‘I’ve seen you before. Not from round here, are you, my darling? Don’t worry, you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.’

I couldn’t understand much of what he was saying, but his manner lifted my spirits and warmed me to him. I smiled back, and we raised our glasses of juice to one another.

‘What kind of vibration do you mean?’

‘Co-existence, as a minimum. Resonance. Harmony, if we can reach it. But some don’t want that. Some don’t want the likes of you coming here. Some don’t want the likes of me being here. And I was born here. What’s your name?’

‘Laia,’ I said, immediately regretting this act of trust. He was a stranger, after all.

‘Nice name. Well, Laia, you just watch who you talk to round here, and who you listen to. There’s a lot of stirring going on among the people. You heard of Starman? Shalott? Albany?’

I shook my head.

‘Starman’s a bit of a mystery, but you can find him on the streams. He’s the one who talks about the vibration between us and nature – you know, the feedback loops. Then there’s the magic, of course.’ He must have seen the incomprehension on my face. ‘It means hope, can-do. Making our peace with nature, engineering our world, changing our ways to adapt to the climate, so that we vibrate along with her. Like a mutual energy. We feed her, she feeds us, helps repair our world. Now, Starman represents those of us who welcome you – and people like you – and the help you bring us, with that brain of yours and those hands. And we are many. On the other hand, you’ve got Shalott flouncing around the city and singing her weepy songs, while making snide remarks about certain people. And there’s politicians like Albany, making speeches for the dogs to hear, about people he wants to see the back of. They have to tread carefully because there’s a lot of good people in this city who don’t stand for their nonsense. Shalott and Albany won’t come out and say it exactly, but they mean me and you. They don’t want you here, sister. Despite all the good you can do for us. They’re what we call the tragic in this city. You’ve got your magic – that’s us – making positive change; then you’ve got your tragic. Polar opposites. Day and night. We’ve come a long way, but we’ve reached a turning point. Forwards, or backwards. It’s all about how you see the future. Shalott and Albany are growing in popularity. People need to choose wisely. But it’s like they’ve forgotten what happened in the teens and twenties, before we turned things around. It’s like they don’t know what happened in the States, even though it’s all over the streams for them to see.’

I wasn’t at all sure I’d understood him – all his talk about vibrating and magic and tragic. Tragedy? That at least I knew something about from Hardy, although this man seemed to be talking about people, not what happened to them. Now I felt even more lost in this city, far from home in distance and culture. I didn’t know what to say to him, and I didn’t want to reveal anything that would confirm his assumption about my status. It was a relief when his phone pinged with a message. He glanced at the screen and put it down.

My old-fashioned watch had ceased to function, for want of a charger. I was incommunicado. An impulse took hold of me. ‘Could I borrow that?’

He pushed it across the table. I walked a little way out of earshot and called my mother. There was no answer. I deleted the call entry, handed the phone back to him and thanked him. I had given in to weakness; I wanted to hear the strength in her voice, even though she would be critical of me. I should have waited, though, until I found work through Kadeer and a phone of my own. What if she called this man back? What might she tell him about me, to get them to send me home?

If you had asked me before I left, I wouldn’t have said life here was going to be easy, exactly, but the reality was far more mixed – worse in some ways – than I had allowed myself to believe. I clung to hope, which was all I possessed. Magic, the man said. That’s what I had come looking for. He said it existed here, but there was tragedy too.
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There was soon another change in the weather. The sun suddenly disappeared and it rained heavily and insistently. At night I dragged my survival bag as far as I could under the cover of shrubs, but I still woke many times with the rain splashing on me. During the day, despite the downpours, I continued my search. At least it was warm. Mosquitoes buzzed around me in the evenings. In many places there were barrels to collect the water, culverts to channel it, and areas of grass, shrubs and rocks to soak it up. But when I passed through districts called St Agnes and St Werburghs, I saw floods lapping at the houses, which didn’t seem to stop people living there. Young people in slick yellow clothes and with dreadlocks falling from under their hoods floated through the floods on rafts, like apparitions.

I saw them ferrying a young woman with long hair, in a flowing dress that looked as though it belonged in a different universe. She was like a queen, boated by yellow attendants.

A woman next to me laughed and said, ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost!’

‘Who is she?’

She looked at me quizzically. ‘That there’s Shalott. You really don’t know of her? Is it your first time in the flood zone? And them’s her rafties. Her knights, as she calls them. Wait till you hear her sing.’

‘I heard someone say she’s tragic?’

Her face darkened. ‘Some people need to watch their words. Been listening to that Starman or his kind, have you? Where’re you from?’

‘The Depot,’ I said. I was such a fool. I hurried away.

This flood zone ran alongside a section of the Electric Way, a route running north from the centre of the city. When I had drawn yet another blank looking for Kadeer, I liked to take a break there and walk along it, admiring its greenery, as did many others. On tracks alongside us, people biked, scooted and rode in small three- and four-wheeled vehicles called ‘shaws’, or flew past in trams. Although some bikes showed no sign of a motor, everywhere there was the whirr of electric wheels.

The following week there was a sudden, more intense heatwave, which reduced the numbers on the streets. At least I could sleep again in the dry air at night. Very few older people ventured out by day. I knew from life at home that the heat would kill if it could. There were shelters to go to, where I joined people who sat and waited in the air-conditioned shade. And yet, compared to home, the weather was liveable. And food – most of it grown or made locally, according to the labels attached to it, some in plots they called kitchen gardens and teineries in and around the city – was sufficient to my eyes; however much people complained about the variable supply. Only Bristol’s floods were a form of hardship unknown to me.

For all the complaints I overheard, one of the things that cheered me was the many artists who brightened the city with their works, and the crowds they drew. Dotted around, especially near to the kitchen gardens, the rain gardens and other green spaces, were statues and murals. When I walked at night I came across theatre and dance in public places. Most of all I heard music, which made me think of the man I had met in the Depot. Sound systems bedecked with Black Union flags played ‘railweh’, the insistent, conscious music that originated here and which I knew from home. It sounded like a mixture of drum and bass and the soulful Nigerian music I used to play. Then there was ‘rass’, which I had not heard before I arrived; it belonged to a local scene unknown to me, and had its own punk fashion. The whiter sounds were ‘chant’ and ‘re-pop’. All this I could not only hear but see on posters everywhere. Queues snaked from venues which I wished I could afford. Even in their style of dress – by night sometimes fantastical, by day often utilitarian yet flecked with personalised detail – the people seemed to express both adversity, which they sought to practically overcome, and joy – at their survival, I supposed.

For over a month I searched for my cousin. Eventually I managed to identify a house in an area called Fishponds which seemed to match a lead someone had given me about where he lived, and a corner shop closer to the city centre on Stapleton Road, which could be where he worked. Once again, afraid of awkward questions, I scraped together the courage to ask for him. A distracted young man at the house shrugged when I tried to describe Kadeer, who had never told me the English name he used. A more forthcoming manager at the shop gave me the name of a workshop I should try, where he thought my cousin might have got another job. Someone at each successive place then named another, until the trail went completely cold.

The realisation that I might never find my cousin – that I had to begin life here on my own – was a cold and heavy blow. Kadeer had managed to settle here, I told myself. But what had become of him? What would become of me?

Back in Brandon Hill, as my mind turned over what I should do, I listened to the birdsong, which was everywhere I went in Bristol, sung in relays by different species from before dawn until my bedtime. They made me realise how little song I heard in our super-heated house back home any more. A middle-aged woman living nearby in a tent saw me sitting on the grass, and we talked about the birds. She told me that those singing in the early morning and at dusk were blackbirds. Despite the heatwaves, she said, the birds had multiplied with the purge of fossil engines, the planting of trees and havens for wildlife in every corner of the city. New species had arrived, and others spent longer nowadays in England, refugees from the South. Like me, I thought. She pointed up at a hobby circling for prey: they spent more of the year here now, she told me, and lived deeper in the cities.

This woman showed no emotion, but she was kind. She pointed me at another tent nearby. ‘He’s gone,’ she said. ‘I checked and there’s nothing in it. It smells awful, but you should take it. It’s going to rain before long. Heavily.’ Gingerly, I peered inside. She had spoken truly: the fetid air hit me so badly I recoiled. I braced myself to shake the tent free of whatever pests lived in there. Then I aired it for the rest of that day, and took it to the Depot the following morning. With a bucket of soapy water and a scrubbing brush they gave me, I cleaned it as best I could while trying to avoid the stares of queuing Depot clients.

Now I slept in it at night, in so far as my uncertain future allowed me to sleep, thankful for the mosquito netting.
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I liked to sit on a bench by the harbour and watch the boats come and go, even though my thoughts would sometimes descend into melancholic reminiscences of home. I missed the vibrant dress we women wore in my city, the smells of spices in our kitchen and the souks, shopping for cloth to make my clothes, and the comforts of our compound – most of all my bedroom. I missed my freedom to dream of changing the world by coming here – before my dreams met Bristol’s reality. Then I would force myself to remember that life was actually harder at home than here.

On the final night, my mother and I sat in the kitchen. She asked me if there was someone in my life: she must have thought that was the reason for my preoccupation, but it was not. My mind was set on flight. I told her, no.

The heat that night, as on so many nights, was unbearable. ‘Let’s go outside,’ she said, and we entered the courtyard with its high walls, its steel gate and barbed wire. There was a half-moon. She switched on a lamp and looked at me searchingly. She told me I needed to marry and have a child.

‘I don’t want your life,’ I told her. ‘I’m grateful to you for giving me life, and for raising me without my father – for enduring the shame of your union with him. You’ve been a wonderful mother. But I’m not you. Life is insufferable here. You must have feared, when you had me, what would come to pass. And now it’s only a matter of time before they break down that gate and come for what little we have, no matter the guards outside. Perhaps they are the ones who will enter and murder us for what we have.’

She shrugged and drew on her cigarette. She said that everyone knew that the dire conditions were becoming even worse, but people like us did not feel the reality of it. We had soldiers around us. ‘I became pregnant. I had you. Day followed night.’

I straightened in my chair. Her cigarette smoke, its scratchy perfume, reached my nostrils. The lamplight seemed lower.

‘I won’t marry or have a child,’ I told her. ‘I’ll keep my energy for doing something about this cataclysm, for the children who have had no say in the desperate lives ahead of them: of famine, conflict, new weather extremes. You cling on to your imagined normalcy when we are surrounded by madness and oppression and denial.’

‘Laia, my only daughter, you’re making me tired,’ she said.

‘Then stop smoking,’ I told her. ‘Be healthy. Think about yourself. Do something about your life. I am my own person now. I will not bring a child into this world. And it needn’t affect you anyway. Because I’m leaving.’

My steely mother suddenly looked as though she would collapse.

‘Yes, leaving. For England. I will find cousin Kadeer. Mother, come with me.’

She stood up, extinguished her cigarette, her hair loose, a drink in her hand, and paced across the courtyard, as though she was going to leave for the work she used to do, at the British embassy.

I went over to her, put my arm around her and drew her back to the table. ‘Mother’ – I tried to keep my voice low enough so as not to be overheard from outside – ‘you must understand: what will I do if I stay?’

‘Protect us,’ she said. ‘Use your youth for the benefit of your own people – you said it yourself. Make us electricity, food, water.’

‘Do you think I wouldn’t do that if I could? But under this government? I have a chance to go where they need me, and I can learn from them. You can too.’

I wasn’t at all sure that there would be space for her in England. Their population was ageing: it was my youth they needed. And I, young, listening to their music and watching their streams, wanted to be a part of their transformation. Back then, I believed only what I wanted to see.

‘To Europe? It’s really no better there. They hate us. I’ve clothed you and fed you and kept you safe. And this is how you return my love? You are selfish.’

‘Yes. I am selfish. I don’t want to die young here.’

‘You’ll die young in a camp there.’

‘We’ll find Kadeer. He’ll have a home for us. We can taste hope for a change. If there’s a change of regime here, we can come back.’ To what – a democracy? I didn’t believe my own words.

‘We haven’t heard from him in a year or more. Your father would be ashamed of you.’

‘He’s not here to be ashamed. And aren’t I doing what he did: migrating? No one wanted him here. You refused to tell me about him for so long. You let him return to Nigeria; you didn’t fight for him.’

She shrugged. ‘No one would give him work here,’ she said. ‘He only came to earn enough to reach Europe. He was like you. Only he never had the money for that trek, so he stayed.’

‘Didn’t he fall in love with you?.’

‘Love? What is that between a man and a woman? Only the love between a parent and child is real.’

‘Mother, I love you. Unlike him, despite my mixed heritage, I found my own way to make money here. And now I have just enough.’

‘What? What have you done?’

‘It’s not important.’ I couldn’t explain; she wouldn’t understand the technicalities of my trading, which she would think were wrong in principle. And was it wrong? I made money at the expense of others, yes. I took it from Europeans and Americans. They could afford it. That was what I told myself. ‘Pack, now. Come with me.’

She switched off the lamp and went back into the house without a word.

I sat in the relative darkness. Soon, the taxi I had ordered drew up outside and beeped its horn. The air was sweltering. Mosquitoes made a feast of me. I went to fetch my bag, quickly, quietly, so that I would find the strength to leave her and to face the ordeal of the journey ahead of me. A few months ago England had shut off immigration again, indefinitely.

‘I won’t forgive you,’ my mother called from the doorway.

The taxi beeped again. I kissed her unrelenting cheek, and left.
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The magic of this bustling city was all around me, but I wasn’t part of it. I had imagined that Kadeer would somehow find me a job. He would know the right people. Now that possibility had disappeared. There were plenty of jobs here, but I was persona non grata. I was afraid to approach anyone. What if they turned out to be someone who didn’t want me here? They would have me deported. I became depressed. I existed here like a ghost.

I had asked early on, but only now had the kind people at the Depot managed to find a compatible charger for my watch, plus some old headphones. My heart raced with excitement as I waited for the watch to switch on. But the first thing I found, to my horror, was that my contacts had not been synchronised from the phone I had given away. I knew my mother’s contact details by heart, and my uncle had entered his before gifting the watch to me. He had also stored Kadeer’s number on it, his son, but that was from when Kadeer still lived at home. There were no more contacts on the watch. That meant none of my friends or clients was contactable at all, since no one at home dared to share their details in public. Kadeer was no longer reachable. Neither my mother nor my uncle answered. I had shamed them by the manner of my leaving. I needed to give them time. I would wait a while before I tried again.

At least I now had a portal to the streams once more, at least in range of the Depot’s network. I listened to Starman, the character the old man at the Depot had told me about. As my watch opened like a flower to show the visuals more clearly, Starman appeared against a metallic background with flickering lights, as if on a spaceship. He had a male voice but you could see him only as a silhouette, gesturing as he spoke. There was nothing by which you could identify who he was.

 

Bristol, I watched Shalott sing in Portland Square yesterday.

 

Presumably, Starman’s voice was also digitally disguised. The tone was intimate. I could not place the accent. I wished him to be a refugee, like me. Maybe he was.

 

The place was overflowing. You’re all trying to keep your minds off the coming food shortages, I expect. Did you see me there? Haha, no – I didn’t think so.

If only she would stick to combing her beautiful hair. And singing. She’d do well to keep her lips sealed otherwise, and not speak of the curse she bangs on about, without identifying it, as though it were a curse upon everyone. There will be a future without the curse, she says. Finding this future – as though it already exists, a golden age waiting to be discovered – seems to involve a mystical process. In fact, everything she utters is mystical, a longing for things to be different and more like a rose-tinted past. She dresses from the past, like a symbol of what we’ve lost. Never what we’ve gained.

She doesn’t say it, but we all know what she means by the curse: the refugees, who toil for Bristol.

The thing is, the Shalotties aren’t like the followers of Albany, our lovely deputy mayor. His people are looking for someone to blame their hardships on, no doubt about it. Hers look more like they’re searching for something they’ve lost, which her gorgeous singing represents to them. But they’re going along with all that curse nonsense at the same time. If you follow her – and I don’t just mean you rafties, or knights in shining rainwear, as I call them, but all the rest of you – my open invitation to you still stands. Please get in touch and tell us what appeals to you beyond her voice. It seems there are more and more of you. Do you really think you will find ‘it’ again – whatever it is? Have you ever had it? What is it about the refugees you don’t like, exactly? They are working their guts out for us.

Bristol, you’re magic. You’ve responded to all the climate-induced adversity by building out infrastructure and turning the city into a farm, a power station and battery bank, a repair and recycling shop. You can take for granted that everything mechanical or electrical works efficiently without fossil fuels; that the power – in the homes, the venues and the streets – stays on, day and night. And you’ve achieved all of those things with the help of the refugees. You couldn’t have done it without them. But you don’t see yourselves as you truly are, do you? You congratulate yourselves, rightfully, on your magic, while you’re mired in a segregation that the likes of Shalott want to deepen – and worse. Wake up, good people of Bristol. Don’t allow the tragic to pump their poison into your veins. Pump more of your consciousness music into the streets instead.

 

After listening to Starman, I watched a stream of Shalott singing to a predominantly white crowd. Her voice, soulful and ethereal, entered my bones. I could see why people felt inspired by her, even though her songs and her long flowing dress and hair seemed to belong to a world at odds even with the mainstream chant and re-pop scenes, let alone the railweh and rass music and the dancers and other players I had come across on my walks. To me, they belonged in the present; were making their own moment, even joy, out of the insecurities they lived in.

And when Shalott talked of the curse among ‘us’, Starman was right. I thought of the woman I’d met in St Werburghs when I first came across her: Shalott meant me.

Even though he addressed all of Bristol, I felt Starman was talking to me. When he applauded the magic, he was talking about the reason I had come here: to learn how to make the world a better place for humanity, while overcoming the obstacles the climate hurled at us. When Starman said that Shalott was the flip side of magic Bristol, tragic Bristol, I began to understand what he might mean, not only here but in relation to the powers at home: those who refused to consider any change or who even wanted to go backwards, those who pinned the blame for their troubles on others instead of working on their own lives, and those who passively accepted a bleak fate.

He told me things of which I had no direct experience, and I trusted him. Maybe he wasn’t right about everything, but he was someone to listen to. He said the people of Bristol all felt subject to forces outside, whatever their actions inside the city. The shift in climate was a global disaster. Bristol did its part, along with the rest of what used to be the UK. But the world had no leader since America descended into civil war and China fell into so much unrest; attempts at global accords on migration, on food supplies, had little success.

I wanted to call my mother again and tell her about what had been achieved here, how I was going to learn a trade to help overcome the hardships of the climate, as others did here. But I had no prospects of work.
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A few days later was the first of many times that food ran low in England. Starman had said this would happen, but I hadn’t been paying attention. The Depot was deserted when I arrived. There was only a sign saying that, due to an interruption in the food supply, no meals would be served from that day until further notice. My annoyance that they hadn’t warned us the previous day was met by the thought that they didn’t have to feed me at all; I should be grateful for all that came my way.

I was later than usual. I would have expected a group to have collected to discuss such bad news, but no one had lingered apart from a young, grizzled character nearby. As he shuffled towards me I saw that he was not much older than me. His face was hardened from the sun and the rain, and who knew how many cares. He limped. At last I recognised him as a fellow beneficiary of the Depot.

‘Fuckin’ Scots got all the food, I reckon. Our food. Bleedin’ Scots and fuckin’ refugees got it all. Everything as belongs to us.’

When his words dried up he looked at me more closely, as though noticing for the first time the person he was speaking to.

‘You a refugee?’ His arms were bare, stitched with needle marks. A near-empty sack hung over his left shoulder. He was thin but sinewy. The tendons in his neck tautened as he screwed up his face in anger and drew closer.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m from here. I’ve just fallen on hard times, that’s all.’ I had no mirror, but I hoped the rigours of the previous night in the tent would be clear from my appearance. Sleep had been fitful; my clothes were greasy and unkempt. I needed a shower; my skin prickled with sweat. A bag of my few remaining clothes hung in my hand. But cleanliness was impossible today, it seemed.

The young man was biting his lip, readying himself for more than curses, I feared. I was on the point of flinching, but someone called harshly to him, a thin-faced woman. He had kept her waiting, she said, even though she had just appeared. He looked back at her over his shoulder, sneered at me one last time, and left.

I hurried away, heading back to Brandon Hill and wishing I could hide altogether, my heart beating hard from the encounter. Long queues had formed for whatever food was available at the grocery outlets I passed. As I walked, I considered what the man had said. Not for the first time had I heard disparaging references to Scotland. I gathered that this country to the north – about which I knew less than I knew about England before I arrived, for I had confined my stream-watching to the country where cousin Kadeer lived – had declared independence a decade ago. People said they had more food there; that the shifting climate had enabled a transformation in the crops they cultivated.

After I had bundled my unwashed clothes back in my tent, I dared to sit on the grass in the open, close enough to a group of my fellows at the encampment to hear what they had to say, keeping my head down and idly playing with daisy stems so as to appear preoccupied with my own thoughts. I knew none of them. The woman who had shown me my tent had moved on without saying goodbye. I was lonely.

Their conversation was often hard for me to make out; they spoke in tones and accents that often eluded my understanding. But I gathered that the border with Scotland was closed, except to food, which used to be exported through it. One man, jabbing his fingers in the air, voiced the opinion that Scotland was holding England to ransom by ceasing the food supply. Another talked about the wars in places it seemed they could barely identify, which had been escalating. Food had been diverted away from export to England – which the ‘foreigners’ hated, he said.

It was true that I had seen conflict as I made my way with the other refugees through Europe: angry crowds, rows of army and police vehicles. I saw no fighting as such, but my experience of the continent was limited to hiding in lorries and keeping a low profile when we could not avoid appearing in public, such as when we changed transport.

Inshallah, as my mother would have said: whatever their causes, the shortages would soon end. For a few days I lay in my tent, except when I had to relieve myself in the bushes. When I idly used my watch (I had thought it would be of no use away from the Depot’s network), to my surprise I found there was a free internet service. Instead of Starman, I looked at the news streams for a change. There was fighting in Europe: fighting over food, fighting to cease the flood of refugees in some parts, fighting for a share of the refugees to help with the crops in other parts. No one seemed to know anything for sure, though, and the reports contradicted one another.

I was desperately hungry; since I could not sleep I listened to the voices outside, which grew fewer and fewer as more of us stayed in our tents and waited. Or had they gone searching for food? I felt even more lonely. The tent smelled of my sweat, mixed with the still rank residue of its previous occupant.

But then trains arrived bearing food. I returned to the Depot, cautious in case I encountered the angry young man again. I ate, a smaller portion than I was used to. At least it filled some of the hole in my stomach. I showered, after a long wait for the two cubicles, and washed my clothes in a sink. I felt almost human again. But I was still alone and without prospects. I desperately wanted to cease to be a ghost, at the mercy of the likes of that young man in the Depot: I wanted to work, have a home. If I was to do what I came here to do – to be part of the hope, to do something about the climate’s ravages – I would have to take a risk.
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Then, soon afterwards, in a café in an area known as St Jude’s, I met Digby. Or rather, he met me, coming over to my table after throwing glances my way despite a heated conversation he was having with two other men. Not only did he sense immediately that I was here illegally, but he made it clear that he knew – but I was not to worry. In a hushed voice which I could only just understand, he said he could fix me up with an identity. With it, I would be eligible for the basic, he told me – which is what they called the income everyone apart from refugees received – but he could also get me work and a place to stay. I didn’t want this basic; I just wanted to work and learn. I listened politely but I didn’t trust him. I made an excuse and walked way.

But then a few days later he came and sat beside me as I ate in the Depot. He was a large man, in his late thirties or forties. His breath smelled. He had brought someone with him, a younger woman somewhere between his age and mine. ‘Tell her,’ he said to Sarah, as he called her, although I didn’t believe that was her real name. This Sarah told me that she had been a refugee, too; that she did all right, as she put it, working in a warehouse and living nearby. It was hard work, but the pay was enough. Digby had arranged it so that she wasn’t officially a refugee, she said, not even a sanctioned refugee: the ones who could come and go without an ankle bracelet, and who could live outside the camps, wherever would have them.

I had not knowingly met another refugee before, although I had noticed people wearing ankle bracelets. I noted the care they had taken to look the best they could, let down only by the holes and frayed seams in their clothes, which they presumably could not afford to repair. Now I was starting to understand the hierarchy: people who were not refugees, followed by sanctioned refugees who could live freely, followed by refugees who were tracked and had to live in encampments. Refugees were paid to work – had to work, Sarah said with a detached air – but received no benefits. When I asked her what the refugees who weren’t sanctioned were called, she said ‘indentured’, a word she rendered with distaste. She didn’t seem to know how someone could become sanctioned; because of Digby, she had never had to make the transition herself.

‘No actual slaves, then?’ I said. ‘Why would you want to help me?’ I asked Digby, ‘and so generously? What would you want in return?’ I looked at her as I asked him; she looked away.

‘I just want to help a girl in difficulty,’ he replied, ‘like my old man used to. Isn’t that enough?’

Sarah
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