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RUN, REBEL




For the millions of Sammys




366 days before


Everyone is crying but me.

Seven days since she passed.

Seven days, eleven hours, forty-three minutes and sixteen seconds.

Counting the days, hours, minutes,

to stop myself from drowning.




Everyone is crying but me.

Dad squeezes my shoulder.

Be brave, Nat.

I walk towards the front of the church.

Seven days, eleven hours, fifty-three minutes and

nine, ten, eleven, twelve …




Everyone is crying but me.

I’m trying to remember how to breathe,

my desert-dry mouth,

hands trembling,

I swallow sand.

It feels like an eternity before I find my voice.




Everyone is crying but me.

Tears stream down Dad’s face –

he’s given up wiping them away.

His voice cracks

as he reminds everyone of who she was.

Katherine. Kate … Kitty …

her laugh joy for life mermaid

wonderful mother beautiful wife …

activist big heart …

my mum.




Everyone is crying.

Everyone,

even me.




Me and Mama have lain here on

the cold floor for hours

or seconds.




It’s hard

to know

anything

right now.




I lie next to Baba,

his warm hands

turned cold.




I want more than anything

to breathe life back into him.




Baba was fearless

in a country ruled by fear.

I wish I was like you,

I would say.

My son the stargazer,

he would say.

You are perfect just as you are.




Mama moves in waves,

her body undulating,

a crash of howls.




I am a rock.

Unresponsive

to her swells of emotion,

as she beats her chest

and folds into

half the woman she was.




His blood seeps

into my shirt,

staining my skin.




I breathe into the

holes

in

his

chest.




Our salty tears

mix with

his iron blood,

which soaks into

our skin,

our hair,

our guilt,

that we live

and he




doesn’t.




Mama looks at me.

In this moment

she is still

and serious.




I can’t hide you forever, Samuel.

It is time.

They will come for you next.






336 days before


I should have taken more videos of her.

I should have recorded every moment,

caught every breath,

savoured every laugh.




I touch the screen,

wanting to grab hold of her –

to reach through my phone and




pull

her

out.




I wish she was still here, Dad.




I know, love, I know.




Dad’s desperate to keep it together,

but he’s b r o k e n,

w e a l l a r e.




We’ve kept our distance

these past few months,

keeping our sharp edges to




ourselves.




Getting too close

could cause a puncture

and then we’ll see it.

The emptiness.

The grief.

It’ll leak out,

or pull us in.




Either way,

there’ll be no

escaping

it.




My heart shifts a little,

knowing we’ll

never

be the same.




Knowing we won’t ever

fit

like before.




Mum was like

winter socks.

She knew how to keep you warm.

She knew how to hold you.




Dad’s like fingerless gloves.

He tries, but he doesn’t quite

reach your edges –

the important bits –

the bits that really matter.




‘Watch this, Nat! Watch me!’

We stare at the screen as Mum

cartwheels straight into the sea

and then emerges, coughing

and laughing,

trying to catch her breath.




That laugh, Ryan says, smiling,

and he’s right.




Mum was small,

but she was a powerhouse.

Big laugh.

Big smile.

Big heart.




Ryan slides his finger across the screen

so we can watch the scene play out

again and again and again.




She was so passionate, wasn’t she, Dad?

Like about everything.




She was, Nat, he says. She cared too much, your mum.




You know what she’d say to that, don’t you?




What, Nat?




There’s no such thing. You can’t care too much.




Too much time has passed.

I trace Baba’s face on the screen with my fingertips.

I memorize his voice.

Eritrea is a country traumatized by war.

I want to feel his skin.

This once free country is a military prison.

I whisper his words.

The world’s biggest prison.

I pause the recording.

I stroke the face on the screen,

wishing it was skin.

I press play and the recording restarts.

I wonder if this video

is the reason

he’s no longer here.

First the Italians.

I study Baba’s face.

Then the British.

I watch how he uses his hands.

Then came Ethiopia …

I mimic his posture.

Years of war …




Baba is animated.

He gestures wildly with his hands,

his eyes bright,

his speech slow,

picking up pace

as he captivates his audience.




I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

I look into my eyes.

I examine my body.

I study my breath,

desperate to see him

in them,

in me.



There are many ways to be brave, Sammy.

Most are small, simple acts of courage.

You will find yours.


Baba’s courage

was in his words.



Never be afraid to speak up for what is right.

It’s too hard, Baba. I feel hopeless.

It’s never hopeless, Sammy.

Never. You know why?

Why?

Because no matter how dark it gets

there are still stars in the sky.


He lived by these words.

Even after Black Tuesday –

the eighteenth of September 2001.




The day seven independent

national newspapers were banned.




The day the Eritrean press

died

and a fully militarized country was

born.




Baba mourned this day

every year.



Eritrea, our beautiful country,

has descended into the abyss, Sammy.

It is my job to tell people the truth.

But aren’t you scared, Baba?

We have to face our fears if we are to be free, Sammy.


Mama tells me

he showed no weakness

when the soldiers came for him.

He looked them

straight in the eye

as they

brought

him

down.




I’m not brave, Baba,

You were brave.

Why aren’t I?




Why aren’t I more like her, Dad?




You are, Nat. You’re the spitting image of her.




She had a big heart.




Yours ain’t so small.




I feel like my chest has been stamped on.

When’s it gonna stop hurting?

Dad?

Dad?




You want the truth?




Always.




Dunno if it does, Nat. I dunno if it ever does.




Does the pain ever stop, Mama?




One day … it will get easier.




Baba was the sun.




And he still shines.




Nothing lives without the sun.




Why are you talking this way, Sammy?




I am nothing without you both.




You are more …




I am dust. Nothing but dust.




Yes you are, Sammy.

Stardust.

You are the most precious gift of all.






318 days before


My alarm rings at seven thirty.

I’ve been awake since five.

Habit.



Rise and shine, Nat! Come on, let’s get our feet wet,

my little scholarship superstar!

You’re so embarrassing, Mum!

I’m proud, is all – aren’t I allowed to be proud?

My Nat’s gonna be a pro swimmer!

You don’t know that.

I do and I’m gonna shout it from the top of Dover Castle!


I hear her voice

in my head

every morning.

But, nah.

Some things died along with her,

and swimming

was one of them.




I peel my body out of bed,

drag myself into the bathroom,

splash cold water on my face.

My skin tightens and tingles.

I look at my reflection in the mirror

and take a deep breath –

try and slow my heart down,

feeling nervous about the day ahead,

mixing with the world again.




Feels like

I’ve been hiding

in this house

forever.




Feels like

I’ve been hiding

in this house

forever.




Confined to the walls

of my home.

Witnessing the rainbow

of sunrise and sunset

through gaps in the curtains,

stargazing secretly

when all the lights are out.




In the first few weeks

I was cocky –

I thought I’d escaped military camp.

Then came the conscription notices

one

after

the

other.




Then came the soldiers,

threatening Mama,

searching the house.




I hid in the cellar,

breath held,

frozen,

hearing Mama scream,

hearing her pleading,

He left! He’s not here! Please!




I am seventeen.

Seventeen and in hiding

for forty-eight

days and nights.




Hiding and waiting.

Waiting for money

from a cousin in America

and an uncle in the UK.




Thousands of pounds.

Enough to get me to Europe,

and fake papers from my best friend, Tesfay.




Tesfay, who knows someone,

who knows someone,

who knows someone.




If you pay enough,

there is always

someone

who knows

someone.




Someone needs to clean this house,

Ryan! Ryan!

You live here an’ all and I’m always doing it.

It’s not fair!




I walk into his room,

pick up his clothes

and throw them at him.

He stirs a little then turns over.

He’ll be like that

all

day.




Since the funeral

the whole house has gone to shit.

Dishes, dirt, laundry, takeaway boxes

littering every surface.




Sunlight streams through the window

revealing the true state

of Dad’s room.

Clothes all over the floor,

his work boots and hi-vis

making friends with dishes

and pizza boxes

he’s brought up to bed.

A stack of old photos spill out

from under his pillow.




Mum and Dad on their wedding day.

Mum on the beach in Hastings.

Mum sticking out her tongue.

Mum at the local pool with me and Ryan.

Mum and Dad in front of the Eiffel Tower.




There are loads more.

I want to curl up with them,

forget school,

forget life having to carry on.




I leave the photos

where I found them

and the bed as it is.




I sit in the kitchen,

eating dry cereal

straight from the box.




I wash three spoons

and three bowls.

Just enough to keep going.




Keep going, Sammy.

I must keep going.

I repeat this over and over

to stop myself from losing my mind.

The waiting is over.

I leave tonight.

The fear of going replaced

with the fear of staying

every day.




I hear Mama making breakfast,

and remember how I would patiently wait

at the kitchen table

for some kitcha fit-fit,

my favourite breakfast.

Bread mixed with

spiced butter and berbere spices,

served with a dollop,

or in my case

lashings, of yoghurt.




Baba sitting in his chair,

drinking thick black coffee.

Take it easy – you’ll be eating soon enough.

But I couldn’t help it –

the aroma of the spices

drove my stomach crazy.




I remember how I would brush

and rinse my teeth twice afterwards!

I wanted to smell good for my sweet Mariam.

Just in case we might speak.

A year trying to pluck up the courage

to talk to her

and then finally

it

happened.



It’s now or never, Sammy.

School is over – if you don’t talk to her now,

you never will.

Tesfay, my wingman,

urging me to make my move.

Seriously, Sammy, say hi, do something.

I can’t hear about your heartache any more!

I take a deep breath and

walk towards her.

I look back at Tesfay,

who gives me a thumbs up,

and continue what feels like

the longest walk of my life.

I stand opposite her.

Hi, Mariam, I say too quietly.

Hi, Mariam, I say again,

this time my voice jumping two octaves.

I clear my throat.

Hi, Mariam.

She smiles.

She SMILES

and time stops.

Sammy.

I watch her mouth

form shapes that

say my name.

The world continues in slow motion

as I study her lips.

I feel a sharp

nudge in my ribs.

Close your mouth, Tesfay whispers.

Sammy, she says again,

did you want something?

I am lost for words.

What my friend is trying to say, says Tesfay,

is that he would like to take you for some gelato,

if you’re free?

Oh, she says, looking surprised,

her gaggle of girlfriends giggling behind her.

My face burns with embarrassment.

What was I thinking?

This is Mariam,

the most beautiful girl in school.

What would she see in me?

You can tell your friend I say OK.

Sitting across from one another in the crowded cafe,

it’s like we’re the only two people in there.

I can’t eat,

my gelato turning into a pool of liquid in the bowl.

You don’t have to be so nervous, she says.

I don’t bite.

On the way home

my fingers brush against hers as we walk.

It’s electric.

You can hold my hand, she says.

I take it and

my heart skips a beat.

We stand outside her house.

Thank you for joining me, I say.

You’re welcome. Thank you for the gelato.

We are standing so close,

I can smell the strawberry gelato on her breath.

It’s OK. You can kiss me, she says,

closing her eyes and leaning forward.


I can still taste it.




She was taken to Sawa a few days later

on the last day of school, along with

thirty others, while Tesfay and I

hid like dogs.




It was the start and end of

something beautiful.

Now, like most things,

it’s too late.

Late for school,

I think, looking at the clock,

not moving,

staring into nothingness.

Come on, Nat, get your coat on,

I tell myself, watching the minutes tick by.




I continue sipping

cold, bitter coffee.

Everything tastes

bitter these days.

I can’t remember

the last time

something tasted

good.



A HERD OF MIGRANTS

SWARM DOVER BEACHES


I see the headline from across the kitchen table,

can’t be bothered to pick it up and read the full story.




The same one

almost

every

day.




Mum was a refugee support worker.

If she was here, she’d be helping.

She’d come home crying some nights,

finding it hard to separate herself,

her heart was that big.



Come on, you two, give your mum a big hug.

Ugh, that’s enough, Mum.

Ryan wipes his cheek with his sleeve.

You don’t mind, do you, Natty?

Nope!

I don’t know what I’d do

if anything happened to this family.

Ow, Mum, you’re squeezing me too tight.

Oops, sorry, Natty. I just love you so much.

I want to squish you down and put you in my pocket.


Can’t say I ever gave her job much thought.

It all seemed so distant somehow.

It never really connected.




I was mostly annoyed

by the long hours she’d work.

Other families,

other children

getting more of her

than me.




I wipe away tears

on my school shirt,

forgetting I’m wearing mascara.

I look at the black smudges on my sleeve,

and take another sip of bitterness.

I don’t have it in me to think.

I don’t have it in me to care.




My phone beeps.




Mel: There’s late and then there’s late, babe.
Where are you?




I look at the clock.

I have no intention

of leaving any time soon.

10 mins. Soz

I lie.




I lie to Tesfay.

I tell him I’m excited.

I tell him I’m feeling brave.




He has come with the fake papers.

The final piece of the jigsaw.

The day I’ve been

dreading and dreaming of

has arrived.




We’re out of here, Sammy!

We finally have our ticket out of here!




Tesfay is small for eighteen –

he just about comes up to my shoulder,

with a scrawny frame to match.

But Tesfay is mighty.

We’ve known each other

all our lives.




Tesfay means ‘hope’

and on this journey

he’ll be just that.

I couldn’t do it without him.

He’s the only person,

apart from Mama, I’ve seen

this past month.

This past month

things between me and Ryan

have gone from bad to worse.

He’s … different.

Sleeping all day,

out all night,

drinking,

smoking weed

and

getting inked.

The latest –

a rose –

covering half his arm.




Ryan … Ryan … RYAN!




What? he mumbles

from deep under

the duvet.




Dad left some money for the shopping – can you do it?

Ryan?

Ry?




Yeah! Get lost! he snaps.




It’s like he’s had a personality transplant.

Dad says he’s rebelling and

it’s normal after what we’ve been through.

I asked him why I’m not rebelling

and he said, You’re sixteen. There’s still time.




I slam Ryan’s bedroom door,

stomp down the stairs,

grab my coat and rucksack

and notice a purple cardigan

hung up

behind

Dad’s parka.




I thought he’d got rid of everything.

He had a clear-out

two weeks after the funeral.

Like getting rid of her stuff

was all we needed to move on.



She would have hated us holding on to them, Nat.

You know what she’d say,

‘No point keeping my old stuff when there are others who are more in need.’

Trust me, this is what she would have wanted.


But it wasn’t what I wanted.

I want to see her in every room.

I want to keep remembering.




I take her cardigan off the hook,

hold the sleeve

against my cheek.

It’s soft – like her.

Warm – like her.

The scent of her perfume –

lingering, sweet – like her.




I put it on.

It’s not school colours

but I don’t care.

I wrap her round me.

I need you with me today,

I whisper to no one.




I think of Ryan upstairs

and slam the front door extra hard

on the way out.




On the way out of Asmara

we have to be clever,

stay hidden in the shadows.




Tesfay is calmer now.

His face is serious.

He speaks quietly.




I listen,

my heart racing,

knowing I have to leave,

yet wishing this day would

never come,

paralysed by my fear

of the journey,




knowing the dangers,

knowing our fate if we don’t make it,

knowing our fate if we stay,

knowing what’s at stake.




Tesfay has a map

with red lines drawn across it,

plotting our journey

all the way to the UK.




It will take two weeks maximum, he says

and then punches the air with his fist.




To Europe! he says.

To Europe, I say,

desperate to match

his enthusiasm,

but




there’s a lump

the size of the moon

in my throat

taking up space

where courage

should be.




There’s a lump

the size of the moon

in my throat

taking up space

where courage

should be

and my heart’s

beating faster

than it should.




Just when I think of

turning back,

running back,

I see Mel.




Mel!

I fall into her arms,

she kisses me on the mouth,

and just for a moment

everything slows down.




Everything slows down.

The mood has changed.

The two of us sit in silence,

thinking,

not speaking

of the dangers

that lie ahead.




Which

one

will

end

us?




Caught at a checkpoint

before leaving Asmara,

and thrown into prison

or executed?

Or captured later on,

tortured,

sold into slavery

or murdered

if a ransom isn’t paid?




Do you want to end up like your sister Sophia

in Sawa training camp?




Sophia,

who we haven’t

heard from

in a year.

Still not knowing

whether we can

mourn for her.




We have nothing to lose, Sammy.

Live as slaves in Eritrea

or risk death and slavery if we leave.

But, if we make it …




Exactly, if we make it …

Yes. If we make it, we’re free.

Free! You can study your stars;

I can design glass skyscrapers!

We can live the life we always dreamed of.




But I can’t help how I …

I keep getting this … like rocks on my chest …

and I … I …




I drop my head into my hands.

Tesfay puts his arm round my shoulder.

He squeezes me into him.




We’ve dreamed of this day for so long.




I know, I say.

I know.



Look, Tesfay, a plane!

Hey! Hey!

Tesfay waves his arms at the passing plane.

My friend Sammy and I want to escape from here.

Take us with you!


Those planes

like
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