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For Siân, Kara and Ciaran –
 at its heart, a story about siblings.


PART 1

The Mediterranean Sea
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The Crossing

So there we stood, on the stony beach beneath the forest and the mountains and the stars. The land across the water was now only a smudge in the moonlight, and the crossing looked so very much further than it had on Google Maps.

I remember this moment clearly. I was afraid. I turned to my little brother Mohammed and said, ‘We don’t have to do this. You know that, don’t you?’

My brother’s eyes shone briefly in the darkness. 

‘God above, Zain!’ he hissed. ‘Don’t be such a pussy.’

He did not use those actual words, of course, because we were talking in Arabic. But in this instance, I have translated his phrasing very closely. The same anatomy was referenced in both cases. My little brother can be extremely insulting when he chooses to be.

‘Our mother would not want you speaking that way,’ I rejoined.

‘Well, Mum’s not here, is she?’

There was not much I could say to this, so I said nothing at all. I just looked at him and tried to imitate the expression our father would have made in this situation. Calm, patient and still in control. An undertone of quiet disappointment. You were raised better than this, young man.

It is possible that the many shades of my intention were lost to the darkness. Mohammed made an obscene gesture with his fist.

‘God give me strength,’ I said beneath my breath, but loud enough that he could hear.

Mohammed shrugged then. Or he attempted to shrug. The life jacket made the movement awkward. It was too big for him, even after I had knotted the straps twice over to tighten the fit. This was one of the many things that continued to occupy my mind.

I turned back to the sea and, stepping forward, let the waves run over my bare feet. It stung straightaway, and it felt far colder than it probably was. You have to bear in mind that we’d been walking for much of the day, over bare rock and baked, rutted ground. My feet were blistered and swollen, and that first shock of cool saltwater felt like needles in my flesh. Nevertheless, I tried not to react, or not in any way that would be obvious to Mohammed. I waited, instead, for the pain to diminish to a dull throb, allowing my feet and ankles to become used to their new environment. By logic, I knew that the sea, in August, was not much colder than the night air; it might even have been a little warmer. And it was, essentially, the same sea I had swum in for much of my life, just a little further west. It was not something to be feared.

‘How far do you think it is?’ Mohammed asked me.

‘Two kilometres. Three at the most.’ I could not, in good conscience, lie about this, however much I wanted to. Because of the time we’d spent hiding from the police, who patrolled the roads and beaches closer to town, we’d not covered as much ground as we’d hoped. We had not been able to get to the narrowest point in the channel, where little more than a kilometre of water separates Turkey from the Greek island of Samos. But there was no chance now of continuing over land. We might spend another three hours stumbling along in the darkness, our energy failing, and with nowhere to refill our water bottles. So the choice we faced was simple: accept defeat and turn back, or attempt the swim from here.

But I was never going to be the one to make the final call. When it came down to it, I could no more command my little brother into the water than I could tell him to leap into a fire.

It was he who broke our silence, by summoning a large quantity of phlegm into this throat and spitting it into the sea. A fourteen-year-old’s act of defiance.

‘Let’s do this,’ he said.

We drank the last of our water and then discarded the empty bottles on the beach, where they lay as a small sacrilege in the moonlight. Most of our belongings, such as they were, we’d left at the hotel in town. A change of clothes, some toiletries. In terms of material possessions, there was no longer much to abandon. Everything else – everything essential – had been sealed in waterproof bags and squashed into our backpacks. 

Let me ask you to imagine this. You’re going to attempt to swim across the sea to a whole new continent. Everything you can take with you has to fit into one small backpack, and every gram you pack will be a gram acting against you, a gram seeking to pull you down beneath the waves.

So what do you take?

Some things are obvious. You take your shoes and sunglasses, and one set of lightweight clothing, and not only because you do not wish to offend your new host nation with your nakedness. You assume that in the morning you’ll have to walk many miles under the hot Greek sun. 

You take your money and your phone, which you’ve double-bagged for extra insurance.

You take your passport because it is proof of your nationality – proof of your desperation. In case swimming across the sea does not, in itself, prove that you are desperate.

These are the practical things I had packed into my backpack, along with two more items for the benefit of my soul. The first was a photograph of my parents, taken before the war began; and it was stowed within the pages of the second, which was a copy of my holy book. This was a hardback English-language edition of The God Delusion by Richard Dawkins, which I’d concealed in the dust jacket from Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations so that no one would know I was an apostate. But I’m sure I’ll get to that later. It’s not so important right now.

After some experimentation, and many adjustments, Mohammed and I had managed to secure the shoulder straps of our backpacks under our life jackets, which we now inflated; and we stood for only a moment in this state, like two fat blue-black turtles poised at the edge of the world. Then Mohammed started to wade forward into the surf, and I was at once pursuing, until in several clumsy bounds I had drawn beside him, waist-deep in the dark Aegean Sea.

‘Whatever happens,’ I told him, ‘whatever happens we stay together, side by side.’

For once he did not object to this plan. He just nodded.

I started counting, very slowly. ‘One … Two … Three …’

Together we plunged into the water.
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The First Attempt

This was not our first attempt to get into Europe. The first time, we’d tried it the conventional way. We paid the smugglers one thousand euros each for a place on an overladen dinghy with a malfunctioning outboard motor. We were told when we handed over the money – half of everything we had – that we’d be travelling in a small group with perhaps fifteen to twenty other refugees.

A cattle truck picked us up just after midnight and drove us to the coast. Inside were fifty-seven other refugees – men, women and children. I know because I had plenty of time to count them; and having done so, I was quick to reassure myself that this situation would not last. I did some elementary mathematics and spent the rest of the journey with the naïve hope that there would be at least three boats waiting to ferry us to Europe.

The journey to the coast took three hours. We sat on the wooden floor with our fifty-nine bodies all squashed together, roasting in the darkness. Sometimes a child would cry and a parent would respond with comforting noises, but other than that, nobody spoke. The truck stank of animal faeces and sweat and fear.

We were stopped twice during the journey. Both times, the engine was left running, but over its noise I could hear swift words being exchanged in Turkish. Each encounter lasted no more than three minutes, and the back of the cattle truck was never investigated.

Bribery was occurring. Perhaps I don’t need to spell this out, but I’m not sure. If you’re reading these words, you’re probably from the West – and people from the West don’t always understand the way the rest of the world works. This is not a criticism, just an observation.

After the second stop the roads got rougher. For maybe thirty minutes we were bounced and jostled and ground together like peppercorns in a mill. It might have been dangerous, but for us being packed in so tightly; there was not far to fall. Then, at last, the truck stopped and the engine cut out. 

We were unloaded at the end of an unlit dirt track, and allowed no more than ten minutes to stretch our limbs and drink from our water bottles and savour the free air. After that, we were herded by torchlight to the sea. Our herders were two men armed with rifles. They looked cold and intimidating. They looked the way armed men always look.

The ground was hard and uneven, and the only path was the one that had been trampled by previous footsteps. There were men carrying small children and women carrying babies. There were people who had recent injuries, and people who were sick or malnourished. And the pace set by the armed Turks was not a gentle one. Several people stumbled or fell, and when others went to their aid, they were shouted at in a foreign language.

The whole time, Mohammed remained silent and kept his eyes to the ground. The sight of him filled me with remorse. I regretted putting us in this terrible situation. And in truth, I doubt there was a single person in our group who did not harbour feelings similar to mine. If not now, then certainly later. Later, we all had our regrets.

On the beach, two more Turks were waiting with the boat – the single dinghy – which had already been inflated and was resting on the stones not far from the water’s edge. I’d estimate it was about five metres long by two metres wide, and was probably designed to hold a maximum of fifteen adults. The shouting started almost at once, and it was then that I realised why our hosts were armed. Before, it hadn’t made much sense. After all, we were all here of our own free will; we’d each paid a thousand euros for the privilege. So my hypothesis had been that the guns were in case we ran into the police or the coastguard or a rival criminal gang. It was only on the beach, once the shouting began, that I understood. The guns were to protect the smugglers from us, from the inevitable riot that would otherwise have ensued.

Despite the guns, one of my braver companions stepped forward and addressed the Turks in halting, broken English. ‘You can’t think us to get on this boat!’ he shouted. ‘We do not pay our money for this!’

The Turk who seemed to be in charge smiled at this point. It was the first time I had seen any of them smile, and it was in no way reassuring. He stroked the barrel of his rifle, then gestured with the beam of his torch at the sea. ‘Europe is that way, my friend. But if you prefer,’ he pointed the torch back the way we had just come, like a flight attendant pointing to the emergency exits, ‘the road is that way. Is about two-hour walk to town.’

There was a long and awful silence. Then the Turk nodded to himself, still smiling. ‘Who else speak English here?’

After a moment, a few hands went up, then a few more. Mohammed nudged me in the ribs. I don’t know why. Maybe he thought my superior command of English might win us a better seat. With much reluctance, I also raised my hand.

The Turk swung his torch beam across us in an arc. I was holding my breath, and I think I was not the only one. A second later, the torch beam settled just to my left, on a tall man of about forty years. I noticed, then, that this man’s raised arm was not shaking, as I’m sure mine was. His expression was completely neutral.

‘You, my friend,’ the Turk said. ‘You are going to be our pilot. You know what pilot is?’

The man in the torch beam nodded. 

‘Good. You come with me.’

I thought at first that this was a joke, but it soon became evident that it was not. The man who had just been volunteered to steer us to Europe was taken over to the back of the dinghy, where one of the other Turks began to instruct him on how to work the outboard motor.

Meanwhile, the rest of us were left to put on our life jackets, and in many cases, to say our prayers. Most of us had brought life jackets with us, because you could buy them cheaply in Turkish supermarkets. These days, you could buy a life jacket pretty much anywhere in western Turkey. People sold them on unfolded blankets all along the seafronts. But if you’d somehow managed to miss all these opportunities, the smugglers were also happy to provide them for one hundred euros apiece.

We were soon hustled into a queue at the water’s edge, where we waited. Fifty-nine men, women and children, holding in our arms the bags that contained everything we now owned. Apart from the sound of the waves, there was absolute silence.

‘I’m not sure we should do this,’ I whispered to Mohammed.

He gave me a look that said What choice do we have?

I suspect it was what everyone else on that beach was also thinking. Apart from the very young children. They were probably thinking only that they wanted to go home.

It took all four Turks and some men pulled from the queue to launch the boat. Then we had to wade nearly up to our waists and climb in. The families with children went first, and lots of the children were crying. People had to sit on their bags with their children in their laps to free up space, and there still wasn’t enough. The boat filled from the centre outwards as the Turks held it steady in the water, and the seating got ever more precarious, with the last men to board having to perch on the outer edge of the dinghy. You wouldn’t have thought it possible, but somehow everyone got on; and the boat was so low in the water that every wave threatened to flood us.

The Turks guided the boat further out to sea, then instructed our ‘pilot’ to activate the outboard motor. It sputtered to life and we started to move, ever so slowly, out onto the open water. At this point, the smuggler who seemed to be in charge started to wave at us, with much theatricality. ‘Goodbye, my friends! Safe travels! A great future in Europe is waiting you!’

His body diminished in the darkness, and within moments, he was gone.

Europe was not visible yet, not even as points of light on a dark shore. So our boat was heading out to sea with only a smuggler’s promise that we were going in the right direction, which is a guarantee not even as reliable as blind faith. Several of my travelling companions seemed to agree, and within seconds of setting out, a number of smart phones had appeared from pockets and waterproof bags, the light from their screens cutting the darkness. I followed this example and, switching on my GPS, saw that we were indeed moving towards Europe. We were heading to the Greek island of Lesbos. I measured the distance on the map with my thumb and it was about eight kilometres.

Mohammed and I were squeezed toward the back of the boat, not far from the motor. This, it turned out, was an especially bad place to be, on account of the noise and the smell of burning petrol. Crammed in near us were a heavily pregnant woman and her husband, and the woman was holding a scarf across her nose and mouth in a futile attempt to block out the fumes. Neither of them was wearing a life jacket. It was possible that they’d spent the last of their money to be on this boat. 

It was after half an hour or so that the engine started making troubling noises, and five minutes after that, it died completely. The petrol fumes vanished, but an unmistakable smell of scorched electrics remained.

Within seconds, there was chaos. 

Men and women were shouting on top of each other. Children were crying. Another man was battling with the pilot for control of the rudder, trying to hold the boat face on against the waves. And amidst all this, the pregnant woman began to scream and attempted to rise to her feet. Her husband quickly threw an arm around her, but she kept on screaming and fighting him, and every time she lurched upwards the whole boat rocked and there was even more screaming as water rushed over the sides and swirled around our feet.

Then Mohammed also started getting to his feet, and I had to assume that he too was hysterical, even though his face was set in a grim and resolute frown. I tried to manoeuvre myself against the crush of all the other bodies, but before I could take any meaningful action, I saw in a flash my little brother’s intention. Looking completely calm, he began releasing the straps on his too-big life jacket, one by one. Then he slipped his head and neck free from the harness and presented the empty jacket to the pregnant woman and her husband, never saying a word.

Most of the people on board our tiny vessel could not have seen this action, so the general shouting and rocking continued as before. But the pregnant woman, at least, did stop screaming. She sank back to the wet floor of the boat, sobbing and clutching the life jacket to her chest. The husband looked like a man who’d been given an electric shock, and to me his dilemma was obvious. He didn’t want his wife and unborn child to drown, and neither did he want to be responsible for the death of a fourteen-year-old boy. So I did the only thing I could in this situation, having been put to so much shame by my little brother. I, in turn, wriggled out of my life jacket and placed it over Mohammed’s shoulders.

‘It’s okay,’ I shouted to the husband in Arabic, trying to propel my voice above the general din. ‘I am a strong swimmer. The strongest in all of Syria.’

I do not know if he heard me or not, so I tried to mime with my hands a fish gliding through the water. He may not have understood this either.

The boat did not capsize. After a while, people stopped panicking and started talking, until it was concluded that the only good option was to phone the Greek coastguard and give him our GPS coordinates. Several passengers had had the foresight to look up and store the number before we left Turkey. Not one of us spoke Greek, of course, but it was soon discovered that I had by far the best English of anyone on that boat. When I say it was discovered, what I actually mean is that Mohammed volunteered this information.

‘You should let my brother speak,’ he declared, while two other Syrians were arguing over who should take the responsibility for the phone call. ‘He is a student of English Literature at Tishreen University. It’s likely that he speaks the language far better than either of you.’

Mohammed has never been reluctant to voice his opinions, even in adult company.

So I made the phone call and the Greek coastguard also spoke good English, because, as you know, it is the second language of most European professionals. 

I explained the situation in brief, and, as you can imagine, it was a situation that the Greek coastguard had experienced many times before. There was a short wait after I gave him our GPS coordinates, and then he informed me that our boat was not yet in Greek waters. We were still, at present, Turkey’s problem.

I asked him if he intended to leave us in the middle of the sea – me and my little brother and the pregnant woman and the many crying children. He replied that of course he didn’t, and he’d be calling the Turkish coastguard the moment our conversation was finished. Someone would be there to pick us up as soon as possible.

I thanked him and hung up.

The rest of the boat looked at me expectantly.

‘We’re going back to Turkey,’ I said.

The shouting started once more, and now it was all directed at me.

I’d guess it took another hour. The shouting ceased, the boat bobbed up and down on the waves, and we all tried to stay as still as possible. Someone with a phone turned on the torch and shone it into the darkness periodically, like a tiny lighthouse.

When the Turkish coastguard arrived, he swiftly made the decision that there was no hope of towing us back to shore. Instead, a small ladder was lowered and one by one we were loaded onto the much larger boat. Blankets and towels were offered to anyone who was thought to be in shock, which was most of us, and then we headed back to the nearest port. The dinghy was left as it was, bobbing silently in the darkness.

At the dock we were turned loose. If this surprises you, then you have not been to Turkey recently. There are millions of refugees there, most of them from my country. And I don’t know exactly how many of us were trying to escape to Europe every single night, but my guess is thousands. The point is that no one needed to ask where we’d come from or what we were doing in a rubber boat in the middle of the sea in the middle of the night. They already knew, because our situation was completely unremarkable. So nobody needed to investigate us, and nobody wanted to detain us, and there was nowhere else they could send us. So we were turned loose. Immediately.

On the dock, we were approached by the husband of the pregnant woman. He handed Mohammed’s life jacket over to me, and then he kissed me on both cheeks. Then he kissed Mohammed on both cheeks. This is not a homosexual act where I come from. It is a sign of deep friendship or gratitude.

There was a small silence, after which he patted Mohammed’s shoulder a couple of times, and then returned to his wife, who was sitting on the ground huddled in a blanket.

I’ve often wondered what happened to the two of them. In all likelihood, they never made it to Europe. If they were lucky, their baby may have been born in a tent in an overcrowded refugee camp.

‘What you did was extremely brave,’ I told Mohammed later. ‘Our parents would be proud of you.’

He looked at me like this was the most embarrassing thing he’d ever heard.

‘I’m proud of you too,’ I told him.

‘For God’s sake, Zain!’ Mohammed rolled his eyes at me. ‘What else was I going to do? That woman was fucking crazy. She was going to tip the whole lot of us into the water. If I hadn’t acted, all of our stuff, all of our money, would be at the bottom of the sea right now!’

I thought about this for a while. ‘So you gave her your life jacket because you were worried about our stuff. Is that what you’re telling me?’

‘Damn right it is!’

There was a small, strange silence.

‘I’m still proud of you,’ I said.

Mohammed stomped around in the dirt for a few moments, letting out another string of expletives. Then he suddenly started to laugh. He dropped to his knees and hugged his chest, shaking uncontrollably. 

‘What is funny?’ I asked.

He looked up and pointed at me, still shaking, and then flexed his small fourteen-year-old’s biceps. ‘I’m the strongest swimmer in all of Syria!’ he declared.

It was a terrible impression, but it made me smile. I launched myself at him and tried to put him in a headlock, but he managed to elbow me in the ribs and wriggle free.

After that, we sat together on the grimy pavement and looked at the boats in the harbour. We were in a coastal town somewhere in Turkey, but apart from that, I had not a clue.

‘So, what now?’ Mohammed asked.
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