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I was a stranger and you welcomed me.
– Matthew 25:35

Ignorance leads to fear, fear leads to hate and hate leads to
violence. This is the equation.
– Ibn Rushd

He went on a long journey, was weary, worn out with labour.
Returning, he engraved on a stone the whole story.
– The Epic of Gilgamesh

INCENSE
Somalia
‘ you have to understand,
no one puts their children on a boat
unless the water is safer than the land’
– from ‘Home’, Warsan Shire

A TEENAGE GIRL CROUCHES OVER her clay stove
outside the tent. She stirs the coals. They are red-hot, shimmering,
like the rising sun that has dispersed grey twilight from the camp.
In the distance, silhouetted, are the antennas and minarets of
Mogadishu. All along the dusty street of tents, other women, in
their many-coloured, multi-patterned hijabs, are nurturing lazy
trunks of smoke.
Saadia stares into a rising ember; she is troubled by the dream
she has just woken from. There had been a herd of goats, munching
quietly in the sunset, when a great black beast had leapt among
them, its mane trailing smoke, its claws glinting. She shudders
and fans the fire again. The neighbourhood hums with chatter
and gossip, but Saadia keeps to herself, yearning for solitude. It is
found in focus: breakfast needs to be cooked. She places the pan
over the flames and pours from a jug of mixture onto it, spiralling
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inwards to make a circle, which bubbles and steams, coalescing
into a pancake – canjeero. Soon there is a stack of them.
Inside, under a billowing ceiling, her family sits around on
rugs and cushions, passing teapots about, filling cups to wash
down their meal of canjeero, bananas and sugar, drizzled with
sesame oil. Saadia is the eldest child; she has two brothers and
five sisters. Her mother rubs sleep from the baby girl’s eyes, while
her father hurries the other children.
‘Eat up! You will be late!’
When breakfast is eaten, the tent empties. The younger children trudge off to Quranic school, the older ones zip outside to
their friends, and Saadia’s father shuffles across to the neighbours,
to speak and smoke. There are no jobs. Saadia and her mother
tidy away the bowls and cups and sweep the floor.
‘We will have fish for lunch,’ her mother says, lighting some
incense.
‘Yes, Hooyo.’1
‘Get some tuna, the usual amount.’ She digs in her purse.
‘Here you go.’
Saadia takes the shillings, nodding.
‘What has come over you, Saadia? You are very quiet this
morning.’
Saadia pauses. She wants to blurt out her nightmare, to tell of
the vicious creature, of its knife-like teeth and the mangled kids
scattered about the meadow. She wants to explain the sounds she
heard: bleating, shrieking and then silence – a deep, immutable
silence. But she does not, she just smiles.
‘It’s nothing, Hooyo, just a dream. I’ll tell you about it later.’
Her mother tuts good-humouredly and rubs her shoulder.


1

Mother.
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Saadia clings to the handrail as the bus jolts into another pothole.
It is packed and sweaty; morning rush hour is in full flow.
Outside, the tents and trees give way to huts and then to multistorey buildings. The bus navigates around craters and chunks
of masonry, and frequently jerks to a halt in the traffic: donkey
drays, handcarts, the occasional car rattling past.
The scars of war are all around. Bullet holes spatter every
edifice like a pox, and the crumbling, undulating parapets above
grin and gape like the lower jawbones of so many skulls. There
are gaps where entire buildings have collapsed: weeds and scrub
tangling upon heaps of debris.
Saadia came into the world in 1991, just as the Somali
government was prodded out of it. She is unversed in the workings
of a stable society. Sprawling graffiti proclaims the ascendancy of
warlords and factions who vie with each other unceasingly. There
are periods of tense truce that collapse suddenly into skirmishes.
Then the dust settles and life resumes – with shifted alliances,
new boundaries and, inevitably, the haunting laments of mothers.
Checkpoints occur along the borders of these tectonic polities,
each exacting a toll from those who would pass through. Saadia’s
bus pays two along the way. Sometimes, a gang of boys – with no
education or employment to offer hope – will set up their own
roadblock and demand their slice, aping the militiamen. They
cannot be scolded or mocked: very often they will be strutting
about with impossibly long assault rifles slung from their skinny
shoulders. For some this will be a boyish experiment, a boisterous
phase with lessons learned. For too many, however, it is an
apprenticeship into a life by the sword.
The bus shudders to a halt. Saadia keeps her hand pressed
against her purse as she steps out onto the street, though it is well
buried in the folds of her dress. She emerges into a jostling shoal:
women surge around her carrying bags and baskets; a scooter darts
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through with a shark balancing and bouncing behind the driver;
young lads, sons or nephews of fishermen, plod with swordfish
as big as themselves across their shoulders, and above all this
looms a building – squint-inducing in its whiteness – the length
of the block, with high, semi-circular windows. It is a miracle the
arcade has survived at all, but somehow it has weathered almost
two decades of deadly hail: mortars, rockets, grenades. Today,
thankfully, only seagulls fly overhead.
The whiteness of the fish market is almost ghostly among
the other tattered buildings. It is a visitation from an earlier
time, an era Saadia has only heard talked about among elders.
On a wrinkled postcard she once saw it: a splendid city on
the sea, of white cubes and domes – ‘The Pearl of the Indian
Ocean’ they had called it, when Somalia had been a paragon of
peaceful decolonisation. Saadia finds this difficult to imagine; it is
somewhat improbable, falling into the realm of mythology.
She gazes down the street while queueing to enter the fish
market. She would like to forget about her chores for a minute
– or an hour – and stroll down to where the sturdy fisherboys
are streaming, to weave through the ruins and out onto the
waterfront, where the stench of aquatic entrails is breezed away
and the jetty swerves far into the ocean. Those murmuring waters
do not retain bullet holes, they do not permit graffiti. She longs to
sit by the water’s edge, with her back to the crumbling roofscape,
to let her feet splash and watch the blue turn to lavender, pink,
orange, red; she longs for her shadow to stretch towards the
horizon and for the stars to peek out one at a time. She considers
it, but then the queue lurches forward into the shadows of the
arcade. There is food to secure and it is unwise for a young woman
to wander solo in this city.
She knows exactly where to go, who to haggle with and when
to come to terms. In minutes, she has squeezed back outside
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and onto the bus, a cool parcel of diced flesh in her hands. The
buildings shrink, thin out, huts replace them and trees sprout up,
while the seats empty. She steps off at her stop, among tents now,
and strolls around a corner into her street.
There is a crowd at the end of it. How strange, she thinks. As
she approaches, she sees that more and more people are joining
the crowd, their faces curious and frightened. There is a babble
bubbling up from them like a boiling pot. There are also people
drifting away, looking ashen, shocked. A little girl, her neighbour, turns, sees Saadia and looks to the ground. More faces
turn and stare, the crowd parts, and there, by the opening of her
tent, two boys lay crookedly. The dust beneath them is purple,
sticky, congealed. They are utterly harrowed: shot through with
bullets.
Her friend Fadumo approaches. She appears sickly, not smi
ling or joking like she usually would be.
‘The militia, they came for your sisters. They took your parents
too. Your brothers tried to resist …’
Saadia sinks to her knees, sways, and there are arms embracing her, women praying, weeping, wailing. The day passes in a
blur: in someone’s tent, being fanned, told to drink, to eat, refusing it all.
This is not the first time her family has encountered militia;
they have not always lived in a tent. Five years previously, when
Saadia was eleven, they had lived – by Somali standards – a
fairly normal, if difficult, life in some rooms of a townhouse in
the middle of Mogadishu. One day, there came a rap on the
door. Militiamen, bullets strapped around their torsos, wearing
keffiyeh and berets and jabbing gun barrels, had barged in
demanding the property. As simply as that. Saadia’s brother, the
eldest child, stood up to them and was summarily shot before
the whole family. They grabbed her parents and her other two
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brothers, and shoved them aboard a pickup truck. Saadia and
the other children were left with their brother as he bled out on
the kitchen floor.
He was buried and life went on, somehow. The children lived
alone, in terror, occasionally sleeping in neighbouring houses
when the fear overwhelmed them. Saadia grew up very fast. She
was not simply the eldest now; she was the mother, the manager
of the household.
Five months later, there was another knock on the door. It
was her parents and brothers. They had been released on the
condition they hand over the deeds to the property. They gathered
their belongings and fled, ending up in a tent on the outskirts of
the city.
That had been the end of the violence, until today.
In the evening, ‘Uncle Hussein’ – a distant cousin of her
father – arrives and takes Saadia away from the camp. He is
older than her father, tall, with stooped shoulders and a grey
beard. His household consists of three portable cabins, side by
side, with his wife and three adult sons. It is not far from the
camp, only a few minutes’ walk; she has been there many times
and knows these people reasonably well. They will be her family
now.


Two years have passed. Saadia is eighteen years of age. There are
a number of people gathered in the front room of the cabin this
evening, sitting on cushions, candlelit and wreathed in incense:
her aunt, Ubah, and Uncle Hussein, their three sons, a handful of
friends and an imam.2 A delicious aroma wafts in from the back
room, where a feast awaits on platters: spiced meat, rice, canjeero.
2

An Islamic clergyman.
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Saadia is in her finest dress and is holding a bouquet in her lap
while the dowry is discussed and agreed upon.
She gazes down into the flowers and recalls what Uncle
Hussein had said, some weeks previously: ‘You are not a young
girl any more, Saadia. It is time you thought of marriage. He is a
good man, a solid man, and he has a job – that is a rare thing in
this country, you know that. He’ll never get rich, chopping fish,
but he’ll never be poor either. People will always need fish.’
‘Yes, Adeer.’
Saadia knew it was reasonable. Perhaps it would be something new that might dispel the unshakeable sadness that had
clung to her since the day her family disappeared. She still cried
every day, and rarely left the house. This self-imposed cage was
forged not merely from depression but from a profound terror
that the men who had destroyed her family would one day return.
‘Anyways,’ he continued, ‘a woman needs a protector. Otherwise, terrible things can happen.’
She nodded and the arrangements were made.
The ceremony goes smoothly. Prayers are murmured, the food
is eaten and dancing follows before a ring is slipped onto her
finger by her new husband: Hussein’s eldest son, thirty-threeyear-old Ahmad. At the end of the night, he scoops her up, amid
cheers and blessings, and carries her to their new home: the
portable cabin next door.
Saadia is pregnant before long. In the summer of 2009, a
daughter is born. Life has a purpose again; she is kept busy. The
flood of tears slows to a trickle.
They do return, though, as she had feared. They: the beast
among goats.
Saadia sits on her doorstep, her baby in her arms, enjoying
the last glimmers of the evening, when a truck roars around the
corner. Men pour out of the back of the vehicle: green uniforms

16

OUTLANDERS

and ammunition pouches, with black keffiyehs wrapped around
their faces. Only their eyes are exposed, burning with ferocity. The
side of the truck is painted black, with a large blob of white in the
middle, covered in script. It is Al Shabaab.3
The leader steps forward and says: ‘We order that the men
of this household assemble before us. There are three men of
fighting age living here, we know this.’
Ahmad edges out of the middle cabin, where he has been
playing cards with his two brothers. They peek out of the doorway.
‘What is it you want?’ asks Ahmad.
‘Are you infidels?’ asks the officer.
‘No, we are not. We are Muslims.’
‘Good. Then you will be pleased to hear that you have the
honour of joining our ranks. You will fight the jihad, as all good
Muslims should.’
Ahmad sighs, looks sadly at the ground.
‘Come. Say your goodbyes,’ the officer orders.
‘I cannot,’ Ahmad stutters. ‘I have a wife and a child. I have a
job. Who will protect them?’
‘We provide for all dutiful wives. You needn’t worry.’
Ahmad meets the officer’s gaze now, defiant. ‘I will not go. I
will not shoot people, chop off hands and feet and heads. I refuse.’
A militant steps forward and rams the butt of his Kalashnikov
into Ahmad’s stomach. He topples forward and is hoisted into
the truck.
Ahmad’s father now emerges from his doorway, his skin
turned almost as grey as his beard by what he sees unfolding. He
is trembling and looks ancient, as though a sudden wind might
sift him away like ash. Auntie Ubah stands behind him, hand to
her mouth.
3

Al Shabaab is a Jihadist fundamentalist group affiliated with Al Qaeda.
They operate in Somalia and throughout East Africa.
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‘Stop it,’ he croaks. ‘What are you doing? Do you think that
God wills this?’
‘God operates through us,’ says the officer. ‘We are his tools
on earth.’
The fear seems to evaporate from the old man: he clenches
his fists and strides forward.
‘Where have you found such arrogance?’ he growls. ‘How can
you claim –’
A shot rings out and the old man crumples into a heap.
Auntie Ubah screams and the two younger brothers duck back
inside their cabin, but several militants charge in after them.
There are shouts, rumbling furniture and a glass smashes. The
brothers are dragged out, limp, and flung into the truck on top
of Ahmad.
‘God is great,’ says the officer, lowering his smoking pistol.
‘God is great,’ cry the men, thrusting their rifles at the heavens.
They hop aboard the truck and it roars off.
Ubah runs out and tries to pick up her husband, but his head
lolls back. You can see it, a blankness in his eyes – he is dead.
Saadia’s aunt lets out a great, beseeching howl.
Saadia knows now that she needs to leave Somalia. Her life
here is over. This is the first real decision she has ever made.


Within a few weeks she is ready. A minibus arrives one morning
and picks her and a dozen like-minded neighbours up, mostly
young people. Only she has a baby. She waves goodbye to Ubah,
who has two streams running down her face. There was no convincing her to leave: she refused to be budged from the home
she had made, though to Saadia it is now scarcely warmer than
a tomb. She recalls one of the arguments. It had escalated until
finally she screamed out:
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‘They’re gone, don’t you see?’
‘They’ll come back.’
‘They won’t, and neither will Hooyo or Aabbe or my sisters or
brothers, or any of them. They’re all dead!’
‘No!’
Both broke down, whimpering, clasping each other.
The bus trundles southwestwards and very soon civilisation
is far behind. As daylight fades the refugees find themselves in
a baked wasteland, its scrawny trees streaking sinuous shadows
across the red earth. They veer off-road and rattle along for an
hour until they reach an old creek bed. Here they disembark,
sling their luggage upon their backs and follow the guide into
darkness.
At some point, under that vast dome of stars, they cross the
border into Kenya. They are alert, like owl-fearing rodents; they
have all heard tales about the Kenyan military, about corruption
and brutality, detention and ransoms. But the alertness gradually
fades into exhaustion: the struggle of putting one aching foot
ahead of the other. Several times, in the middle distance, Saadia
notices – she is sure of it – pairs of eyes, green-glowing, which
follow their progress. She says nothing.
After many hours trekking, with dawn’s filament on the
horizon, they lay down in a herder’s shack. They passed a bottle
of water around, gulped it down, wide-eyed. By sunrise they are
asleep. Saadia, though, is woken by the gurgles of her baby and
gently hums a lullaby, rocking her back and forth, swatting flies
away in the unbillowing heat. A bus arrives as the sun departs and
they ride through the night. At dawn, they lay low again. There
are two more nights of this.
Nairobi is a shock after the nocturnal pilgrimage through the
wilderness. The bus crawls along avenues that are tree-lined and
traffic-thronged, with great glinting towers of steel rising into

Incense

19

the blue to either side. Buildings are different here compared to
Mogadishu: freshly painted, clean, unblemished by bullet-pox.
Saadia sees some houses of God, though they are crowned with
crosses, not crescents. She peers up into a leafy treetop: vultures
stare back at her.
They soon arrive in a denser district: streets of cheap hotels,
shopping malls and unfinished multi-storey tenements, crowded
with stalls, vehicles and pedestrians. The road is a marsh in places,
soupy puddles and sucking muck. Everywhere rubbish rolls,
glides, accumulates. There are mosques in this district, hijabs are
worn and, as they pass a hookah den, she catches a waft of that
same old incense from back home. She has arrived in Eastleigh,
otherwise known as ‘Little Mogadishu’.
But all this upheaval – the new sights and sounds, the harsh
uncertainty – cannot alone account for the churning sickness that
has been engulfing Saadia for the last few days. She feels weak all
the time, but it is especially torturous in the mornings, as if some
malignant organism within her is writhing its tentacles. There
is something growing within her, she realises, but it is not an
otherworldly creature. She is pregnant again.
Unable to work, she lives on the kindness of near strangers,
spending a week here, ten days there, as she is passed among
the Somali diaspora, from household to household, apartment
to apartment. She sleeps on couches and rugs, in kitchens and
attics. Sometimes, a bedroom is cleared for her. It is a complicated
pregnancy: there is frequent, debilitating nausea, much bleeding
and constant fatigue, all caused or exacerbated by recent traumas.
Finally, she gives birth to another baby girl, who, miraculously, is
healthy.
Within a few days, however, a deep depression sets in. Saadia
is a female refugee, utterly exhausted, with two children, no
support, a paltry and ever-diminishing budget and zero prospects
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on the horizon. Ahead she sees only misery and chaos; behind is
the heartbreak of her homeland.


Almost a year has passed in Kenya. Saadia and the babies are
living in an apartment with several single women, who toil in
the fruit stalls along the footpath downstairs, or as maids in
other neighbourhoods. Saadia has tried to balance motherhood
with earning a few bob by helping her roommates here and
there, but it is not easy. In truth, it is miserable: much of the
illness that accompanied her pregnancy lingers on and her living
arrangements are still temporary.
Saadia is going to cook dinner this evening when they return
from work. She does this for her hosts every day; it is her way
of contributing. She leaves the babies with a neighbour and
descends the dark, cluttered staircase into the bright busy street.
Her brow is beaded with sweat instantly – she longs for an ocean
breeze, even for a moment, to surge through the heat. But the
ocean belongs to a previous life.
On the way back from the market, laden with bags, she sees a
group of young women gathered around the doorway of a hotel.
On the steps stands a man in a suit and a tie, which lies along the
curve of his big belly. He is not local, or even African. He has a
thick, neat moustache, sunglasses and his dark, slick hairline is
receding. A Somali in a much cheaper suit is translating for him.
Saadia listens as he speaks: ‘… young ladies, attentive and
hard-working. Most of all, to work with us, we require a girl to
be respectful. She must follow the teachings of The Prophet,
peace be upon Him. If you can prove yourself to be all of these
things, you will do well. Life can be good. It is better there; there
are more opportunities, more services. I have many contacts; I
am well-known, well-respected, in my homeland. I will look
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after you and make sure that all is arranged smoothly: the visa,
the flights, the work. You repay me by earning your salary. It
might not sound cheap, but it is a bargain – you girls will thank
me one day.’
Saadia nudges the young woman beside her.
‘Who is this guy?’ she whispers.
‘He is a businessman, an Arab. He is doing interviews this
afternoon.’
‘For?’
‘Maids.’
‘Is he … honest?’
The girl shrugs.


Saadia sits at a desk in a tight office with ancient filing cabinets
and a wobbly ceiling fan. The Arab sits opposite, leaning forward
on his elbows, steepling his fingers. His shirt is a crisp desert, with
an oasis under each armpit, the smell of which pokes through
a curtain of cologne. He has been staring at her for over thirty
seconds, at the tears gathering in her eyes.
‘Look,’ he says, ‘I am not sure you are what we are looking for.
I mean, two babies …’
Saadia hardly waits for the translator to finish.
‘Please, Sir, I promise, I’ll –’
The Arab holds his hand out, stopping her short. He leans
back in his chair, sighs. ‘This is what I am going to do,’ he says. ‘I
can see you are in a bad situation. You are a good girl. Your story
pains me. I will arrange your visa, the flights for you and your
daughters. When you land in Egypt, you are free to do as you
please. You will not pay me back. You will not ask my name, or
my address, and you will never speak with me or of me again. Is
that understood?’
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As the translation comes through, Saadia’s face changes
from desperation, to confusion, to astonishment. She tries to
hold them, but the tears burst forth and her hand covers her
mouth.
‘Thank you, thank you, thank you.’
The Arab fidgets with the sunglasses in his breast pocket,
smiles awkwardly. Then he coughs, frowns and informs the translator that the interview is over.


Cairo is not a huge improvement, not for Saadia. She lives far
from pyramids and tourists and luxury resorts. The air is dryer
here, the surroundings sandier. In fact, everything looks to be
built from sand: the buildings, monuments and streets, whether
of concrete or blocks or plaster, are uniformly beige. Occasional
palms offer a welcome dash of green on this arid canvas.
She lives in a poor neighbourhood in the Nasr district, sharing
a stifling apartment several stories up with a single woman – a
fruit vendor – who has little room but even less money to pay
rent. Saadia finds it difficult to make ends meet, and her illness
still lingers. There are droves of Africans, including Somalis,
crowded into these residential towers, where the washing lines
along the balconies flap like bunting and the hum of old box fans
is constant.
Like many of her compatriots, she works as a maid for the
affluent denizens of Nasr. Or seeks to work. She drifts from
house
hold to household, sometimes surviving a week, other
times a day, but in the end she is always let go. The reasons are
always the same:
‘We are not looking for mothers.’
‘I feel that childrearing distracts you.’
‘Your baby cries too much. We cannot take it any more.’
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But she cannot leave her children behind; crèches and
babysitters are expensive.
She travels across Cairo one morning, from bus to bus, and
spends the day waiting in line at an office: the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). After a thorough
interview and examination of documents, she is told her case has
been accepted for processing.
‘What do I do now?’ she asks.
In their crisp shirts and cosy chairs, the interviewers smile
back at her rosily.
‘All you have to do is wait,’ they say.
Wait, she thinks. Wait and somehow hold down a job, pay the
rent, feed the children. That’s all.


She sits on a bus. It is dark, the near-empty interior swept
occasionally by passing street lamps. Her current boss, a haughty
housewife, has sent her out on an errand: to exchange fifty US
dollars for some Egyptian genēh, God knows what for. Saadia
wishes she were already done because of the man lurking a few
seats behind her. She can see the bulk of him out of the corner of
her eye, leaning forward on the seat in front of him. They are the
only two passengers. She knows he is staring; she can sense it.
She will be fired if she returns empty-handed, she knows
this with absolute certainty. One little task and then home, she
promises herself. Here we go, this is my stop.
She steps out and peers down the street: light comes from a
few curtained windows, dim music throbs somewhere.
Is the shop still open? she wonders. Ah, there it is; the lights
are still on, thank God.
An arm reaches from behind and clamps her against the
chest. As she struggles she feels warm panting on her neck – a
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cloth is rammed against her nostrils and chemicals surge up into
her brain.


She awakes in shadows. The smell of rubbish surrounds her, a
drain gurgles overhead. An alleyway. She raises herself slowly,
gasping. Pain everywhere: on the outside, on the inside. Her
clothes are dishevelled, her headscarf trailing loosely.


Another year has passed. Saadia is between jobs, cleaning a diaper
in the heat of the apartment. Her three-month-old, lying on her
back, is peddling her chubby little legs in the air.
Saadia’s phone begins ringing. It continues: shrill, insistent.
She bins the nappy and grabs the phone.
‘Hello?’
‘Saadia? Is it you?’
She feels behind her for the arm of a chair and guides herself
down into it.
‘Ahmad?’
When she arrives at the square she pushes through the crowds
towards where the roof of a bus arises. There he is, standing by a
lamp post with a throng of other passengers who are removing
their luggage or embracing friends. They are mostly youngsters;
he is the oldest by far. When he spots her he breaks into a grin.
They hug for a long while and then stroll into a café. Over tea, he
tells his story.
‘As recruits we were … unenthusiastic. They threw us into one
of their jails, in the middle of the desert. I will not linger on
the details. But one thing I will never forget is the smell. It is
an awful thing to smell men confined, packed together, without
hope: hungry, thirsty, inactive. But worst of all was the stench
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of fear – every day waiting to be dragged outside, for a sword to
swing. I often imagined the cold of the steel.’
Ahmad puts down his cup, rubs the narrow nape of his neck.
He has aged, flecks of grey in his once jet-black hair. His beard
reminds Saadia of his father.
‘We rotted there, the three of us, for months. One morning
there was gunfire. It was distant, but it grew closer, more frequent
and then there were explosions. This continued all day. The
federal government was fighting back, we discovered.4 In the
evening there was an assault on the prison. Machine guns barked
and rattled all about, the garrison screamed back and forth to
each other, the wounded were shrieking, all rising and rising
until we were almost deaf. Then grenades went off somewhere in
the building. A guard sprinted past our cell, into the corridor. A
gunshot cracked. Then government soldiers poured in, unlocking
our cages. The battle was still raging outside and the prison was
right in the thick of it. Me and my brothers waited for the right
moment and made a sprint for safety. Hussein was hit, but Hassan
and I survived.’
Saadia touches his hand. Her chin quivers.
‘We made our way to Mogadishu,’ he continues. ‘I had had
enough. Enough of the chaos, the killing, the complete lack of
hope. I had had enough of Somalia. I wanted out, but Hassan
said it was too expensive, too dangerous. So he stayed behind and
I left the country on my own. Europe was my goal, I had heard
great things about Italy. I got as far as Libya. I was hoping to get
on one of those boats – they have these guys who you can pay to
bring you across the Mediterranean. It’s very expensive, though;
they can smell the desperation. I tried to figure out how to get
enough scraped together. My God’ – he picks up a spoon, places
4

Al Shabaab have controlled vast swathes of Somali territory in the civil wars
that have ravaged the country since 2006.
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it back down again – ‘it was terrible. I was living the life of a
sort of fugitive, an outlaw. There is no work for people like that.
Many of us were there, many Somalis. It was from them that I
heard that you were still alive. “She’s in Cairo,” they said. It didn’t
take long to ask around and find your number.’ He shrugs his
shoulders. ‘So here I am.’
She smiles.
‘So,’ Ahmad says, ‘how have you been?’
The smile stays on her lips but leaves her eyes.


She is kneeling over the toilet, grasping its rim, her hair a tangle.
The sickness is back, just as it was the other three times. She
wipes her mouth, flushes, splashes her face in the sink a few times.
A weary woman looks back at her out of the mirror: pouches
under the eyes, eyelids shiny with fatigue. How will this stranger
survive? Saadia wonders, as she presses back a mushrooming
horror. Three children are difficult enough.
She is still renting the room in the little apartment from the
fruit vendor, who lives there too. Now it is herself, three daughters
and a husband in that single bedroom. The youngest, the baby, is
lying on a rug, screaming, when she opens the bathroom door
and steps out into the cluttered kitchen/living room. The red
curtains are closed, but the sunlight makes them glow and flutters
in through the box fan. Ahmad, in a ragged grey vest, is on the
opposite side of the room: arms folded, smoking a cigarette, while
staring at the child blankly.
‘Can’t you see she’s crying?’ asks Saadia.
‘I’m busy,’ says Ahmad, jolting into action. ‘I have that, eh,
meeting.’
‘Meeting?’
‘Yes, with Said,’ he says, pulling a shirt on over his vest.

Incense

27

‘With Said? Ahmad, I thought we talked about this?’
These meetings with Said, who ‘knows people who know
people’, involve planning a voyage across the sea.
Ahmad glowers. ‘Look, there are no jobs. I’ve been here three
months already. I’ve looked high and low.’ He shrugs. ‘They hate
us here, they don’t want Somalis.’
‘Be patient, Ahmad, please!’
‘No. There is nothing here for us. Italy, we must go to Italy.’
‘Ahmad, I heard they are looking for someone at the petrol
stat–’
‘There are jobs over there. The guys say it is good, Jama owns
a car.’
‘How do you know? They are exaggerating –’
‘I can’t take this any more. The boredom, the apartment, that
fucking …’
He gestures at the baby.
‘Go on,’ she says, ‘say it.’
Ahmad hurls his cigarette against the wall. ‘We have nothing
here. Nothing! In Europe we might have a chance. It’s just a
quick boat ride, a few days at most and then –’
‘I’m scared,’ she sniffs. ‘It’s too dangerous. I don’t want to
drown.’ She frowns suddenly. ‘Do you want your babies to drown?’
‘My babies?’
Ahmad clenches his fists; he puffs vigorously, squeezing his
eyes shut. Then he storms out. The door slams with a bang and
Saadia bursts out crying. The youngest starts wailing again and
then, in the bedroom, the other two.
He returns that night, drunk, and falls straight into a snoring
slumber. He sulks about the apartment for the next few days,
refusing conversation. She comes back from work a week later
and he is gone. Her immediate theory is later confirmed: he set
out for Italy by himself.
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Some weeks later, she answers the door to a knock and Ahmad
is standing there. He is quiet; ashamed and yet unrepentant. The
Egyptian police had intercepted the boat, detained its passengers
and then deported them. He simply returned through the porous
borderlands: Somalia, Ethiopia, Sudan, Egypt.
He tries for Italy again a few months later, and again his plans
are foiled by the authorities. This time he does not even make it as
far as the vessel: the police raid some of the crewmembers’ homes
after being tipped off by informants, catching themselves a haul
of traffickers.
Saadia gives birth again, a boy this time. She has neither
the time nor the money for maternity leave; she is a maid again
within days. As before, she must bring her babies, which means
no job lasts long. Ahmad is pleased with his male heir for a while,
but soon descends into brooding, filling the apartment with
cigarette smoke or wandering off for hours at a time, sometimes
overnight. He takes to chewing khat, a habit that brings him
into certain circles and routines, none of them conducive to
finding work.5
One day, soon after the newborn stops breastfeeding, Saadia
returns from work and Ahmad has disappeared, along with his
meagre possessions and the boy. No note, no phone call. Her
heart breaks and she collapses inside, but she must continue to
pay for food and shelter. She cries only at night, hidden in the
bathroom. The girls must not see.
Soon, the morning sickness is back. She toils right up until
the contractions, gives birth to her fifth child, another daughter,
and once again returns immediately to her job.
A year drags by in an endless cycle of drudgery, barely scraping
together enough for food and rent. She has never heard back from
5

Khat is a flowering plant, native to the Horn of Africa, and a popular
stimulant in the region.
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the UNHCR. Long ago resettlement became a childish dream,
an improbable fairytale, one, therefore, not worth clinging to.
Meanwhile, the children are growing all the time: eating
more, wearing more, filling the little apartment. The eldest is
seven years old now. At night they shuffle and knock against each
other on the mattress. By day they leap around the room or hang
from the furniture. As much as possible, Saadia shoos them out
to play with other children in the corridors.


In January 2017, while at work, scrubbing kitchen tiles, Saadia
receives a phone call. It is the UNHCR.
‘So, congratulations, Saadia! Your case has been accepted. You
are going to be resettled.’
It is so preposterous that she is not shocked. She continues
the conversation mechanically.
‘Where are you sending me?’
‘The USA,’ she is told.
It is only afterwards, on the way home, that her mind begins
to swim: memories of her old world and visions of the new wash
over her like whitecaps on shingle.
Back in the apartment, she manages to get the three girls
sitting down and hushed. The baby is asleep in the corner.
‘What is it, Hooyo?’ asks her eldest, twirling her braids.
‘We are going on a holiday,’ she tells them. ‘It’s an adventure,
like in the movies. We will have to pack our bags and get ready.’
She sends the news throughout the community, hoping
people will get word to Ahmad.
At the end of January, she receives her travel itinerary – her
flights have been booked. They really are going. She prepares for
the journey, selling whatever she can and receiving loans from
friends. Her housemate, the fruit vendor, begins searching for a
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new tenant. Saadia is helping her do this one of the afternoons
when she gets a call from the UNHCR. When she hangs up the
phone, her smile has evaporated.
‘What’s wrong?’ asks the housemate.
‘They cancelled. They won’t allow us in.’
Both glance around at the apartment, which looks both neat
and empty for the first time in years.
‘Why?’
‘I don’t know,’ Saadia admits.
Far away, across the sands and beyond the ocean, in a big
white building, a white man in an expensive suit had signed an
executive order and obliterated Saadia’s hopes for her children.6
But then, in a smaller building, in another American city,
another white man – a judge – blocks the executive order. Saadia’s
flight is rebooked.
A month later, in March 2017, Saadia and her four girls
arrive in the Midwestern United States. They are settled by their
agency in an apartment, their own apartment. Small by American
standards, it is palatial compared to what they have just left
behind. It is in a street of low, brown housing units with grassy
strips and plenty of trees.
Her first act, after unpacking, is to jam the whispering crack
under the door with old towels, to block its cold rumourings of
the outer world. She cranks the heater to its maximum setting.
The girls pull on extra socks and sweaters.
The mosque is not far, she often sees other women in hijabs
strolling past her house. She meets them in the Middle-Eastern
shop nearby and begins to make acquaintances. Her eldest girls
6

Executive Order 13769 was put into effect by the US president on 27
January 2017, halting refugee admissions for 120 days, drastically reducing
the yearly intake and banning travel from selected countries, including
Somalia, for ninety days. Over 700 travellers were detained, and 60,000
visas were revoked.
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are enrolled in school and Bilqiis, an old friend from Somalia,
turns out to be living just down the road. Bilqiis tells Saadia not
to worry, that the weather will get warmer soon.
Saadia eventually makes contact with Ahmad, who agrees
that their boy should go and live with her in America. But this
will be a tricky process. He had not been born when she first
applied to the UNHCR, and his father had taken him away by
the time their resettlement had been agreed and she was listing
the children. Her application was granted and the flights booked
in such rapid succession that she had been frightened to intervene
and report him, in case it invalidated her case. The executive order
had only stoked her fears. She worries constantly about her little
boy, so far away. With any luck, her petition will be accepted and
he will soon join his sisters. It is uncertain yet whether Ahmad
will travel.
But overall, despite these issues, things are better. She is safer.
Often, she walks down the street to Bilqiis. Their girls play games
together while they prepare food and chat. They fry the familiar
mixture and smell the familiar smells: sesame, banana and sugar
on canjeero. As Saadia chews, she remembers rows of rippling
tents, buildings poxed by bullets, fisherboys lugging tuna, militia
jammed into jeeps and the aroma of that old incense that her
mother loved so much. Regardless of the distance she travels, or
the time that passes, Saadia will always be haunted by that sad
tattered city on the sea.

Proceeds from the sale of this book will go to Samos Volunteers where
they will help in providing basic necessities and services to newly
arriving refugees. See more at www.samosvolunteers.org
or find them on Facebook at: Samos Volunteers.

Séan Ó Tuathaigh was born and raised in Sligo and is a graduate of
the MPhil in Creative Writing at TCD. Before that course, he taught
English in Hanoi, Vietnam. After graduation, in 2016, he moved to the
US for 18 months, where he worked as a refugee biographer in a
resettlement agency. From that experience came Outlanders.

34

OUTLANDERS

What would you do to survive? What
sacrifices would you make in order to reach
a better life?
These are stories of the displaced, of outlanders,
ordinary people from Somalia to Burma, from
Palestine to Afghanistan, who have fled extra
ordinary situations: war, ethnic persecution, gang
violence. Some are recently arrived to new lives
in Ireland or the USA, others are already well
established in these countries, their often perilous
journeys occurring years ago. Outlanders brings
their gripping stories to life.

