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The Asylum Seekers
Extract from a novel 

by Fredrick Stembridge Mulapa

Extract from chapter 3 

Two weeks had gone by since Ishmael set foot on the shores of Spain. He had been given papers that authorised him to remain in Spain temporarily, but he had not been permitted to work or carry out any business. He had not been allowed to leave town either. His daily activities included walking the streets of town, having two meals at a Day Centre, and going to sleep in the basement of an old church. 

Ishmael had discovered the church on his daily tours of the town. The church was an ancient stone-work building with a tower that had to be ascended by steps. The structure had a large basement, and two huge pillars of stone stood at the entrance. Its days of religious glory gone, the church now received more tourists than worshippers. During the day, the building would be thronged by tourists who would come to take pictures and ascend the tower, but at night, the place would be deserted, apart from a number of homeless people who had made the church basement their home. 

Ishmael had decided to stay in the church basement rather than spend nights in the underground. Nobody bothered him in the station, but he thought the church basement would be safer. He had found other people who also spent nights in the basement. He had not known before that so many people in Europe were homeless. Most of these homeless people were old and weak, and nobody seemed to care about them. 

In the evenings when Ishmael came to the church to sleep, he would walk to a deserted corner and sit down; he would lean his back against the wall and try to fall asleep. When he was too tired from his wanderings in town, he would forget about the cold and stretch out on the concrete floor of the basement. 

He had often asked himself how he would travel to France when he did not have enough money for the journey. The officials at the Refugee Centre had not given him the kind of help he had been expecting; instead of helping him with money that would enable him make the trip to France, they had referred him to a Day Centre where he had two meals a day. He had to have money to go to France, but where would he get the money from if he were not allowed to work? 

Perhaps he could get a job without the authorities’ knowledge, he thought to himself. But how would he know where there was a job if he neither spoke nor understood Spanish? He had underestimated the importance of knowing Spanish when he was coming to Spain, and now he understood that a basic knowledge of the language was necessary if he were to survive.  

 One morning, as Ishmael was walking in the streets of town, he came to one of the town’s many restaurants, an elegant building with glass doors and panelled wooden walls. Ishmael could hear soft music from within the building, and as he stopped and listened, he could detect the smell of food. The smell of food made him hungry. 

Perhaps he should try to get a job in the restaurant, he told himself. He should be bold and ask for any kind of work available. 

Without dwelling on the fact that he spoke no Spanish, Ishmael opened the glass doors and entered the building. The tables in the restaurant were already decked, but no one was sitting there yet. Ishmael headed straight to the bar where a man in a cook’s uniform was polishing a drinking glass with a piece of cloth.

‘I am looking for work,’ Ishmael said, upon reaching the bar. 

The man at the bar, who did not understand English, looked bewildered.  

‘I am looking for work,’ Ishmael repeated himself.

The man at the counter called out loudly to his companion in Spanish, and a moment later, a tall man in a dark moustache emerged out of a room behind the bar. Luckily for Ishmael, the second man spoke English. 

‘I am looking for work,’ Ishmael said once again.

‘What kind of work?’ the man asked.

‘Any type of work.’

‘Are you a citizen of Spain.’

‘No sir.’ 

‘Are you in possession of a work permit?’

‘No sir.’

‘We do not employ if you have no work permit.’ 

‘Sir, I need help,’ Ishmael pleaded. ‘I need money urgently.’

The man fixed his gaze on Ishmael and considered the matter for a moment. 

Ishmael held his breath. He must get a job here, he told himself. That would be the only way he would raise money for his trip to France. 

‘What is your name?’ the man finally asked.

‘Ishmael Ahmed.’   

‘Have you washed dishes before?’ 

‘Yes sir, at home in Africa.’  

‘Tell no one we have given you work.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘The reason we are giving you work is that we know immigrants work hard.’

‘Yes sir.’ 

‘Come tomorrow morning,’ the man said. ‘But remember, tell no one you have been given work.’

‘Yes sir,’ Ishmael said.

‘Call me Lopez,’ the man said.   

The following morning, Ishmael was at the restaurant early. He was made to wait for the manager, who turned out to be Lopez himself. Ishmael was told his pay would be a hundred euros a week. Then he was given a white apron and a cook’s hat. He was told to enter and exit the restaurant through the back door so that he would not easily be seen. Finally, he was led into the dishwashing area by Lopez.
There were already people busy working when Ishmael and Lopez entered the room. There were several washing basins full of soiled dishes, and men and women, in white aprons and cook’s hats stood by these basins, washing and drying plates, cutlery, drinking glasses, pots and pans. In the centre of the room were tables covered with white linen on which the washed and dried dishes were piled. 

A short fat man with a dark thick moustache who had been inspecting the washroom came to meet Lopez and Ishmael when he saw the two men enter the room. 

‘I have brought you another hand in the washroom,’ Lopez said in Spanish to the short fat man. ‘His name is Ishmael,’ Lopez continued. ‘He speaks English.’

‘We certainly can do with another dishwasher,’ the shot fat man said. ‘Has he washed dishes before?’

‘So he says; at home in Africa.’

The shot fat man grinned at Ishmael, who successfully returned the grin, though ignorant of what was being said about him.

Ishmael began work that very day. At first, he had only to observe what the others were doing, but later, he was handed the washing chemicals and scrubbing implements and led to a washing basin which became his workstation. 

The other workers initially ignored Ishmael in the washroom. But Ishmael did not mind; he kept to himself, and since he could not speak a word of Spanish, he could not converse with his co-workers even if he wanted to. But with time, Ishmael’s co-workers would turn friendly and attempt to teach him Spanish. They would laugh at his mistakes, as well as his pronunciation of Spanish words. 

Now that he worked in a restaurant, Ishmael had no more problems with food. He could eat his fill at the restaurant, and there was now no need for him to go and eat at the Day Centre. Every morning, he would rise from the cold dusty floor of the church basement and go to work, and in the evening, he would return to the same place to sleep. He would have to find a room soon, he told himself; it will not be easy for him to stay awake at the restaurant when he slept so poorly in the church basement. He was not sure there would be a room costing a hundred euros a month, but he would have to ask. 
Ishmael soon made friends with a college student who worked part-time in the washroom. The young man worked in the washroom three days a week, three to four hours on each day. He was twenty-one years of age, and his name was Pedro.

Wanting to practise the English he had learned in high school, Pedro had one day come to Ishmael’s table when the workers in the washroom were having lunch.

‘My name is Pedro,’ he said.

‘And mine is Ishmael,’ the other responded. ‘I thought nobody in this place spoke English apart from the manager,’ Ishmael added. 

‘Well, I do,’ Pedro said. ‘I learned English years back, and I don’t want to forget it. But it is only rarely that I do get a chance to speak it.’

‘I want to learn Spanish,’ Ishmael said. ‘Will you teach me?’

‘It will be my pleasure,’ the young man replied.

From that day, Ishmael and Pedro became friends.

Ishmael soon discovered that he was at the bottom of the pay-roll as far as salaries at the restaurant were concerned. From Pedro, he learned that his salary was three-quarters of what the others in the washroom received, most of whom worked less hours than he did. Ishmael wanted to confront the manager of the restaurant over his pay, but he was afraid of the consequences the action might bring. He wasn’t supposed to be given work in the first place, he reminded himself, and if he complained over his pay now, the manager might ask him to leave. He must simply continue working even if he was paid less than the others, he told himself. 

When he had worked at the restaurant for two weeks, Ishmael approached Pedro and asked the young man where he could find a cheap room for rent.

‘There is a part of town where rooms are really cheap,’ Pedro said. ‘But I wouldn’t call it a beautiful place.’ 

‘What I am looking for, Pedro, is a roof above my head, not a palace of some sort,’ Ishmael said.

‘I will show you the place then, after work,’ Pedro said.

That afternoon, Ishmael and Pedro left the restaurant together. They boarded a bus that took them to a part of town which was deserted apart from one or two people walking down the street. The place was called Abeto, named after one of the streets in the area. 

Abeto consisted of blocks of old and dilapidated multi-storey flats. The walls of the buildings, which hadn’t been painted for years, had been rendered grey by age. It was as though a fire had swept through the area and burned the paint off the walls but left the buildings intact. In some of the windows, cardboard had replaced glass. People threw garbage down from their windows, the accumulation of which had rendered the place squalid. 

Pedro and Ishmael entered one of the blocks, whose interior turned out to be dark and gloomy. There were only a few lights in the hallway, most of the lights having burned out long ago. The two men wandered from door to door in search of the man in charge of the rooms. Finally, they came to a door on which it was written guardián de la casa. Pedro knocked on the door and waited for a response.
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