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To Salah and his always open door ...

PREFACE
At the start of the European EPIC project, dedicated to the collection of testimonies linked by confidence in the future and a better life, I wish above all
extend my thanks to all the institutions and associations and the volunteers
who work every day in rescuing and welcoming refugees.
Special thanks go to all the representatives of the European project EPIC, in
which the Municipality of Macerata is also honoured to take part, to give a
decisive contribution to the protection of unaccompanied foreign minors.
This book, as short in the testimonies of the young people as it is intense in
reporting their vivid emotions, represents for all of us, as well as a moment
of storytelling, an important opportunity for reflection and discussion on the
topic of reception and the role that the institutions are called upon to face
in the scenario of social transformations drawn by the international trends.
The Municipality of Macerata promotes the reception and social inclusion
of beneficiaries of international protection and unaccompanied foreign minors, with a view to collaboration between public bodies and the third sector, in order to build integration paths that aim to encourage the active participation of the beneficiaries for the definition of paths towards autonomy
and socio-economic integration.

Francesca D’Alessandro
Deputy Mayor and Councillor for Social Policies of Macerata
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TUNISIA

TO MY FAMILY
Mother! Mother! I’ve done it!
I have prayed so much for you, every single minute, my son! With your
father, your sister and your brother we cried a whole day.
Dry the tears, come on. I’m safe now. I am here and we are talking.
So, we have to smile.
Have you eaten? Have you changed?
All good, all good. You stay calm. Italy, mother. Italy!
Yes, Italy.
Pass me my father, please. I want to tell him too. I’m breathing, father. I
breathe a new air. I’m here at the port, there is a lot of sea around me. But
finally my feet are on the ground.
I can’t imagine what you and the others have felt. But for how many hours
have you travelled?
Fifteen hours. Fifteen long hours. Do you know I’ve also seen dolphins?
Seriously?
Yup! They were wonderful. They danced on that flat sea. And they
screamed their happiness. You know, they were the light before the dark.
What do you mean the dark? What happened?
At one point, I think around 5.30pm or so, the engine stopped.
No!
The fuel line had broken and the engine was about to fall into the water.
Absurd, because the boat was new. Fortunately, someone on board had
scotch tape with him and fixed it. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here to tell you.
I was resting, but then I woke up all of a sudden. We stood still for several
minutes, suspended between the Tunisian and Italian coasts. Immobile,
like the sea. But when the engine started we yelled “Thank God”!
My son, for this we have prayed so much. To protect you and everyone the
people who left that beach.
The beach, true. There was no one, you know? We left without documents, I was so scared. I was the youngest, but I knew that there is only
one choice at sea: either die or live. After the engine was repaired we
continued east until we found an Italian fisherman who called the Coast
Guards And with their ship they took us to the island of Pantelleria, right
where I’m calling you from.
Your mother is listening to you and won’t stop crying.
You know that since I was 10 years old I’ve dreamt of coming here, of
finding the many relatives we have and who have always told me about
the beauty of this country. Not that Tunisia, our Tunisia, isn’t a wonderful
place.
I grew up there, I had everything, I went to school, I played sports.
But I wanted to live better and get a job.
You will succeed, my son. You’ve always been a determined guy.
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I want to be a plumber, father, just like you have done for a whole life.
Now I must leave you, they are calling me. They’re taking us to a centre, so
they have said. They will take our temperature, they will take a swab. When
this wait ends I’ll try to reach my cousin who lives in Naples, to move to
my other cousin in Macerata.
Italy, father. Italy! Would you ever have imagined it?
6

SENEGAL

THE SMELL OF A KITCHEN
The tea is ready. A ritual that I began to appreciate thanks to my sister.
And that I found between these new walls. Boil the water and let the infusion do its job. So she told me.
The wait, slow and at the same time impetuous. I remember the breakfasts
she prepared for me with a love that perhaps she has just barely started to
find again.
In another life we fled together from Casamance, in the south of Senegal,
leaving forever the village where we grew up.
I must have been 4, maybe 5 years old. We entered Mali aboard a taxi, headed for our grandmother’s house. We stayed with her until she died.
Then the escape to Algeria.
In the refugee camp my sister worked in a kind of restaurant.
Sometimes I helped her wash the dishes, sometimes I played by making a
ball to kick.
In the evening we went back to the tent. There were many people, coming
from many parts of our continent.
I liked it, that human confusion.
But without documents it was impossible to stay.
They pushed us to the border with Niger, another 4 months in a camp.
Libya was a compromise between survival and a slavery called money.
It took 7 days in a Toyota to arrive.
The desert, 36 people in the car, the water consumed to the last drop and
a ball of flour to survive.
This time my sister couldn’t cook for me. But she didn’t stop for a moment
to protect me, under that torrid sun.
In Libya, I used to lay floors. Because at almost 14 you have to earn something, you too. My sister worked in a Malian restaurant. Again smells, again
the din of pans and plates.
We saw so much in Libya. Murders. Disappearances.
We moved and tried to come here.
Nothing doing, they threw us in a putrid prison.
There are no good people there, everything happens there.
Especially to women.
My sister was sick, at 15 she had had an operation on her stomach.
She tried to explain her pains, a doctor was called who said that she had a
virus and they took her away.
I stayed in my cell.
When I got out I asked: “Where is my sister?”
A man told me: “Wait, I have to explain”
I understood everything. “She’s dead?”
I had decided not to go to Italy any more, I didn’t want to risk my life.
But when they proposed to me to get on a boat, I did it in an instant.
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Three days at sea, after so many African lands.
I am happy here, with my new family.
In a house where the rhythm is marked by a clock and not by anguish.
Feeling welcomed is a feeling that I had completely forgotten.
At home as at school, where I admire the essence of this country from a
blackboard.
A language you would have liked, sister. And that would have accompanied
you, from the kitchen to a laid table.
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PAKISTAN

I WHO MOVE THE SNOW
I keep rubbing my hands, one against the other.
I would love to write my own story, but besides this terrible cold that slows
down time, I have nothing with me.
Neither pen nor paper. Nothing. I don’t even have a blanket to wrap around
me. I only have a jacket and a few biscuits to stem hunger.
Few, and never enough.
I also clutch a plastic bottle, with which to collect snow.
Waiting for it to melt, slowly, to quench my thirst.
I learned to write at school in my country, near Islamabad.
I liked studying, being with my classmates.
In short, doing the things that every child dreams of doing.
Because however much our existence gets tangled up, that desire to look
beyond, to go, you can’t lose it. Never.
Well then, go.
It is perhaps the key word of my journey. Because I’ve been really going for days.
We are a large group, I have counted about 35 people.
Two are my friends, but I don’t know anything about the others.
If could have, I would have written their names.
To remember with whom I crossed mountains, rivers, dusty roads.
To put all those prayers back together.
At each necessary stop, as I sink my feet into waves of snow and ice.
You need a large tree to protect yourself at night.
And the hands, still rigid and so far from the body, are used to move those
heaps and conquer a portion of space to sleep.
Sitting, closing your eyes after satisfying them by staring at the sky, this time
yes, brushed with stars.
At 13, leaving parents, a sister and a brother is not a game.
It is not an escape from the poverty that reverberates between the cracks of
the your home. I think about each of them. And I think of the words of my
old father, for years without a salary due to a serious accident.
His back didn’t hold up as he continued to wear out along the streets of a
country that today has nothing to offer him.
“My son, here in Pakistan there is no work, go to Italy and help us by sending
money. There are many there and the cities are beautiful“.
I’ll get there, to Italy. I promised it. I will know that land.
I don’t know how long it will take, how many days, weeks or months I will
have to stop elsewhere and do any kind of work to survive.
They will teach me new professions, some totally unknown.
They will be my ticket to a new life. Iran, Turkey, Greece, Serbia.
They keep talking to me about these stages, about cars to take, about people
to pay. And a lot of walking.
They tell me that tomorrow we will find a lot of police along the border, on
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the right and on the left. My father also told me that if they catch me they
will beat me and they will ask me for money.
He also told me not to be afraid.
Tomorrow I will walk again. Because the story, my story, is long. And I will
do it on foot, always on foot. Without looking back. To go.
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BANGLADESH

THAT DOOR
This land is so different.
Different from mine. Different from the ones I’ve been through so far.
I observe it from the window of a train, the first one I take after so many
months travelling.
I got on planes, boats, pick ups.
And I walked. Much, too much.
When I left Bangladesh I was sad.
I left my family, pursuing a job that would allow them to live with dignity.
Now, however, I am happy.
And I lose myself with my eyes among the movements of these hills so different, with above towers almost intent on scrutinizing my passage.
The Marche. When I got the ticket from Udine they told me yes they call it that.
I always struggle to pronounce names I don’t know.
It has already happened to me in other areas of the world, the many areas
where I am stopped.
I have lived in many houses.
And many silences.
Dubai. A week and that door is always locked. Then a passport and i money
to leave.
Oman. Sand and a cell phone in search of the right direction for 15 souls
runaway.
Dubai again. The unnerving wait.
Iran. After 10 hours on the boat.
Tehran. Reached in 8 days, between cars and tight police checks.
Another house. This too closed.
This time we are 8, forced to remain seated.
I don’t see what happens outside, if it rains or if it’s sunny.
I cannot communicate, I sleep on a carpet. Over a red blanket e yellow, which
does not stem the cold. In the morning a man comes in, leaves his breakfast
and he goes away.
Turkey. Turkey is so big.
I get there by a green and white bus, full of people.
Istanbul. Twenty-four hours of travel.
Greece. Albania. Montenegro. Bosnia. Croatia.
I remember everything. The faces with which I shared every meter. The rivers
that I have crossed at night. That fruit van where they forced me to hiding,
along with 90 other refugees. The path that allowed me to enter Italy.
Now a new home awaits me.
I try to imagine it, while incomprehensible words echo in the wagon.
Maybe that house was built right under a tower, surrounded from ancient
walls.
Maybe it will have a garden.
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And a bed. Finally a bed.
There will be new and cheerful people, with their voices chasing each other
from room to room, breaking all that silence.
I need to open a door.
And to feel at home.
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GUINEA

SURFACE
I couldn’t feel the air.
It was impossible among those dissonant and terrified voices.
But the inflatable boat that had brought us a few miles from Italy was really
starting to deflate.
At first I thought it was a joke, a desire to ward off nocturnal ghosts of that
crossing.
Then water, more and more water.
Some people fall. Others scream. Some others hang on to the boat. Those
who reach out into the sea wave their arms about as if to draw a circle.
That’s the image I have of those moments.
On the orizon the profile of a ship.
A slow and inexorable approach.
Help reverberated in unison.
But I didn’t believe in those uniforms, I didn’t believe in those men who
threw life jackets to pulling us aboard.
The look of my face was balanced between relief and fear.
I was afraid of going back to Libya again.
Three months in jail or something.
Three months of slaps, rifle butts on the back and insults.
Were these men who were saving us Libyans?
Would they send us back to their accomplices?
What guarantees did I have, suspended between life and death?
“You are safe!” The Italian sailors shouted at us, 72 castaways.
Yes, Italians.
There I realized that I could cry.
My wandering begins to calm down.
From Guinea to Mali, then up towards Algeria.
The asphalt plowed by a rickety bus, the holes absorbed into the body of a
4x4. A journey that seemed to have ended in that hell that the world pretends not to know.
The sea as a new itinerary.
A sea that, as an antagonist, eventually became a companion.
I dream of finding a job to help my family.
I left for this very reason, leaving everything behind me.
Even the roar of a football match, dreaming of Real Madrid.
What trade do I want to learn? The welder. It intrigues me, even if I already
figure out the harshness.
It is enough for me to look at the belly of this ship, where we will all wait
together a few days before touching the ground.
Screws, sheets, bolts, handrails.
I left my home out of fear of extreme poverty, to change this fate.
Poverty. That’s the main reason that brought me to leave.
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And that I do not want to meet anymore.
And that I let it go down to the bottom.
Abandoning that raft.
Me? I preferred the surface.
And another perspective, which I am waiting to get to know.
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TUNISIA

THE OLIVE TREES BEHIND
I can’t count them.
There are hundreds, indeed, thousands.
An infinite expanse of olive trees, which I see from the window the moment
I leave my village.
It is as if I knew these plants so majestic, as if I could talk with them.
I have been observing them for years, every time I move with my parents
toward the coast.
About an hour and a half, sitting on the back of a white off-road vehicle with
my three little brothers.
In front of my father and my mother, who observe us from the rearview
mirror smiling.
Everything flows, once again.
The dusty cars that choose the opposite direction.
The ones that make their horn sound with every overtaking.
The landscape as a mosaic, simply unique.
The land furrowed by the work of man.
The straight road, which looks like a stroke of a pen.
An almost perfect line, which wedges to the east, almost touching the desert.
Here the sand pushes, so much so that it seems the beginning of another shore.
They told me that many try to reach Italy from the contours of Tunisia.
They often do it at night, from an uncontrolled stretch of beach.
Yes, today I will do it too.
I have decided.
I want to go up there, to study and maybe become a mechanic.
I do not know the engines, but I listen to them.
As I cross my many seas.
The engines have different sounds.
Like the one of the bus I got on at 10 in the morning, along with my friends.
There are very few seats inside, twelve if I have not counted badly.
Outside it is bright white, with dazzling red lines.
We left the driver 6 dinars each.
That’s the price for a dream.
Or maybe just the first ticket to buy.
Inside, the words began to bounce from seat to seat.
But we are not talking about the journey to the other continent.
We don’t want other passengers to find out where we are going.
We digress, we concentrate reflections and jokes on those typical dimensions of us children.
In the meantime, I hold the plastic bag tight, where I keep one shirt and a hat.
I will need them, while I will sail the sea with a boat of which I do not know
shape and power.
I often think about that moment, when I will have water under my feet.
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The fear of an agitated Mediterranean.
Of an abrupt interruption.
Of the loud wail of an engine, another engine.
Or flashing lights to suppress my desire.
Meanwhile, the tires of the small bus run away from this sweating asphalt.
The cut of the sea is already in front of me.
The olive trees behind.
Little is missing.
And I already miss everything
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TUNISIA

BLACK STARS
In my language, the right word is “najma”.
In what I have been learning for a few months it is a “star”.
Tonight, however, the sky and the sea had a uniform color.
Black. Black only.
No stars to accompany me.
Or at least it’s the memory that remains of a long, broken immersion
from dawn.
I, who do not know the constellations, which I have never devoted time to
observe what they call “the celestial vault”, but I still protect mine thanks to
those who sit on high and guide our destiny.
A journey that I attempted twice, returning back when the police appeared
Or cursing when the waves were too massive to cross.
And on the third try, the good one, I didn’t even know it would be my night.
That night.
Without water and without food.
I’m only wearing the bravery to go.
The recklessness of my 16 years.
And the dream of hugging my brother, his mate, my 4 nephews.
They all were born in Italy and that I only saw when they touched the land of
Tunisia for their first time.
Then only video calls, from a phone that approaches you but that always
remembers you of the distance.
Still playing with the vocabulary, if I had to tell it - that night of December - I
would not hesitate to engrave one and uforgettable definition on a blank
sheet of paper: ‘the boat of death’.
When you decide to jump up that boat, you know that you are going to
meet death.
You can starve. Thirsty. Cold. You can fall. You may not arrive.
It is a new dinghy, about 6 meters long. It too is black.
A 25-year-old boy is driving it, his hand is always on the engine.
We are 19, some seated on one side and some others on the other.
A balance that helps us resist the movements of water.
Let’s pray. And we still pray.
Only a little girl remains silent.
She sleeps from the start, held by a mother who wants to protect her from
the dark.
From the fear that accompanies us and also from a ferocious cold.
I only have a coat and a wool hat.
When I got on board, I got my pants and underwear wet.
And the cold water still wields half of my body.
My hands, without gloves, I try to warm them with an increasingly restless
breath.
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But when the light breaks the curtain of the night everything seems to calm
down. The sea. The anguish. And the boat, finally, exudes life.
Breath.
Looking at the island of Pantelleria.
My new “najma”.
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PAKISTAN

THE LAST BORDER
I liked this sofa from the first moment.
It is the place for reflection, release and embrace.
We talk a lot with the family that welcomed me.
Everyone helps me and makes me feel part of an always open story.
Even though a few months have passed since my arrival, it is as if I still hear
the need to rest.
I have crossed so many borders that I have lost track of them.
And I’ve fled so many times that my fears have taken on one different shape.
I’ll be 18 in a few months.
I worked hard, to continue my journey but above all to help my brothers
and sisters, who still live in Punjab two hours from Lahore, together with a
father who cannot work because fate gave him only the dark.
Mine is a complicated story. And diluted over time.
Seven and a half years to sit on this sofa.
Years almost always lived alone.
Between cold and waterproof winters to protect me from the rain.
Between makeshift beds at a bus stop or lying outside a shop.
Before entering Iran I had to wait 12 days.
12 days before that car crossed the border from above.
Once there, I changed the clothes stored in the backpack.
I also reached Turkey on foot, in a group, passing through the “big mountain”.
Soon after that, we broke up, in a goodbye of good wishes.
Here in Italy I realized that part of my escape I experienced along the Balkan Route.
I eclipsed from the police into any hole and once I succeeded to immerse
myself in a market, making me lose track.
It was like that, that time.
Walk and run. Running and walking.
The borders added up. And the next time the doubt of not making it
strengthened.
So the mind went back through all the kilometers trodden on, returning to
Pakistan to my family.
I promised them that I would make it.
I had to do it.
And I gave myself yet another goal.
You understand why now I just want to comfortably enjoy these faces that
are in front of me, their stories full of freshness, the enthusiasm that each
day can they give me?
Here the only border to cross is that of curiosity.
In getting to know each other.
In unveiling.
In rethinking.
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Each with their own wealth of experience.
Yes, because in the end it is what we all need most, when we carry a backpack.
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TUNISIA

TOMORROW
Couscous with lamb, carrots and chickpeas.
Other than a thin white pasta! Other than cheese, bread and a slice of lonely
flesh!
The comparison with our typical dish? It just doesn’t exist!
I will also have 16 years and a whole life still to be built, but in terms of tastes
I already have very clear ideas.
As long as I stay on this ship, however, I have to be happy with.
Not that you eat badly, on the contrary.
The sailors are all available, the cooks smile at us looking out with a ladle in
hand and hat.
And then they tell me that in terms of food, Italy is second to none.
But this waiting wears me out.
I already imagine those flavors that tell every meter of Africa.
And chatting, meal after meal, with my family who are some kilometer further north.
For 18 hours, however, I forgot everything.
In that boundless space called the sea I only thought about the end.
A difficult, aggressive sea, where everything can overturn.
It is now late afternoon when ‘the great ship’ appears in front of us.
It is so gigantic that it seems without limits.
We are crammed within a few meters.
I have a recurring doubt: will they send me back?
Will I be forced to try again for the umpteenth time, to face my fears again?
Someone, from above, speaks to us in Italian.
And this reassures me.
I am safe. We are safe.
But not returning to Tunisia. Absolutely not.
They make us go up the stairs, putting on a life jacket.
We continue, stopping in front of Lampedusa.
Fifteen days here (“There is Covid, you have to wait and quarantine”), between cabins and beds divided into five, including blankets and pillows that
in some moments they seem to protect us from the nightmare of crossing
the Mediterranean again.
Backwards, towards those houses that each of us has chosen to leave.
Languages and dialects mix in the corridors of the ship.
When the sea doesn’t grumble, we little ones prefer to get on the deck for
kicking a ball twice.
We pass it, head or foot, being careful not to let it disappear in that horizon
of water.
I try a shot towards the goalkeeper, touching a goal.
This is not my day.
But I have to be patient, I know.
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I learned it in school.
I relived it at sea. I try to do it here too, as I touch with my eyes an even more
majestic island.
They call us for lunch.
I retrieve the ball and go down the stairs to the mess hall.
But tomorrow - yes just tomorrow - I’ll slip off other stairs.
Leaving this iron mansion behind.
And starting to chase a future that will be beautiful.
Because I know. And I want it.
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PAKISTAN

ALL GOOD
Refrigerator. Oven. All these wall units. And polished tiles.
No, it wasn’t like that at all in Istanbul.
There we barely had water coming out of the tap.
Six months in that house with one kitchen, one bathroom and one bedroom
to divide into five.
Four Pakistanis, including myself, and an Afghan.
With the latter, apart from crambling spaces, we shared the loathing towards the Talibans.
My Peshawar is right there, close to the border with his country, at less than
6 hours from Kabul.
I was helping children with polio, a nasty infection that turns your existence
upside down completely.
I loved helping them. I still think about it.
We went house to house, with our medical equipment and a list with
names of sick people.
I remember that when we arrived at destination, the little ones often came
out from every corner and we prescribed the drug for them.
But as in every story there is a “but”.
The Talibans.
They are in control of that area and they don’t like at all our helping and
being close to those who suffer.
So once they shot at us, just to point out a power that continues to leave
wounds deep in our people. And the din of bullets is something that one
can not forgotten.
Never.
At that moment I first experienced a feeling of fear and I thought that it was
enough: I had to leave. I left my parents, my sisters and my brothers. It was
heartbreaking, but I knew a different ending awaited me.
I travelled by bus to the border with Iran, then I walked with in groups of
10-15 people.
I crossed overnight, but others also took advantage of the empty of the day.
I was almost 16. And now I’m here.
From that colorless house in Turkey and from my work in a factory of jackets, I arrived in Macerata in a community for minors.
We are 6 to move between these painted spaces.
Two boys are from Pakistan, one from Albania, there is a Tunisian and another who speaks Arabic but not I know from where exactly he comes from.
Let’s try to understand, there is a good atmosphere, also thanks to the operators.
“Bohud acha ha” in my language means “All good”.
And yes, we’re all fine.
I will stay here until September when I celebrate my 18th birthday.
I want to study and I am willing to do any job to have my dream of becam23

ing a surgeon come true.
The biggest of all.
A dream that I cherished in those dusty alleys.
Taking care of my children.
My perfect ending.
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Listening.
It is the modus operandi we have chosen to give shape and substance to these pages.
But above all to model a single voice capable of blending it 10.
Because 10 are the stories that we have collected in recent months.
Some in the room where we teach Italian to foreign alone minors
coming from all latitudes.
Others in the communities or families that host them.
Places that mark their and our daily life.
We tried to cross the planet together, to dive into the smiles as
much as into tears, smells and memory, in the day and in the dark.
We brusche(described) days, months and in some cases years of
travel by moving between different languages, supported by very
precious cultural mediators.
We impressed every single word, and then released it in our minds
and on sheets of paper that now, finally, are moving from house
to house.
In the end 10 stories emerged in perfect balance between reality
and identification.
Testimonies of life. And of hopes.
Shots - as all this can only remain inside, indelibly - which fuel
even more a project that, as employees and co-workers of the
Municipality of Macerata, we try to share day after day with institutions, associations and especially families.
To the boys, to these wonderful boys, our most impressive thanks.
Not just for the discovery, unexpected and profound, but rather
for that embrace that we still feel on us.

